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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    The Outlands 225,000 B.C.E. 
 
    “You are outnumbered, brother.  Even with your size and strength, you are no match for us,” Jörmungand said mockingly. 
 
    “I do not need to kill all of you.  I just need to kill you, brother,” Fenris said confidently. 
 
    Jör laughed.  “You have never been able to best me.  Besides, I have no quarrel with you.  Why would you wish to kill me?” he shrugged innocently. 
 
    “Do not play games, Jör.  If you and the rest of your foolish supporters leave my domain immediately, I might allow you to see another sunrise,” Fenris lied. 
 
    “You have been threatening me for years.  Why should I believe you now?” Jör chuckled as he circled Fenris in the large clearing in the woods. 
 
    He was aware that Fenris’ pack was watching every movement he made.  Though he could not see the various packs of animals lurking in the tree line, he could hear them snarling and huffing all around him.  Glowing eyes tracked his every step.  One howl from Fenris and he would be attacked by wolves, bears, cougars, coyotes, and foxes.  Even the birds high up in the green canopy would heed the call of the Wolf God. 
 
    Jör knew his allies would aid him if a brawl ensued, but he was concerned about their odds of winning.  While the gods had their impressive gifts and powers, Fenris’ wild pack were true predators.  He commanded the lowly creatures that prowled the Eastern Woods.  Though he had tried several times to convince Fenris to join his cause, Fenris cared nothing for the politics of the gods.  This was his last attempt.  If he could not secure Fenris’ loyalty, he feared that Hel would win Fenris’ support.  If Fenris sided with their wicked sister, his bid for the Western Shore would be lost.  Hel would control the Western Shore along with the Southern Shore.  He would be left to claim the arid Plains, where they had escaped from their prison, or the Northern Frost, which would be unsuitable environments for his snake form.  He would have to retreat to the Western Seas permanently and lose any chance of ruling the Outlands. 
 
    “It is so simple, Fenris.  Even your furry companions could understand.  I can help protect you against our sister.  You know that Hel wants to claim the entire Outlands for herself, which includes your forest, the river gap, the mountains, the marshes, and the islands.  She has Nótt, Njord, and Dagr on her side.  That is how she claimed the land from the other lowly gods trying to survive.  She has conquered every land she has stepped foot upon.  If we join forces, we can defeat our bloodthirsty sister,” Jör stated logically. 
 
    Fenris was taller than Jör and broader of chest in mortal form, though less attractive, especially in his plain tunic.  His unkempt brown hair was drawn back with a simple strip of leather, as usual, with twigs and leaves sticking out of it.  Jör had always held the attention of the fairest females with his pale skin and long golden locks.  Fenris’ tanned skin and thick muscles intimidated most people.  His shrewd yellow eyes regarded most of the gods as prey.  That was the real reason the gods had turned on Fenris, though he typically had the mildest temperament of the three of them. 
 
    Regardless of Fenris’ kind nature, Jör feared that if it came down to a battle of swords, Fenris would win the challenge.  He was ferociously protective of his lands and his followers.  Jör might succeed if teeth and tails were permitted, as he held the advantage.  His snake form was nearly twenty feet high and eight feet across.  He was faster than Fenris’ daunting wolf form, but he had a harder time fighting large groups of animals.  His best chance was to trick Fenris into becoming a wolf and stabbing him with a sword before his brood could attack. 
 
    Váli, to Fenris’ right, was snarling and clawing at the dry leaves coating the forest floor, preparing to attack the moment the command was given.  The traitorous wolf had forgotten his friendship with Jör that existed before he had been turned into a common four-legged creature.  He decided to put Váli out of his misery once the fight began. 
 
    Fenris looked down at Váli and shook his head slightly.  Váli growled in the back of his throat, but stood down. 
 
    He crossed his arms and glared at Jör.  “I do not wish to fight you or Hel.  I wish to be left alone.  That is why I claimed the Eastern Woods.  The winters here would not suit you.  Hel has agreed to stay off my lands as long as I stay out of her territory.  You are the only one who is unhappy with the arrangement.  This is not my problem.  Now, take your followers and leave,” Fenris said defiantly. 
 
    “I cannot do that, Fenris.  I have no home to call my own.  How can you forsake your own brother when we were once so close?” Jör asked, trying to invoke sympathy. 
 
    Jör stood his ground as Fenris bared his teeth and lowered his shoulders, preparing to pounce.  “You are the reason that we are no longer close, Jör.  You earned your imprisonment in the Plains and subsequent banishment from the more civilized areas of the Outlands.  Hel and I are furious that you ensnared us in your plans, causing our imprisonment.  Have you forgotten about your plot to kill Odin?  We are all lucky that we still have our heads,” Fenris said, snapping his teeth. 
 
    Jör chuckled and casually backed away.  “We were treated unfairly.  The other gods never trusted us because of our deceitful parents.  Their false prophesies and visions made us criminals before we were able to decide our own fate.  I only wanted to be free from their ridicule.  I held no ill will against Odin,” he graciously lied.  If he had the chance to kill Odin, he would coil his body around the old fool and squeeze the life out of him. 
 
    Fenris sighed.  “I know your reasons for attacking Odin, but I have made peace with my banishment from our homeland.  I aided you in our escape from our prison, but that is as far as I am willing to assist you.  I have made a home here.  Since the escape, you have wandered the Outlands angering everyone you meet.  You are never satisfied.  You feel entitled to more than your share and because of that, you have used me as a weapon against your enemies.  I am your puppet no longer.  Whatever game you are playing now, I want no part of it.  I suggest you find your own peace elsewhere.”  Fenris threw his hands down in exasperation.  His decision seemed final. 
 
    Jör folded his arms behind his back and pretended to pace as he glanced at Idun, Mani, Torgerd, and Irpa.  He knew Torgerd and Irpa were ready for a battle.  The goddesses had sworn their allegiance and vowed their swords to him.  They had proven their loyalty many times over.  Idun was invulnerable to harm and Mani controlled the moon and tides.  They had been promised parcels of land for themselves, so they had a vested interest.  He looked up into the far corner of the tree line and tried not to smile at his archer, Ullr. 
 
    Fenris’ eyes narrowed as he watched Jör pace in his tattered clothing.  The Snake God was biding his time, but he could not figure out his plan.  Ullr, believing he was safely hidden in the trees with his bow drawn, was Jör’s means of escape if the negations fell apart.  That part of the plan was easy to ascertain.  Jör had never figured out how to hide his spies far enough downwind.  Ullr had a bad habit of eating dried fish, which assaulted any sensitive nose.  He could smell him from a thousand paces.  He had allowed Jör enough time to reveal his intentions.  Clearly, Jör wanted a battle since he had brought the warrior goddesses, but they were outmatched by the sheer number of his forest beasts.  Why would Jör risk defeat against so many adversaries?  He was convinced that there was something greater at stake. 
 
    “That is a shame, brother.  I was hoping that we could do this peacefully, but I see that there is no other way,” Jör said, shaking his head sadly. 
 
    Fenris whistled through his teeth and signaled his beasts to create a circle around Jör and his followers. 
 
    Jör quickly nodded to Idun, who pulled her sword and ran at Fenris.  At the sound of Idun’s battle cry, Fenris nodded to Váli, who leaped at Idun and locked his jaw on her arm.  Though Idun could not be physically harmed, she tired easily during a fight.  All Váli had to do was keep her from Jör’s side. 
 
    Fenris watched as Torgerd and Irpa surrounded Jör and protected his back.  He let out a baying howl to summon his fanged warriors.  His army slowly stepped out of the trees and entered the clearing.  The entire forest came to life as raptors and ravens took to the sky, nearly blocking out the sun.  The ominous growl generated by so many predators would cause most people to flee for their lives.  He was impressed by Jör’s followers.  Only Mani flinched and recoiled from the sound, while his sword shook in his hand.  If they had been closer to the shoreline, Fenris would have eliminated Mani first, but being in the mountains, he disregarded Mani’s supposed fighting skills. 
 
    Jör visually tried to count all the creatures approaching from all sides, but finally shook his head and gave up. 
 
    “Do you still think you can win?  Are your swords sharp enough for so many opponents?” Fenris gloated.  “You are in my domain, brother, and unlike you, I have loyal friends among my ranks.  I keep their forest safe from traitors like you and for that, the beasts and birds of the woods will protect me with their dying breaths.  Can you say the same for Ullr when my raptors pluck him from his tree post?  He will run in terror when the talons and beaks of my companions sink deep into his flesh.” 
 
    “You underestimate me, Fenris.  I did not come here without a plan.  I have something that will force you to yield to me.  I hold something dear to you,” Jör shouted above the growling. 
 
    Fenris took an aggressive step forward.  This was what he was waiting for.  He knew Jör was not brave enough to stand against him without some kind of leverage. 
 
    “You fiend!  What have you done?” Fenris yelled. 
 
    “Do not worry; no harm has come to your kleine.  Pledge your loyalty to me and this can all be over.  Kill me and you will never find your precious darling,” Jör stated calmly.  “Stand down so that I may claim the Eastern Woods.  I plan on building a summer home here, so that you can visit.” 
 
    Fenris froze.  He calculated the risk involved in beheading his brother.  Even if he submitted, there was no guarantee that anyone would survive the alliance.  Jör never kept his word about anything.  His beloved was definitely in danger since Jör liked to torture his hostages to move along negations.  He had two options: tear off the Serpent King’s head and search for his beloved himself, or agree to Jör’s pact long enough to secure anyone important who could be used against him. 
 
    “What are your terms?” Fenris sighed, lowering his head.  He waved off his pack, who quickly stopped advancing and maintained their positions. 
 
    “That is more like it.  Kneel and pledge your teeth and sword to me, as well as your territory.  Swear that you will protect my followers and me,” Jör smiled broadly. 
 
    Fenris bristled at his snide tone.  He vowed to make his brother pay for this outrage by cutting out his forked tongue. 
 
    Feeling the weight of his decision as he looked to the disappointed and surprised faces of his pack, he slowly lowered himself to the ground and prepared to kneel before the serpent. 
 
    He opened his mouth and tried to form the words, but his throat was dry. 
 
    “This is a day I never thought would come.  The mighty beast is kneeling before the treacherous snake,” a male voice shouted through the clearing. 
 
    Jör closed his eyes and groaned. 
 
    Fenris’ head snapped up.  “No!” he yelled.  If the God of Justice interfered, he would lose his agreement with Jör.  Without a reason to form an alliance, Jör would kill his kleine, if he lived long enough. 
 
    Týr strode into the clearing with his ornate sword slung over his armored shoulder and ignored the confused packs, who were snarling at the newcomer. 
 
    “Your plan ends here, Jör.  I know you are trying to gain Fenris’ support so that you can march against Hel in order to rule the Outlands.  Apparently, you do not understand what banishment means.  Odin did not relocate you so that you could rule the wild lands.  He wanted you to suffer for your crimes.  If you believe that you can wear a crown of twigs and call yourself a ruler, you are mistaken.  Your punishment was to live out your existence burning in the arid Plains.  The three of you will have nothing to call your own from this day forward,” Týr proclaimed as his calloused hand tightened around the hilt of his sword. 
 
    Jör burst out laughing.  “I would love to see Hel’s face when you give her that speech.  She will make a crown from your bones and rule from atop your gravestone.” 
 
    Týr looked into the darkest section of the forest and nodded his head. 
 
    Fenris and Jör watched with curiosity as armed guards dragged someone from the trees.  The small, dark figure of a young woman came into view.  Her pale face was hidden beneath her dark locks.  Her black gown was torn in multiple places and smudged with dirt.  Fenris’ heart sank when he saw his sister Hel bound in chains.  He did not care about his sister, but it meant that Týr was here to collect all three of them and send them back to their prison in the Plains. 
 
    “I will slaughter all of you for this!” Hel screeched as she swung her chains and hit the closest guard in the shin of his bronze armor. 
 
    Jör ground his teeth in frustration.  “This changes things,” he sighed.  Tapping his foot, he glanced at Fenris from the corner of his eye.  “I guess this means that we have to kill you and your soldiers before we sort out ownership of the Outlands.” 
 
    Týr laughed boldly at the threat, but his laughter was cut short when Jör shifted into his snake form and lunged at Týr’s bronze chest plate before he could brace himself. 
 
    Fenris shifted into an enormous black and silver wolf and let out the sound of a wolf who had nothing to lose.  He launched himself at the guard holding Hel and tore into the leg that she had hit with her chains. 
 
    Hel grabbed Fenris’ silver tipped fur, jumped onto his back, and leaned over to steal the sword from the fallen guard.  She dug her heels into Fenris’ sides and pulled the scruff of his neck toward the lake. 
 
    “Týr has Syn with him.  If we are to win this battle, we need to defeat her.  Týr’s forces are on the other side of the lake holding my army.  They are ready to move as soon as Týr gives the word.  They plan to burn the forest and kill your minions.  He has Nött in chains.  If we can release her, we can end this quickly.  You and your animals are the only ones who can see through her Night Curtain,” Hel said. 
 
    Fenris dug his paws into the ground and shook his massive head.  He growled and threw her off.  He whipped around and bit Týr’s commander in the shoulder as he was trying to sneak up on him from behind.  He tossed him into two other approaching soldiers. 
 
    Hel tumbled to the ground and rolled to her feet.  She turned her sword on Fenris.  “I know we have our differences, but we need to kill Týr before he imprisons us again,” she sneered.  She pulled her leaf-filled hair from her face and glared at the wolf. 
 
    Fenris whipped his tail around and swatted away the remaining soldier before shifting. 
 
    “I do not care about Týr.  Help me defeat Jör and we will go our separate ways.  He came to secure my loyalty through devious means,” Fenris said quickly. 
 
    Hel shook her head.  “I’m not surprised.  I would love to kill Jör, but Týr is a problem for both of us.  He ambushed my followers and me while we were sleeping.  It was a dishonorable act for the God of Justice to commit, but moreover, he disrespected me by killing Dorham, a mortal whom was very taken with me.  Týr will pay for that with his blood,” Hel hissed. 
 
    Fenris sighed and looked around at his once peaceful forest.  Týr and Jör’s fight could be heard from half a mile away.  Trees were toppling all around the clearing.  His pack, along with Váli, had retreated and made their way into the denser section of woods.  They were pacing and circling, waiting for their orders.  They did not know which side to fight on. 
 
    “Do what you want with Týr, but leave Jör to me.  He must reveal something of importance before he dies,” Fenris stated.  He did not want Hel to know what Jör had done lest she use the information against him as well.  He did not trust his sister any more than he trusted Jör. 
 
    “Fine.  Help me release Nött and I will take Týr’s head.  I will leave Jör to you,” she shrugged indifferently. 
 
    Fenris was about to agree to Hel’s deal when the trees nearest them toppled and were reduced to splinters under the giant white snake as he tried to remove Týr’s leg.  Jör’s back and tail were covered in bloody welts, from Týr’s sword, but it was not slowing his attack.  Týr, a master swordsman, was holding his own between defending against the sharp fangs attempting to skewer him and the thick tail trying to crush him. 
 
    While he wanted nothing more than to leave his siblings to their fates, he could not.  There was too much at stake.  He decided to wave off his packs since it was not their fight.  This was no longer about territorial disputes.  It was about mistakenly trusting a sibling and nearly dying because of it. 
 
    Shifting, he leaped at Týr and tried to bite his shoulder.  His muzzle met with metal as Týr swung in anticipation of the attack.  Shaking off the blow, Fenris paced around Týr in a semi-circle making sure not to expose his back to his brother.  It had been a long time since he and Jör had fought side-by-side in battle.  Váli joined them and snapped at Týr’s ankles, but was struck by Týr’s sword along his shoulder.  Váli backed away, yelping in pain. 
 
    Fenris watched Jör advance on Týr, hoping to knock him down.  The second he fell, Fenris would jump on him and finish things.  Even Týr was not strong enough to endure his venom. 
 
    Hel had disappeared into the forest, presumably to release Nött.  Behind them, the remaining gods were battling the other half of Týr’s forces. 
 
    Jör and Fenris continued to back Týr up, testing his resistance.  His sword was faster than they were, which was an impressive feat.  As the God of Justice, Týr had superior reflexes and strength.  He was undefeated on the battlefield. 
 
    “It does not matter how long you draw this out, I shall send you back to your prison,” Týr taunted. 
 
    Jör hissed and raced up a nearby hill.  He slithered behind Týr and prepared to shove him down the slope into Fenris’ hungry mouth.  He coiled his body and prepared to strike when something distracted him.  From the sky came blue flames and brilliant white stars.  Jör faltered and shrank back, trying to figure out what was happening. 
 
    “Halt!  I am Aeries, Lord Commander of the Celestial Warriors, defender of Heaven and the Mortal Realm.  My Council has received word from your High Council of Asgard.  You are hereby charged with treason, securing an army under false pretenses, and consorting with known enemies.  Since Heaven governs the territory you call the Outlands, I have been tasked with your capture.  You will stand trial and if found guilty, your High Council has agreed to disavow you, which leaves your fate to us.  It seems that you have angered them greatly,” an angel wrapped in a white tunic declared.  He was brandishing a blue glowing Celestial Sword, as were his warriors. 
 
    Hel had told Fenris about the Celestial Warriors, but he had never met them before.  He’d heard tales of their Celestial Swords that could not be deflected by any other sword.  They were killing instruments, not fighting weapons.  Lord Commander Aeries, the Angel of Honor, was supposedly undefeated on the battlefield, just like Týr.  All he had to do was pit Týr and the Lord Commander against each other and let them fight until the end of time. 
 
    Týr stepped forward and brushed past the angel standing in front of him.  “I am in charge here.  You are not needed,” he said dismissively. 
 
    “Not according to what I am told,” Aeries snickered.  “You, Týr, are the one being charged with treason.  The rest of you are escaped prisoners.  Your High Council wrongly placed you in our territory to carry out your sentences, so we shall relocate you to a more suitable prison.  You will find that the Hall of Shadows in Hell is far worse than your prison in the Plains.”  He motioned for his warriors to take Týr, Jör, and Fenris into custody. 
 
    “The laws of Butterflies hold no meaning to me.  Be gone before you make an enemy of me,” Týr scoffed. 
 
    Aeries laughed.  “You are nothing more than the filth created by soulless monsters.  I have better things to do than babysit false gods born of the Veteres, but we all have a job to do.  My Council has authorized me to take all of you into custody, including your sister, Hel, who is already on her way back to Hell.  She was our prisoner long before she escaped to join Jör’s crusade against Odin.  Personally, I have no interest in your petty disputes.  You can take it up with our Heavenly Council during your trial,” he replied indifferently. 
 
    Fenris watched Týr assess the warrior nearest him holding the infamous blue Celestial Bonds.  He knew from Hel that once the bonds were clasped on a prisoner, he had no choice but to submit. 
 
    “Do not get any ideas, Týr,” 1st Lieutenant Marcus warned as he reached out to place the bonds on his wrists. 
 
    Aeries’ blue flame sword was at Týr’s throat before he could reply.  Fenris could see the skin on his neck blistering from the heat of the flames.  The moment the bonds were around Týr’s wrists, his knees buckled.  Fenris realized that they were outmatched if Týr hadn’t tried to fight the Celestial Warriors. 
 
    “Tell your army to stand down, Týr.  We have no quarrel with them because they do not know the facts.  They are naive to your crimes,” Aeries said graciously. 
 
    Týr snickered.  “My army knows the truth better than you, Butterfly.  They will stand with me no matter where I go,” he declared. 
 
    Fenris and Jör exchanged confused glances.  They were not sure what Lord Commander Aeries was talking about, or who was in the right. 
 
    Jör changed back into mortal form as he contemplated the warriors’ aggressive actions.  He finally held out his arms and shrugged.  “I will make a good show of it and play nice because I am dying to know what Týr did to invite the Butterflies to our war, but I assure you, I will not be contained in your prison.” 
 
    Fenris wanted to tear Jör apart, but things were beyond complicated.  He peacefully surrendered when he saw Jör shift.  If Jör were in the possession of the Butterflies, he would have more time to figure out where his kleine was being kept. 
 
    He held out his arms and surrendered.  The moment the bonds were snapped into place, he was forcibly changed back into his true form.  The unnatural transformation back into a wolf caused him terrible pain.  He staggered on his paws and crumpled to the ground.  He had never experienced anything like this before.  His vision wavered as he watched Jör surrender. 
 
    1st Lieutenant Marcus approached Jör and reached out to place the bonds around his wrists. 
 
    “I swear to you, Fenris, I will burn the Eastern Woods to the ground and you will never find your kleine.  You should have taken my offer,” Jör said menacingly.  He quickly shifted half of his body into his snake form and whipped his long tail at the Celestial Warriors surrounding him.  He rolled over the second wave of warriors rushing toward him, and finished his transformation.  He slithered across the ground, disappearing into the forest. 
 
    “Get him!” Aeries shouted as he tried to get his bearings and stand up. 
 
    Fenris snarled.  He thrashed and pulled at his bonds, but it was useless.  Despite the bonds draining his strength, his fear and anger gave him a renewed purpose.  He roared and tried to stand, though the bonds constricted his forearms.  Five warriors jumped on top of him to keep him from moving.  They clasped a second set of bonds around his hind legs.  Finally giving up, he whimpered and howled mournfully.  Jör would kill everyone he cared about just to spite him. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    “Someone grab his forearms!  Stay away from his teeth!” Michael bellowed.  He jumped up from his council seat behind the long white table on the marble dais and stormed into the fray. 
 
    Tristan watched as the latest accused broke free from his chains and crashed through the prisoner containment walls, knocking Marishka, the defending advocate, into the third row of the witness benches.  The wolf’s massive body seemed to be everywhere at the same time.  Fenris’ mouth snapped at Swordsman Espen’s face as his long, powerful tail hit Sr. Swordsman Josef in the chest when he tried to jump onto the wolf’s back. 
 
    Tristan quickly stepped back and watched the chaotic scene unfold before him.  This was not the first time a prisoner had broken free while standing trial, but it had been a long time since a prisoner as dangerous as Fenris had been the source of the mêlée.  Marishka had convinced the Council to remove the Celestial Bonds so that Fenris could change into his mortal form and speak on his own behalf.  The brute had waited until everyone was busy listening to the opening arguments to shift and break his metal chains. 
 
    Raphael, the Angel of Justice, stood on the white marble dais and repeatedly called for order.  He desperately wanted to gain control of the hall and proceed with the trial.  He ordered Maraquette to vacate her council seat and step behind him. 
 
    As far as Tristan was concerned, he no longer had to convince the Council of Fenris’ guilt.  Despite the time it would take to sort out this mess, his day had just gotten a lot easier.  He might even make it home on time, for once. 
 
    “Josef, stop playing around and grab Fenris’ hind legs.  We need him off his feet!” Michael shouted.  He jumped in front of Fenris’ mouth a split second before the beast’s teeth could reach Espen’s arm.  “Careful, Espen, his saliva is venomous!” 
 
    Marishka got to her feet and climbed back over the divider between the witness benches and the advocate podiums.  Her forehead was bleeding, and her white tunic was covered in fur and wood splinters.  “Enough!  Fenris, stop this!  They will see this as an act of defiance.  You will not be able to tell your side of the story.  Please, calm down!” she cried, hoping to be heard above the shouting. 
 
    Gabriel and Adrian leapt over the council table and pulled Marishka out of Josef’s way.  Marishka struggled out of Gabriel’s grip, but Adrian grabbed her and pulled her toward the far wall.  “Let the Celestial Warriors handle this.  There is nothing you can do,” Adrian pleaded. 
 
    Marishka was close to tears.  She looked to Tristan for assistance, hoping that he could get the trial back on track. 
 
    Tristan tapped his foot.  He knew that Michael, the Angel of Peace, would never allow the trial to continue.  Though heavenly law stated that all prisoners deserved a fair trial, Fenris did not seem to care about stating his case with words.  He allowed his brute strength to speak for him.  Regardless, if they could not calm Fenris, Michael might be forced to kill him, which did not sit well with Tristan.  He hated death sentences, but at the very least, the Council should debate the issue rather than be forced to forego the process. 
 
    “Fenris!” Tristan shouted.  “I was merely presenting the facts about the incident.  I did not mean to imply any wrongdoing.  If you could simply take mortal form, you could tell us your side of the story.  I must advise you that if you continue to resist, we will have no choice but to delay this trial until you are able to speak on your own behalf.  I assure you, your actions will have serious consequences if you do not calm down.” 
 
    Fenris roared and slashed at Espen’s head with his sharp claws, clearing a path to Tristan.  Michael, who had his arms around Fenris’ neck, was thrown into Josef and together they skidded to the far side of the room. 
 
    Tristan froze when Fenris’ predatory yellow eyes locked on him.  Though Tristan was always careful to keep a safe distance from the prisoners he was either defending or accusing, he had never feared any of them until that moment.  He did not see his life flash before his eyes or have any epiphanies.  He merely felt his body stiffen as he braced for his flesh to be rended from his body. 
 
    Fenris’ deadly fangs tore into Tristan’s shoulder, causing him untold agony.  He nearly lost consciousness from the initial bite.  The pain was all-consuming, until Fenris’ enormous head began to shake violently back and forth, intensifying the pain.  Tristan was flung around like a child as his skin split apart and his shoulder muscles began to tear away from his body.  The room was a blur as the beast’s venom slithered through his veins. 
 
    The last thing he saw was Lord Commander Aeries’ determined expression just before the darkness consumed him. 
 
    “Will his shoulder heal?  Fenris is not one of Father’s creations.  He was born of the Veteres and his power is different from ours.  Will he still have use of his arm?” a concerned voice asked from somewhere in the room. 
 
    Tristan forced his heavy eyelids to open a crack.  Adrian, the Angel of Fairness, was speaking quietly to Michael and Aeries.  He was unsure as to why everyone was in his room at first until a burning sensation erased his thoughts.  He screamed out in horror.  Though he had never been inside the Realm of Fire, he imagined that the pain he was experiencing would be equal, if not greater, to the torture in Hell. 
 
    “Relax, Tristan, the pain will subside, but it will take time.  You nearly lost your arm.  You are fortunate that the Lord Commander and Lord Michael were able to engage Fenris’ attention long enough to free you.  You may not feel that way at the moment, but trust me, things could have been much worse,” Adrian said as he pushed Tristan back down onto his bed. 
 
    Tristan could not completely comprehend Adrian’s words, but he understood that he was trying to help him.  Michael and Aeries rushed to his side and pressed down on his chest and legs to keep him from thrashing about.  They said something about his injuries being worse if he moved.  He did not believe that he could feel worse than this if Fenris had succeeded in removing his arm. 
 
    He shifted from pain-filled days to pain-filled nights.  Nothing brought him relief.  Screaming and crying only made him feel worse, so he settled on a quiet whimper.  His companions changed every few hours so that he was never alone.  Marishka would sit and read poetry or stories to him.  Her kind voice soothed his pain slightly, but he preferred that she not see him like this.  Gabriel and Adrian spoke to him about the day-to-day activities to keep him abreast of the latest Council news, though he had a hard time focusing on the details.  Michael sat and stared at him pensively.  He was annoyed by Michael’s strange behavior until he finally figured out the reason for it.  Michael was angry.  He was angry with Fenris and he was angry with himself.  Michael oversaw the Celestial Warriors, though General Tabbris was their leader.  He was angry that his warriors had not kept the Council Advocates safe and blamed himself. 
 
    Tristan did not blame anyone except for Fenris.  He had chosen to attack them rather than state his case.  Michael had put himself in the path of the beast to keep everyone safe.  He was grateful for Michael’s bravery. 
 
    After two weeks in bed, he was finally able to leave his room without crying in agony.  Though his shoulder was still stiff and the marks from Fenris’ teeth would never completely heal, he tried to resume some of his tasks.  Raphael had told him to take more time to gather himself before attempting to return to his advocate duties, but Tristan could not take another day of staring at the walls. 
 
    Once the delirium had passed, he was told about Sr. Swordsman Josef’s fate.  When Michael and Aeries had pulled Fenris off his shoulder, Fenris whipped around, and grabbed Josef by the neck and killed him.  His death had not gone over well.  The Council condemned Fenris to the Hall of Shadows without completing his trial. 
 
    Tristan had learned about Váli’s trial from Marishka.  It had to be postponed until the mourning period for Josef was complete.  The young wolf tried to gain support for Fenris and paint him as the victim of the incident in the woods, but the Council refused to listen.  Váli’s pleas for leniency were ignored.  The Council proclaimed that they felt safer with Fenris locked away in the Hall of Shadows. 
 
    Tristan agreed with the ruling.  How could someone defend the killing machine by saying that he was a kind soul?  He was relieved that Fenris was where he belonged.  Lucifer could do with the wolf as he pleased. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Marishka asked as they walked down the hallway to the Hall of Truth for the first time since the attack. 
 
    He hesitated, unsure how to answer.  He was the Angel of Cautiousness and prided himself on being able to weigh his decisions and act in a logical and reasonable manner.  Though his health was returning, his mind was preoccupied.  He was beginning to doubt his chosen profession, though he had not told anyone.  He enjoyed arguing against Marishka and the other advocates while defending or accusing the defendants, but he realized that it came with a price.  He had come close to dying.  He was not the first advocate to be harmed during a trial, though it did not happen often.  He wondered if it was foolish for him to continue working for the Council, knowing that he put his life at risk every time he came into contact with an accused. 
 
    “I am healing.  I still have shooting pains without warning, but I am happy to be free from the confines of my bed.  I want to thank you for all your time and effort assisting in my recovery.  I appreciate it, and enjoyed listening to your stories,” he said sincerely. 
 
    Marishka smiled.  “I am happy that you are better.  I feel guilty for what happened.  If I had not suggested that Fenris’ bonds be removed, none of this would have happened,” she said remorsefully. 
 
    He turned to face her.  “No, this is not your fault.  Do not believe that for one moment.  Fenris made his choice and he chose to attack us and kill Josef.  He is responsible for his own actions.  Please do not blame yourself,” he said comfortingly. 
 
    Marishka hung her head.  “I was not being impartial as I should have been.  I allowed my history with Fenris to cloud my judgment.  I’m sorry,” she said close to tears.  “I do not know what I would have done if you had died.” 
 
    Tristan saw something in her eyes that he had never noticed before.  He realized that she cared for him beyond sisterly love. 
 
    He shifted uncomfortably and turned away from her.  He was upset that he did not feel as she did.  Marishka was a beautiful woman with a kindness that warmed his heart, but he did not think of her as anything more than a friend. 
 
    “I am still alive, Marishka.  It will take more than a god to finish me off,” he joked. 
 
    She composed herself and cleared her throat.  “I am sure that you heard about the call for volunteers that Father made.  I know you were in and out of consciousness when the call went out, but it is all anyone can speak of,” she said quickly changing the subject.  “The selection process begins today.  I will be attending later, out of curiosity.” 
 
    He nodded.  “Yes, I heard about it from Gabriel.  Father is looking for angels to support his new Bringer of the Apocalypse.  I am not sure if he will find any volunteers.  I do not believe that any angel would willingly serve anyone other than Father,” he said indifferently. 
 
    She shook her head, causing the brown curls piled up on her head to bounce.  “Oh no, there are plenty who are considering it.  The Council Members will all be attending, so they are cutting the day short.  I only have one trial this morning.  I thought Lord Raphael had mentioned it to you.” 
 
    “No.  I have not seen him today,” he said as they entered the long white hall. 
 
    “Well, perhaps we could watch the volunteer selection together, so that we can discuss the process,” she said shyly. 
 
    He smiled and agreed as he quickly looked away from her hopeful smile. 
 
    Marishka excused herself as soon as they passed through the tall glass doors and went to Lord Michael, who appeared eager to speak to her. 
 
    Tristan took his time looking around the hall and replaying the attack.  He took a seat on the end of the nearest witness bench and tried not think about Fenris’ teeth embedded in his shoulder.  He shook off the memory and focused on the prisoner on trial.  He did not know much about the case, but he listened to the opening arguments in an effort to clear the fog from his brain.  It was the best way to ease himself into his old routine. 
 
    As he watched the trial proceedings, his thoughts kept wandering.  He watched Marishka and Talmon argue their positions, but he could not focus on what they were saying.  Instead, he watched the defendant rattle his chains and shout out his own version of the story.  The defendant was a god named Týr, the God of Justice.  The Council had suspended his trial because of the Fenris mess.  It had been decided that he would stand trial last, though he was the reason Lord Commander Aeries had stumbled upon the war in the woods.  Michael wanted to understand the reason for the battle and gather as many facts as he could before he listened to Týr’s version of the events. 
 
    Tristan’s mind was in a whirl as he listened to Týr proclaim his innocence.  He blamed Jör, Hel, and Fenris for the skirmish in the forest.  Týr denied his treason charges and claimed that Jör had committed the crimes in his name. 
 
    Tristan tried to keep the facts straight as Týr spun a tale that made himself the hero, yet whenever Adrian asked for proof of his innocence, he could not provide any.  Tristan was certain of his guilt, though the Council pressed him for answers as to why Jör would frame him.  Týr detailed his battles with Jör over the years and expressed his general hatred of the Serpent God. 
 
    In the end, the Council decided to grant Týr a plea bargain.  If Týr found Jör and proved that he was responsible for the crimes, they would consider returning Týr to Asgard.  He was given a little over a week to find Jör and bring him before the Council to testify. 
 
    Tristan could not believe what he was hearing.  The Council had never issued a judgment such as this.  How could a god who was charged with treason be allowed to search for a supposed enemy?  It was a farce.  He could not understand why the Council would agree to this.  While Týr was composed and eloquent when he spoke, he did not have sufficient proof of his innocence, or so Tristan believed. 
 
    After the trial, Marishka approached him and asked him what he thought of the verdict. 
 
    Tristan was close to losing his temper.  “How could you allow this to happen?  You were the accuser in this trial.  How could you let Talmon win the argument and allow Týr to search for Jör?  Is this how we treat the accused now?  We allow them to lie to our Council and grant them time to justify their false claims.  He was accused of treason by Odin, his own leader.  Why would Lord Raphael believe this fabrication after what Lord Commander Aeries witnessed?  None of this sits well with me.  How long have I been blind to the unconscionable actions of the Council?” he ranted. 
 
    Marishka was mortified by Tristan’s accusations.  She tried several times to make him lower his voice, stating that he sounded like a lunatic. 
 
    “Tristan, it is not for us to question Lord Raphael’s decisions.  As you are well aware, we merely present the facts.  The Council is tasked with passing judgment and creating a fitting punishment.  Why are you saying these things?  This does not sound like you,” she said, stunned by his accusations. 
 
    He paced wildly.  “Maybe I am finally seeing things clearly.  There have been plenty of times when I questioned the reasoning of the Council, but I have always been dutiful and respectful.  I never publicly questioned them, but maybe it is time I did,” he shouted. 
 
    “Please lower your voice before anyone hears you.  They will think you have become a Rogue,” she said in a hushed tone.  “I think that you need more time to recover.  The stress on your body and mind has been too great.  I do not think you see the impact it has made on you.  In a few more weeks, I am sure you will be your old self again.”  She patted his arm and tried to escort him out of the hall. 
 
    He did not want to fight with Marishka, though he refused to accept that the Council was in the right on this occasion.  Whatever was happening to him was beyond her understanding.  She had never once thought ill of the Council and he did not want to burden her with his crazed theories. 
 
    All day he pondered what had changed.  He thought about why he was questioning everything the Council had said and why he wanted to punish Týr.  The unyielding truth burned in his heart.  He had lost faith in them.  The Council was supposed to be above reproach.  Lord Michael and the Celestial Warriors were supposed to keep everyone safe.  He no longer felt safe.  He no longer saw things in black and white.  Something had indeed changed inside of him.  His eyes had been opened to the dangers that allowed defendants to bargain for their freedom and to argue on the behalf of vicious beasts.  He realized that the Council was not infallible and perhaps had their own agenda.  How could he remain a part of their system when he no longer believed they were acting without bias? 
 
    Deciding that he needed a distraction from his jumbled thoughts, he joined the crowds gathered inside the Dome, where Father held court.  He stared at the serene gardens and cascading waterfalls throughout the room.  Instead of making him feel at peace, he felt like he was being caged inside the glass walls.  He looked out the windows at the sun high up in the sky.  He vaguely wondered if Fenris’ venom, or the pain caused by it, had taken away his sanity. 
 
    Father began to speak about the Angels of Temptation, or the Predznak, who would work for the Bringer of the Apocalypse and explained their purpose.  Tristan listened closely, unable to take his eyes off Father.  The more He talked about the importance of these angels, the more Tristan believed that he was meant to take on one of these roles.  It required a keen mind, a strong heart, and the ability to follow someone other than Him.  The Predznak would be loyal only to the Bringer of the Apocalypse and would allow no one else to command them. 
 
    He was fascinated by the concept of offering the mortals a choice between obtaining a Heavenly reward for their good deeds, or being punished in Hell for their evil acts.  The Predznak would tempt the mortals to see which choice they made based on their morals.  He no longer had to present an argument to condemn a person or prove their innocence.  He merely had to tempt them and allow them to judge themselves depending on how good or evil they truly were.  He felt like a weight had been lifted off him.  He could still carry out justice, but in a more direct manner, one that did not include the Council. 
 
    Never one to make a quick decision, he carefully considered each of the options before him, yet this time he followed his heart.  He analyzed each of the ten positions and decided on which one he wanted.  When it came time to choose the new Angel of Death, he stepped forward.  He knew that he could fulfill the duties required of Death.  He had insight into good and evil after so many years of arguing both sides of the law.  He was capable of rational decisions based on the facts.  Father wanted an angel who could tempt the mortals to commit murder or suicide.  While he had been opposed to issuing death sentences, he no longer felt the same way.  He now believed that some people were too dangerous to live. 
 
    He saw the shock on Marishka’s face, as well as the faces of the other advocates, when he volunteered.  He did not care what they thought of him.  He knew he was making the right decision. 
 
    Unfortunately, his request was denied and Father chose Alazar to become the Angel of Death.  He was disappointed, but if Father believed that Alazar was better suited for the task then there was nothing to be done about it.  There was no point in arguing, which was hard for him to accept. 
 
    He was distracted by his angst over losing to Alazar when the subject of the Angel of Fear came back into the discussion.  The position had been passed over since no one had volunteered. 
 
    Tristan jumped when he heard Father summon him to the front of the Dome. 
 
    Marishka held her breath and grasped Lord Gabriel for support when she saw Father guide Tristan away from the crowds to speak to him in private. 
 
    “How could Tristan do this?  I know he is upset, but why would he volunteer to become the Angel of Death?  I’m glad that Father denied him,” she said, her voice filled with distress.  She was hoping that Father would talk some sense into Tristan and put him back on the correct path. 
 
    Gabriel patted her arm tenderly.  “We all have our own lives to lead, Marishka, you know that.  Sometimes it takes a near-death experience for us to realize which path we should take.  We often walk through our lives blindly doing what we believe is expected of us.  When something happens, such as Tristan’s injury, it shakes us out of our comfortable life and makes us see what is important.  Tristan is very good at his job, but I do not know if being an advocate and remaining impartial is the path he is meant to take.  Maybe he needs to feel passionate about something he has some control over,” he suggested. 
 
    “Bringing death and destruction to the world is hardly something to feel passionate about,” she said in disgust.  She immediately closed her eyes and blushed.  Gabriel had been chosen as the angel from whom the Bringer of the Apocalypse would be created.  He would be responsible for the woman and guide her in her destiny.  “I did not mean any disrespect, Lord Gabriel.  I do apologize.” 
 
    Gabriel smiled kindly.  “It is alright.  I believe in having a Bringer of Apocalypse and I am honored to be the one to look after her,” he replied eloquently. 
 
    Marishka nodded but immediately turned her attention to Father, who had His hand on Tristan’s shoulder. 
 
    “The position of the Angel of Fear has been filled.  Tristan has agreed to take on the position,” Father said brightly. 
 
    A cheer went up from the crowds as they celebrated the final Predznak being chosen. 
 
    Marishka ran from the Dome as tears fell from her eyes.  Her friend was lost to her forever. 
 
  
 
  



 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    New York City, NY, September 1996 
 
    “Did Alison Bilfor just give you her private number?” Dylan asked as they walked out of the 51 story glass office building. 
 
    “Yes, she did.  She told me that she wanted me to personally keep her safe,” Liam said, rolling his eyes.  He hated when clients hit on him.  He thought it was unprofessional and it made him feel uncomfortable. 
 
    “You’re not going to call her, are you?” Dylan frowned.  “You could have any woman in this city, literally.  Once they see your big brown eyes and all those muscles, you just have to say yes to whatever they want.  Even the married ones stalk you.  I don’t understand why you don’t pick one of those rich socialites and forget about the hellbeast.  I’m warning you, she will destroy your life now that she has a diamond on her finger.  You’ll be lucky to escape her if you do decide to call things off.  She will hunt you down and take you for all you’re worth.  You’ll never get the rock back.  You can kiss that money goodbye; not that you need it.” 
 
    Liam tried to ignore his friend’s warning, but he knew what he was getting himself into when he proposed to Kelsey.  Dylan was jealous of his ability to attract women, but he wasn’t interested in that lifestyle anymore.  He wanted something stable.  The rich women wanted a plaything, a younger man on their arm to show off.  He wanted an emotional connection, not just sex.  Kelsey, though not as warm and caring as he’d like, gave him the space he needed to work long hours doing what he loved. 
 
    “Why would I call Alison?  I oversaw the installation of her security system.  No one is getting through that death trap.  She’s perfectly safe,” Liam said, slinging his computer bag over his shoulder. 
 
    He balanced himself on the edge of the curb while he debated if he wanted to cross through the line of cars stopped in traffic or flag down a taxi. 
 
    “That’s not what drop-dead gorgeous in a mini skirt was talking about.  I hope you even understood that,” Dylan said, rolling his eyes. 
 
    “I’m not stupid,” Liam snickered.  “The woman was playing footsy with me during the entire meeting.  Technically, it headed into my crotch territory.  She knows no shame.  I’m not interested in someone like that.”  He gave up on searching for a taxi in the snarled traffic and quickly crossed the street.  They were going to have to find a taxi soon or they would be late for their appointment. 
 
    “Oh, why do you tell me these things?  Now I’m going to have boner all night.  Life is so unfair.  I need to start working out more,” Dylan sighed.  He looked down at his gaunt frame and grimaced.  “Why would anyone look at me when your chest is made of concrete and mine is made of Mallomars?  I needed to find uglier friends.” 
 
    “I’ve offered to help you in the gym,” Liam chuckled.  “Come on, we’re going to be late.  Chris is waiting for us.” 
 
    It was after 7:00 PM but the frantic New York streets were getting busier by the second.  Friday nights were always the hardest to navigate.  Liam preferred leaving work once all the craziness had died down, but he had made a promise to their friend.  He didn’t enjoy living in the city as he was more of a suburbs guy, but it was the best place to sell his security systems.  There were plenty of high-end clients who wanted assurances that their businesses, homes, and possessions were safe.  The city offered him an unlimited supply of companies that would pay to keep their secrets from the public.  He catered to them all: the rich, the famous, and the ones he wished the police would raid and arrest.  He tried to remain impartial to their business dealings, but sometimes it was difficult.  He made sure never to align himself with the mob.  That was a sinkhole from which there was no escape. 
 
    They finally hailed a cab and headed toward Columbus Ave on the Upper West Side.  Chris was managing a new nightclub called Club Martini.  Liam had overseen the installation of their surveillance cameras and had set up security swipe cards for the doors leading to their back office and liquor storeroom.  One of the cameras had been knocked out during a nasty fight between a woman and her ex-boyfriend, so Liam had promised to swing by and fix it. 
 
    They paid the cabbie when they arrived at the club and made their way around to the entrance.  The line for the door extended into the next block.  The women in their short dresses huddled together to get warm in the crisp evening air, while men in expensive suits ogled them. 
 
    Liam and Dylan walked past the line and ignored the bitter looks from the partygoers who thought they were cutting.  Their casual attire of dress shirts, ties, and jeans were mocked by a group of people at the front of the line. 
 
    Dylan turned around and gave one man the finger who shouted that he should be going to TGI Fridays dressed as he was. 
 
    “Do me a favor, Liam.  Please help me find a woman tonight or leave me alone to drown.  I don’t need you killing my game before I even open my mouth,” Dylan pleaded.  “You’ve been my best friend since high school and you’ve always had my back.  You’re nicer than any of my brothers, but with you around, the women never pay attention to me.” 
 
    “How about I find you the hottest girl in there and tell her all about your mad tech skills.  When that fails, I’ll tell her how much money you make and then I’ll leave the two of you alone while I go tweak things in the security room.  Sound fair?”  Liam punched Dylan’s shoulder. 
 
    “Sounds fair,” Dylan laughed. 
 
    Liam’s phone rang as they tried to get the attention of the bouncer. 
 
    Dylan spoke to the bouncer, who stared incredulously at him, and informed him that they were on the guest list.  The bouncer begrudgingly glanced at the list. 
 
    Liam gritted his teeth when he saw the number on the screen of his flip phone.  He was greeted by a hate-filled voice. 
 
    “Where are you?”  Kelsey’s voice was loud and clear despite the chatter from the impatient clubgoers. 
 
    “Hey babe, I told you, I have to do a quick check of the equipment for Chris and then I’ll be home.”  Liam hated when Kelsey was upset with him, which was every second of every day. 
 
    “You should have been home by now.  Dinner is ruined.  Dylan could have handled that job himself.  I know you’re going there for the sluts in the tight dresses.  So help me God if you come into this apartment smelling like vanilla and strawberry, covered in glitter, your ass will be sleeping in the bathtub so fast...,” Kelsey screeched into the phone. 
 
    Liam stopped listening to her diatribe as Dylan motioned for him to go into the club.  The conversation sounded like this anytime he went anywhere without her.  Granted, he was in a swanky club, so he gave her a little leeway this time. 
 
    “You know there’s no one else for me.  I swear, I won’t even look at another woman,” Liam said as he walked into the dark club.  He squeezed past a gaggle of women who were winking at him and giggling.  He was certain that at least two of them had grabbed his ass.  Dylan had been allowed to pass without being groped, to his dismay. 
 
    “You’d better not look at another woman!” Kelsey yelled.  Her voice could still be heard above the bone-jarring bass of the music.  He wondered how she always managed to be heard no matter where he was.  Even if he didn’t have cell reception, her calls always got through. 
 
    He ended the call since it would have been pointless to continue the conversation.  Women were trying to talk to him from every direction, and he had no interest in sleeping in the bathtub. 
 
    Dylan impatiently waited for him at the crowded bar.  Liam slipped through the crowd and finally met up with him. 
 
    “Don’t get me wrong, dude, Kelsey is, well...she’s gorgeous and everything, but man, she has the personality of a hitman.  She’s cold, ruthless, and only in it for the money.  I don’t know what you see in her,” Dylan scowled. 
 
    “I stay with her because she puts up with me.  I’m no catch.  You know that.  I play video games till all hours of the night and my idea of the perfect date is sitting at home and watching the Giants play while ordering Chinese.  I’m the least romantic person in the world.  My only pluses are that I make a lot of money and have an assistant with excellent taste in jewelry who can remind me of birthdays and anniversaries.  No woman in her right mind would want me.  I can never get past one-night stands and I’m tired of it.  Kelsey puts up with my socks on the floor and my toilet seat up,” Liam explained as he waved down the bartender. 
 
    “That’s only because she is off getting her hair and nails done or shopping with your credit card.  I swear that woman could bankrupt a small country with her shopping sprees.  I don’t know how you deal with it,” Dylan sighed.  When he finally got the bartender’s attention, he was pushed aside by a woman too drunk to stand. 
 
    Liam pretended that he couldn’t hear Dylan’s complaining over the blaring music.  They’d had this conversation a hundred times this week alone.  He had made his decision and he was going to honor his promise to Kelsey.  It was time for him to make a commitment. 
 
    It was difficult for him to make the decision to marry someone.  He had never connected with any of the women he dated.  It wasn’t until last year, when he had been attacked in the subway at knifepoint, that he realized he didn’t want to die alone.  He had defended himself and kicked the mugger’s ass, but he had been cut up pretty bad.  He had managed to hit Dylan’s number on speed dial before he passed out.  After he got better, Dylan was the one who took him home from the hospital.  When he got home, he looked around his empty apartment and decided that he needed to end his solitary existence and try to live with another human being.  Kelsey was the one he had chosen. 
 
    Liam pushed away his doubts and focused on helping Dylan find a woman for the night.  He tried talking to a few girls on the dance floor, but as soon as they saw Dylan, they walked away.  Dylan was a fun guy but he was scrawny and awkward-looking.  He had been sick as a kid and had never gained weight or matured physically.  Liam finally gave up and left the dance floor to find Chris. 
 
    Two hours later, Liam looked up from the control board surprised that so much time had passed.  It tended to happen when he was wrapped up in a problem.  The video camera was up and running and the badge sensors were recalibrated so that the doors would lock faster once they shut behind the employees. 
 
    Chris thanked him and offered him box seats to the Jets game on Saturday.  He politely declined by saying that he had plans, but appreciated the offer.  He was a Giants fan, which Chris knew, but Chris kept trying to convert him. 
 
    Liam made his way across the dance floor full of drunk women and found Dylan sitting in the corner alone.  He was talking to his drink about how he would die a virgin.  Liam knew that he wasn’t a virgin, but he felt bad for his friend.  He seriously needed to find a woman to love him. 
 
    “Time to go before Kelsey locks me out of the apartment for being even later than I already am.  Come on, I’ll take you home, provided that you still remember how to walk,” Liam chuckled.  He could tell that Dylan had been drowning his sorrows the entire time.  From the smell of it, he and Jack Daniels had swapped sob stories. 
 
    Dylan nodded and climbed out of the booth he had sunken into.  “Home, good sir,” Dylan laughed. 
 
    Liam shook his head and maneuvered Dylan through the crowd.  He was happy to breathe in the fresh air after being in the stuffy club.  He hoped that the crisp air would help Dylan wake up so that he would stop stumbling into him.  He was going to hail a taxi, but Dylan decided that he wanted to walk.  He would most likely puke his guts out in the cab, so walking was for the best.  At least they could stop at the coffee place on the way to Dylan’s apartment. 
 
    They walked along Columbus Ave toward 73rd in silence.  Liam did his best to keep Dylan moving in the right direction.  Pulling him to a stop, Liam looked around the intersection.  He started walking into the road when Dylan pulled on the sleeve of his leather jacket. 
 
    He was about to ask Dylan what he was doing when he heard a garbage can hit the ground.  Dylan screamed like a girl, but he couldn’t understand why.  He saw something dart into the shadows, but ignored it.  He tried to drag Dylan across the street, but he wouldn’t budge. 
 
    “Did you see that?” Dylan stammered. 
 
    “I saw something run across the road and down the steps to someone’s door.  It was probably a cat or a dog,” Liam shrugged, still trying to get Dylan to move. 
 
    “Biggest dog I’ve ever seen,” Dylan slurred. 
 
    “Okay buddy, coffee is just a block away.  Let’s keep going,” he said as he finally got Dylan across the street. 
 
    Dylan forgot about the large dog and thankfully became pliant.  Liam felt guilty for Dylan’s state.  He should have tried harder to find him a girl. 
 
    They made it to the next block and into the Coffee Mug.  Liam managed to grab two cups of coffee without any further delays. 
 
    With Dylan in tow, they headed toward 74th to drop Dylan at his one bedroom condo.  Standing at the corner, Liam waited for a few cabs to pass before attempting to maneuver Dylan across the street.  Halfway across Columbus, Dylan started whimpering and refused to move. 
 
    Frustrated, Liam looked at the opposite side of the street and saw a pair of bright yellow eyes.  Dylan screamed, as did the couple on the other corner.  Liam forgot how to breathe when he realized that he hadn’t seen a large dog earlier, he had seen the world’s largest black and silver wolf. 
 
    “Run!” Liam yelled, pushing Dylan out of the street and down 74th toward the park.  He threw the coffee and focused on getting them to safety. 
 
    Dylan stumbled, but managed to regain his footing.  He took off down the street as Liam followed him. 
 
    He looked around for somewhere to hide, but there were only apartments and condos along the street.  No one would come to the door to help them, especially if they saw a wolf chasing them.  Their only chance was to find a cop walking along Central Park West or Terrace. 
 
    Liam could hear the nails of the beast scraping on the sidewalk.  He took a chance and looked behind him, which was a mistake.  There were now two wolves chasing them. 
 
    “Get to the park!  We need a place to hide or to find a cop!” Liam shouted.  “We need someone with a gun.” 
 
    Dylan ran across the intersection and vaulted right over the stone perimeter of the park.  Sliding down the rocks, he landed on the pathway. 
 
    Liam couldn’t believe that Dylan had leapt over the stone barrier, but was glad that he was out of harm’s way.  He ran down Central Park West and headed for Terrace.  He knew the Central Park pathways from his nightly jogs and figured that he could climb up one of the trees if he couldn’t find a cop. 
 
    Before he could reach Terrace, the wolves gained on him; their hot breath was inches from his neck.  Liam hung a sharp right and ducked into the tree archway at the start of the Bridle Path just as the bigger wolf snapped its teeth at his neck.  He quickly jumped off the path through the bushes and darted between the three paths that ran parallel to each other. 
 
    Ducking behind one of the rock formations and jumping back onto the Bridle Path, Liam doubled back to the small tunnel on the path.  He found Dylan cowering in the middle, frantically looking in both directions.  He jumped when he saw Liam. 
 
    “Are they still out there?” Dylan whispered, his voice trembling. 
 
    “Yeah,” Liam panted.  He looked at his watch and tried to catch his breath.  “There are a few cops who like to hang around at night to make sure muggers don’t settle in here.  They should be here soon.” 
 
    “Why would someone have giant fucking wolves in the city?  As far as I know, the zoo doesn’t have wolves here, not since the thirties.  Shit, that black one was bigger than a bear,” Dylan rambled. 
 
    “I don’t know how they got here and I don’t care.  I just want someone to find us before they do,” Liam said wiping the sweat from his forehead.  “I was going to hide in a tree, but the leaves are starting to fall off.  I was afraid they would notice them dropping from the tree.” 
 
    He couldn’t see Dylan, but could tell that he was shaking.  He had to get his friend home and away from the monsters. 
 
    “We can’t stay here any longer.  Let’s try to head back.  Hopefully, they kept going straight and ran further into the park.  We’ll catch a cab.  I’m done walking for the night,” Liam chuckled, trying to lighten the mood. 
 
    “Me too,” Dylan sighed. 
 
    They carefully edged toward the end of the tunnel and poked their heads out to peer into the dimly lit night.  The paths were lit up but there were still plenty of shadowy places for a creature to hide. 
 
    Liam stepped out and quickly looked around.  He motioned for Dylan to join him as he prepared to grab his arm and run with him. 
 
    Dylan’s shaky form came into view at the edge of the tunnel.  He looked around, and then ventured closer to Liam. 
 
    Liam saw the yellow eyes a second too late.  The bastard was crouched on top of the moss-covered tunnel. 
 
    “Look out!” Liam shouted as the black wolf lunged at Dylan. 
 
    Dylan, confused, turned to look behind him, but Liam shoved him back into the tunnel.  The wolf had no choice but to tackle Liam. 
 
    Liam wasn’t sure which was worse, the hard ground hitting his head or the massive paws crushing his chest.  He held his breath while the wolf snarled in his face.  It quickly looked back to find Dylan.  It snorted and shook its head. 
 
    Liam was surprised by its strange reaction, but more surprised that he was still alive.  He lay on the ground motionless, hoping that the wolf would think he was harmless. 
 
    The wolf looked back at Liam and growled.  He bared his sharp teeth and huffed at him.  Liam stared into its eyes, trying to figure out what to do.  It took him a second to realize that the wolf’s left eye wasn’t actually yellow—it was mostly white.  In the right corner of its eye was a round red scar.  It looked like it had been blinded by something. 
 
    Liam was flabbergasted when the wolf stopped growling and tilted its head to study him.  It sniffed his shirt and his face, and then slowly removed its paws from his chest.  It looked back over its shoulder and turned to search for Dylan. 
 
    “The other wolf is blocking the opposite side of the tunnel,” Dylan called out hysterically. 
 
    Liam reached down into his shoulder bag and pulled out his emergency Taser, the one he should’ve had the night he was stabbed in the subway.  It wouldn’t kill the bastard, but it might give Dylan time to get away. 
 
    “I don’t know why you want him and not me, but you can’t have him,” Liam sneered.  He pressed the button and jabbed the Taser right into its enormous balls.  “Run, Dylan!” 
 
    Dylan bolted around the second wolf, who seemed more interested in helping the black wolf. 
 
    The black wolf yipped and jumped away.  He limped around half-snarling, half-whimpering, though Liam didn’t stay long enough to watch him cringe in pain.  He sprinted down the path headed for Terrace. 
 
    Before he could reach the street, pain tore through his left shoulder.  His feet left the pavement and he was shaken senseless as the wolf locked his jaw and shook his head back and forth.  Liam couldn’t figure out which way was up.  He saw the sky and the ground before landing in the shrubs.  He was dazed and couldn’t move.  It would be better to die here than to try to get up and run.  The pain was too intense to fight. 
 
    It seemed like hours before Liam heard voices approaching.  He was happy that someone would find his body before the wolf devoured him.  He waited for the white light or the beautiful angel to take him away.  Instead, he felt a burning sensation that consumed every part of his body until he couldn’t even remember his name. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Tristan walked through Central Park, his favorite place to tempt the mortals and find solace from his bleak existence.  The park was quiet tonight, which helped to ease his stress and allowed him to ponder his life.  Though he had volunteered to leave Heaven and serve the Bringer of the Apocalypse, he often regretted his choice.  He had been sure of his decision at the time, but things hadn’t exactly played out as Father had suggested.  Their Master, Anjali, had never come for them due to multiple delays.  They were told that she had difficulties controlling her power, something Tristan understood completely.  Though he desperately wanted Anjali to help him, he believed it was best for her not to come.  Two people unable to control their abilities would be disastrous, but a master unable to control herself along with ten deadly angels was unthinkable. 
 
    The worst part about waiting for Anjali was accepting the Council’s order to reside in Hell until her arrival.  Gabriel’s deal with Lucifer had ensured that Anjali would rule at Lucifer’s side someday.  Unfortunately, while they lived in Hell, they had to learn to survive daily beatings and harassment from Lucifer, Serena, and Hades.  He tried not to dwell on those dark days since he didn’t remember much about them due to his survival tactics of either cowering in a corner or pretending he didn’t exist.  He was usually in so much agony from Serena’s torture sessions that he was only semi-conscious.  No, this wasn’t the life he had expected, but until someone killed him or commanded him to end the world, he had a job to do. 
 
    Sadly, the sin he carried had affected him faster than the other Predznak, except for Haydn, the Angel of Distrust.  He was the first to break away from the group and question everyone’s decisions.  Tristan’s power did the opposite; it made him question his own decisions.  In the end, he relied on Alazar’s abysmal leadership skills to help him cope with each dread-filled day, until Alazar and the majority of the other angels abandoned him. 
 
    Rayan, the Angel of Agony, was the only one who stayed with him.  He and Rayan roamed the Mortal Realm taking turns caring for the other.  When Tristan was too terrified of the world, Rayan would work past his suffering and get them through the day.  Then it would be Tristan’s turn to find the inner strength to disregard his wild scenarios and doomsday thoughts to tempt the mortals and care for Rayan.  Once they parted ways, he was truly alone. 
 
    Tristan stared up at the clear night sky and regarded the moon.  It was the same moon he’d seen all his life, but now he no longer saw it as a thing of beauty.  It was a symbol of his unchanging, tedious life.  The moon had different phases and positions in the sky.  Tristan felt more like a fixed point that everything else moved around.  He felt no joy, no happiness, no anger, and no sadness.  He felt fear, terror, anxiety, or nothing at all.  He preferred to feel nothing, which was getting easier by the day.  He chose not to think about why his emotions had disappeared.  He merely welcomed the peace. 
 
    Walking around The Lake, he followed the path to his usual haunt, The Ramble.  The twists and turns in the paths often confused people in the wooded area.  It was easier to tempt the mortals who were already skittish, afraid that something might jump out at them.  The muggers and rapists stayed out of the area when he was searching for victims.  It was almost as if they knew who he was and feared what he could do to them.  He was the darkest creature lurking in the night and they respected his claim on the territory. 
 
    Dressed in his navy suit with his short brown hair, blue eyes, and clean-shaven face, he looked like a banker or a Wall Street trader.  Most people assumed he was a rich arrogant asshole and avoided eye contact, until he addressed them with a kindly hello or a smile.  Once he started to converse with them, they assumed he was a drug dealer or a Jehovah’s Witness.  He didn’t care what the mortals thought of him as long as he got their attention. 
 
    The late September air was chilly, but not cold enough to keep the insomniacs and late shift workers indoors.  He quietly strolled along the path and searched for signs of life.  A few minutes passed while he listened to the vermin scurrying under the plants and brushes.  Two twigs cracked behind him, but it wasn’t enough to rattle him.  Years ago, he would have never wandered alone in the dark; instead, he preferred to hunt during the day and in busy areas.  Tonight, he was somewhere between indifference and bravery, though he wasn’t fooling himself.  He wasn’t brave.  Even in Heaven, he hadn’t been particularly courageous. 
 
    The muffled music from a Discman made him turn his head.  In the direction of the music came a waft of cigarette smoke.  A young man sat on the metal railing, bopping his head to the music.  Next to him was a teenager in a prep school blazer with a cigarette hanging out of the corner of his mouth.  The boy in the blazer tucked something into his pocket and quickly took his leave. 
 
    The young man with the earphones stuffed something into his pocket and settled into his spot. 
 
    Stepping down the stone steps, Tristan leaped over the railing and cut across a natural outcropping of rocks.  He came up behind the young man and leaned against the railing from the grassy side. 
 
    “What is a guy like you doing in the middle of the park at 2:00 AM listening to 1979 by the Smashing Pumpkins?  Isn’t it past your bedtime?” Tristan chuckled. 
 
    “Screw you.  I’m not interested in a good time.  I’m just hanging out.  If you’re interested in any other kind of pleasure, I’m not your type,” the guy sneered. 
 
    Tristan admired the man’s bravado, but wasn’t deterred.  He searched around for the coldest spot in his chest and called upon his power.  He despised having to summon it when it lay dormant, but it was time to work. 
 
    “I hear the authorities are cracking down on this area.  You might want to run home before they find you.  I don’t think you want to spend another night in jail, Noah,” Tristan replied.  His power snaked its way into the young man’s mind and whispered all of his secrets to Tristan.  Searching for the traumatic episodes and moments of panic in Noah’s life, he picked the perfect means to push him into other dangerous avenues. 
 
    “Are you a cop?” Noah asked, his voice cracking.  He jumped off the railing and backed away.  He searched around for uniformed backup. 
 
    “No, I’m just concerned for your safety.  I don’t want you to ruin your entire life because of a bad choice and a need for extra cash.  What will happen if the authorities find you with that stolen watch in your pocket?  I doubt they will believe you didn’t steal it.  Of course, the truth will also land you in jail.  You could tell them that you merely took the watch from your pickpocket prep school buddy in exchange for some pot.  They will love that story,” he said, playing upon Noah’s fears.  “I see that your eyebrow has healed up nicely after the last time they arrested you.  There’s only a small scar left.  You should know that they roughed you up on purpose to teach you a lesson.  I guess you are a slow learner.  You’re lucky that the owner of the diamond ring didn’t press charges.” 
 
    Noah shook his head and tripped over a rock.  “There’s no way you could know about that.  My mother doesn’t even know.  Who sent you?  I swear to God, if Anthony sent you to scare me, I get it.  I won’t try to sell him anything that hot again.  I swear!” Noah pleaded. 
 
    Tristan held up his hand, attempting to calm Noah.  “No one sent me and I don’t know any Anthony.  I do; however, know you.  You’re a waste of space, like so many in this city.  You had potential, until you fell in with the older kids at school.  You learned how to fence the small stuff that your friends stole, until you got caught.  You could have done anything with your life, but you decided to drop out of school and make money the easy way.  Now, you are nothing.  You can’t hold a real job because you think they are beneath you.  You will never amount to anything.  When you look in the mirror, you see your father, don’t you?  You swore that you wouldn’t end up a dead-beat like him, but you were wrong.  Your biggest fear was becoming like him.  Where is he now?  He’s serving time in prison for grand theft auto.  You must be so proud of yourself, Noah Asher,” Tristan whispered.  His power flowed from his chest and enveloped Noah’s mind. 
 
    Noah tried to run, but his knees were locked in place.  He was sweating and shaking.  “How?  How have I screwed up my life like this?  I don’t want to be like my father.  I just wanted to support my mother so that she didn’t have to work two jobs anymore.  Why did I start buying and selling stolen property to make money?  What the hell is wrong with me?  This isn’t what I wanted.  I don’t know where it all went wrong,” Noah whimpered.  His brown hair fell into his eyes and made his eyes appear wild. 
 
    “This is the moment, Noah.  You can come back from the downward spiral that you’ve created.  You can walk away from this life of petty theft before it gets worse.  You don’t owe anyone money.  You were never charged for selling the stolen merchandise.  You can get a real job and earn money legally,” Tristan suggested.  He quickly took an aggressive step forward and locked his eyes on Noah’s, preparing to tempt him.  “Of course, everyone claims to want to turn their lives around, but most of them can’t last longer than a week.  Do you really think you can walk away from the thrill of running from the cops and dodging the owners of the stolen merchandise?  It’s the excitement that makes you feel alive.  Do you really want a 9-5 job earning half of what you do now and go back to struggling to support your mother?  Can you turn your back on the fast and easy money?”  Self-hatred was only part of Noah’s problem.  The rest of his fears lay in his inability to be the person his mother wanted him to be. 
 
    Noah began to cry.  “I don’t know.  I don’t know if I can do it.  I like the freedom and the money.  You’re right; I do get a thrill from it.  I feel important.  I know I can’t stay stuck in one place, but I don’t know if I can walk away from it.”  He pulled the watch from his pocket and stared at it.  He tried to throw it into the woods, but he couldn’t release it from his hand. 
 
    Tristan stepped away and shrugged.  “If you keep going, you’ll eventually be charged with Criminal Possession of Stolen Property in the First Degree.  Sure, the prison time is usually 1-3 years, but with your luck, they’ll sentence you to 25 years.  Which do you fear more: making enough money to give your mother everything but losing her respect, or going straight and struggling to become your own man?”  Tristan waited for the choice to be made. 
 
    Noah wasn’t Heaven-bound, but Hell wasn’t on the table yet.  Fencing wasn’t exactly a Hell-bound sin since he wasn’t stealing, but Noah believed he was beyond redemption.  Having tempted hundreds of thousands of souls, he knew Noah was just confused about his life.  He could still choose Heaven and make something of himself. 
 
    Noah stared down at the gold watch and shook his head.  He opened his mouth to speak but was distracted by rustling in a bush behind Tristan. 
 
    Tristan turned his head, confused by the noise.  Whatever was in the bush was larger than a rat or a squirrel. 
 
    “What the hell is that?”  Noah yelled.  He turned and ran for the path but the Ramble’s labyrinthian structure wasn’t easily escapable.  He tripped while taking a turn too fast and rolled under the railing into the brush. 
 
    A black and silver blur rushed past Tristan and dove into the bushes after Noah. 
 
    Tristan tried to remember how to breathe.  He recognized the black and silver fur from his nightmares.  Somehow, Fenris had tracked him down.  After centuries of waiting for Fenris’ fangs to come back to finish the job of removing his arm, he was finally here.  He wanted to disappear and hide somewhere safe.  It took him five whole heartbeats to realize that he wasn’t writhing in pain.  Fenris hadn’t attacked him; he was hunting Noah. 
 
    Tristan was beyond conflicted.  Noah was his temptee and he was about to make a choice.  Fenris was out of line for trying to claim his mortal.  He wanted to explain the rules to Fenris, but thought better of it.  Without a sane and logical plan, he found himself running after Noah.  He had no idea what he was doing, but he had to stop Fenris before he claimed Noah. 
 
    By the time Tristan found Noah, he was firmly inside of Fenris’ teeth.  The screaming and crying was too much to bear.  Tristan’s shoulder tensed up as he remembered the scorching pain that consumed his senses thousands of years ago. 
 
    “Help me!  Please!  I can’t die like this!  Please, do something!” Noah cried.  His voice was barely audible above his sobs. 
 
    A smaller wolf stepped in front of Tristan and pinned back his ears. 
 
    “Váli,” he whispered when he remembered Fenris’ loyal supporter. 
 
    He knew there was nothing he could do.  Noah would either die or turn into something unholy.  He prayed for a quick death and hoped that Noah had chosen the path of the righteous.  There was still a chance that he would make it to Heaven if he died. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Tristan said sympathetically. 
 
    He turned around and headed back the way he had traveled.  He needed to get to his sanctuary before he blacked out.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Entering the private domain of the Angel of Death, Anjali sat down in the black Barcalounger in the corner of Alazar’s room and assessed her angel. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Alazar?” she asked. 
 
    “I see their faces everywhere I look.  I can hear their condemnation of me.  Nothing I do helps,” he said, pulling at his black hair.  He gingerly moved his bruised body and sat up on his bed.  Stretching his shoulders, she could see that he didn’t have a full range of motion yet. 
 
    Though Alazar physically healed faster than a mortal, it would take time to recover from the beating he had been subjected to in the Realm of Nightmares. 
 
    Azazel, the Overseer of the Realm of Fire, had staged a coup with the help of Brend and Pax, the Overseers of Teeth and Crushing Stones.  Azazel had tried to neutralize her efforts to defend the Thrones of Hell by imprisoning Alazar in the Realm of Nightmares and releasing the prisoners who Alazar had personally tempted over the centuries.  Though Azazel had died for his treachery and the coup had failed, the damage had already been done to Alazar.  He now feared tempting the mortals, which was his sole purpose in life.  He felt the guilt and anguish associated with sending so many people to their deaths.  She tried to convince him that the souls in Nightmares had nothing to complain about.  They had lived countless lives spreading misery and death without any regard for the consequences.  They were in Nightmares because they were the worst of the worst, condemned to an eternity in Hell.  There were no second chances or reincarnation for those prisoners. 
 
    Regardless of her argument, she understood his guilt better than most.  She too suffered from the knowledge that she would kill the innocent and the guilty when it was time to start an Apocalypse.  She was supposed to be comforted by the fact that the guilty would suffer and the innocent would receive their Heavenly reward.  Sadly, she wasn’t comforted by this fact.  She still considered herself a murderer created by God to do something he couldn’t do for himself. 
 
    She hated seeing the uncertainty in his eyes.  Normally an overconfident angel, Alazar now questioned every decision and action he made.  He was haunted by his past deeds, but more than that, he had lost the desire to fulfill his destiny.  She worried that he might never recover.  If it came down it, she would have to replace him with a new angel and allow him to choose his own path.  Hades had already told her to enact that plan, but in her heart, she knew that she owed Alazar more time to work through this dilemma. 
 
    She leaned over and patted his outstretched legs.  “We’ll find a way to get through this,” she smiled sympathetically. 
 
    She never thought that anything could break Alazar’s determined spirit.  Even when he was lost to his own darkness for centuries, he still believed in his mission, though he didn’t have the clarity to carry it out properly.  She had to find a way to help him before she was forced to make a decision by the Council. 
 
    Tapping her foot, she stared at the floor, lost in thought, when something furry scurried past her foot and ran along the wall under Alazar’s stained glass window. 
 
    “Rat!” she screamed.  She jumped on the seat of the Barcalounger and frantically searched the room. 
 
    “Oh please, don’t tell me you are acting like a little girl because of a mouse.  You look like an idiot standing up there.  You, who have been through every Realm of Torture in Hell, including the Realm of Teeth that has flesh-eating rats among its inhabitants, are afraid of a little mouse?” Alazar tsked at her. 
 
    “Where do you think it came from, Alazar?  We’re in Hell.  Apparently, you have spent too much time in the Mortal Realm.  We don’t have mice.  It is a flesh-eating rat from the Realm of Teeth.  Do you think I would be standing on a chair screaming like a girl for a normal rat?  Now kill it!” she glared at him. 
 
    “Shit!” Alazar yelled.  He stood up on his bed and braced his arm against the wall to steady himself.  “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking clearly.  It’s been awhile since one of the creatures from the tortures escaped from its realm.  You should see how fast everyone moves when the ghouls break loose.” 
 
    “We need to kill it!  A single rat can strip the flesh from your body in seconds,” she said impatiently. 
 
    Alazar put his hand on his hip and shrugged.  “What would you have me do?  Should I tempt him to commit suicide by telling him that he had terrible parents who abandoned him and then convince him to take his own life?  My power only works on mortals and angels, creatures with souls, not animals.  Animals have souls, but they live and die by their instincts.  They don’t have the same concept of guilt,” he replied sarcastically. 
 
    She rolled her eyes and huffed.  “Balthazar, I summon you!” 
 
    Balthazar quietly pushed open the door.  “You don’t have to summon me; I am just down the hallway.  I could hear you yelling for me,” he snickered.  “Wait, why are the two of you standing on the furniture?” he leaned against the doorjamb and watched them with curiosity. 
 
    “We need you to kill a flesh-eating rat.”  She raised her eyebrow at him, daring him to say something stupid. 
 
    “Did you try rat poison?” he smirked as he stood his ground. 
 
    He was clearly mocking her because he too, was afraid to hunt an implement of torture. 
 
    “This is just sad.  At the first test of loyalty, you both succumb to fear,” she frowned. 
 
    “I’m not afraid, I’m injured.  There is a difference,” Alazar replied indifferently.  “Balthazar, go get the rat.”  He waved his hand toward the wall. 
 
    Balthazar crossed his arms and settled into his spot. 
 
    Calin!  Derick! she mentally yelled for her Nachtghuls, infuriated by her angels.  She showed them the room and expressed her annoyance with Balthazar.  Balthazar held more weapons inside his black leather duster than most combat ready-soldiers.  He had no excuse for standing idling by.  She knew the Angel of Vengeance would be too embarrassed to let his protégé Calin show him up. 
 
    “Keep your eyes on the ground,” Calin shouted to Derick as they brushed past Balthazar and jumped on top of the bed.  Calin already had his Berretta 9mms trained on the floor in search of the dead mouse walking. 
 
    Anjali saw that Calin was using Derick as his second set of eyes as they scanned the room together.  Calin was still getting used to having Derick’s thoughts and field of vision occupying his brain at all times.  He was getting better at separating his thoughts from Derick’s, but still had trouble processing two different views of the room at the same time. 
 
    “You can’t kill it,” Balthazar chuckled.  “I know because I’ve tried, many times.  It has to be captured and brought back to its realm.  Maybe you can try to command it, My Lady, since you are third-in-command of Hell.” 
 
    “I’m done negotiating with the creatures in the realms.  I don’t need to be ridiculed by a rat if it doesn’t work,” she said exasperated. 
 
    “My Lady, Lord Lucifer is...what’s going on?” Lev, one of Lucifer’s servants, asked as he appeared in the doorway.  He looked to Lady Black for an explanation. 
 
    “Ahh, problem solved,” she clapped.  “Lev, tell Brend’s temporary replacement Darius to retrieve the rat that belongs in the Realm of Teeth, and that I want a word with him after I’m done with Lord Lucifer,” she said quickly.  She wanted Lev out of the room as soon as possible.  She didn’t like having Lucifer’s servants spying on her. 
 
    “Of course, My Lady, I will inform him immediately.  I would be careful, I’m told that the rats know how to climb,” Lev bowed his head, trying not to laugh.  “In the meantime, Lord Lucifer and Lord Hades request that you meet them in the Throne Room.  Lord Hades said to leave the children at home.”  Lev motioned to her Nachtghuls and bashfully lowered his eyes. 
 
    Exhausted from dealing with the recent chaos, the last thing she wanted to do was to report to Lucifer and Hades, but it was inevitable.  They were still trying to sort out the mess left over from the previous day’s coup.  Their security efforts were being reevaluated and Hades was searching for any more dissenters among the Fallen. 
 
    “Derick, Calin, return to the Hall of Mirrors, and continue guarding my throne.  Balthazar, you have work to do in the Mortal Realm.  It’s time for you to begin a regular routine and tempt the mortals now that you have officially joined me,” she said formally for Lev’s benefit.  “Alazar, I want you to go with Balthazar.  I don’t expect you to tempt, but I think you need a change of scenery, at least until your room is clear.” 
 
    Derick and Calin bowed and left the room. 
 
    Balthazar bowed, while Alazar gave her a sideward glance.  He looked like he wanted to argue with her, but didn’t want Lev to overhear.  After hesitating for a second, he nodded.  He snapped his fingers and changed from his black jeans and T-shirt into black leather pants and a black button down shirt—his signature outfit.  He rolled up his sleeves and left the room. 
 
    Anjali hopped onto the bed and walked across it, not caring what Lev thought of her.  As a suicide servant, he too had intimate knowledge of the realm creatures.  She quickly leapt off the bed, taking care not to let her dress ride up, and slammed the door behind her.  Regaining some of her dignity, she squared her shoulders and took the lead in front of Lev.  She left the Annex hallway and entered the rotunda.  She saw that Derick and Calin were already standing watch in front of her dais in the Hall of Mirrors. 
 
    She walked across the suspension bridge that led to the Throne Room, Lucifer’s domain, while Lev trailed behind her.  From the bridge, she noticed something odd.  The room appeared dimmer than usual.  The enormous fireplace behind the black marble dais was burning brightly but the wall torches had been extinguished, causing a backlight effect on the figures standing in the room. 
 
    Lucifer was sitting on his Skull Throne, though he was partially obscured by someone standing in front of him.  Hades was sitting on his metal throne to Lucifer’s right.  He was staring at her grimly, which was an all-too-familiar-sight.  It meant that he was annoyed about something.  There were numerous guests in the room, so she assumed that he, or all of them, were being charged with some type of crime.  She wondered if the Council had decided that the three Heads of Hell were no longer fit to rule due to the recent rebellion. 
 
    Unfortunately, Lucifer was not back to his murderous self after having his darkness and his Syankas stripped from him.  He was still sobbing and moaning about his recent attempt to destroy the Mortal Realm and his misstep in commanding her to help him.  She had managed to convince the Council to clear Lucifer, and herself, of any wrongdoing in the battle of Portland, which wasn’t an easy feat, so she wondered why they were gathered in the room. 
 
    She saw that the servants were all accounted for and standing at their posts in front of the large black multi-tiered dais.  Sebastian, the Gatekeeper of Hell, Malcolm, the Lead Punisher of the Realms, Reese, the Overseer of the Hall of Shadows, Crevan, the Commander of the Guard in Shadows, and all the Overseers of the Realms were present.  Surprisingly, even Vadim and Dmitry, who were the Overseers of the Halls of Mercy and Torment, were in the Throne Room.  She seemed to be the last person of importance to be invited. 
 
    Scattered about the room were cloaked figures, which was peculiar.  Their faces were obscured by the long shadows cast by the fire.  She had never known the Council to hide their bright white clothing under capes, though she’d once seen the Celestial Warriors try to conceal their identity in mortal clothing.  She was afraid that perhaps General Tabbris had finally lost his mind.  It was possible that he had decided to ignore the Council’s ruling and sent his warriors to take Lucifer into custody.  Tabbris had also called for her head when she tried to protect Lucifer from the warriors.  She wasn’t sure if she would have to fight for Lucifer’s life or her own. 
 
    “Is there a problem with the lights, My Lord?” she asked, unnerved by their faceless guests. 
 
    When no one replied, she steadied herself and inconspicuously scanned the room for danger.  She took two steps into the room before the heavy wood door was slammed shut behind her and was bolted into place.  The door was invasion-proof in the event that Hell fell apart and the inmates in the asylum turned on their punishers, though they rarely closed the door. 
 
    A sword was against her throat and a cloaked figure was holding her arm before she could say another word.  Various weapons that she recognized from the Halls of Mercy and Torment came into view as their mystery guests pulled back their hoods. 
 
    Calin, Derick find Balthazar and Alazar now!  We have a major problem.  She showed them the entire room and explained her current situation.  She needed her Predznak. 
 
    “Mistress,” Lucifer said, greeting her by her old, despised name. 
 
    “I told you to summon everyone important and you summoned your slave girl?  I suppose you do not want to die alone.  How pathetic,” a young female voice echoed through the room. 
 
    “You asked for everyone that mattered.  I wanted my servant with me,” Lucifer replied.  He glared at Anjali to make her understand that he wanted his captor to remain unaware of who she really was. 
 
    The woman pulled back her hood and revealed a twisted smile on her pale, gaunt face. 
 
    Anjali prepared herself for a fight when she recognized her.  Hel, the goddess she had seen imprisoned in the Hall of Shadows during her original tour of Hell, was smiling cruelly at her.  She was clearly the one in charge. 
 
    She remembered Lucifer telling her about Hel, a little slip of a girl who had once made a deal to take control of Hell.  Lucifer had planned to unleash all the creatures in the Hall of Shadows and destroy the Mortal Realm while Hel ruled the underworld.  Thankfully, Lucifer had come to his senses and reneged on their deal.  Apparently, Hel was finally seeking revenge for their broken pact. 
 
    She guessed that the rest of their captors were also gods and goddesses imprisoned with Hel, though Anjali didn’t know their names since she rarely went to the Hall of Shadows. 
 
    Anjali nodded to Lucifer.  “My Lord, I would bow, but it seems there is a sword at my neck.  What should I do?” she asked in her best quivering voice as she immediately became the damsel in distress. 
 
    “Stop playing innocent, Anjali.  Hel knows that the Destroyer has risen to power and rules alongside Lucifer,” Lev said, stepping forward to call out their ruse.  He taunted her by using her real name. 
 
    Anjali wanted to summon her Hell Fire and burn both of them, but the Overseers were being held hostage.  They couldn’t afford to lose any more Fallen. 
 
    “I should have learned by now that it’s always the quiet, dutiful servants that will stab you in the back,” she muttered to herself.  “I promise you, Lev, I will cause you crippling pain for using my real name just before I kill you.”  She watched Lev take his place next to his real master, Hel. 
 
    Lucifer roared when he realized that Lev had betrayed him.  “My servant has been conspiring behind my back.  I will fill the cracks of the floor with your ashes!” Lucifer yelled and spit on the dais.  “I will rend the flesh from his bones before I kill you, Hel.”  The god standing closest to Hel stepped forward and placed his blade against Lucifer’s neck. 
 
    “You are in no position to threaten anyone!” Hel screamed, quickly becoming unhinged.  “I will kill you slowly.  You will pray for death, but I will only hurt you more!” 
 
    Anjali was amazed by how much Hel sounded like Lucifer.  They would have made a wonderfully deranged couple.  Even though Lucifer’s darkness wasn’t at its peak, he would normally do whatever was necessary to escape capture.  He would rather lose his head than be at anyone’s mercy.  That’s when she noticed the blue glow of the Celestial Bonds peeking out from behind his back.  She realized that Hades and the Overseers had their hands bound behind their backs as well. 
 
    Turning to Hades, who was much better in a crisis than Lucifer was, she was curious to know what he was plotting.  He was still recovering from his injuries inflicted by Balthazar while he was possessed by a Syanka, but did his best to hide it. 
 
    “What do they want, Lord Hades?” she asked calmly.  She knew it would piss off Hel to be ignored since she was staging her coup in an attempt to gain power. 
 
    “It seems our guests would like to renegotiate their prison terms,” Hades replied matter-of-factly.  He was clearly seething, but contained his rage, barely. 
 
    “I think we can arrange something.  If we kill them now, it will shorten their sentences,” she quipped. 
 
    The gods all snickered and laughed at her idle threat.  The god holding the blade to her throat jabbed it into her neck and sliced her skin.  Drops of blood dripped down her chest and black dress.  She refrained from throwing the god into the fireplace until she was able to subdue more of them. 
 
    Vaughn, who was well acquainted with the gods after thwarting their individual escape attempts, looked like he was ready to snap the neck of the god holding him.  Anjali could count on the Höllenhund to fight by her side, as well as Reese and Crevan, who were responsible for keeping the gods in chains.  They would have a lot to answer for and would undoubtedly do whatever it took to gain control of the room to save themselves from a beating. 
 
    Hel drew her sword and pointed it at Lucifer’s head.  “Renegotiate indeed.  Once we kill all of you, we will conquer the Mortal Realm and rule the pathetic mortals,” she chuckled darkly.  “Make sure Anjali is secure!” 
 
    The guard at Anjali’s side pulled out a set of Celestial Bonds and grabbed her wrist. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” she snapped.  She used her power and hurled the god across the room. 
 
    “Do that again and your master dies!” Hel screamed as she snatched Lucifer’s hair and pushed the sword closer to his eye. 
 
    Anjali laughed boldly.  “Go ahead and kill him, or blind him...dealer’s choice.  If I’ve learned anything during my time in Hell, it’s that we don’t negotiate with prisoners.  As long as one of the Heads of Hell is still alive, you can’t claim the throne.  If that is to be me, then so be it,” Anjali lied.  She could tell from Hades’ darkening expression that her bluff was working. 
 
    Lucifer growled at Hel.  “Michael and the Celestial Warriors will behead you, or worse, lock you back up in your prison.  I will make sure you are punished during your unending stay.  You will long for the days when you sat in chains free from pain!” 
 
    The god holding the sword at Lucifer’s throat appeared terrified.  Lucifer was edging himself into the blade, just as Anjali anticipated.  While slitting his throat wouldn’t kill Lucifer, beheading him certainly would.  Lucifer’s darkness was quickly gaining strength, which meant that his rational side was evaporating. 
 
    Hel snorted.  “I am not worried about the Celestial Warriors.  They will have bigger problems on their hands once we release the creatures in the Hall of Shadows.  We will slip right past them as they hunt all the enemies of Heaven.  It will create the perfect distraction.  Once we offer our assistance to the angels and help capture some of the creatures, we will be pardoned.  No one outside of this room will know that we started the war.  You will all be dead.” 
 
    Anjali internally groaned when she heard Hel’s master plan.  The goddess was definitely insane if she planned to unleash the prisoners in Shadows. 
 
    “If you are going to do it, my dear, then get on with it,” said a man standing against the far wall.  He was tall and handsome in a warrior of old kind of way.  He had long blonde hair, bright blue eyes, and muscle after muscle wrapped in leather.  He was the only one without a sword drawn.  Either he was crazy or confident, though confidence won out as he walked toward Hel appearing to be bored with the situation. 
 
    “It would be easier if you actually helped,” Hel retorted. 
 
    “I told you that I would find a way to release you from your chains; after that, you were on your own.  I am not interested in a war with Lucifer and Hades.  Their defeat is meaningless to me.  You know what I want,” the warrior said as he slowly circled back to the wall. 
 
    “Some God of War you are, Týr, you’re nothing more than a coward!” Hel shouted.  She turned her attention back to Lucifer and ignored the god. 
 
    Týr had his massive hands wrapped around Hel’s small neck before Anjali could blink. 
 
    “You will remember your place girl, or I will end this before it begins.  I am the God of Justice.  You will do well to remember that.  I am not yours to command and I will not bow to your will.  I orchestrated your escape, as promised, but there is no battle here.  You can easily destroy them.  I am more interested in obtaining what is rightfully mine.  If you are not careful, your blood will be mixed with the Butterfly’s.”  Týr dropped Hel roughly to her feet and calmly walked away. 
 
    Anjali was starting to admire Týr.  If he didn’t like Hel, he might be of use to her. 
 
    Hel tried to hide her fear but was visibly shaken as she turned her attention back to Lucifer. 
 
    “All right then, let us kill Lucifer first!” Hel said, clasping her hands together. 
 
    “Actually, if you don’t mind, I would prefer to go first,” Anjali announced, hoping to stall Hel.  “Lucifer should be the last of us to die because he’s the one who backed out of your arrangement.  Ever since Lucifer broke his promise to me, I have been looking for a way to leave Hell.  This would be the perfect opportunity.  I will no longer have to worry about ending the world and I will be free from the burden of dealing with Lucifer and Hades.” 
 
    Hades’ expression changed instantly.  He finally understood that she was preparing to mount an offensive.  He, of all people, understood that she would never abandon her throne. 
 
    Týr popped off the wall for a brief moment and looked like he was about to argue, but relaxed unexpectedly.  Anjali didn’t know what his problem was. 
 
    “A volunteer, how interesting.  I do not care who dies first, but you are right about Lucifer.  He should watch his precious Destroyer die first,” Hel said.  She was giddy at the thought of making Lucifer suffer more.  It was no wonder Lucifer had chosen Hel to take his place.  She was sadistic and cruel, the key elements needed for running Hell. 
 
    Anjali urged her Nachtghuls to bring Balthazar and Alazar as quickly as possible.  Calin had thankfully retrieved them from a nightclub in London.  She was worried about Alazar’s ability to fight, but Derick told her that Alazar intended on killing as many gods as he could, which was reassuring.  At least he was trying to work past his trauma. 
 
    Hel’s guard dragged Anjali closer to Lucifer and positioned her on her knees in front of him. 
 
    Looking to Hades, she followed his visual clues as he causally looked around the room and indicated which gods troubled him the most.  Through Derick and Calin, she was able to learn the names of the gods once they described their appearance to Balthazar and Alazar.  A raven-haired beauty named Nött seemed to be Hades’ biggest concern.  She could create something called a “night curtain” that could plunge the room into complete darkness.  His other concerns were Týr and two warrior goddesses named Irpa and Torgerd.  She relayed all of this to Derick so that Balthazar and Calin could formulate an attack strategy. 
 
    “Rip her limbs from her body so that Lucifer can listen to her scream!” Hel ranted as Dellingr and Ilmr grabbed Anjali’s arms and prepared to pull them in opposite directions.  She danced around like a crazed toddler and clapped her hands.  “I swear to you, Lucifer, you will feel pain long after you are dead!” 
 
    Anjali believed that she could make it happen.  She had no idea why the gods had elected to put the irrational goddess in charge.  She wouldn’t follow Hel to find the bathroom, let alone into a war.  The only one who seemed indifferent to Hel’s commands was Týr, who was still in his corner watching everyone.  She wondered why he was still in Hell if he didn’t care about anyone in the room. 
 
    Lucifer was too enraged to notice that she was about to have her arms ripped from her body, which was a good thing.  Once he was free from his bonds, he would vanquish anyone stupid enough to get close to him.  That’s what she needed from him.  She didn’t want his sympathy; she wanted a raging devil to bail them out of this situation. 
 
    “Do you have any last words, Destroyer?” Hel laughed. 
 
    Anjali tensed her arms and grabbed the guards’ wrists.  “As a matter of fact I do.  Lord Hades, in times like these, I do admire your throne,” she said.  With that, she lit the two guards on fire with her Hell Fire.  When they released her, she whipped around and created a wall of fire in front of Týr and set the leather uniforms of the warrior goddesses ablaze. 
 
    She scrambled up the dais and ran to Hades’ side.  He was already stomping on the legs and seat of his throne, trying to break it into pieces.  He held out his wrists and she unlocked his bonds before Hel could issue another command.  She grabbed the swords behind Lucifer’s throne, while Hades freed the seatback from his throne.  The seatback was actually a shield used during a battle with a different group of false gods.  He would need it to fight the warrior goddesses. 
 
    Hel frantically swore and knocked Lucifer face first into the ground.  She jumped on his back and pulled his bound arms upward, causing him to growl in pain.  “I will kill your precious Lucifer!” 
 
    Anjali threw a sword to Hades, who immediately stabbed the guard holding the blade against Lucifer’s neck.  She jumped off the dais and pointed her sword at Hel.  “Back away from him,” she ordered. 
 
    Hel released Lucifer’s arms and glared at her.  “I will...you have no idea...you will pray for death,” she stammered, too angry to form a complete sentence. 
 
    Bang!  A knock rattled the thick door.  Hel stopped yelling as all the gods turned their attention to the door.  The god closest to the door strained to hear a sound coming from the other side.  His eyes went wide and he gritted his teeth.  He became furious and trembled in rage. 
 
    The other gods looked at each other, confused by the strange occurrence.  No one could understand why the guard was so upset. 
 
    Anjali smiled.  Alazar was the only angel who could taunt someone badly enough that they would open a locked door just to murder him. 
 
    The god reached for the large bolts holding the door shut. 
 
    “NO!”  Hel screeched.  “You open that door and I will slaughter everyone you have ever loved!” 
 
    The god never heard her threat; he was too filled with murderous rage to listen to anyone.  The nearest god rushed to grab him, but he was too late.  The final bolt was unlocked and the wooden door creaked open.  The guard’s head was removed from his body before anyone could help him. 
 
    Gunfire erupted and everyone dropped to the ground, except for Anjali and Hades, as Calin laid down fire as a distraction. 
 
    Anjali kicked Hel in the face, knocking her off of Lucifer’s back.  Reaching down, she unlocked Lucifer’s bonds.  He jumped to his feet and looked like he was about to hit her.  She wasn’t sure if he was mad that she had put herself in danger, or if he was so angry that he didn’t recognize her. 
 
    “Secure Hel, My Lord.  You can argue with me later,” she said.  Thankfully, Lucifer turned and grabbed Hel by the throat. 
 
    Hades immediately ran at the guards holding the Fallen hostage and engaged them in battle.  He smacked Ullr in the head with his shield and deflected Idun’s sword. 
 
    “Derick, I grant you the ability to unlock the Celestial Bonds,” Anjali decreed.  “Release Vaughn first so that he can remind the gods why we call him the Höllenhund.” 
 
    Derick ran toward Vaughn as Calin shot anyone in his path from the other side of the room.  He reached Vaughn and quickly unlocked his bonds. 
 
    Balthazar rushed inside and countered the first sword to attack him.  “Alazar take Mani, Calin take Torgerd, and Hades can have Irpa.  Lucifer and Vaughn can handle Hel.  Leave Týr to me.  Lady Black, Nótt is all yours,” Balthazar said as he punched Hel’s servant Ganglati in his face and swung to cut Ganglöt across her stomach.  He naturally picked the path of greatest resistance. 
 
    Hades turned and deflected the blade of Irpa, who was still on fire, a split second before her sword hit his neck.  He spun and struck her leg, knocking her to the ground.  He plunged his sword into her gut and released her from the Hell Fire. 
 
    “I prefer to capture the prisoners and punish them for their disobedience, but I give you all permission to kill anyone who isn’t on our side!” Hades yelled above the noise of the gunshots and clanging weapons. 
 
    “Anyone who brings me the head of a god will be greatly rewarded!” Lucifer yelled. 
 
    Hades glared at him but didn’t counter his statement. 
 
    Anjali turned and threw her sword to Vaughn since she had no idea how to use one.  Instead, she searched for Nótt in the chaos. 
 
    Hel watched her brethren fighting the intruders, some falling in battle.  While still in Lucifer’s grasp, she kicked Vaughn in the balls and looked to Týr.  “What is wrong with you?  They are going to kill us unless you do something.  Here is your battle, do what you do best,” Hel wheezed. 
 
    Týr seemed uninterested in Hel’s orders.  He stood behind the wall of flame and shrugged. 
 
    Lucifer dropped Hel to the ground and Vaughn caged her in.  He grabbed her arms to secure her and held his sword at her throat. 
 
    “Call off this madness, Hel,” Lucifer growled. 
 
    “Never,” she sneered. 
 
    Alazar avoided the smaller skirmishes around the room and headed toward Mani.  When Mani saw Alazar coming toward him, he lunged at him, and caught Alazar in the stomach with his boot, causing pain to his already damaged body. 
 
    Alazar laughed at him, though he was reeling from the kick.  “You fight like a girl and there is no water here to command.  I’d say you’re defenseless, so just save me the time and surrender,” he said dismissively. 
 
    Mani sneered at him.  “It’s a sad day when the almighty Angel of Death cannot kill someone,” he taunted. 
 
    “I’m not five and I’m not stooping to your childish tactics.”  Alazar took a step to his left, but twisted around and dropped into a crouch.  He summoned his favorite dagger to his hand and thrust it into Mani’s stomach. 
 
    Mani stared down at his stomach in disbelief.  He was about to speak, but blood bubbled up into his mouth. 
 
    Giving Mani the finger as he pulled the dagger free, he stabbed Mani in the chest.  “What?  You expected to win against the Angel of Death?” he chuckled.  He kicked Mani’s knee and watched him fall over. 
 
    Alazar staggered from the agony that blossomed in his stomach from the quick movements.  His vision blurred badly enough that he didn’t see Ullr standing next to him.  Though his nose was broken, he backhanded Alazar, causing him to hit his head on the dais, knocking him unconscious. 
 
    Anjali located Nótt, the Goddess of Night, standing behind Calin, ready to stab him.  She ran at Nött and pushed Calin out of the way before her sword could touch him. 
 
    Nótt smirked wickedly at Anjali as her eyes turned completely black.  When she raised her arms to the ceiling, a thick shadow began to seep out of her skin.  The air became a murky thick ink all around her.  It quickly spread as Nótt tried to fill the entire room with darkness. 
 
    “You can’t hide in the dark from me,” Anjali chuckled as she pulled off her ring, the only thing keeping her power bound.  She punched Nótt in the face before she disappeared into the fog, knocking her back into the wall.  Nótt quickly got to her feet and faced her. 
 
    “You cannot defeat me.  I am more powerful than you can imagine,” Nött scoffed. 
 
    “I doubt that,” Anjali smiled cruelly. 
 
    She summoned her power and embraced her darkness, except hers wasn’t a calm black void like Nótt’s; hers was a raging storm of dark clouds, lightning, and winds that lashed at everything around her.  The ground rumbled beneath their feet.  A terrible storm grew around Anjali as she extended her arms and her hair flew around her face.  The thick fog around Nótt shrank when she faltered and put her arms over her face to protect herself from the fierce winds.  The ceiling rolled and cracked, raining down chunks of stone onto Nótt.  The wind pushed her back as lightning arced from Anjali’s hands and hit Nótt’s legs and torso. 
 
    Anjali ran after Nótt as she scrambled away.  The Night Curtain was nothing more than a black mist.  Nótt tried to pull the shadows over her to hide within them, but Anjali used the hurricane-force winds to throw her into the opposite wall.  Lightning smashed through the wall and ceiling over Nótt’s head, bringing the heavy rocks crashing down onto her body, crushing her.  Anjali turned to see who was still fighting in the room as the wind circled around her. 
 
    Crevan and Reese engaged Njord and Dagr in battle before they could escape from the Throne Room, while Derick worked to free Malcolm and the rest of the Overseers. 
 
    Dagr lashed at them with a whip to keep them at bay.  Njord showed them how skilled he was with the ornate knives he had stolen back from Crevan by slicing each of them in the torso. 
 
    Crevan ducked under the black whip and then shot his hand out to catch it before Dagr could pull it back.  “This belongs to Dmitry,” Crevan shouted.  He tugged on the whip and pulled Dagr off balance. 
 
    Reese dodged Njord’s attempt to slit his arm and spun to his left.  Using his forward motion, he punched Dagr in the jaw, sending him to his ass.  Crevan picked Dagr up by the throat and threw him into the wall. 
 
    Crevan turned to Njord and laughed at him.  “The last time you tried to use those blades on me, I swore to you I would keep them for myself.  I will take possession of them now.  Try to escape again and I will remove your head with them.”  He blocked the knife on the right with his boot and kicked Njord in the arm, forcing him to release the other blade. 
 
    Njord smiled.  “I am finally going to kill you with these, as promised.” 
 
    He advanced on Reese and Crevan.  He slashed at Reese’s arm and winked at him when his blood sprayed across the room. 
 
    Reese had allowed Njord to cut his arm as a distraction so that he could control the blade while Crevan jumped into the air and kicked Njord in the head.  Reese grabbed Njord’s wrist and twisted it with enough force to break it.  The final knife clattered to the ground.  Crevan head-butted Njord and tossed him on the ground.  He picked up the ruby-encrusted knives and slid them into his back pocket. 
 
    Anjali’s power continued to gain strength and the storm intensified.  Some of the gods surrendered once they saw what she had done to Nótt, their primary weapon. 
 
    Hel; however, didn’t seem impressed.  She tried to pull her arms free from Lucifer’s grasp.  “You may have defeated Nótt, but now you must deal with me!” 
 
    Anjali’s rage boiled over when she heard Hel challenging her.  She allowed her frustration from the past few days to spill over and add to the storm. 
 
    “How dare you believe that you can rule Hell, you pathetic, weak little girl!” Anjali snickered. 
 
    Hel bit Vaughn’s arm and kicked Lucifer in the kneecap to distract them.  “I was going to make your death quick, but now you will suffer!”  Hel closed her eyes and muttered something under her breath. 
 
    Anjali waited for something to happen, but couldn’t see anything of interest.  Throwing out her hand, she tried to strike Hel with lightning, but a sudden pain slashed through her head.  An image of Alazar screaming in agony overrode her thoughts.  It was quickly followed by an image of Balthazar being slashed to pieces by an unknown assailant.  Then Derick was drowning in a lake of fire, followed by Calin being shot to death.  Sorrow rippled through her body and tears sprang from her eyes.  All the people she cared about were brutally killed as she helplessly watched.  Even Lucifer suffered a terrible fate when he was overrun by the prisoners in the Realm of Ghouls. 
 
    Image after image showed her unspeakable acts done to everyone she loved.  She lost CJ, Gabriel, and even Sacha, though he still looked like Mr. Timmons from her English class.  Grief overwhelmed her, and she curled up into a ball of agony. 
 
    Agony.  Yes, Hel was using agony coupled with fear to produce an emotional response.  She laughed coldly.  The little girl was foolish enough to use the very sins that the Bringer of the Apocalypse possessed inside of her.  She identified the emotions and combated them, knowing that they weren’t real.  These were nothing more than lies meant to deceive her, just like the tortures inflicted upon the prisoners in the Realm of Nightmares. 
 
    Anjali’s eyes flew open and the storm, which had begun to recede back into its cell deep inside her body, roared to life.  She pushed the cold, numb feeling of grief out of her until it manifested in a hailstorm concentrated around Hel. 
 
    “I am the Keeper of Agony and Fear!” she shouted in a voice that was not her own.  “You cannot use these sins against me.  You may be able to manipulate them in order to subdue your enemies, but I am the one who commands my Harbingers to use their abilities to tempt the masses.  I will inflict indescribable agony on the mortals and they will fear me as they have feared no other.  If you believe you can defeat me with these false images, you know nothing about me!” 
 
    Hel blanched as the hailstorm increased and pelted her with marble-sized hail.  Lucifer and Vaughn were forced to retreat and leave Hel to her fate.  Hel fell to her knees from the force of the ice storm.  “I will commit appalling acts upon your angels!” she whimpered. 
 
    “You are not strong enough!  You inspire fear in your enemies so that they are unable to stand against you.  I do not fear you.  Your threats are meaningless.  Yield to me or I will destroy you,” Anjali said threateningly. 
 
    Hel held her arms over her face.  “Týr!” she screamed in desperation. 
 
    Anjali vaguely saw motion to her right, but a flash of metal confirmed that Balthazar was dealing with the diversion.  Instead, Anjali focused all of her power on Hel until the winds ripped at her dress and the ice clung to her body, entombing her. 
 
    “Anjali, enough!” Lucifer yelled, though she ignored him. 
 
    Lucifer stepped into her view as he braved the storm and grabbed Hel by the hair.  He held his sword against her throat.  He no longer appeared angry.  He looked concerned about something. 
 
    “Calin, Derick, do something to get her under control before she freezes everyone,” Hades commanded. 
 
    Anjali pictured Hel lying dead on the ground as her anger took control of her mind. 
 
    “You have to stop the storm, My Lady.  Lucifer has Hel in custody.  Balthazar is dealing with Týr and the rest of the room is secure.  You have to stand down,” Calin said as he wrapped his arms around his torso to keep warm. 
 
    “Anjali, you are burying the entire room in ice.  If you don’t stop, everyone will be frozen in place.  Hades said that it’s nearly impossible to thaw your ice.  Please, pull the storm back before the floor shatters and we all fall,” Derick said, his teeth chattering. 
 
    She heard Derick and Calin’s voices but it was their love for her that penetrated her raging mind.  They feared her when she was out of control, though they tried to hide it.  They needed the loving, caring woman they had fallen in love with, not the Destroyer who relished the idea of removing Hel’s head from her neck.  She didn’t want them to see her like this.  She hated this side of her personality.  Closing her eyes, she tried to calm the storm and draw her power back inside. 
 
    Through Derick’s eyes, she saw Lucifer pull Hel from the ice and backhand her before Vaughn clasped the Celestial Bonds on her wrists.  Hel screamed and kicked Vaughn until Malcolm stepped forward to grab her legs and lift her off the ground.  “You will still lose!  My brothers will come for me,” she laughed manically through her chattering teeth. 
 
    Lucifer ordered Malcolm to take Hel and the other gods back to the Hall of Shadows, while Hades questioned the Overseers. 
 
    Through Calin’s eyes, she saw Balthazar still engaged in battle with Týr.  She heard Calin’s concern for Balthazar, though he knew firsthand how skilled he was with his sword. 
 
    Finally calming herself enough to think clearly, she allowed Calin to escort her to her throne, while Derick tried to wake Alazar. 
 
    She watched Balthazar circling Týr, though neither one of them had taken the offensive.  Týr was in a battle stance, matching Balthazar’s footfalls, and testing his defenses.  They were in a lethal dance as they sized each other up. 
 
    “I do not want to fight you, Balthazar.  I only promised Hel a means of escape, not a war.  My fight is not with you.  I drew my sword upon no one, except you.  I simply wanted to be free from my chains, but I promised Hel that I would not leave until she had her vengeance.  Fenris is the one who refused to follow me and ran off.  I swear I will lay down my sword if you do,” Týr stated just out of striking range. 
 
    “No deal.”  Balthazar was about to make the first move when Anjali spoke up.  
 
    “You will yield, Balthazar.  I need answers and for that, I need him alive.  Týr, drop your weapon and kneel peacefully,” she said, though her voice didn’t sound quite right.  It was thicker and reverberated through the room.  It caused Balthazar to immediately take a knee and put down his sword.  Týr slowly dropped to his knee and threw down his sword, as promised.  Reese quickly stepped in to restrain Týr with Celestial Bonds. 
 
    Anjali tried to pull back the last of the storm, though the floor was still shaking. 
 
    Hades turned his attention to her.  “Is the storm over, My Lady?” he asked cautiously. 
 
    “Yes, My Lord,” she nodded. 
 
    Sebastian approached the dais and knelt before her with his palm held up.  “You need to be more careful with this, My Lady.  Dellingr wanted to keep it as a trophy.  I had to bite his singed hand so that he would release it,” he said, bowing his head. 
 
    She was surprised to see Sebastian acting respectfully, but appreciated the effort it took to secure her ring.  She placed it on her finger and took a deep breath when her power receded completely. 
 
    “Thank you, Sebastian,” she said. 
 
    She watched Hades take control of the chaos, as only Hades could.  “Dmitry, you will punish each god separately in the Hall of Torment.  Remind them who is in charge of this domain.  Vadim, take the God of Justice to the Hall of Mercy and throw him on the closest rack.  I want to interrogate him.  Let’s see if the instigator of this pitiful attack will break and tell me his darkest secrets.” 
 
    “I will not break under torture.  You will be wasting your time,” Týr said confidently. 
 
    Hades smiled cruelly.  “You have yet to feel my torture when I’m truly outraged.” 
 
    Týr raised his eyebrow, but seemed unconcerned about the threat.  He was pulled to his feet and dragged out of the Throne Room by Vadim. 
 
    Seeing Alazar awake and shaking off his head injury, she winked at him.  “Good job getting the Throne Room door open, Alazar.”  When he nodded to her, she could see that he was favoring his stomach.  “Go rest in Balthazar’s room until Darius can remove the rat from your room.” 
 
    Alazar got to his feet with Derick’s help and leaned on him for support.  “Thank you, My Lady.” 
 
    Hades whipped his head around.  “What rat?” 
 
    “There is a rat in Alazar’s room,” she shrugged. 
 
    Hades motioned to five Overseers and immediately ran for the door. 
 
    “What’s wrong?  It was one rat,” she yelled. 
 
    “There is never just one.  Týr mentioned that Fenris was freed, which means any number of animals could have been released from their realms,” he shouted. 
 
    Anjali looked to Calin and Balthazar.  Without a word, they understood that they needed to assist Hades in securing the realm creatures. 
 
    As things began to settle down in the room, she watched Lucifer grab a cowering Lev by the throat and punch him in the nose.  Lev tried to pry Lucifer’s hand loose as he suddenly plead for mercy.  In Lucifer’s enraged state, she doubted that he would simply turn Lev into soot.  He was preparing to kill him with his bare hands. 
 
    Thinking quickly, she knew how to diffuse Lucifer.  “My Lord, I would like to question Lev before you kill him,” she said loudly, hoping to be acknowledged. 
 
    Lev’s gasping increased as Lucifer ignored her. 
 
    Descending the dais, she tried to get Lucifer’s attention.  “He may have valuable information, My Lord.  He has been plotting against us for some time.  I want to know how he managed to fool us all and orchestrate Týr’s plan.” 
 
    Lucifer snarled and tightened his grip, causing Lev to lose consciousness. 
 
    She had to work fast if she wanted to save the servant.  “Hand the boy over to me and I will beat the truth out of him.  I will drown him in the Realm of Seas and then throw him into the Realm of Frost until he tells me every sin he has committed.  I will make sure that his last breath is used to beg for mercy,” she said coldly. 
 
    Lucifer slowly turned his head and smirked wickedly at her.  A glimmer of sanity crept back into his features. 
 
    “I love it when your darkness takes over,” Lucifer said as a real smile broke out across his face.  He dropped Lev to the ground and looked at her with the hope of forgiveness in his eyes. 
 
    “Shall I take the servant and make him suffer?” she asked calmly. 
 
    He nodded and stepped away to sit on his throne. 
 
    Anjali sighed.  She was relieved to have the sane Lucifer back.  She knew she had two options, kiss Lucifer, or distract him with violence.  Kissing him in front of a servant she wanted to interrogate was a bad idea, so she decided to appeal to Lucifer’s strange idea of beauty.  It always turned him on when she spoke of beating someone. 
 
    Looking around the partially destroyed room, she let out a long sigh.  They had come close to losing control of Hell for the second time within 24 hours.  Týr had certainly planned their escape brilliantly with Lev’s help.  She would show no mercy to either of them.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Liam heard arguing as he pried open his eyes.  The room spun, making him nauseous.  He felt like every bone in his body was breaking apart.  His skin was tight as if he had been in the sun for a hundred years.  Everything was too loud.  Even his sense of smell was off.  His nose burned and his eyes watered when a disgusting smell hit him. 
 
    He could tell that he was in his apartment, but beyond that, he had no idea what was going on.  It took him a second, but he remembered that he’d been bitten by a big black wolf.  He tried to move his shoulder but passed out when a sharp pain caused his brain to shut down. 
 
    When he came to again, he remembered that moving his shoulder was a horrible idea.  He opened his mouth to speak but his tongue was swollen.  His throat was so dry he thought he would choke.  He tried to make a noise, any noise, but ended up screaming as soon as his voice responded. 
 
    “Shit, he’s awake.  Dylan, get him some water.”  Liam heard Kelsey’s voice shouting from the other room.  It sounded like she had a bullhorn. 
 
    She appeared before him looking pissed as usual.  Only Kelsey could be mad at him for being attacked by wolves.  Maybe he needed to take Dylan’s advice and find someone with a little more compassion, or at least someone who didn’t yell as a form of communication. 
 
    “I still think we should take him to the hospital.  He’s bleeding all over my blue silk sheets,” she said, cocking her hip. 
 
    Liam decided right then and there that he was going to pack her bags and toss her out as soon as he could stand up again, or maybe when the taste of blood went away.  He touched his face and found that his bottom lip was split down the middle.  His face felt like it had been hit by a wrecking ball. 
 
    “Burke said he would be here in a few minutes and told me not to move him,” Dylan said as he came running into the room with the water. 
 
    He carefully sat next to Liam and tried to get him to drink. 
 
    Kelsey tsked at him.  “I have no idea why you called Burke before you called me.  I don’t get you.  I know you hate me but seriously, I’m his fiancée.  You should have called me first and then taken him to the hospital.  Is Burke a doctor?  No.  He’s just some crazy friend of Liam’s.  What is he going to do?”  Kelsey asked as she glared at Dylan. 
 
    Liam gulped down the last of the cool water and pushed the glass away.  “I’m sitting here bleeding and the two of you are arguing over why Dylan didn’t call you first?  Dylan, why am I not in the hospital?” Liam asked, annoyed that no one was helping him. 
 
    Dylan sheepishly looked at him.  “What was the dragon lady going to do if I called her first?  She would have complained that you were late.  Burke made me swear to call him if anything crazy ever happened to you.  I think wolves hunting us down in the streets of New York qualifies.  I trust Burke more than I trust her,” Dylan said, turning his back to Kelsey.  “Liam, after the falling out with your parents, Burke was the only one who took care of you.  He was the one who reached you first when you were mugged.  Besides, I don’t know what the hospital would do for you.  The cops were so busy running after the wolves that I grabbed you and got you home before anyone asked any questions.  I believe that Burke is the only one who can help you.  If he says that you should go to the hospital, then I’ll carry you myself.” 
 
    Liam couldn’t understand what Dylan was talking about.  Sure, Burke was the closest thing he had to family after his father disowned him because he wouldn’t work for his insurance company that swindled old ladies, but there was something that Dylan wasn’t telling him. 
 
    “Fine.  We’ll wait for Burke,” he coughed.  The pain was increasing and spreading across his body.  Moving was the last thing he wanted to do at the moment. 
 
    “This is my fault,” Dylan whispered.  “If I hadn’t gotten drunk, we wouldn’t have walked home.  We would’ve taken a cab and you wouldn’t have been hurt.” 
 
    Liam closed his eyes and remembered the wolves chasing them.  The wolves could have chosen the couple across the street, yet they had chased them. 
 
    “It isn’t your fault that we were attacked by wolves,” Liam said groggily as the room tilted. 
 
    Kelsey tapped her foot.  “Waiting for Burke is a stupid idea, but I can’t call for an ambulance.  Dylan ripped the phone from the wall and threw my cell phone out the window.  The little creep hasn’t left me with many options.  Will you at least get him a bandage or something?” Kelsey asked, waving her arms dramatically. 
 
    Liam turned his head and saw that his left shoulder was wrapped in a towel but the blood was starting to seep through it.  He could see the individual teeth marks where the blood was pooling.  He tried to lift his arm but he felt the muscle pulling away from the bone and he roared in agony.  An indescribable pain tore through his muscles and he almost lost consciousness again.  It felt like acid was burning through his veins.  All he could do was cry. 
 
    Dylan tried to hold him down on the bed to keep him from injuring himself any more when he heard Liam’s joints popping and snapping.  He jumped up and watched Liam’s neck bend into an unnatural position.  Liam thrashed wildly on the bed as the skin on his back rippled and the teeth along his bottom jaw elongated. 
 
    “What’s happened to him?” Kelsey screamed.  She scrambled away from the bed and hid in the doorway to the bathroom. 
 
    Dylan formulated an answer quickly, having seen one too many horror movies, but couldn’t bring himself to say it aloud. 
 
    They stood helplessly and watched as Liam’s body contorted and writhed uncontrollably.  He was in terrible pain and cried out for help, but didn’t seem to be aware of what was happening.  They could hear the sickening sound of his bones cracking.  He arched his back and his spine pushed against his skin.  He fell down onto all fours and yelled.  Every part of his body was moving and changing.  His nose extended from his face, followed by his jaw.  His ears grew past his skull until they came to a point.  He no longer appeared human. 
 
    Kelsey shrieked uncontrollably and clung to the molding. 
 
    Dylan couldn’t move.  He was frozen in place, mesmerized by what he was witnessing.  Though he couldn’t wrap his brain around it, part of him understood that Liam was changing into a wolf. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Dylan whispered. 
 
    “What is going on?” Kelsey yelled from the bathroom. 
 
    “He’s changing.  I told you, he was bitten by a wolf.  I’m guessing it was a werewolf,” Dylan gulped. 
 
    “How the hell did that happen?  Get him out of here!” she yelled. 
 
    “Are you fucking crazy?  We aren’t moving him!” Dylan yelled, tired of the debate. 
 
    Liam stopped crying as his muscles seized up.  He let out a howl that could be heard for miles.  He finally collapsed onto the mattress and passed out.  Slowly his body unknotted and twisted until he looked like a sweaty version of Liam. 
 
    “Is he dead?” Kelsey asked, poking her head around the corner. 
 
    “He’s still breathing.  I think he’s just asleep,” Dylan said, watching his chest rise and fall. 
 
    “I’ve had enough.  How did you let him get bitten by a werewolf…of all the stupid idiotic things...only the two of you could manage to turn a night out into a disaster like this?  I swear to God, I don’t deserve this.  Somehow I’m the only reasonable, rational person here,” she ranted.  She crossed the room and went to the night table next to the bed.  She opened the drawer and pulled out a .38 snub nose revolver. 
 
    “What the hell are you doing?”  He lunged forward and grabbed her hands before she could load the gun. 
 
    “I’m putting him out of his misery,” she hollered, shoving her shoulder into his ribcage.  “Get off me!” 
 
    “I won’t let you kill him.  He can’t die like this!” Dylan yelled. 
 
    “He can’t live like this.  I’m certainly not going to marry a werewolf.  The damned thing will shed all over my couch,” she ranted.  She threw her hip into Dylan and pushed him off. 
 
    She quickly slid the bullets into the gun and pointed the handgun at Liam’s head. 
 
    “No you don’t!”  Dylan pushed her arms until the gun was pointed at the ceiling. 
 
    The two of them wrestled for the gun, but they were equally matched in weight and height so they each had trouble gaining control.  Kelsey finally kneed Dylan in the groin. 
 
    “This is the only humane thing to do.  Try to stop me and I’ll shoot you too,” Kelsey sneered. 
 
    He quickly stood up and elbowed Kelsey in her big mouth.  “And Liam wonders why I hate you.”  He pulled the gun out of her hand but it accidentally went off. 
 
    He turned to see where the bullet went when he saw Burke standing in the doorway of the bedroom.  The bullet had missed him by inches and had hit the wall.  Burke seemed unfazed as he stared at Liam in the bed. 
 
    “Burke, I’m glad you’re here.  Things aren’t good,” Dylan panted. 
 
    “I am so going to shoot your ass,” Kelsey yelled as she went for the gun that had tumbled to the floor. 
 
    “Enough!” Burke said authoritatively.  “What is going on?  Dylan, who is this atrocious woman?”  He turned his icy gaze upon Kelsey. 
 
    “That’s Kelsey, his fiancée, but I have a feeling he’ll be dumping her ass once he regains consciousness.  I know I would,” Dylan grimaced as he clutched his crotch. 
 
    “Why is she trying to shoot him?” Burke asked.  He bent over to claim the gun and unload it. 
 
    “Dylan said he turned into a fucking werewolf.  I was going to put him down,” Kelsey said defensively. 
 
    Burke stared at Kelsey as if he was trying to figure out a puzzle.  He shook his and stepped toward her. 
 
    “You are not killing that boy.  You will go into the living room and wait for me.  If you leave I will find you and you will see what I am like when I am cross with someone.  Be silent and do not move from that room,” Burke said firmly.  He turned his attention to Dylan.  “I’m glad you called me, Dylan.  You did the right thing.” 
 
    Kelsey was dumbfounded by Burke’s assertiveness, but didn’t reply.  She stormed into the other room and sat down on the couch. 
 
    “Was I wrong about not taking him to the hospital?” Dylan asked quietly. 
 
    “I’m assuming that you saw him shifting into something else,” Burke said vaguely. 
 
    Dylan knew what Burke was implying.  Somehow, his friend had crossed over into the paranormal.  The average doctor wouldn’t have a clue how to help him. 
 
    “Yes.  He was changing.  What are we supposed to do?”  He sat next to Liam and put his hand on his head.  He pulled it back when he felt how warm Liam was.  He had a raging fever. 
 
    “Until the transition is complete, all we can do is keep him alive.  We will need a number of things.  Find as many towels as you can.  We’ll need a bucket for when he vomits.  Get as much ice as possible.  We need to fill the tub with cold water and keep his fever from frying his brain.  We will also need something sturdy yet pliable for him to bite on.  A leather belt will do.  If you don’t think you can do this, tell me now and you can leave.  I’m warning you, it will be difficult to watch.  It will take a long time for this to be over.  Are you with me?” Burke asked in a serious tone. 
 
    “It’s my fault.  I’m not leaving him,” Dylan nodded. 
 
    “Good.  Start by getting the ice,” Burke replied. 
 
    Dylan ran for the living room, grabbed his wallet from the table, and headed out to the corner store. 
 
    Dylan had met Burke when he was a kid.  He was a friend of Liam’s father and was more like an uncle to the two of them.  He had come to watch all of Liam’s sports games and track meets.  He had always been kind to both of them. 
 
    One day, Burke pulled him aside after Liam had taken a brutal hit in a football game against their rival high school, and handed him a business card with a number on it.  He made Dylan swear to call him if he or Liam were ever in trouble.  Burke was the kind of guy that you listened to even if his requests sounded strange.  Dylan had kept the card all these years.  He had been grateful for it when Liam had been attacked in the subway.  He had left a message on Burke’s machine and, somehow, he had gotten to the subway before the police and paramedics.  He took care of Liam and made sure he was safe. 
 
    “Tell me about the one who attacked him.  I need every detail,” Burke said sorrowfully when Dylan returned with the bags of ice. 
 
    Dylan told Burke everything he could remember while they gathered their supplies.  He admitted that he was drunk and that some of the details were hazy.  He told him about the giant black wolf, the smaller gray wolf, and how they had been chased.  He explained how the bigger wolf had tried to land on him, and how Liam had pushed him out of the way.  He even mentioned the part where the wolf looked like he was going to leave Liam on the ground and come after him until Liam tasered him. 
 
    Burke listened intently as he filled the tub with cold water and added the ice. 
 
    Dylan found a bucket and placed it next to the tub. 
 
    “What about his wounds?  Do we need to sew them up?”  Dylan paused after spoke.  Shit, this was really happening.  Now that he was completely sober, everything was coming into focus.  He had almost died tonight.  He remembered running through the dark street and hearing the growls behind him.  Liam had bravely drawn the wolf’s attention away from him and had saved him.  Now, his best friend was lying unconscious in his bed after morphing into a partial wolf thing.  How was this really happening?  Burke had a calming air to him, but the adrenaline had worn off, he was starting to go into shock. 
 
    “The wounds will heal on their own.  I’m more concerned about the fever and the physical change.  If he can get through one complete change and survive, he will be okay.  The tricky part is surviving the partial shifts.  Any one of them could kill him.  His body wasn’t meant to do these things.  It’s unnatural.  He’s strong though, and I have a good feeling that he will make it.  Now, sit down before you pass out on me.  I can get him into the tub on my own,” Burke smiled at Dylan and put his hand on his shoulder to steady him. 
 
    Burke walked back into the bedroom and looked at Liam.  He was grateful that the boy was alive and he was able to help him, but he feared for his future.  Regardless of the outcome, he refused to lose another one.  He would never forgive himself.  She would never forgive him. 
 
    He carefully removed Liam’s shirt and pants, and then wrapped a towel around his waist for privacy.  There was no reason for him to suffer any more indignities tonight.  He carefully placed Liam in the frigid water and braced himself in case Liam reacted to the cold.  Thankfully, the boy remained still as he eased him into the tub.  He placed a hand on Liam’s chest to make sure his head didn’t slide under the surface. 
 
    “Why is this happening now?  It’s daytime.  I don’t even think it’s a full moon,” Dylan said in a daze. 
 
    Burke stared at him for a moment, and then sighed.  “The initial transformation happens after being bitten, regardless of the time of day or phase of the moon.  After that, it depends on what he becomes.  Some are ruled by the moon, while others aren’t.  I don’t yet know which kind he will become.” 
 
    “Do we want him to survive this?  I mean, what if Kelsey was right.  What if he doesn’t want to be like this?  Is it fair for us to let him go through all of this pain only to hate himself?  From what you said this sounds like a terrible existence.  What if he can’t handle it?  What kind of life will he have?  Will he become a monster?  Will he hurt people?  Even if he can control this thing, or locks himself away during full moons, who will want to be with him?  I don’t want him to be alone for the rest of his life.  Are we dooming him by letting him live?” Dylan rambled. 
 
    Burke shook his head.  “Dylan, if I thought for one moment that Liam couldn’t handle it or that he would terrorize the city, I would end him myself.  Liam is strong, compassionate, and kind.  I won’t know the extent of the damage until his final shift, but no matter what, I have faith that everything will be okay in the end.  He will not have an easy life, but he will be given every chance to make something good come from this bad experience,” Burke smiled, trying to give him hope. 
 
    “Should I even ask how you know all of this?” Dylan asked, scrubbing his face with his hands. 
 
    Burke smiled slyly, but didn’t respond. 
 
    He prayed that he was doing the right thing.  By all rights, he should put Liam down, but he refused, regardless of the consequences.  It was not his place to make this decision, but he would take responsibility for the decision when questioned by higher authorities. 
 
    “No matter what happens, Dylan, stay away from his mouth.  Do not let him bite you, do you understand?” Burke asked, looking him in the eyes. 
 
    He saw the realization dawn on Dylan’s face.  “If he bites me, I’ll be like him,” he croaked. 
 
    Burke nodded silently. 
 
    Dylan slid to the floor and braced himself against the bathroom wall in defeat. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Liam dreamt that he was skiing in the mountains but somehow had forgotten to wear clothes.  He woke up to find his body shivering.  He was lying in his tub, covered in ice.  That’s when the fireball blew through him.  His body spasmed and his muscles seized up.  He felt multiple hands bracing against various parts of him, holding him down.  Luckily, he wasn’t being drowned. 
 
    He thrashed around, afraid that his skin was tearing apart until he opened his eyes and saw that it really was.  The weird thing was the lack of blood despite the fact that he could see his bones.  His jaw felt like it had cracked apart as razor wire pierced his gums.  Screaming did nothing to ease his pain.  It felt like someone was taking a blowtorch to his joints.  He slammed his head against the tile when his fingers ripped apart, revealing thick, tan colored claws. 
 
    As quickly as the searing pain had started, it stopped.  His flesh sealed itself together again.  The claws receded back into his fingertips, his joints popped back into place, and his spine no longer felt like he was being trampled by a herd of rhinoceroses.  He immediately threw up and was surprised to see a bucket appear in front of him.  Obviously, this wasn’t the first time he’d hurled. 
 
    When he was finally free from the pain and dizziness, he looked up and saw Dylan and Burke panting next to him.  They looked awful.  They were sweating and bleeding.  He could see little cuts on their arms and faces and their clothes were torn.  Guilt poured through him as he realized that he was the cause of this. 
 
    “What’s happening to me?” he asked.  He settled back into the tub and leaned his throbbing head against the cold wall.  He was suddenly grateful for the ice. 
 
    Dylan looked helplessly at Burke.  Burke motioned for him to leave the room, which he quietly did. 
 
    Liam watched as Burke sat on the toilet seat and took a moment to collect his thoughts. 
 
    “Shit, is it that bad?”  Liam knew Burke and he knew that look.  Things were bad. 
 
    “Do you remember the attack in the park?” Burke asked.  He ran his hands through his shiny black hair. 
 
    “Oh God, don’t tell me that I’m turning into that thing.  Oh, God!  This can’t be happening.  How?  How can a wolf bite me and I turn into one?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s complicated, but there are many things you don’t know about this world.  You will survive this, Liam; I have faith in that.  It’s up to you to make the right decisions.  You will be tested and your faith will be challenged, but I know you will do what is necessary in the end.  You are a good person.  Never forget that,” Burke said confidently.  “Oh, and you need to break up with that dreadful woman you are dating immediately.  She wanted to shoot you in the head.” 
 
    Liam looked up at the ceiling.  “Why does that not surprise me?  Did you send Susie Sunshine packing?  I should have listened to Dylan and thrown her gold-digging ass out,” Liam sighed, not wanting to think about the reason why he was freezing his balls off in his tub. 
 
    “She will return and it will be up to you to decide her fate.  Personally, I would throw her to the curb,” Burke said shaking his head.  He looked up and bit his thumbnail.  “Liam, this isn’t over yet.  Until you make a full transition, you will keep going through these partial shifts.  They hurt far worse than a full transition.  Not everyone survives, so you need to remain strong and committed to this world.  Do you understand?” 
 
    Liam understood that Burke was telling him that he could still die. 
 
    He closed his eyes and thought about dying.  As bad as the pain was, he wasn’t ready to give up yet.  There had to be more to life than this. 
 
    “Are you sure I want to survive?” Liam asked, knowing that Burke would give it to him straight.  Burke had always known what to do and say in tough spots.  He wasn’t sure how he knew about werewolves but if anyone knew about them, it would be him. 
 
    “I can’t answer that.  You are the only one who can.  If you lose your faith, you will be lost to darkness.  If you hold on to hope and strive to remain in the light, then things will work out.”  As Burke finished his last word, the pain overtook Liam once more. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Kelsey paced back and forth on the sidewalk in front of their apartment building trying to decide what to do.  She liked Liam, she really did.  He was nice to her and bought her everything she wanted.  He was a slob but she had a cleaning person who dealt with that.  She shopped whenever he watched football and hung out with her friends when he played video games so she had plenty of time for herself.  She looked at the large, shiny rock on her finger.  It was a really nice ring.  Maybe none of this was happening.  Maybe her mind was playing tricks on her.  Maybe Liam was playing a trick on her.  Dylan’s friend Burke was entirely too calm about the whole thing.  She bet that he was in on it. 
 
    That was it.  Liam was too chicken to break up with her so he got his friends together to play a prank on her.  She was going to march right in there and dump him first.  There was no way she would be played for a fool.  She was going to slap him if he was sitting around drinking beers with his friends, laughing at her.  Maybe she would shoot him after all. 
 
    She stormed into the apartment throwing open the door with a loud bang.  She pushed past a stunned Dylan and knocked him into the kitchen table.  She barged into the bedroom and saw Burke standing in the bathroom door watching her. 
 
    “Get out here, Liam, your little prank is over.  I know there is nothing wrong with you.  Get out here and get your laughing over with.  We are so done.  I’m going to take everything that belongs to me and I’m keeping the ring,” she yelled.  When Liam didn’t appear, she glared at Burke.  “Where is he?” 
 
    “In the tub, but I don’t think you want to go in there.”  Burke was composed as always but didn’t move from his spot. 
 
    “Liam, do you hear me?  I’m breaking up with you.  I’m taking the TV and the couch.  I don’t care what you say.  Oh, and all my jewelry.  I’m also taking the crystal swan because it was a present.  Do you hear me?” Kelsey paused and listened for laughing or snickering.  The only sound she heard was a motor running in the bathroom. 
 
    She poked her head around Burke, who was doing his impression of a statue, and saw Liam moving around in the tub.  The water was splashing onto the floor. 
 
    “I don’t know what sick game you’re playing, but I’m done.”  Kelsey finally pushed Burke out of the way, slightly. 
 
    Liam’s body was contorting even though he appeared to be unconscious.  His skin split apart and silvery white fur sprouted all over his arms.  Tan claws grew out of his fingernails.  Sharp teeth filled his mouth as it lengthened into a muzzle.  His spine bristled and his back erupted into more fur.  His chocolate brown eyes turned bright blue and a fluffy tail grew from his tailbone.  He let out a howl that could scare the dead.  Standing in front of her was a huge white wolf and he looked like he was going to eat her. 
 
    Kelsey heard Burke swear loudly as she rounded the kitchen table, headed toward the front door.  She snatched the ring from her hand and threw it at Dylan.  “He can keep the damned thing.  I want no part of this.”  She made it down the stairs and out to the street.  She ran for the nearest taxi and never looked back. 
 
    Burke slammed the bathroom door and locked Liam inside.  “It’s worse than I thought,” Burke gasped upon seeing Liam’s bright blue wolf eyes. 
 
    He hung his head in defeat, dreading his next conversation.  He had failed, again. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali assessed the damage done to her Predznak and Nachtghuls before heading to the Hall of Mercy at Hades’ request.  Alazar had a few cuts on his face and arm, but the bruising on his stomach was worse than before.  She noticed that he had held back during the fight, which concerned her.  Normally, he didn’t care how badly injured he was; he would inflict as much damage as possible. 
 
    Balthazar had bruised his ribs and shoulder while assisting Calin with the warrior goddess Torgerd.  Calin had been overpowered by the skilled warrior until Balthazar jumped in.  Calin groused about how she hadn’t followed the rules of engagement, while Balthazar was proud of their victory. 
 
    Calin was bleeding from his chest, having a taken hit by a sword from Idun, who refused to accept that she’d been shot multiple times.  Derick’s nose was bleeding from an elbow thrown by Dellingr.  All in all, they had fared better than the gods.  Three gods had been beheaded, the rest had been injured badly enough to be captured, or had surrendered. 
 
    Anjali was happy that they hadn’t been badly hurt during the encounter and was grateful that the rebellion had been crushed.  She didn’t want to imagine what would have happened if the gods had seized control of Hell. 
 
    She was currently overseeing Vadim’s interrogation of the weakest member of the raiding party, Ganglöt, Hel’s female servant.  She didn’t like watching people be tortured, but Hades insisted that one of the Heads of Hell be present during inquisition.  He wanted to uncover as much information as possible about the attack, but needed to inspect the realms to make sure the realm creatures were still in place and loyal to Hell.  Hades was worried that the animals, birds, and reptiles may have switched their loyalties to Fenris for some reason. 
 
    About fifteen minutes into the questioning, she had a newfound respect for their interrogator.  She understood why he was the best at his job.  Ganglöt had caved and told Vadim that Hel was the one who insisted upon the escape attempt, but that Týr had planned everything, with Lev’s assistance. 
 
    Turning his attention to Lev, Vadim found out that he had made the deal with Lucifer to become his servant upon death so that he could gain access to Hell.  His true master, Jörmungand, had sent Lev to find a way to free Hel and Fenris.  Lev carried out Týr’s plan down to the last detail. 
 
    The truth of Azazel’s coup came to light when Lev confessed to using Garret, Lucifer’s slimy suicide servant, as his proxy.  Azazel didn’t realize that his attempt to overthrow Hell was meant to fail.  The plan was for him to die during the mutiny so that Lev could take his body to the pyres to be burned, and then sever his hand in order to unlock the gods’ Celestial Bonds.  Lev had been working quietly in the shadows to manipulate everyone.  He had waited until the Heads of Hell were at their weakest points to unleash Hel and her minions. 
 
    Hades brusquely entered the room, walked straight to Lev, and punched him in the gut.  “You had to release him, didn’t you?” 
 
    Anjali was taken aback by Hades’ anger.  He was usually unruffled by mutinies and escape attempts.  He seemed to thrive on chaos. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Anjali asked cautiously. 
 
    Reese appeared in the doorway and bowed as far as he could without falling over.  “My Lady, Fenris and Váli have escaped from Hell.  We thought that only one or two of the realms had been compromised, but it seems that Fenris created a distraction by releasing the creatures in Teeth, Poison, and Claws.  The flesh eating rats, ravens, snakes, and other feral animals are being captured by the Overseers.  Fenris and Váli overpowered the Fallen in the Hall of Winds and headed for the Mortal Realm.  Malcolm has dispatched Vaughn to find them,” Reese explained since Hades was too busy punching Lev.  “We have suffered many losses, My Lady.  In total, three Fallen are dead.” 
 
    Hades continued to pummel Lev without mercy.  She knew Hades was mad about the loss of their Fallen, but moreover, he feared what kind of mayhem Fenris was capable of creating in the Mortal Realm. 
 
    She nodded to Reese.  “Get Vaughn back here.  We need him to secure the mortal prisoners that may have escaped from the realms.  Without knowing where Fenris or Váli might go, it will be a waste of Vaughn’s talents.  I’m sure our interrogations will bring Fenris’ plan to light.  I want all the prisoners kept within the vicinity of the false gods in the Hall of Shadows to be interrogated.  One of them will have information, of that I’m sure.  Someone will squeal on them,” she said confidently. 
 
    Hades stopped hitting Lev and turned to face her.  He looked like he wanted to argue, but refrained. 
 
    She raised her eyebrow at Hades, curious to know what he wanted to say.  When he didn’t speak, she addressed him.  “Lord Hades, I will send Alazar and Balthazar to search for Fenris and Váli until we have a specific location to focus on.  Two giant wolves running through a town will surely gain attention.  They can watch the news stations for any sightings,” she announced.  She was aware of Balthazar’s abilities to track down a target using old methods and new technology.  “I’ll send Calin as well.  Calin has experience hunting creatures from our world.  Once Fenris and Váli are located, Vaughn can apprehend them.” 
 
    Hades’ anger lessened as he considered her statement, though she couldn’t tell what he was thinking. 
 
    When he didn’t reply, she continued, “If you can handle things here I will join the search.  It will be easier for me to coordinate their efforts from the Mortal Realm.  We will be able to cover more ground.” 
 
    Hades squared his shoulders and nodded.  He straightened out his bloodstained dark suit and looked to Reese.  “Summon Vaughn and task him with finding any escaped prisoners from the Realms and the Hall of Shadows, once the counts are complete.  Lady Black will search for Fenris and Váli,” he commanded. 
 
    Reese bowed and ran from the room. 
 
    Hades tapped his foot and slowly approached her.  He leaned in close so that Vadim and the gods chained throughout the room couldn’t hear him.  “Now you sound like a ruler of Hell.  Find Fenris, and show him what we do to lowlife vermin.  Remind him of Lucifer’s vow to make a throw rug from his still breathing body,” Hades whispered.  He hesitated and appeared almost concerned for her, but quickly smoothed out his features.  “Fenris will want revenge for the eye you blinded.  If he can’t sink his teeth into you, he will find other ways of hurting you.” 
 
    “I understand,” she said.  She understood that her angels and Nachtghuls would become targets for Fenris’ revenge. 
 
    “Then find that mangy son of a bitch and make him bleed before you summon Vaughn, the Celestial Warriors, or any of your Predznak,” he hissed.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    After discussing the possible hiding places of Fenris and Váli with her Predznak, Anjali assigned each of them a location to search.  Balthazar headed to Norway in case Fenris was looking for familiar haunts.  The Germanic Gods had long been imprisoned, in hiding, or dead, but there could be something that Fenris had left behind.  She was told that once Odin died, a massive battle among the gods had reduced their numbers.  Many were rounded up and sent to the Hall of Shadows, while the rest tried to blend in with the mortals until they were able to find settlements that would take them in. 
 
    Alazar reluctantly headed toward Australia where a number of gods were known to be living, in the event that Fenris was searching for allies.  Though Alazar had been in his element during the fight with the gods, he seemed unsure of himself when tasked with returning to the Mortal Realm.  She told him to tempt the mortals only if he felt up to it, but to focus on the search.  He seemed to relax after she gave him a pass on tempting. 
 
    Derick’s mission was to read through the records kept by Hell for each of the false gods and learn what he could about their trials and reasons for their imprisonment.  It meant dealing with Sebastian, but she needed to learn as much as she could about the crimes and motivations of the gods. 
 
    Once she and Calin had decided on the best locations for two werewolves to hide, they prepared to head to the Canadian wilderness. 
 
    Walking through the Hall of Winds, she spotted Sebastian out of the corner of her eye.  Though typically a snarky asshole, Sebastian didn’t say anything to her.  Instead of appearing bored or indifferent, he seemed rattled. 
 
    Sebastian opened his mouth to speak, but stopped himself.  He looked at her for a long moment and motioned to Calin’s holstered guns under his black leather jacket.  “Kill Fenris and Váli.  Don’t bring them back here,” he said, his voice quivering slightly. 
 
    She was shocked.  Sebastian rarely let his emotions be known to anyone, but she could see the dread in his eyes. 
 
    “I will do my best,” she replied. 
 
    Calin nodded in agreement, but didn’t say anything.  She had warned Calin to avoid a battle of words with Sebastian whenever possible, lest he end up shooting Sebastian. 
 
    Sebastian stepped forward and uncharacteristically placed his hand on her arm.  “I’ve never asked anything of you, My Lady, nor expected anything, but I’m asking you now, kill them.  Váli tore Arianna apart.  She was new here, having fallen from Heaven only a few weeks ago.  She said that she felt she was needed in Hell.  I laughed at her and told her that she was a fool for leaving Heaven.  I worked her hard to prove my point because I was mad at her.  She could have stayed in Heaven, but she didn’t.  She wanted to be here and I hated her for it.  She was created long after I left, so I never knew her while in Heaven.  Now a beautiful, smart, funny, compassionate angel is gone.  Váli locked his jaws on her and there was hardly anything left.  So I’m telling you, you need to do better than your best to kill them both,” Sebastian said as tears formed in his eyes. 
 
    Anjali put her hand on Sebastian’s shoulder.  “I understand.  Did we lose anyone else in the Hall of Winds?” she asked sympathetically. 
 
    He shook his head.  “Fenris bit Stephano on the leg and took a swipe at Xavier, but they will survive.” 
 
    “Did Fenris try to take Stephano’s leg?  I’m told that he has been known to take arms and legs as trophies,” she asked quietly, trying not to upset Sebastian, which was a strange feeling. 
 
    “No.  It was a minor bite, surprisingly.  Váli was the one who inflicted the most damage,” he replied as he composed himself. 
 
    Anjali thought about that for a moment.  Having faced Fenris personally, something didn’t sound right.  She would have expected Fenris to seek revenge on any Fallen he came across.  She tapped her foot as she looked around the long dark hall.  She assessed the line of incoming prisoners who were currently at a standstill while Sebastian got himself together.  Each of these people had a story.  They had all committed terrible crimes and ended up in Hell.  She didn’t know much about Fenris, aside from the fact that he hated Lucifer.  She needed to understand the Wolf God better if she was going to kill him or drag him back to Hell. 
 
    “How was Fenris originally captured?” Calin asked, listening to Anjali’s thoughts.  She had been sharing her thoughts with him and Derick ever since the breakout.  She often tried to shield them from the drama she dealt with in Hell, but today she needed to discuss her concerns and fears without being overheard by the Fallen. 
 
    Sebastian snickered.  “Aeries captured him.  There was a fight between Fenris, Jör, Hel, and Týr, though no one knows whose version of the story is correct.  Fenris has been in wolf form since he attacked the Council Members during his trial, so no one knows his side of things.  He was deemed too dangerous to speak on his own behalf,” he explained. 
 
    She was shocked to hear the name of her Angel of Anger.  She had been told that Aeries once led the Celestial Warriors, but she didn’t know anything about his history with them.  Balthazar hated talking about him, and Alazar was too ashamed of how he had allowed Aeries to train Balthazar to fight.  She was annoyed that she couldn’t question him about the capture. 
 
    “Where were they arrested?  If there was a fight, maybe there was more going on in the area.  We could start our search there,” Calin suggested. 
 
    Sebastian shook his head.  “They were captured eons ago, but if it matters, it would be somewhere near the border between the states of New York and New Jersey.  The area has changed too much, so I doubt you’ll find anything,” he shrugged. 
 
    Anjali’s head snapped up.  During her last mortal life as Michelle Black, she had lived in New Jersey.  She had been to New York enough times to understand the area. 
 
    “We’ll start there.  I doubt they are running around New York City, but they could be hiding in the wooded areas along the Water Gap in New Jersey.  Thank you, Sebastian,” she said brightly. 
 
    Anjali and Calin left Hell and searched the more desolate areas along the river separating New Jersey from Pennsylvania, trying to imagine what the area would have looked like a few millennia ago.  They searched the isolated places in the mountains, but they found nothing of interest. 
 
    She finally plunked down on the ground along a small tributary.  Having changed into mortal clothing, she rolled up the sleeves of her red flannel shirt and unbuttoned the top button to get comfortable.  She snapped her fingers to remove her hiking boots and slid her feet into the cool water. 
 
    “This isn’t working.  We should split up.  You’re better at tracking than I am.  I’m just slowing you down,” she sighed. 
 
    Calin sat down on a boulder and smiled at her.  “I like traveling with you.  We haven’t had much time alone since we tracked Jericho through Portland.” 
 
    She smiled when she remembered sitting in his beat up truck trying to figure out the mystery that was Calin. 
 
    “Sadly, my life is filled with peril.  I should have explained that in greater detail before I offered you an eternity chained to my side,” she frowned. 
 
    He jumped off the rock and took her hand.  “I’m used to danger.  It doesn’t bother me; in fact, I’m kind of an adrenaline junkie, if you haven’t noticed.  I like running into a fight without knowing my odds of survival.  It’s what appealed to me when Mike, or rather Balthazar, trained me to find my sister’s killer.  I didn’t like sitting around being angry all the time.  It helped to keep moving, even though I was running away from my problems.  Fighting was the only way to avoid going crazy.  I turned my need for revenge into something positive when I realized that I could help people with the skills I had learned.  Unfortunately, I let Bitsy’s death eat away at me.  I forgot who I was.  Somehow, you managed to break me out of the prison I had created for myself.  I will forever be grateful to you for saving me, not only from Balthazar’s temptation of living a life of vengeance, but for convincing me that I needed to love someone and be loved by someone,” he said, kissing the back of her hand. 
 
    She chuckled.  “Well, it wasn’t easy getting through that tough skin of yours.  I’m just glad that you didn’t give up on yourself.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “You were the one who didn’t give up on me.  I simply loved you too much to walk away.  I don’t regret my decision to stay with you for eternity and becoming your Nachtghul.  I will bow to Lucifer and Hades all day as long as I get to use my skills to protect you, even from yourself.  I may not be book-smart like Derick, but I know how to keep you safe,” he said frankly. 
 
    She bit her lip and looked away.  “Speaking of Derick...” 
 
    He chuckled.  “I know what you’re going to say.  You didn’t exactly explain your relationship with Derick.  Despite being on my deathbed, I could see how much you cared about each other.  Derick and I have come to terms with this relationship.  Neither one of us expected to live happily ever after.  Hell, I wouldn’t even know how to live like that.  We both have to figure out our roles in your life as the Bringer of the Apocalypse.  We do our best to give each other time to be alone with you.  It’s not easy and sometimes we want to kill each other, but for you, we’ll make it work...as long as he stops conjugating Latin verbs in his sleep,” Calin muttered. 
 
    She burst out laughing.  “That is kind of annoying.  Of course, you mentally inventorying all your weapons instead of counting sheep can be a little bit tedious,” she winked. 
 
    He shrugged.  “I feel better knowing how much fire-power I have.” 
 
    “So do I,” she replied.  
 
    Calin looked around the sun lit woods and rubbed the back of his head.  “Okay, let’s start over,” he said, standing up and stretching.  “Let’s forget about tracking a god.  I have no experience with that.  Werewolves only come out at night during a full moon and are motivated by food.  They are mindless beasts who rely on their instincts.  This one is different; he’s smart.  We have to figure out what he wants.  This is the first time in forever that he has seen daylight.  His enemies are mostly dead, except for Lucifer and Hades.  Maybe he wants to hide, but from what you’ve told me about Fenris, he doesn’t seem to be afraid of anything.  If Fenris doesn’t fear Lucifer, why should he hide?  What else does he want?” 
 
    Anjali closed her eyes and thought about Calin’s description.  It’s true that Fenris didn’t fear Lucifer.  Fenris inspired fear.  That’s why Hades was so angry at Lev for releasing him.  She could use that.  She understood fear, though she didn’t suffer from it like she did anger or the desire to kill.  She focused on someone’s reaction to seeing the massive black and silver wolf.  She thought about the blind panic Fenris would induce and allowed her power to rise to the surface.  Something told her that Calin was right about coming to this area.  She searched for the feeling of sheer terror and disappeared. 
 
    Calin appeared next to Anjali and looked around.  “Where are we?” 
 
    “Central Park in New York City.  I recognize the American Museum of Natural History,” she said, pointing to a large building just beyond the walls separating the park from a bustling city street.  “Someone is terrified around here, beyond the normal fear that a city creates.” 
 
    “There is enough tree cover for a wolf to run here at night, but there are too many people during the day.  They would have closed the park if someone reported a giant wolf,” Calin said as he got his bearings. 
 
    “Not in NYC.  They would dismiss the report claiming it was a dog.  Wolves aren’t native to this area.  It would be passed off as an urban legend.  Regardless, someone here saw Fenris,” she said, closing her eyes again.  “I feel it.  There’s this intense sense of dread.  It’s in the air hanging like a mist over the park.” 
 
    She followed the humming sensation that flowed through her body.  It called to her and drew her in.  She walked along the pathway and out into the street.  Turning onto Central Park West, she let the feeling of dread consume her until she stopped in front of a four story apartment building for sale near Broadway and 86th.  The building was in good condition, but none of the windows had curtains. 
 
    “How is this place abandoned?  This looks like a nice neighborhood,” Calin asked, scratching his chin. 
 
    Anjali walked down the steps leading to the basement apartment.  “They are too afraid to live here,” she muttered.  “Stay here and don’t follow me.  I’ll call if I need you.  Shoot anything that moves if I do call you.” 
 
    Calin nodded and stood his ground on the sidewalk, ready for anything. 
 
    Pushing open the door, Anjali knew why there was a blanket of terror looming over this section of the city.  She had been wrong about the source of the fear, but she had found something equally as imposing.  She donned her black dress and mentally prepared herself. 
 
    The door was open a crack, which was unusual in a city with a high crime rate, though no mortal would have dared to enter this place. 
 
    The living room was in shambles and was a disgrace compared to the cheery exterior of the apartment building.  The ceiling was falling apart and was mildewing from a flood in the apartment above.  A mattress with blue sheets sat in the corner.  Next to it was a small table with a wind-up clock. 
 
    She could see into the dark kitchen area, but it was empty.  Annoyed that the place was truly abandoned, she decided to leave until a chill suddenly ran up her spine and made the hairs on her neck stand up.  She looked over her shoulder and saw a dark figure standing in the doorway to the bathroom. 
 
    “You’re not Serena,” said a pleasant voice.  “She would have never worn thigh-high patent leather boots.  She liked her black beaded sandals.” 
 
    “Hello, Tristan,” she replied flatly.  Instinctively, she knew she was staring at her Angel of Fear, though she couldn’t see his face in the shadows.  No other Predznak could produce such a response in her.  She wasn’t afraid of Tristan, but he was certainly trying to elicit such a response. 
 
    “Why the hell does Lucifer make you wear that distasteful dress?  You are aware of who Serena is, or rather the angel she became at Lucifer’s side, aren’t you?” he asked calmly. 
 
    She nodded and crossed her arms.  “Serena is dead, and yes, I know all too well what she did during her reign.  I wear the dress as a symbol.  I need the Fallen to fear me, which I’m sure you can understand.  Many creatures recognize it as a mark of Lucifer.  After all, why would anyone wear the dress of a deranged angel who was capable of terrorizing Hell worse than the devil himself?  I’m surprised that you realized I wasn’t Serena before you tried to take my head,” she replied. 
 
    Tristan stepped into the light coming from the front door.  “Actually, I did attack you when I saw the dress, I just didn’t use a weapon,” he smirked. 
 
    She took in Tristan’s handsome features and impeccable clothing.  He was well-dressed compared to her other Predznak.  He was wearing a navy blue suit with a pale blue tie.  He looked more like Hades, though his blue eyes were colder, if that was possible.  His brown hair was causal and long enough to imply that it was curly. 
 
    Anjali chuckled when she realized that the cold sensation at her back was Tristan’s version of an attack.  Admittedly, had she been anyone but his master, his victim would have broken their own neck attempting to run from the intense feeling of terror that Tristan had sent their way. 
 
    “I’m glad that you didn’t use a weapon,” she said politely. 
 
    Tristan tilted his head and looked at her from all angles, as if he was trying to figure her out. 
 
    “What’s the matter, Tristan?  Did you think I would be uglier or taller?  Did you think I would look like a monster or perhaps your worst nightmare?” she asked, wondering what he was searching for. 
 
    “No,” Tristan shook his head.  “I knew you would be beautiful.  Father would never make the woman destined to bring the world to its knees ugly.  She would be beautiful enough to cause the mortals to lay down their lives just to catch a glimpse of her breathtaking face.  I’m trying figure out why you aren’t crying, or having a heart attack.  No one stays in my presence for long.  That’s why I’m here, alone.  I drive everyone else away, one way or another.  That’s why the entire apartment building is empty,” he said indifferently. 
 
    Her heart broke because he was isolated from the world.  He had no comfort or companionship.  Even Alazar had spent time with Maraquette to ease some of his loneliness.  Balthazar had Calin and his other temptees to converse with.  She was sad to see the loneliness in his eyes. 
 
    “If the building is empty, then why not live in a nicer apartment above ground?” she asked, trying to evaluate his mental status. 
 
    He smiled graciously.  “It’s easier to be in the dark where there are no windows and no people to see.  I can shut everyone out and not dwell on the horrible fates that will befall them,” he sighed. 
 
    “I see.  You choose not to have attachments with people because you know they will die, or be horribly injured by something.  You do know that you’re hiding from your own life in this room.  That’s not what you were created to do,” she replied as she watched him circle her. 
 
    Tristan crossed his arms.  “I do my job.  I leave this place, when I can, and I tempt the mortals.  Then I return here and find the strength to leave again.  I do my job,” he said defensively. 
 
    “That’s not what I’m saying, Tristan.  I’m not accusing you of failing to do your job.  I’m telling you that you have forgotten how to live your life.  This place is a curse.  It’s a lie.  You weren’t meant to tuck yourself away in a hole and scurry out for minutes at a time.  You were meant to be feared by the mortals.  You were created to give them a choice and remind them what will happen if they fall too far from grace,” she said as her power began to rise.  Part of her sympathized with her angel, but the rest of her was angry that he was avoiding his responsibilities.  The Destroyer didn’t want her angel cowering in a corner.  He was meant to wield fear, not be a slave to it. 
 
    He glared at her.  “I do my job!  I survive!  I do what I can!  If you wanted me to do better, then you should have been here to help me!” he shouted. 
 
    Throwing out his hand, he used his power to hurl her against the far wall.  Before she could recover from the fall, Tristan was gone. 
 
    Damn it!  She shouldn’t have pushed him.  Where was her compassion?  Based on what Alazar and Balthazar had told her, Tristan had been reduced to nothing more than an empty shell.  He was trapped inside his mind, unable to see what was really going on.  Now he was out in the real world probably having a panic attack. 
 
    All things considered, it was the best first encounter with a Predznak to date.  At least she wasn’t bleeding. 
 
    She turned to leave the dank apartment when she felt a tugging sensation in her chest.  She was being summoned by her father, Gabriel. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali and Calin appeared inside a room they had never been in before.  She looked around and realized that they were still in New York inside someone’s apartment. 
 
    Gabriel entered the room and hugged her without a word.  He appeared tired in his rumpled navy blue suit, and tie.  Looking less radiant and regal than usual, she assumed he was disguising himself as a mortal, just as he had when he pretended to be Uncle Bob during her last mortal life as Michelle. 
 
    “I came right away.  What’s wrong?  Are you hurt?”  She looked him up and down to make sure he was okay. 
 
    “I’m fine, my dear, but it seems I was too late, again.  I have lost one of your lovers.  He’s been turned,” he said choking up.  He lowered his head in shame. 
 
    Anjali looked at Calin.  Gabriel had watched over the men she loved throughout her years living as a mortal.  During her countless lives, she had only ten lovers.  Gabriel had kept these men safe in Purgatory during the centuries, until he released each of them into the Mortal Realm when he was preparing to fulfill his deal with Lucifer and send her to reside in Hell.  Regrettably, Gabriel had turned his back on Calin when Balthazar tempted him to live a life of vengeance. 
 
    “Turned...into what?”  She couldn’t understand what he was talking about. 
 
    A gaunt young man entered the living room and stumbled to a halt.  He seemed confused by the strangers standing in his living room.  In her rush to meet Gabriel, she hadn’t changed her outfit.  Seeing a woman in a revealing black dress and a man who resembled an assassin in a mob movie would certainly surprise anyone. 
 
    “Burke, who are they?” the man stuttered. 
 
    Anjali raised her eyebrow at the name “Burke” but didn’t say anything.  She knew Gabriel often became a valued member of the family to these men so that he could watch over and protect them. 
 
    “Dylan, this is my daughter, Anjali,” he said proudly.  “That is Calin, her bodyguard.” 
 
    She heard Calin snicker at the term bodyguard. 
 
    Dylan walked over and shook their hands. 
 
    She could see that Dylan was exhausted and bruised.  “It looks like you’ve been through a lot.  Can I ask what happened?” she asked delicately. 
 
    “Dylan, can you please check on Liam?  I wish to speak to my daughter alone,” Gabriel said. 
 
    Dylan nodded and backed awkwardly out of the room. 
 
    “There is no easy way to say this, but Fenris bit someone, a young man named Liam Leavitt.  He is like Calin, one of your past lovers,” he said. 
 
    Calin bristled next to her.  Oh great, another one, he groused. 
 
    This guy was bitten by Fenris, she snapped at him, give him a little sympathy. 
 
    Calin huffed and sat down on the couch. 
 
    “Gabriel, do you think Fenris targeted him because of me?  You said that different types of creatures can see the mark I leave on these men, which is why Maraquette and Balthazar chose Derick and Calin to draw me into the open,” she asked, angry that these men were hurt because of her. 
 
    “I don’t think Liam was the original target.  He pushed Dylan out of the way and then drew Fenris’ attention.  It sounded like Fenris chose Liam over Dylan, so I believe your theory is correct.  The problem is more dire than that.  He has become one of die Drei,” Gabriel said, choking up again. 
 
    “Die Drei?  That’s German for ‘The Three’.  What does that mean?  You said that he became one of the Three.  I don’t understand,” she asked, confused by his statement. 
 
    “Fenris can create three followers—wolf shifters who carry out his will.  Odin limited his ability to make servants once he saw that Fenris could turn people into beasts.  They are smart, unlike regular werewolves, and have bright blue eyes.  They serve Fenris and are very loyal to him.  If he tries to create more than three wolves, the intelligence level of the additional wolves decreases.  It weakens his power and his control over die Drei falters. 
 
    “Die Drei, on the other hand, can infect as many mortals as they want, but those mortals become true werewolves.  They are slaves to the full moon and are mindless animals when they change form.  They are often killed by the pack when they become too aggressive.  Regardless if they are true werewolves, or shifters, the souls of Fenris’ victims are tainted and are no longer part of our world.  If Liam dies, his soul will cease to exist.  There is no more Heaven, Hell, or Purgatory for him,” Gabriel explained with tears in his eyes. 
 
    Anjali’s anger rose.  She desperately wanted to punch something.  Even though she didn’t know Liam, she wouldn’t wish his fate on anyone.  She wanted to find Fenris and fulfill her oath to Sebastian. 
 
    Seeing the pain on Gabriel’s face was the only thing that kept her in the room.  She could see that he blamed himself for this tragedy. 
 
    “Gabriel, you didn’t fail.  You can’t be everywhere all the time.  You had no idea that Fenris would come to New York.  He is responsible for this tragedy, not you,” she said, trying to keep her anger contained.  “Can I meet Liam?” 
 
    “It was a rough transition, but he completed a successful shift.  I’m afraid that he will be unpredictable.  He won’t be able to control the shifting and when he takes on his wolf form, he will be dangerous.  There may be times when he doesn’t know who he is because the animal has taken over.  If he isn’t careful, the wolf will become his true identity.  You need to decide his fate, my darling.  You are the only one who can make this decision,” Gabriel said as his voice broke. 
 
    She looked at him, befuddled.  “You want me to decide if he should live or die?”  She was stunned.  She wasn’t sure if she could make that decision. 
 
    “I wasn’t 100% positive that it was Fenris who attacked him; until I saw Liam’s brown eyes turn bright blue.  Fenris will come for him and he will follow his master.  Liam will do anything and everything he says.  He will be a liability.  I didn’t have the heart to end him without your knowledge.  Say the word and I will do the deed.  I would never expect you to end his life,” Gabriel said, sympathetically.  He took her hand and held it against his tear-stained cheek. 
 
    Calin stood up from the couch.  “You should put him down, Anjali.  I’ve seen these things in action.  You can’t let him kill anyone.  If he can’t be changed back into a mortal, then you need to let him go.  I’ll end him myself so that Gabriel doesn’t have to be involved.” 
 
    “I want to see him first,” she said, devoid of emotion. 
 
    She numbly walked toward the room Gabriel had pointed to and prayed for the strength to make the right decision. 
 
    The room was dim but she could see Liam lying in the bed with the sheets pulled up to his neck.  He was sleeping peacefully at the moment. 
 
    Dylan stood up from the far side of the bed.  “Burke told you what happened?” he asked quietly. 
 
    “Yes, I know everything,” she replied.  She stared at Liam’s handsome face.  She wished she could remember what their previous lives were like.  Sadly, she knew nothing about him. 
 
    “He doesn’t deserve this.  I’m the one who should be lying there,” Dylan said, his throat tightening as he spoke. 
 
    “What is he like?” she asked.  She sat down next to Liam and brushed his brown hair away from his forehead. 
 
    Dylan wiped his nose on his sleeve.  “He’s always been there for me.  He’s my best friend.  I don’t know anyone who doesn’t like him, except maybe his fiancée.  She tried to kill him when she found out what he was turning into...” he gulped.  He shook his head and regained his composure.  “He’s the kind of guy everyone wanted to be friends with at school and work.  He was always helping people, even when they didn’t ask him to.  I don’t know what will happen to him, but there has to be a way to save him.”  He snorted when he tried to sniffle back his tears. 
 
    Anjali could see how much he cared about Liam.  It was nice to know that Liam had someone in his life who looked after him. 
 
    Calin spoke up.  You heard Dylan, Liam is a good person.  He’s a hero for saving his friend.  He deserves better than to become a killer. 
 
    He showed her what a real werewolf looked like and what it did to its victims.  He went so far as to show her the werewolf that had shifted right before his eyes and tried to bite him before he shot it. 
 
    Staring down at Liam, she ignored Calin’s arguments for peacefully ending Liam’s life.  She decided that Liam deserved better than to die for something he had no control over. 
 
    “Dylan, can you please tell Burke that I would like to speak to him?” she asked. 
 
    Dylan nodded and left the bedroom.  
 
    She opened her mind to Calin again.  I refuse to condemn an innocent man without cause.  Gabriel warned me not to trust you because he thought you were dangerous.  What would have happened if I believed as he did? she snapped. 
 
    She quickly put her knee down on the bed and leaned over to scoop up Liam. 
 
    Calin hung his head and sighed.  I know I can’t talk you out of this insane quest to save Liam, but I’m telling you that I will end him if your life is at risk. 
 
    She acknowledged Calin’s threat and grimaced.  When she heard Gabriel walking down the hallway, she quickly disappeared with Liam in her arms. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Tristan tried to catch his breath as he slumped against a bank window.  Anjali had found him.  After years of waiting for her to arrive, she had suddenly walked into his room.  He had no idea how to respond to this momentous occasion.  Should he be happy, angry, relieved, or afraid?  He wasn’t sure, so he waited for one of those emotions to surface, but nothing happened.  He didn’t feel numb, just detached.  Maybe there really was something wrong with him.  He had expected to feel relieved; after all, he was one of the few Predznak who wanted Anjali to take possession of them.  In the beginning, he wanted her to save him from his fretting and help him untangle his thoughts.  As the years dragged on, he ultimately began to fear her, as he did everything else. 
 
    He and Rayan used to talk about what would happen when Anjali arrived.  They would tell stories of how she would find them and take away their misery.  They talked about what she would look like and how she would act.  By the time Rayan and he went their separate ways, they only talked about how best to deal with their absent Master.  Rayan was very creative and detailed with his version of how to hurt her.  Tristan only prayed for the strength to turn his power against her and make her experience the fear that had plagued him over the centuries. 
 
    He frantically pulled at his hair.  He needed to run and find somewhere to hide, but something stopped him.  If he left, he could run into some other kind of danger.  He had learned how to navigate the New York streets and he had a routine that worked.  He had figured out how to spot the best kinds of people to tempt so that they wouldn’t harm him.  If he left, he would have nowhere else to go.  As he said to Anjali, he had a job to do.  He didn’t know why he still felt obligated to tempt the mortals, but it was ingrained in him.  Repeating his routine was the only way to get through the day. 
 
    He blindly walked through the streets and headed for the park without thinking.  His feet shuffled along the sidewalk as he avoided the evening crowds.  He could smell the garlic wafting through the air from the Italian place around the corner, and then caught the scent of curry as he walked past the Indian restaurant.  He didn’t even have to lift his eyes up from the ground to know where he was going. 
 
    He entered the park and walked along his favorite path around the lake so that he could figure out what to do.  He shoved his hands in his pockets to keep warm.  He had long lost his ability to ignore the chilly air.  He always felt cold, regardless of the temperature.  Even the fires of Hell couldn’t warm his body. 
 
    The moon wasn’t very high yet, but it cast enough light to see through the trees in the areas where the park lamps were sparse.  He focused on the sound of his loafers hitting the pathway and tried to combat his confusion.  His mind was a jumbled up mess of conflicting thoughts.  Should he run?  Should he fight?  Should he submit?  Every thought gave way to a detailed outcome, each ending with him being killed, maimed, or paralyzed by fear.  It was like that with every scenario he analyzed.  How he longed for the days when he was able to make a clear decision and act on it. 
 
    He was walking so fast that he nearly missed the male voices arguing to his left.  He stopped and listened to see if they would make good candidates tonight.  When the voices began to get louder and angrier, he knew he had found his targets. 
 
    He approached through the trees and listened to the argument escalate.  The men were quarreling over who was in charge, and who had more authority.  Tristan couldn’t hear the entire conversation, but he heard enough to know how to tempt the men. 
 
    Silently he stepped onto their path, but he couldn’t find the men.  He whipped his head around trying to locate them.  Maybe he was losing his mind after his encounter with Anjali. 
 
    A huffing sound behind him made his skin tense up until he shivered.  The huffing turned into a low growl.  Tristan’s hands shook in his pockets and his throat closed, cutting off his air supply.  Fenris had found him. 
 
    He didn’t turn around to see what was chasing him as he sprinted along the path.  The claws scrapping against the concrete were enough to confirm that he was being chased by something he wanted no part of.  He forced his feet to move as he remembered Fenris’ teeth tearing through his flesh. 
 
    He ran into the street, hoping that the wolf wouldn’t want to be seen by the mortals.  The blur of fur to his right disproved his theory. 
 
    Tristan crossed Central Park West and ran through the streets, paying no attention to where he was going.  He couldn’t lead Fenris to his home, his sanctuary.  Fenris would eventually follow his scent back to the apartment, so it seemed that he would be hiding in the sewers for the foreseeable future. 
 
    People screamed all around him, but he ignored them.  He realized too late that he should have disappeared, but his mind was too chaotic to choose a destination. 
 
    Seeing a brightly lit restaurant down the street, he quickened his pace hoping that Fenris wouldn’t catch him. 
 
    Tristan pulled on the glass door and dove inside.  He turned and locked the dead bolt. 
 
    The patrons all stared at him, wondering why he was panting. 
 
    “Large dog chased me,” he said out of breath. 
 
    Everyone nodded and went back to their conversations and dinner plates. 
 
    He composed himself as best he could and straightened out his tie and hair.  He walked past the white linen covered tables and headed to the large modern black bar.  He tried not to see the resemblance it had to Lucifer’s black marble dais. 
 
    The bartender looked at him and waited for his order. 
 
    “Whiskey.  Leave the bottle,” he said quickly.  He leaned against the bar and closed his eyes.  What the hell was he going to do?  His two worst nightmares were in the same town, and he didn’t know who would get to him first. 
 
    “Shot of Tequila,” the man next to him said to the bartender.  “Nice night for a run, isn’t it?” 
 
    Tristan glanced at the man and nearly collapsed.  It was Noah. 
 
    Noah had a thick scar running along his jaw and neck.  He had ditched the ripped jeans and hoodie and was wearing designer jeans and a collared shirt with a dark green sweater over it. 
 
    “You think you’re safe because there are people around.  Maybe they aren’t safe either.  I begged for your help because I was afraid and in agony.  How ironic.  I had no idea that I was asking for help from the angel who was trying to tempt me to harm myself or ruin my life in some way through fear.  My Master told me who you are.  It seems that I was destined to become something greater than I was.  Honestly, I’m glad Fenris got to me first.  Now I’m no longer afraid of anything.  In fact, I feel stronger and more powerful than ever before,” Noah smiled.  He tipped his shot glass at Tristan and threw back his Tequila. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Noah.  I understood the pain you were going through.  That’s why I ran.  I knew there was no way to help you,” Tristan said sadly.  “You are lost to Heaven and Hell now.  He made you something unholy.” 
 
    “He made me immortal.  I never have to worry about being judged or living a good life to get into Heaven.  The world is mine now,” Noah chuckled. 
 
    Tristan shook his head.  “Just wait until you realize that you’re nothing more than his bitch,” he said with disdain.  He downed his whiskey and turned to leave, but someone was standing behind him.  He tried to push past him, but the man didn’t budge. 
 
    “Leaving so soon?” the stranger asked.  “Our Master wants us to deliver a message.  He can help you with your Destroyer problem.” 
 
    Tristan stared at the sandy-haired man in his twenties.  He was dressed in a purple dress shirt and black suit jacket with dark jeans. 
 
    Noah put his hand on Tristan’s shoulder.  “That’s right, you haven’t met Troy yet.  Troy was like me once; lost in the world, but now he’s evolved.” 
 
    Tristan closed his eyes and tried to remember how to vanish, but his body wouldn’t move.  His mind was shutting down too fast.  Two of Fenris’ servants were here, which meant that Fenris wanted something from him.  Odds were they wouldn’t give up easily. 
 
    “I doubt you can help me with my problem,” Tristan gritted out.  His knees were locked in place. 
 
    Troy smiled and put his hand on Tristan’s other shoulder.  “The Destroyer will come for my Master.  If you help him, he will reward you by killing her.  You will be free to live your life, until your Council decides otherwise.  Fenris is giving you the opportunity you have been waiting for.  He understands what it’s like to be betrayed by someone who was supposed to care for you.  He will take pity on you.  All you have to do is help my Master with a simple task,” Troy said quietly so that no one would overhear him. 
 
    Tristan licked his lips as he thought about the offer.  He had no reason to trust the giant pile of fur, but he was in a precarious position. 
 
    “What happens if I don’t help him?” Tristan asked, not wanting to know the answer.  He could picture exactly what would happen to him. 
 
    Troy’s eyes changed from dark brown to bright blue.  Without warning, he and Noah shifted into wolves and leaped at the patrons. 
 
    Tristan was frozen in place as he watched them tear into the crowd of people in front of him.  Blood quickly pooled on the floor as each victim screamed their last pain-filled breath and slumped over.  The wolves were vicious and showed no mercy.  Limbs and hands were tossed into the air as they attacked in a frenzy.  These people were dying because he had questioned Fenris’ deal.  He was responsible for the deaths in this room. 
 
    Seeing the vacant eyes staring up at him from the floor, he forgot how to breathe.  Their voices were filled with so much anguish.  It was the same sound he made when Fenris had bitten him.  At least these people wouldn’t suffer the aftermath of turning into wretched werewolves.  They got off easy by comparison. 
 
    He looked at every last body on the floor and nodded at Fenris’ message.  Take the deal, lead Anjali to him, or suffer the consequences. 
 
    He slid down the bar and curled up on the ground.  The room seemed too bright and everything was too loud.  His breathing accelerated until he finally hyperventilated and passed out.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Liam’s dreams were distorted and disturbing.  One minute he was running away from something, the next he was screaming in pain.  He was either sweating in a dark forest or freezing in a lake.  Burke was talking to him in the dreams, as well as Dylan, but he couldn’t understand what they were saying.  Even Kelsey had been there, but she had been scared off by something and left without him. 
 
    Now he was wandering alone in the woods, though he couldn’t remember how he’d gotten outside.  He had no idea where he was, but he could hear panting and snorting nearby.  It sounded like a large animal.  He took off through the woods and tried to outrun the thing.  He ran faster and faster, sprinting over fallen logs and dashing through wild shrubs.  He weaved in and out of the trees, and avoided running in a straight line.  He had to figure out how to get away from whatever was chasing him.  The forest was old and the trunks were thick.  None of the branches were low enough to climb.  Running was his only means of escape, but no matter how fast he ran, the animal inched closer.  His muscles were exhausted, but he had to keep going. 
 
    Someone called his name, but he refused to look back.  He glanced around for a house or a cabin, but there were only trees for as far as he could see.  He searched for a river or a cliff, anything to help him escape his pursuer. 
 
    Despite having never been in these woods, he couldn’t shake the feeling that it wasn’t a dream.  It was too vivid and detailed.  He could smell the moss on the ground and the pine needles on the trees.  He could hear smaller animals scurrying through the forest, though he didn’t see anything other than birds flying through the dark green canopy.  The sky grew darker and darker until it became night.  His lungs were going to explode, but he couldn’t stop. 
 
    Mist formed along the warm ground as the temperature dropped.  The forest became dense and the trees were more tightly grouped together.  Liam had trouble seeing though the gathering fog.  He felt the uneven ground and the gnarled roots beneath his feet, but he didn’t lose his balance as he ran.  It was as if his feet knew where to step.  Finally, he reached a clearing where the moon shone down and lit up the grass and wild-flowers. 
 
    He stumbled to a halt on top of an old stump.  Whatever was chasing him had stopped.  The snorting and heavy panting of the creature had ceased when he broke through the tree line. 
 
    Liam looked around the clearing, but couldn’t see anything unusual. 
 
    Again, his name was said, though it sounded like it was coming from inside his head, not the forest. 
 
    A shadow moved along the edge of the clearing and approached from his left side.  A huge black wolf suddenly stood up on its hind legs and walked into the moonlight, except it wasn’t a wolf anymore, it was a tall, muscular man wearing only a piece of leather around his waist. 
 
    “Liam,” the man shouted through the forest, though it sounded like he was whispering in his ear. 
 
    Liam opened his eyes and bolted upright.  He dragged air into his lungs and wiped the sweat from his forehead.  He shook off the strange dream and laid back down.  He closed his eyes and thought about the wolf.  He could swear it was the one who had bitten him in the park. 
 
    Oh God, the park...that part was real.  I almost had my arm torn off by a wolf. 
 
    A soft sound to his left made him freeze.  He became keenly aware that he wasn’t alone in the room. 
 
    He sniffed the air and gagged when smoky air filled his nostrils.  It smelled like a campfire without the marshmallows.  He coughed to clear his throat.  That’s when the sweet scent of something he couldn’t place hit his senses and made his heart speed up.  His entire body responded to the scent.  It wasn’t flowery, but it was distinctly feminine. 
 
    Hearing the sound again, he recognized it was a heart beating.  He opened his eyes and jumped out of his bed, ready to defend himself. 
 
    He panicked when his eyes focused on his surroundings and he realized that he wasn’t in his bedroom.  He was standing next to a large bed with black sheets.  Sitting on the edge of the bed was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.  He was momentarily dazed by her lovely blue eyes.  She appeared startled, but gave him a guarded smile. 
 
    She didn’t speak right away, which was fine by him.  He was too busy examining her long black hair and red lips.  She had an unusual formal dress that made her look like a goth girl, except it showed off her pale skin all the way to her stomach.  He tried not to stare at her cleavage, but she was a welcomed sight after seeing the intimidating man in the woods. 
 
    “Where am I?” he finally asked, deciding it was time to speak to the gorgeous woman. 
 
    “You’re somewhere safe,” she said.  This time she gave him a full-blown smile that reached her eyes. 
 
    “Who are you?” he asked bluntly. 
 
    “I’m Anjali, Burke’s daughter.  He called me after what happened.  He thought that I might be able to help you,” she said softly. 
 
    He didn’t know that Burke had any kids, but after seeing his daughter, he understood why he would hide her away.  He wondered why Burke had called her, unless she was a zookeeper. 
 
    He gulped as the events from last night came rushing back.  He remembered lying in the tub and seeing his skin split open to reveal white fur.  He saw Burke’s bleak expression when he explained the awful truth of his situation.  He heard Dylan sobbing and apologizing for getting him into this mess.  The incident in the park seemed like a bad dream, but his transformation felt like a horror movie. 
 
    Feeling like his legs would give out he slumped down on the bed.  “I really thought it was all a dream,” he sighed, putting his hand over his mouth.  “Everything is so jumbled; I can’t remember things in the right sequence.  I turned into a wolf, didn’t I?” 
 
    She nodded.  “Yes, you did.  You were attacked by a wolf named Fenris...” 
 
    He quickly stood and put his hand up to stop her.  “It has a name?” he asked skeptically. 
 
    She bit her lip and scooted closer. 
 
    A man, whom he hadn’t noticed before, was suddenly standing in front of him with a Berretta 9mm aimed at his head.  Liam quickly thought of a way to disarm the man, but Anjali stood up and put her hand on the man’s other arm.  “This is Calin, and he’s not going to shoot you,” she replied, though she seemed to be talking more to Calin. 
 
    “Then why is he pointing a gun at me?” Liam asked defensively.  His body was still coiled, ready to punch Calin and take his gun. 
 
    Anjali glared at Calin.  “That’s his way of saying hello.”  She tilted her head and motioned for Calin to back away. 
 
    “I see,” Liam said cautiously. 
 
    Calin, thankfully, lowered his gun and sat down on a red plush chair across the room. 
 
    Liam vaguely wondered why he only heard the thumping of one heart, but decided that he didn’t want to question it; otherwise, he would have to question why he could clearly hear someone’s heart beating. 
 
    He shook his head and stared at the woman.  “I have no idea what’s going on, but if you have a way to fix this, I’m listening.”  He glanced over at Calin to make sure he was still on the couch. 
 
    She cleared her throat and smiled.  “Liam, there is a lot you need to learn about Fenris and why this is happening.  Unfortunately, I’m not sure where or how to begin because I don’t have all the answers.  I can only tell you what I know so far.  First of all, I’m sorry to say that you can’t go back to your old life.  When Fenris’ venom entered your body, it changed you permanently.  If you go back home, you might hurt or kill someone accidentally.  You could shift and become the wolf without thinking, which is why I would prefer you to stay here.  Secondly, Fenris will do anything to find you.  I don’t know what he wants from you exactly, but his followers are called die Drei, and they are very loyal to him.  They will do whatever he asks of them.  Please understand that Fenris is the bad guy, so you have to find a way to fight him no matter what he says to you.  Lastly, I need you to trust that I will do everything I can to keep you safe and to keep you from losing yourself to the wolf.  There is a very real possibility that the wolf could take over.  If you aren’t careful, the part of you that makes you Liam could disappear,” she said sadly. 
 
    He ran his hand through his hair and scrubbed his face.  “This is ridiculous!  How could my life have gone to shit so quickly?  I didn’t ask for any of this.  At no point did I ever say, hey I want to work for a giant scary man who can turn into a wolf.  There has to be a way to stop this.  I don’t want to hurt anyone and I don’t want to be anyone’s follower.  What am I supposed to do?” he asked, frustrated by what she was saying.  A sudden flood of emotions overwhelmed him, though anger quickly made its way to the forefront. 
 
    He balled up his fists and made an animalistic noise similar to a snarl.  He was about to run to the door across the room and leave, but Calin’s gun was suddenly an inch from his chest.  Calin’s impossibly fast reflexes distracted him enough to forget about his anger. 
 
    Anjali held out her hand to Calin, but the weapon remained trained on Liam’s body. 
 
    Liam decided that he didn’t like Calin. 
 
    “It’s okay to be upset, Liam.  If I were you, I would be furious.  I know it’s a lot to process, but I am here for you,” she said encouragingly.  She casually waved Calin off for a second time. 
 
    Flexing his legs to walk away from this bizarre turn of events, Liam noticed something strange.  He looked down and saw that he was wearing his favorite black gym shorts and gray T-shirt that he liked to jog in, except they didn’t fit right.  The shirt was too tight around his chest and arms.  Even the shorts felt tight around his thighs.  Seeing a mirror on the opposite side of the bed, he ignored Calin’s stone-faced expression and scrambled across the bed to inspect himself. 
 
    He wasn’t prepared for what he saw.  The reflection looked like him, but it was different.  His skin was tighter around his cheeks and jaw.  His dark brown eyes were a little bit lighter.  He looked like a more handsome version of himself, which was bizarre.  He also noticed that his muscles were more defined in his arms.  He liked to work out and stay in shape, but hadn’t had a six-pack since his football days.  Pulling up his shirt, he saw that he was all muscle.  He knew he had changed, but seeing his physical transformation confirmed his fears.  He had turned into something dangerous. 
 
    He gasped when he saw a scar peeking out from the collar of his shirt.  He pulled back the collar and saw giant teeth marks across the front and back of his shoulder.  He remembered the bloody towel, the one with the pinpoints of blood in a semi-circle.  He remembered the bastard grabbing him by the shoulder and tearing through his muscles.  Though the wounds had healed, the scars looked to be permanent. 
 
    Unable to contain his anger, he swore loudly and slammed his fist into the black vanity.  He expected the top of the table to stop his hand; instead, the entire vanity splintered and crashed to the ground.  He was shocked to see the demolished pile of wood.  How the hell had he done that with his fist?  He examined his knuckles to find that he hadn’t broken the skin. 
 
    He jumped when he heard shuffling behind him.  In his rage, he forgot that he wasn’t alone.  He took a deep breath and tried to calm down.  He didn’t need Calin shooting him for breaking the furniture. 
 
    Turning, he saw that Calin was no longer on the other side of the bed, but was standing two steps behind Anjali.  He had no idea who he was or what he was to Anjali, but it was obvious that she was in charge.  He had the impression that she was holding Calin back and if it weren’t for her, there would be a bullet lodged in his heart. 
 
    “Liam, I’m not going to tell you that it will be okay.  You have a right to be angry, but I need you to direct your anger into something useful.  Turn your hatred of Fenris into a mantra of sorts.  Tell yourself that you won’t be led astray by him and that you won’t follow him, no matter what,” Anjali said firmly. 
 
    The thought of Fenris forcing him to do something he didn’t want to do enraged him.  He began to pace in front of the bed.  The anger sharpened his senses until he could hear the crackling in the fireplace across the room.  Anjali’s heartbeat sounded like a bass drum in his ears.  He could hear her breath moving through her lungs and the sound of Calin pulling back the hammer of his gun. 
 
    The burning in his veins had subsided, but now there was a burning sensation just under his skin.  He wanted to scratch at his arms and legs to ease the sting.  The hair on the back of his neck and legs stood up and his jaw ached.  It felt like something inside of him wanted to escape.  His breathing intensified until he felt like he might pass out.  He was losing control over his body as he felt a sharp pain under his fingernails.  The wolf wanted to come out and hunt Fenris. 
 
    Feeling Anjali’s warm hand on his chest drained away his anger and distracted him from wanting to murder Fenris.  He stopped pacing and looked up at her.  He could tell that she was trying her best to be calm for him, but he could see the anger in her eyes.  She was as upset as he was, which made him want to comfort her for some reason.  It was stupid considering everything he was dealing with, but seeing her upset made him go soft inside.  He wanted to see her smile again. 
 
    “Relax, Liam.  I can see that you were about to shift, but thankfully you regained control.  I’m happy you are still in charge.  When you feel like that again, think of something to distract you, something you care about or someone you love.  I find that it helps me when I get overwhelmed,” she smiled coyly. 
 
    He nodded, appreciating her advice.  She seemed like she really wanted to help him. 
 
    He looked over at her vanity and felt embarrassed by his mood swing. 
 
    “I’m sorry for breaking your vanity, especially after you offered to help me.  I’ll replace it, once I figure out how to wake up from this nightmare,” Liam said, running his hand through his hair.  He did his best to ignore Calin’s imposing glare. 
 
    Anjali giggled unexpectedly.  The sound filled his ears and made him smile.  He couldn’t understand how a simple laugh from this woman could make him feel like everything would be all right. 
 
    “The vanity is the least of my worries.  Can I show you something?” she asked mischievously. 
 
    Liam nodded his head as his mind went into overdrive.  He wanted her to show him everything.  He was ashamed of his behavior and turbulent moods, but this beautiful woman was scrambling his mind.  He’d never met anyone as captivating or kind. 
 
    He watched her walk over to her former vanity.  “I might as well tell you the truth since there’s no point in lying to you,” she winked. 
 
    She waved her arm and pieces of the smashed vanity knitted back together until there was a brand new vanity standing in the place of the broken one. 
 
    “You can do magic?” he asked incredulously. 
 
    She giggled again and his heart fluttered.  No woman had ever made him feel this way.  He thought about Kelsey and immediately understood what Dylan was bitching about all these years.  Kelsey was mean and dull by comparison.  This woman held his attention like no other. 
 
    “No.  It’s not exactly magic, but I can create and destroy things.  There is an entire world that you don’t know about yet, but you are now part of that world.  Heaven, Hell, and Purgatory are real.  Angels, monsters, and false gods exist.  Fenris isn’t just a werewolf, Liam, he’s a god, like Odin and the other Norse myths you’ve heard about.  He was a prisoner in Hell until he escaped.  It’s a long and complicated story, but it’s all real,” she explained. 
 
    Liam raised his eyebrow.  “A god bit me?  Now I’ve heard everything.  I don’t know why a werewolf biting me is better than a god, but somehow it is.  I thought he seemed too smart for a wolf,” he said, shaking his head. 
 
    Anjali stepped back and sighed.  She looked like she was trying to figure out what terrible news to throw at him next.  He watched Calin relax and sit back down. 
 
    “If there’s more bad news, just tell me, I’d rather deal with it all at once,” he frowned. 
 
    She crossed her arms and glared at Calin over her shoulder.  “I don’t want to scare you, but Fenris is powerful, and yes, he is intelligent.  I’ve only seen him in wolf form...,” she said before she abruptly paused.  “Wait, you said that he was an intimidating man.  When did you see him in mortal form?” 
 
    He hesitated when he thought about the man in the woods.  He had somehow known that he was the same person as the wolf.  How had he made that connection? 
 
    “I think I saw him in a dream just before I woke up here.  He said my name, but the voice was too loud, like it was in my head,” he explained. 
 
    Anjali’s shocked expression told him that he was in deep shit. 
 
    “This is worse than I thought,” she muttered.  “Liam, you need to prepare yourself for what will come.  I don’t completely understand Fenris’ power, but he will do anything to convince you to join him.  Trust me; you don’t want that.  Once you give yourself over to his command, he’ll force you to do whatever he wants.  You have to block him from your mind,” she stated.  She put her hand on his arm and looked into his eyes.  “He will lie to you and promise to give you whatever you desire.  He will threaten you, but you can’t back down.  Find a way to resist his call.”  She looked like she was on the verge of tears, though he couldn’t understand why.  She had just met him.  Why would she be this upset over a man she knew nothing about? 
 
    He looked into her pleading eyes and nodded.  She was trying to warn him about how rough things might get. 
 
    Looking over at Calin, who was tense and ready to pull his gun at a moment’s notice, he realized that the consequence of losing himself to Fenris was staring right at him.  He no longer wondered why Calin had a gun pointed at him.  In the event that he couldn’t fight Fenris’ call, Calin would kill him. 
 
    He closed his eyes when his body began to tremble as the reality of everything hit him.  Calin would kill him if he became the wolf and Fenris might kill him if he ran from his call.  Either way, he was screwed. 
 
    “Breathe, Liam.  I didn’t mean to freak you out; I’m just trying to explain what might happen.  As I said, I’m not sure how much I should tell you.  If this is too much for you, tell me and I’ll stop talking,” she said softly. 
 
    He put his head against the stone wall and tried to get a grip.  If he didn’t find a way to stop this, Fenris would come for him.  Even now, his body responded to the name Fenris.  With his anger under control, he was more interested in walking out the door and finding him. 
 
    Planting his feet firmly on the floor, he looked at Anjali.  “Burke told me that he would get me through the transition, but it was up to me to decide if I wanted to be a good person.  Fenris is already calling to me, though I ran from him—in my dream.  There has to be a way to stop this,” he said as his body tensed up. 
 
    “The best I can do is keep you locked in here.  I don’t want to chain you down, but we have to keep you from leaving this room,” she replied sincerely. 
 
    He let out a long breath.  “It’s probably for the best since part of me wants to locate Fenris.” 
 
    “Calin will be right outside this door to give you some privacy, but he will make sure that you don’t leave,” she warned. 
 
    He had no doubt that Calin would stop him.  “What will Fenris make me do?” he asked, dreading the answer. 
 
    She hesitated and looked to Calin.  Finally, her shoulders slumped.  “He’ll make you turn people into werewolves, real werewolves, the kind that can’t control their need to kill,” she said quickly. 
 
    Liam stared at her for a moment wanting to argue with her, but he couldn’t.  He had no idea why he would be forced to turn others into creatures like him, but his teeth ached when he thought about the possibility of biting someone.  The wolf liked the idea. 
 
    He pushed himself off the wall and paced around.  “God, I want to wake up.  I don’t want this to be real.  I can’t deny that I’m different than I was yesterday and I can’t even deny what you’re saying, but the bottom line is that I don’t want to deal with this.  I’d rather be dead than go through with whatever Fenris has planned for me!” he yelled. 
 
    Anjali’s eyes opened wide and she bit her lip.  He suddenly hated himself for yelling.  She looked crushed by his admission.  She stared at the ground looking defeated.  He didn’t know why she was so hell-bent on helping him, but she was clearly sad that he was ready to end his life and take the easy way out. 
 
    “Oh,” she gasped.  She put her hands behind her back and looked toward the fireplace. 
 
    He watched her try to accept what he said.  The sorrow in her eyes made his chest hurt.  He felt like he was betraying her. 
 
    “I didn’t mean that, I’m sorry.  I’m just overwhelmed.  I don’t want to die, really.  If you think you can help me, then I’ll do whatever it takes,” he said quickly. 
 
    Anjali watched Liam’s emotional breakdown and scolded herself for not being more delicate with the truth.  Liam’s life had been altered in the blink of an eye, which she understood very well.  She was surprised by his declaration of wanting to end his life, but moreover, it upset her to think about him dying.  He was a stranger, yet part of her clearly remembered him; otherwise, her heart wouldn’t have ached at the thought of losing him. 
 
    She motioned for Calin to leave the room.  Liam was already on edge with a gun being pointed in his face every time he flinched. 
 
    I’m not leaving you alone with him, Calin argued. 
 
    Calin, I would never admit this to Balthazar, but you can draw your guns faster than even he can.  I have no doubt that you can be in this room shooting Liam before anything terrible happens.  Can’t you see that he’s struggling with all of this?  He needs some space to process what has happened, she stated. 
 
    Calin grumbled but left the room. 
 
    She extended her hand and waited for Liam to take it. 
 
    She pulled him to the other side of her bedroom and sat him down on the red couch while she sat in the chair across from him.  She intentionally kept the coffee table between them to give her time to react if he lost his temper again. 
 
    “Can I let you in on a secret?” she grinned. 
 
    Liam stared down at the black coffee table and slowly nodded without looking up. 
 
    “Fenris chased me once.  I, too, was trying to save someone I cared about.  Granted, he was probably justified in his attack of this person, but I didn’t see it that way.  Fenris had him pinned to the ground.  People were trying to grab Fenris, but he bit them and swatted them away.  It was awful.  I watched helplessly, trying to figure out what to do.  Finally, when my fear of what Fenris might do to the person I cared about outweighed my fear of repercussions, I snuck up behind him and kicked him right in the balls,” she smiled. 
 
    Liam’s eyes snapped up.  “I tasered him in the balls,” he snickered. 
 
    She chuckled.  “Then he certainly doesn’t like us.” 
 
    “What happened after you kicked him?” he asked quickly. 
 
    “I ran like hell,” she laughed.  “I dodged through different areas to escape him, but he was right behind me.  Suddenly, and I can’t tell you why I did it, I stopped and faced him.  He lunged for my leg, but thankfully, my skirt was too thick and he misjudged what was in his mouth.  He tore my skirt, but missed my skin.  I looked at his giant black head and all I thought about was keeping everyone else safe.  I balled up my fist and punched him as hard as I could.  Granted, I had no idea how strong I was at the time, so I kind of lucked out.  My ring connected with his eye and I hurt him.  Me, Liam, I hurt a god.” 
 
    Liam looked at her skeptically, but then glanced down at her ring and nodded.  “You blinded him,” he said, pointing to the red and black gem on her finger. 
 
    “It was an accident, but yes.  I hurt him badly enough that it gave the others time to capture him,” she explained. 
 
    Liam smiled as if he was proud of her, but then his face fell.  “I ran from him but he caught up to me.  I wish I could have hurt him again, but he bit me and threw me into the shrubs.  I lost consciousness from the pain.  Now, I’ve become this, this, thing,” he spit out. 
 
    “I wish I could change that, Liam, but I can’t.  I don’t know much about Fenris’ wolves, but there has to be something good that can come from this,” she said encouragingly. 
 
    He slammed his hands down on the table, smashing it.  “Nothing good will come from this!  I’m a monster!” he yelled. 
 
    Anjali watched the table snap under his hands, but didn’t flinch, nor did she judge him.  He hadn’t made a deal with Fenris to become his servant.  He was just in the wrong place at the wrong time and had loved the wrong girl for centuries.  If anything, she blamed herself.  She should have demanded that Gabriel tell her the location of her soul mates so that she could protect them.  Instead, she had decided to keep her distance and let them live out their lives safe from her world. 
 
    “Liam, you’re not a monster,” she said calmly. 
 
    Liam snapped out of his rage and stood up.  “I’m sorry.  I can’t seem to control myself.  You should leave.  I’m too dangerous to be around,” he said firmly. 
 
    She almost burst out laughing, but restrained herself.  “It’s true, you have the potential to be dangerous, but you aren’t the most dangerous thing in this room.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?  Just because you blinded Fenris and can somehow do magic it doesn’t mean that you are more dangerous than I am.  You didn’t see what I turned into.  I don’t remember much, but I remember feeling strong, stronger than I have ever have felt.  It was as if I wasn’t bound to anyone or anything.  How could you possibly understand what I’m going through?  One minute I think that I can handle this, and the next I want to tear something apart.  I wanted to tear you apart for a split second.  Instead, I broke the table.  I can’t explain what’s happened, but it hurts and feels good at the same time.  I want to be free but I’m terrified of what will happen if I embrace this longing inside of me.  The only thing that calms me is the look in your eyes.  Somehow, you’re not afraid of me.  You’re curious.  I don’t want to hurt you but I’m not sure that I can keep it together,” he panted, straining to keep himself from shifting. 
 
    “Breathe, Liam.  I am well acquainted with the sensation of losing control and feeling excited about it, while simultaneously feeling guilty.  You want to embrace that wild feeling and bathe in it.  It’s like you can fly because there is nothing holding you back.  It’s frightening and euphoric at the same time.  The only thing that keeps you from embracing the darkness is the guilt, or rather, your conscience.  You know that someone will get hurt if you allow yourself to be free.  You hate yourself for even thinking about giving in to the temptation.  You must remember that there are consequences for everything we do.  Hold on to your morals and they will guide you,” she replied. 
 
    He shook his head.  “There’s no way that you can compare yourself to me.  Are you expected to turn people into werewolves?” he asked sarcastically. 
 
    Anjali smirked.  “I am expected to do much worse, but that’s a story for another time.  Right now, I need to figure out how to find Fenris and force him to release his hold on you.  Killing him might kill you.  You are bound to him, so I’m not sure if you can survive without him.  I plan to capture him and put him back in his prison.  Once he is secure, I can figure out how to help you,” she declared.  She braced herself for his reaction to her latest bombshell. 
 
    His head snapped around.  “I’m bound to him?  What the hell does that mean?” 
 
    She shifted in her seat and looked away from him.  “I don’t know how strong his connection is to you, but he’s a powerful god.  I don’t expect him to give you up easily,” she replied vaguely. 
 
    Liam snarled again.  He was about to flip her couch, but stopped himself.  Instead, he threw himself down onto it.  “It’s no wonder why Burke looked so defeated.  I’m not even sure why he fought so hard to keep me alive if he knew this would happen,” he growled. 
 
    Anjali jumped to her feet.  “He fought for you because he believes in you and cares about you.  I know him very well.  He would fight to keep you alive no matter what.  He would kill to protect you!” she shouted.  She didn’t know why she was angry, but she knew how much her father had sacrificed to protect Liam and Derick, as well as her other soul mates, over the centuries. 
 
    Liam hung his head and sighed.  “I’m sorry.  I have all these conflicting emotions and I feel like I’m going to explode.  I didn’t mean to yell at you or disrespect Burke.  It wasn’t easy for him to get me through the transition.” 
 
    “You should get some rest.  It’s been a taxing day,” she said calmly. 
 
    “No!” he shouted.  He was on his feet faster than she could process.  “I’m not sleeping.  I heard him in my dreams.  I felt vulnerable in the forest and I’m not going back.” 
 
    She put her hands up to steady him.  He walked around the table and stood in front of her.  He leaned in until her hands were on his firm chest.  “Okay, no sleeping.  Just stay here and try to work through this as best you can.  You have a lot to adjust to,” she said softly, focusing on his muscles.  She stared at his chest and willed her hands to leave his body. 
 
    Looking up, his brown eyes were studying her.  She should have felt embarrassed to be this close to him; instead, she felt warm all over.  He was a stranger, but she wasn’t uncomfortable around him.  His eyes explored her face.  She smiled and suppressed a shiver.  He really was gorgeous with his full lips, strong jaw, and cleft chin.  If they had met under different circumstances, she probably would have kissed him by now.  Unfortunately, his entire life had just been turned upside down. 
 
    She patted his forearm and dragged herself away from his warmth.  She headed for the door, but he reached out and grabbed her arm. 
 
    “What if I can’t stop Fenris from taking control of me?” he whispered. 
 
    “I guess it will depend on what Fenris wants you to do for him,” she replied. 
 
    Liam nodded and released her arm.  “I’ll do what I can to shut him out of my head,” he said boldly.  He took her hand and kissed the back of it.  “You are putting yourself and Calin at risk, and I thank you for that.  Even though it may not seem like it, I am grateful.”  He released her hand and walked back to the couch. 
 
    Anjali’s breath caught in her throat.  Her body responded to his soft lips on her skin and her heart fluttered.  No matter what happened, she would make Fenris pay for what he had done to Liam. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali was heading toward the Throne Room when Derick joined her in the Hall of Mirrors. 
 
    “I need to know more about die Drei.  Lucifer and Hades never bothered to learn about Fenris’ power because they were too busy beating the shit out of him.  I appreciate what you found from the Norse legends, but there has to be more information.  Summon Mark and see what he can tell you,” she said. 
 
    Derick nodded.  “I’ll speak to Mark once I’m done reviewing the trial notes.  There are so many missing details; it’s frustrating.  These trials happened a really long time ago, but either the records were poorly kept at the time, or the Council hated these gods so much that they rushed to pass judgement on them.  I’ve seen Law and Order like a thousand times.  I know what modern lawyers ask.  The advocates hardly asked any questions.  Even when they asked an important question, the Council cut off the answers given by the gods.  Raphael kept talking over them as if he was going through the motions.  I admit, most of their crimes were severe, but there wasn’t a lot of proof to support some of the charges.  Mostly, the Council went off the word of a god named Hermod, who was the messenger for Odin.  He was the reason that Aeries was sent to arrest Týr.  Hermod approached the Council with a list of offenses and informed them that Týr might be reaching out to Hel, Fenris, and Jör for help in the Outlands, aka North America.  Based on what I read, Odin had written off Týr and his followers and decided to let the Council deal with them.  It’s annoying that I can’t piece together a cohesive story,” Derick huffed. 
 
    “What about Fenris’ trial?  What did he say during the questioning?” she asked, trying to gain some insight into the wolf’s mental status. 
 
    Derick laughed.  “That was the worst trial of all.  He was allowed to take mortal form so that he could defend himself, but a few minutes into the trial, he went crazy.  He ended up killing a Celestial Warrior and biting an advocate named Tristan.  Is that the same Tristan as your Angel of Fear?” he asked. 
 
    Anjali gulped.  “I believe so.  Alazar mentioned that Tristan worked for the Council and Balthazar said that Tristan had been bitten by Fenris.  I didn’t know that he was an advocate.  I find it strange that both Tristan and Fenris are in New York,” she sneered. 
 
    “Do you think Tristan is working for Fenris?” he asked. 
 
    She pulled her hair away from her face in frustration.  “I would say that Tristan’s fear of everything would prevent him from colluding with someone who attacked him, but my Predznak have proven to be desperate enough to kill me that they would side with anyone willing and able to do the job for them.” 
 
    Derick crossed his arms.  “Aside from Fenris’ farce of a trial, the other strange thing was Týr’s trial.  He was captured with Fenris and Hel.  He claimed that he was bringing them back to their prison located somewhere in the “arid Plains”, which I estimate to be in Northern Texas.  Yet, here he is helping Hel escape.  If he was the God of Justice, why would he ally himself with Hel?  From what I’ve read in Hell’s records, he has been one of the quieter prisoners.  No escape attempts have been made before this one.  He rarely gave the Fallen a hard time.  He’s a complete mystery.  He claims that Jör committed the crimes he was charged with and managed to negotiate a one week release so that he could hunt for Jör.  When he came up empty, Raphael threw him into the Hall of Shadows.  The whole thing is just bizarre,” he frowned. 
 
    Anjali stretched her neck and shoulders, trying release the tension from her neck.  “Okay, I’ll try to figure out the mystery that is Týr once I capture Fenris.  I agree that he’s hiding something.  Keep digging and let me know what you find,” she nodded.  She put her hand on his cheek and smiled at him. 
 
    Turning toward the walkway to the Throne Room, she heard Derick snicker. 
 
    “For the record, I only conjugate Latin verbs when I’m sleeping alone,” he said in a hushed voice. 
 
    She laughed and winked at him.  “On the rare occasions that I sleep alone, I replay scenes from Star Wars in my head.  CJ and I used to watch the trilogy all the time.  It usually helps me fall asleep, unless I think about the parts with Wedge.  I still feel guilty that your friend died,” she said remorsefully. 
 
    Derick swallowed hard.  “He was your friend too.  He appreciated the fact that you didn’t treat him like he was a nerd or a freak.  You accepted him and he liked you because of that.  It makes me happy when you dream about Star Wars.  I feel closer to Wedge when you do,” he said, tearing up. 
 
    He quickly turned and went back to the Hall of Mirrors. 
 
    Entering the Throne Room, Anjali saw Lucifer and Hades occupying their thrones.  They were speaking to Malcolm and Reese as they reported their findings regarding the prisoner counts. 
 
    “I need the room,” she called loudly.  “Everyone out, including the servants.” 
 
    Hades gave her a stern look, but dismissed everyone. 
 
    Lucifer was confused by her bold move, but didn’t say anything until the room was empty. 
 
    “I assume you have news, my love,” Lucifer said.  He sounded more in control of his temper. 
 
    “I have one of Fenris’ Drei in my possession,” she proclaimed. 
 
    Hades leaned forward in his throne.  “You mean you have decapitated one of die Drei, correct?” he hissed. 
 
    This was the part she was hoping to avoid.  Hades was too angry about Fenris’ escape to listen to reason. 
 
    “No,” she said quickly.  “You were right about Fenris targeting me or someone I care about.  He found one of the mortals whom I shared many lives with before I came here.  He was under Gabriel’s protection.  Gabriel got him through the initial transformation and left the man’s life in my hands.”  She braced herself in the event that Hades decided to light her on fire given his current mood. 
 
    Hades folded his arms and glared at her.  She counted to thirty before Hades spoke. 
 
    “I was wrong.  Just when I thought that you could handle this job, you do something stupid.  How dare you bring one of die Drei into my Hell!  Do you know the level of damage he can inflict?  They are fast, faster than you can imagine.  They are smart and devious.  If you believe that you are the only one with spies here, you are wrong.  Fenris will see through that boy’s eyes once he has complete control over him.  He will hear through his ears.  I don’t have to explain the concept to you.  You’ve seen what you can do with Nachtghuls under your command.  Now imagine Calin with teeth and a thirst for blood that is controlled by a master that does not share your compassion for the world.  You have brought a ticking time bomb here and it will be your ass on the line when he goes off!” Hades roared. 
 
    “Calin will shoot him before that happens,” she said confidently. 
 
    The corner of Hades’ mouth curled up slightly.  “At least one of your servants has a brain.”  He hefted out a breath and leaned on the armrests of his repaired throne. 
 
    He appeared tired.  His tie was askew and his hair was disheveled.  He’d had a long day sorting out the mess that the gods had created.  She gave him a tiny bit of sympathy and refrained from arguing with him. 
 
    Lucifer; however, looked like he wanted to commit murder.  He was no longer the weeping, softhearted devil whom had been crying about how much he had wronged her only two short days ago.  Instead, he was back to being the unholy monster that children checked for under their beds before going to sleep. 
 
    “Kill him now, or I will!” Lucifer roared. 
 
    She wasn’t sure if it was fear or jealousy that made Lucifer furious.  She guessed jealousy.  He had tolerated Derick and possibly been too afraid of Calin to demand that she banish her Nachtghuls from Hell.  Hearing that another soul mate had been found would certainly throw him over the edge.  “I might be able to use him against Fenris,” she said carefully. 
 
    Hades snickered.  “Not if he uses you first.  Fenris has more to gain by learning our secrets.  I couldn’t give a shit about what Fenris is doing in the Mortal Realm,” he said dismissively. 
 
    “I understand what is at stake, Hades.  I need to learn more about Fenris’ power over his servants, so that I can find a way to negate it.  For us, Nachtghuls have to give their consent to join with a master.  Fenris doesn’t need their permission, as it seems.  Liam didn’t agree to become one of die Drei.  How can he force them to comply when they don’t want to serve him?” she asked, hoping that Hades had the answer. 
 
    Hades shook his head.  “I don’t know the mechanics of it, but their loyalty is legendary.  Váli isn’t one of die Drei, but he is extremely faithful to Fenris.  I’d hate to see what one of die Drei would do for the Wolf God.  I have never met one, but I’ve heard stories.  Odin supposedly killed the original Drei.  Fenris created two separate packs of werewolves over the years, but they were burned to death by Odin’s army.  I believe Týr had a hand in their destruction, but I’m not sure.  Germanic gods are beneath our concern unless we need to make them bleed,” Hades huffed. 
 
    “Kill the boy, Anjali!  That is an order,” Lucifer bellowed.  He was seething.  He gripped the skulls at the end of his armrests and threatened to crush the metal. 
 
    She stiffened at his words.  She was done taking orders from Lucifer after he had betrayed her in Portland.  “I will burn Hell to the ground before I follow another order from you, Lucifer,” she snapped. 
 
    She turned and stomped out of the room. 
 
    “Fenris will come for the boy!” Hades shouted. 
 
    She spun to face Hades.  “Then let him storm the Gates of Hell to retrieve his servant.  Fenris just escaped; I doubt he will be in any rush to return,” she retorted. 
 
    “He will have other ways, Lady Black.  Do not underestimate the Wolf God.  He will turn the boy against his own mother if he has to.  His servant’s venom is not lethal, and it will hurt marginally less than Fenris’, but the boy will not be content in merely biting.  He will be given a kill order.  I expect you to act like a ruler of Hell and contain the situation,” Hades replied coldly. 
 
    “I will do my best, My Lord,” she said snidely as she mockingly bowed to him.  It was childish to bow to Hades in order to slight Lucifer, but she was too angry to care. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Tristan gasped for air as he woke up from his dream of being crammed into a small space.  He couldn’t understand why he couldn’t breathe.  He opened his eyes and prayed that he was still in a nightmare; otherwise, he was in the second to last place in Hell he wanted to be, the Realm of Drowning Seas. 
 
    Flailing about in the cold water, he was relieved to find that he could stand up.  Water sloshed off his hair and down his suit.  Thankfully, he was still in the Mortal Realm.  He looked around and saw that he was standing in the Reservoir in the middle of Central Park.  How the hell had he ended up here?  He had never sleepwalked before. 
 
    He walked up the sandy embankment and pulled himself over the waist high wrought iron fence. 
 
    “I thought you were a heavy sleeper until my servants told me you had blacked out,” a voice chuckled to his left.  “They took the liberty of bringing you to me.  They assumed that you would not want to explain to the police why you were the only survivor of the tragic incident at the restaurant.  The reporters are already claiming that a pack of wild dogs entered the building and killed everyone.  Dogs.  I cannot even claim responsibility because most of the mortals have no idea who I am.  They are not aware of our history.  Sure, some of them know about Odin and my brethren, but Jör, Hel, and I have slipped through the cracks of time.  It is a pity,” Fenris said from a close-by bench. 
 
    Tristan stood on the jogging path and stared at the face he hadn’t seen in centuries.  Looking at Fenris in mortal form brought back that horrific day in the Hall of Truth.  He looked the same, though his dark hair was shorter and he had a beard.  He looked like he was trying to blend in by wearing a gray sweater, jeans, and hiking boots. 
 
    “You could have told the Council your side of the story, Fenris.  You didn’t have to mutilate me or kill Josef.  Why didn’t you just plead your case?” Tristan asked, angry that Fenris had caused him and his brethren so much pain.  He ignored Váli, who was standing with his arms crossed next to the bench. 
 
    Fenris chuckled and scratched the side of his jaw.  “My business was none of their concern.  Your Council meant nothing to me.  Even my own people meant nothing.  I was tossed aside by my kin because of a misunderstanding.  I saw the truth in Raphael’s eyes.  He did not care about my story because he had already decided my fate.  I refused to be locked away so I did what I had to do.  I defended myself from anyone wishing to subdue me in an effort to escape from Heaven.  You merely got in the way,” Fenris said indifferently. 
 
    Tristan was furious.  “I got in your way?  That’s bullshit and you know it.  I wasn’t in your path.  Hell, I would have let you go rather than feel the pain of your teeth.  I was no one.  Maybe you’re right about Raphael, I don’t know because he never had the chance to speak his mind.  They condemned you because of your actions.  Marishka warned you and you didn’t listen.  I blame you for what happened,” he said firmly. 
 
    Fenris stretched out his long legs in front of him and leaned back against the bench.  He examined Tristan from head to toe. 
 
    Tristan squirmed under his scrutiny. 
 
    “Let us agree to disagree.  I did not bring you here to talk about the past.  I want to discuss the future.  My servants offered you a deal and I am ready for your answer,” Fenris stated calmly. 
 
    Tristan stared at the ground, lost in thought.  He wanted Fenris to pay for what he did, though technically he had been punished for centuries in Hell.  He debated if he could trust that the god wouldn’t turn on him. 
 
    “Even if I accept your deal, you know no honor.  You’ll kill me the second you have what you want,” Tristan sneered. 
 
    Fenris lunged from the bench and stood less than an inch from his face. 
 
    “Honor?  You wish to speak of honor?  Ask Aeries what happened when the Butterflies interfered in our affairs.  I surrendered without a fight.  I expected to go back to my cell in the Plains, but instead, I was betrayed and brought before a Council I did not recognize as a lawful governing body to stand trial for something I did not do.  Everything I did that day I did with honor.  I could have killed your Lord Commander.  I could have killed Michael or Raphael.  The Butterfly who died was an accident.  I went for his arm, but he turned and his neck was in my mouth before I could stop my jaws.  I could have killed you, but I acted honorably.  I let you live.  Your people declared war on me, not the other way around, so get your facts straight before you declare that I have no honor, Butterfly,” Fenris growled. 
 
    Tristan closed his eyes and tried to slow his breathing.  Seeing Fenris’ teeth, though smaller in mortal form, sent a wave of terror through him. 
 
    Fenris stepped back and composed himself. 
 
    “I still can’t trust you,” Tristan said, his voice cracking. 
 
    “When you visited me in my prison upon your arrival in Hell to wait for the Destroyer, I was impressed by your power and strength.  The Angel of Fear was an imposing force.  You were superior to the meek advocate who wished to run and hide from me.  However, I was surprised that you dared to use your power against me, since I was unable to defend myself while in the vile Celestial Bonds.  I will agree that I deserved your ire after causing you pain, so I do not wish to pursue the issue. 
 
    “The last time I saw you, shortly before you abandoned your post in Hell, you were not the same Angel of Fear.  I saw that your confidence had diminished.  I had heard rumors from the gossiping Fallen about how you were too afraid to leave your room.  Your master is responsible for your downfall.  She never claimed you, as she was meant to.  You suffered because she allowed it.  As my servant told you, I am well acquainted with being betrayed by someone who is supposed to take care of you.  I can eliminate your problem, Tristan, so that you can be free to live your life.  After all, we have the same objectives.  We both want to be free from the burden of betrayal,” Fenris said eloquently. 
 
    Tristan remembered striding into the Hall of Shadows and planning to make Fenris regret ever hurting him.  In the event that Fenris ever escaped from the Hall of Shadows, he needed to make sure that Fenris was too afraid to attack him again.  He marched straight up to the dark pile of fur and stared into his golden eyes.  He showed him every imaginable horror ranging from Lucifer peeling the fur from his body to his own people breaking down the Gates of Hell and condemning him to death.  He made sure that Fenris saw the Angel of Fear as a monster capable of killing him so that he would avoid him at all costs. 
 
    Staring at the confident, relaxed Fenris, Tristan recognized that he was no longer the Angel of Fear who had once made the Wolf God tremble.  He took a moment to consider the offer, but wasn’t sure how Fenris planned to fulfill their deal. 
 
    “How do you know she will come for you?” Tristan asked. 
 
    Fenris pointed to his left eye where the skin was scarred along the corner.  His eye was cloudy and discolored.  “This was a present from her,” he smirked.  “I have found a way to get her attention, so she will undoubtedly want me dead.  Either way, you will win.  I will kill her or she will kill me.  What more could you ask for?” he chuckled. 
 
    “What do you need me to do?” Tristan asked, concerned about getting too close to Anjali. 
 
    “That is better,” Fenris nodded.  “Anjali is hunting me as we speak.  I want you to assist her in her search.  My servants will give you the time and the place.  All you have to do is get her there.  Once I have her, I will eliminate her and you will be free to leave.  That is all.  You should be able to handle that.”  Fenris said as if it were a simple task. 
 
    Tristan wanted nothing to do with Anjali, and here he was supposed to lead her to Fenris.  It would certainly help his situation since he couldn’t bear the thought of submitting to his master, though sending Anjali to her death felt wrong.  He had imagined it thousands of times with Rayan, but now that he had met her, things were different.  Killing her disturbed him on some level, though he couldn’t figure out why.  He had given Alazar his blessing to end their master without a second thought.  Why did it feel wrong now? 
 
    “My patience has run out, Tristan.  Rotting away in Hell for centuries has made me unable to tolerate indecision.  I want your answer,” Fenris snapped. 
 
    In a rush, Tristan said the words that sealed their agreement.  “I will help you.” 
 
    “My servants will contact you,” Fenris replied.  He turned and disappeared into the woods.  Váli bared his teeth at him and followed Fenris. 
 
    Tristan immediately regretted his decision, but there was nothing to be done about it.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    The forest was dark and cold.  The mist rolled off the embankment concealing his position.  The sound of his name echoing off the trees was eerie and alarming.  No matter what the voice said or the tone in which it spoke, Liam refused to submit to it.  He was proving to be stronger than he could have ever imagined. 
 
    The voice got closer.  He had to change position before his hiding place was revealed.  Sniffing the air, he knew his enemy was closing in on him.  He could risk shifting into human form and climbing up the trees, but he didn’t have enough time. 
 
    Bounding up the embankment, he ran toward the gurgling sound of a nearby river.  It would mask his scent for a short time, but it would only buy him a few minutes.  His body and mind were tired, but he refused to give up.  He would play hide and seek for as long as it took to escape his foe. 
 
    He raced toward the river as his strong paws dug into the moist earth and propelled him closer to his target.  His heart pounded in anticipation.  He didn’t like being chased.  He was supposed to be the predator, not the prey.  It sickened him that he was reduced to running like a coward. 
 
    Seeing the river rolling through the terrain to his right, he turned and ran alongside it until he saw a large boulder jutting out.  He planned to jump into the middle of the river, and leave his stalker to search for his location. 
 
    He lined up his body and leapt as quickly as his paws would take him.  He landed gracefully on the moss-covered rock and gauged the distance across the widest part of the river.  Hearing the beast’s heavy breath getting closer, he coiled up his body and prepared to hold his breath while the frigid water sucked him under and carried him downstream. 
 
    Launching himself into the air, he focused on the dark, churning water.  He heard himself screaming as he hit the water, but it wasn’t his voice.  It was Anjali’s. 
 
    His eyes flew open and he saw Anjali standing in the entrance to the room.  He realized that he was slouched over the side of the couch. 
 
    “What happened?  I heard growling,” she asked, her voice strained. 
 
    He looked at the fire roaring in the fireplace and rubbed his eyes.  “I’m not sure.  One minute I was staring at the fire, contemplating how to sort through this mess, the next thing I know I felt sleepy.  I couldn’t keep my eyes open.  It’s like the energy left my body.  I closed my eyes for a second, and then I was in the woods.  It’s the second time that I was chased by Fenris.  He almost had me this time, but I jumped into the river.  That’s when I heard your voice and woke up,” he explained.  He shook his body to wake himself up. 
 
    “I was concerned when Calin heard noises coming from the room,” she said, walking closer to him. 
 
    Since he didn’t see Calin’s gun, he wondered if she would keep her word and order Calin to shoot him if he changed. 
 
    “I don’t know how much longer I can outrun him.  I have a feeling that if he catches me, I will shift in the real world,” he admitted.  He stood and stretched his body, trying to shake off the dream. 
 
    Anjali nodded.  “All I can say is keep running.  I have people researching Fenris’ past, but it’s slow going.  I’m heading out to track him and see if I can get some answers,” she said, her voice filled with hope. 
 
    He could sense that she wasn’t lying but he could sense that she wasn’t optimistic about the answers she was seeking.  Her heart was beating faster than before.  He had scared her with his sleep growling. 
 
    “I could help you,” he said quickly.  “I know I could find him.” 
 
    She vehemently shook her head.  “No.  You are staying here.  I’ll find him on my own.  I don’t want you anywhere near him,” she stated. 
 
    “The longer it takes you to find him, the longer he has to take control of me.  What if I can find him quickly and end this before it begins?  I don’t want to be his servant.  I want to be me.  Even if I have to fight this urge to bite someone for the rest of my life, I would rather do it without someone else inside my head forcing me to become evil,” he declared. 
 
    She stepped away from him and looked at the fireplace.  She was trying to hide what she was thinking, but he could see that she didn’t want to bring him along. 
 
    “It’s best if I go alone,” she said quietly. 
 
    Liam realized that she was afraid he would turn against her.  She expected him to accept Fenris as his master and attack her.  He was mad that she didn’t trust him. 
 
    “You don’t believe that I can fight him,” he sneered. 
 
    Anjali’s eyes met his and he could see the truth in them.  She didn’t trust him. 
 
    She hesitated, but stepped closer to him.  “I believe that you will do what it takes to be free of him, but Fenris won’t stop.  He will do whatever it takes to obtain you.  It’s Fenris that I’m worried about, not you.  He will hurt you just to make me suffer,” she said, her eyes filled with an emotion that he couldn’t understand. 
 
    He tried to figure out why she would suffer if Fenris hurt him.  “Why do you care about me, aside from my friendship with Burke?  Why would Fenris hurt me to make you suffer?” 
 
    She seemed to search for the right words to say.  There was compassion in her eyes, which meant that she cared about him as a person, but there was more to it. 
 
    She crossed her arms.  “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you, but I do care about you.  While I can relate to what you’re going through, I’m more in this than you know.  I feel responsible for you,” she whispered. 
 
    He stepped around the table and placed his hand on her cheek.  He lost himself in her blue eyes.  They were saying what she couldn’t.  She felt something for him, more than responsibility.  He didn’t know why he was attracted to this woman, but he couldn’t deny it.  There was a magnetic pull that he couldn’t ignore, that he didn’t want to ignore.  Without thinking, he leaned in to kiss her.  She didn’t stop him, which made his heart thump wildly.  She pressed her body against his and pushed her tongue against his lips.  He opened his mouth and lost himself to the passion building inside of him.  The kiss was warm and electrifying.  Every one of his nerve endings felt like it was coming to life.  He put his arms around her and held her against him.  His hand tangled itself in her silky hair.  He no longer worried about the wolf pursuing him, he only thought about pleasing this woman. 
 
    Liam! 
 
    He jerked away from her when he heard the voice booming through his mind and immediately scanned the room.  He was wide-awake this time, but the voice was still there.  Apparently, Fenris had broken into his conscious mind instead of subconscious dreams. 
 
    He rapidly blinked and saw something similar to a mirage, except it was in his mind.  He saw the shape of a person, but the image wasn’t clear. 
 
    Come to me, Liam.  You cannot run from me forever.  As an incentive, I have brought your friend here.  I promise not to harm him if you come to me alone, but you must hurry.  You are somewhere that I cannot journey to, but I can help you escape from your prison, Fenris said. 
 
    “Oh god,” Liam whispered. 
 
    He looked around the room, trying to remember where the door was.  He was in a full-blown panic when he thought about what Fenris would do to Dylan. 
 
    “What’s wrong?  What happened,” Anjali asked.  She stepped back and gave him room to move. 
 
    The walls suddenly closed in and he felt trapped.  His body began to shake.  In his panic, he lost control over his muscles.  He realized that he had been holding back the changes that his body desperately wanted to make.  His breathing increased when his elbows and knees began to crack.  His mouth ached and his teeth elongated into fangs.  He could no longer stop his body from shifting.  He was going to change into a wolf.  He needed to be the wolf. 
 
    “Liam, listen to the sound of my voice.  Don’t let the animal take over.  I know what it feels like to have someone command you against your will.  You feel like you might lose yourself to the raw power inside of you.  You want to give in to the sensation, believing that it will make you feel better, but I assure you it won’t.  Don’t give in to the darkness.  You are stronger than this.  Look at me!  Fight it!” she yelled. 
 
    He could hear her voice, but it sounded far away like she was at the end of a tunnel.  He wanted to fight, but he didn’t know how.  The wolf was coming and he had no defense against it. 
 
    “Push it back down inside of you.  Pretend there’s a small box in the pit of your stomach.  Push the wolf into the box as hard as you can.  It wants to feed.  It wants to harm people, but you can’t let it.  You are the only one who can protect the innocent people that Fenris wants to hurt.  Don’t let it come out.  Fight!” she yelled. 
 
    His body was shifting faster than it had last time.  He felt nauseous as his skin ripped open.  Seeing the white fur rising through his skin, he knew the battle was lost.  The pain was still there, but it ended before he blacked out.  Once the fur replaced his skin, his senses increased.  He could hear a strong heartbeat somewhere close to him.  The urge to sink his teeth into the warm flesh was overwhelming.  He could smell every scent in the room from the silk sheets to the lacquer on the wood furniture.  Instinctively, he knew what each scent was, except for one.  The beguiling scent of a female filled the room and boggled his mind.  He had to figure out who she was, but the image of Dylan in Fenris’ hands stopped him.  He would find the source of the scent later. 
 
    He finally got his bearings and located the door.  He ran at it full force, remembering how he had shattered the vanity.  He burst through the door and followed Fenris’ instructions. 
 
    Reaching a room filled with mirrors, he followed Fenris’ crude map in his head and quickly navigated his way through some kind of building. 
 
    With his body finally in wolf form, he was able to regain control over his thoughts.  His instincts were still there but they didn’t rule his thoughts and emotions.  It was easier to fight the urge to bite someone.  Thankfully, he was still strong enough to resist calling Fenris master, even though Fenris expected it.  As long as he focused on helping his friend, he was able to refuse Fenris’ call. 
 
    Anjali sprinted after Liam.  She had hoped to search for Fenris without him, but technically this had been her backup plan.  She hadn’t lied about coming to check on him, but she had arrived sooner than expected once Calin heard growling coming from her room.  She had instructed Calin to move to the Annex and hold his position in the rotunda.  He would have a clear shot at Liam if he needed to be stopped. 
 
    Giving him enough of a lead so that he didn’t sense her tracking him, she did her best to keep up with him.  She ran past the Fallen who were surprised to see a large white wolf running along the pathways headed toward the Hall of Winds.  She didn’t know what had caused his sudden shift, but she was both grateful and annoyed by it.  At least it would save her time in locating the Wolf God. 
 
    Entering the hall, she waved away Stephano and Sebastian from trying to stop Liam.  Liam didn’t seem interested in biting or attacking anyone.  He simply ran for the exit. 
 
    “Tell Lord Hades that one of die Drei is no longer inside his Hell.  Problem solved,” she shouted to Sebastian, who appeared unhappy to have another wolf in close proximity to him. 
 
    She followed Liam into the tunnel to the Mortal Realm and hoped she could follow him long enough to find Fenris.  Seconds later, she found herself back in New York City.  She was excited that her hunch about the city was right, but was worried that Tristan might actually be helping Fenris. 
 
    She assumed that she was in Central Park again, but she didn’t know the layout well enough to figure out which section of the city Liam was headed toward.  She quickly changed into a black and blue workout outfit since she was barreling through an expansive lawn on a chilly afternoon.  No one paid any attention to the fact that she had mysteriously appeared out of thin air.  She loved New Yorkers and their ability to disregard the unusual. 
 
    Liam was still running at an amazing pace.  A few people took notice of the large white dog, who was too big to be considered a dog, and screamed.  They jumped out of his way, and then went back to their business of reading or walking. 
 
    When he darted toward the trees, she feared that she would lose him.  She made it to the trees and stopped to catch her breath.  She was no match for the wolf.  Hades has been right about the speed of the die Drei. 
 
    “Calin, I summon you,” she panted. 
 
    Calin appeared a second later with his guns drawn. 
 
    “Easy there, Calin.  I’m not under attack.  There are people everywhere and I don’t need the police getting in the way,” she said holding up her hands. 
 
    He nodded and holstered the guns under his leather jacket.  He looked at her with a raised eyebrow.  “What the hell are you wearing?” 
 
    She smirked.  “What, you don’t like spandex?” she asked, finally catching her breath. 
 
    He gave her the half-smile she so loved.  “I think it’s my new favorite thing.” 
 
    She smacked him on the arm.  “Focus.  I called you to track wolf prints, not to ogle me.  I lost Liam in the woods.” 
 
    He took one last look at her clothes and crouched down to inspect the ground.  “Technically, I can do both at the same time,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    Calin searched the damp ground and found the first set of prints, but seemed confused when he couldn’t find any more paw prints. 
 
    Anjali shook her head.  “Liam isn’t like anything you’ve faced before, not even the other werewolves.  He’s faster than any animal I’ve seen.  No one screamed wolf as he ran through the lawn.  He was only a white blur, so everyone assumed he was a dog.  I think you need to adjust the distance of his stride to find his prints,” she suggested. 
 
    He considered her theory and fanned out in a wider search radius.  He was shocked when he found the second set of prints further into the woods.  “Damn.  You weren’t kidding.  I saw how much bigger Liam was in wolf form, but this distance is massive.  Now that I know what I’m looking for, I can follow him.  Once we hit asphalt, it will be harder to track him.” 
 
    She silently followed Calin through the park, while listening for any signs of distress in the area.  She wondered if Liam would shift back into a mortal once he left the park.  He could blend into the crowd and disappear.  Her heart sank when she thought about losing him to Fenris. 
 
    “Don’t worry; I saw the way Liam was looking at you.  It’s the same look Derick has when he stares at you.  Apparently, I have the same look in my eyes too, according to Derick.  Liam feels a connection between you and hopefully he wants to kiss you more than he wants to bow to Fenris,” he snickered. 
 
    Anjali smiled.  “I feel the connection too.  The problem is that Fenris has him all mixed up.  His emotions are all over the place and he doesn’t know which end is up.  I’m afraid that Fenris will confuse and trick him.  I remember how confused I was when Lucifer was invading my mind.  I thought I was crazy.  I had no control over my actions when I took my own life.  Hell, I didn’t even know that I had cut my own wrists.  I made a conscious decision to go to Lucifer, but if he hadn’t confused me, I doubt that I would be living in Hell right now,” she frowned. 
 
    He abruptly turned and put his hand on her jaw.  “I almost killed you under Balthazar’s temptation.  He was pressuring me to shoot you, even though you were telling me how much you loved me.  Shit, if I can fight the Angel of Vengeance, I know Liam can hold out against Fenris.  I don’t care who Fenris is, he’s nothing compared to a soul mate.  You’re stronger than Fenris; you proved that when you blinded him.  I was hard on Liam, and I admit that.  I was selfish and only cared about keeping you safe.  I understand why you wanted to help him.  No one should be forced to do something they don’t want to do.  I promise to aid Liam in any way that I can.  I will try to help him the way Derick helped me.  I almost killed the both of you, but Derick offered me a better way, a way to break free from my pain.  Together, I think all three of us can save Liam,” he said sincerely. 
 
    She smiled and hugged him.  “Thank you.” 
 
    He seemed embarrassed by her display of affection, or maybe it was because he didn’t often share his feelings out loud.  He quietly returned to his hunt through the trees.  “Oh, and if he gets dog hair on the bed, I will shoot him,” he murmured. 
 
    She laughed and shook her head at him. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Liam jumped over the stone dividing wall around the park and landed on the sidewalk.  Fenris told him to shift back into mortal form, but he refused.  He was faster on four paws.  He didn’t care how many people saw him running through the streets.  He only cared about saving Dylan. 
 
    Do not expose yourself to the mortals! Fenris shouted. 
 
    You said to get there fast.  That’s what I’m doing.  I don’t care what you do to me, but if you hurt Dylan, I will rip out your throat, Liam growled. 
 
    He could feel Fenris’ frustration.  He didn’t like being told off.  He ignored Fenris’ warning growl and leaped over the taxis sitting in traffic on West 59th.  He knew how to get to his final destination without Fenris’ directions, so he tried as hard as he could to shove Fenris out of his mind. 
 
    Closing himself off to Fenris made him feel isolated, but it helped him to think clearer.  His paws ate up the ground as he ran through the crowds lining the sidewalks and darted between the cars.  He should have been exhausted by now, but he felt like he could run the entire length of the city and not be tired. 
 
    Without Fenris’ voice guiding him, he was able to think about his journey.  He had been so busy following the step-by-step instructions on how to get to Dylan; he hadn’t given a thought to where he was.  He remembered Anjali’s bedroom, but he had no idea where her bedroom was located.  He had assumed that they were still in New York, but there was no possible way it was true.  She lived inside an enormous castle.  Stranger still was what he saw outside of the castle.  He had only gotten glimpses of the surrounding area due to his speed, but he saw people being punished.  There was a vast pit of fire in the distance and on the other side was a giant lake.  He could swear he saw people drowning in the lake, but that couldn’t be right.  The weirdest part was seeing black wings on a few of the people standing in his way along the walkways.  Who in the world were they? 
 
    He pondered the meaning of the images, though he didn’t slow his stride.  He couldn’t stop wondering why Anjali lived in a place like that. 
 
    She is not who she claims to be, Fenris whispered. 
 
    Shut up!  I don’t care who she is.  She’s not the one holding my friend hostage and chasing me in my dreams, he shouted. 
 
    He severed the connection and tried to focus on keeping the god out of his mind.  He pictured a giant metal door with locks and chains on it.  If he could hold the door shut, he might be able to stay sane. 
 
    Making his way through the theater district, he was relieved to see the construction scaffolding in front of the building he needed.  They were making renovations to the theater to prepare for a new play, but the production company was short on cash.  He remembered reading about it in the paper.  It seemed that Fenris had taken up residency in the empty building. 
 
    He jumped and landed on the planks of the scaffolding and then leaped onto the marquis.  There was a small window open in one of the offices.  His paws hit the ledge and he pulled himself into the room.  He took a second to calm his nerves. 
 
    He had no idea how to shift back into a human again, but he had to try.  Part of him wanted to reach out and ask for Fenris’ help, but he refused to do that.  Instead, he painfully forced his body to contort back into place.  He yelled at his fur to go away.  He straightened his leg and focused on producing his kneecaps and ankles.  By the time it was done, he was nauseous and dizzy.  Covered in sweat and laying on the ground, he tried to remember his objective.  He slowly got to his feet and realized that he was naked. 
 
    “Shit.  I forgot about clothes.  This is going to be harder than I thought,” he groused. 
 
    He looked around the office and found some costumes hanging in the closet.  He rolled his eyes at the selection.  He put on the first thing that looked like it would fit and ran down the stairs until he reached the balcony. 
 
    Looking out over the edge of the balcony, he saw Dylan suspended from ropes tied to the pulleys used to lower the props from the ceiling.  He appeared to be okay, but he was definitely afraid.  The stage was dark, except for small lanterns placed around it.  There was no one else in sight, but he felt that Fenris was nearby. 
 
    He made his way down the last flight of stairs that led to the lobby and darted past the box office.  He entered the main theater area and slowly approached the stage. 
 
    “Dylan, are you okay?” he shouted without thinking.  He cringed when his voice bounced off the walls. 
 
    Dylan looked around.  “Liam?  Where are you?” 
 
    “I’m here, buddy,” Liam replied. 
 
    “It’s a trap!  You need to get out of here.  I heard them talking and they said that they needed you.  I don’t know what they’re planning, but it’s not good,” Dylan said, his voice shaking. 
 
    Liam hopped up onto the stage and scanned the dark areas around the stage.  “They?” he asked, confused.  “How many are there?” 
 
    His questions were answered when two men came out of the shadows on either side of the stage. 
 
    “Hello, brother, cute tights.  Are you Romeo or the Merchant of Venice?” asked the dark haired man on his left, mocking his costume. 
 
    “He would make an ugly Juliet,” laughed the sandy blonde man on his right. 
 
    They stopped a few feet from him and sniffed the air. 
 
    Liam had no idea who they were, but instinctively he knew they were werewolves.  He heard a knock on the imaginary door inside his head. 
 
    Let us in, Liam.  We can help you, said the man on his left.  He heard the name Noah mentioned. 
 
    You don’t need friends anymore.  You have us, said the one on his right.  He heard Troy’s name layered on top of Noah’s. 
 
    He had no idea why he could hear them in his head, but blocked them out too. 
 
    “Let Dylan go!” Liam yelled. 
 
    “Not until you pledge your allegiance to me,” Fenris replied from somewhere behind him.  “Remember that you are the reason he is here.  You failed to obey my commands.  I needed another way to get your attention.  You have only yourself to blame for his capture.  Continue to disobey me, and Noah and Troy will kill him as you watch.” 
 
    Dylan struggled against the ropes around his wrists.  “Liam, look out for the big intimidating dude behind you.  Who the hell are these people?  What do they want?” Dylan asked. 
 
    Dylan sounded so afraid.  He didn’t deserve this. 
 
    Liam refused to acknowledge Fenris, and kept his eyes on the werewolves.  If they attacked Dylan, he would be forced to fight them. 
 
    “He’s the wolf that bit me, Dylan.  He thinks he can make me submit and call him master.  The other two must be his followers” Liam replied, watching Noah edge closer to him. 
 
    Dylan gasped.  “Shit.  I am so sorry, Liam.  Had I known, I would have gone back to the park and tried to shoot him.” 
 
    Noah snarled at him. 
 
    “It’s okay, Dylan, you didn’t know,” Liam replied.  From the corner of his eye, he saw Troy advancing on him. 
 
    Liam dropped down into a crouch.  He could feel the tension in the air.  The wolves were watching to see what he would do if they threatened him.  Every so often, they glanced at each other.  He frowned when he realized that they were communicating mentally, which put him at a disadvantage.  If he opened the door inside his mind, he might be able to hear their plan, but it was too risky. 
 
    Noah walked closer and held up his hands.  “We don’t want to fight you, Liam.  You are one of us.  We shouldn’t have scared you by caging you in.  Here, I’ll move away from Dylan.  I’ll prove that we mean you no harm,” Noah said softly. 
 
    With his hands still in the air, he shuffled past Dylan and stood with Troy. 
 
    Liam could sense that something was off.  He sniffed the air and smelled something pungent.  It was fear.  Noah was afraid of him, or afraid of what he might do. 
 
    Liam went along with the charade and nodded to Noah to thank him. 
 
    “Once Dylan is safe, we can talk about what you want,” Liam lied. 
 
    He moved closer to Dylan, hoping to untie him before tensions rose even higher.  Two steps away from Dylan, Troy snarled and Noah howled. 
 
    Turning to look at them, he saw something that his brain couldn’t process.  Fur and teeth were running at him at a startling pace.  They had shifted so fast that he couldn’t see where the human ended and the wolf began.  They didn’t seem to have trouble shifting, nor did they feel the pain of it. 
 
    I can help you learn to shift without the pain, Fenris whispered.  
 
    Liam jumped into the air and grabbed the rope holding Dylan.  He quickly climbed it until he reached the catwalk and pulled himself up. 
 
    The two wolves paced back and forth in front Dylan.  One was chocolate brown and the other was a mix of tan, silver, and brown.  Noah, the brown wolf, was larger than Troy, and more aggressive.  He snapped his teeth at Dylan. 
 
    Troy circled Dylan and looked around for a way to reach the catwalk. 
 
    Fenris was standing in the aisle between the audience seats.  His yellow eyes regarded him shrewdly.  He appeared irritated that his authority was being challenged.  Sitting in a seat near Fenris was a tall, broad man.  He kept looking to Fenris like he was waiting to be told what to do. 
 
    “Go to Hell, Fenris.  I’m not following you anywhere.  I’m taking Dylan and leaving,” Liam shouted. 
 
    “I have already been to Hell.  I can tell you that I did not enjoy it, though you seemed to like it just fine.  She is pretty, but she cannot help you,” Fenris chuckled. 
 
    Liam couldn’t figure out if he was joking about Hell, or if he was being serious.  It took him a second to realize that he was being serious.  Fenris had been in Hell?  Was that where Anjali’s castle resided? 
 
    He shook his head and focused his attention on Dylan.  Noah was barking madly at Dylan and growling, trying to draw Liam into a fight. 
 
    A growl started in the bottom of his chest and grew until it passed his lips.  No one threatened his friend.  He had always protected Dylan and nothing was going to change that.  When the jocks took his clothes and shoved him out of the locker room in his underwear or threw his backpack in the toilet, he had always stood up for his friend.  He ultimately lost his spot on the football team when he punched the captain in the face for spreading rumors that Dylan dressed in women’s clothing.  There was no way he would let a werewolf hurt him. 
 
    His anger made his transition a little easier this time, but he was still reeling from the pain.  He finally got to his feet and snarled at Noah.  The sound was intimidating even to his ears.  Noah must have thought the same thing because he backed away and lowered his ears and tail. 
 
    Troy backed away and stood next to Noah, but he was still growling. 
 
    Liam lined himself up with Dylan’s rope and jumped down from the catwalk.  His teeth grabbed the rope and he bit down as hard as he could.  The rope snapped, dropping Dylan to the floor.  He landed in front of Dylan and crouched down in front of the wolves.  He snarled and snapped at them, proving that he wasn’t afraid of them. 
 
    The wolves retreated slightly, and then jerked as if they’d been hit.  Fenris was yelling at them for being cowards. 
 
    Snapping at him, Noah advanced swiftly only to retreat.  Troy paced behind Noah, waiting for him to pounce. 
 
    Liam lowered himself to the ground and huffed at the wolves.  He doubted that Fenris would want him dead or maimed, but these wolves looked like they wanted to prove that they were stronger and faster than he was. 
 
    Noah suddenly howled and lunged at him.  Liam reared up and prepared to grab Noah around the neck.  Noah couldn’t stop himself in time and ended up exposing his throat to Liam.  He wrapped his paws around Noah’s neck and bit his throat.  He locked his jaws on a chunk of Noah’s furry skin. 
 
    Noah yelped and tried to pull his skin away from Liam’s mouth, but he pulled too hard.  Liam tasted blood in his mouth, which drove him into a killing frenzy.  He shook his head violently until the wound opened more.  His instincts told him to finish Noah off. 
 
    Why am I trying to kill, Noah?  I just wanted to scare him so he would retreat.  What’s wrong with me? 
 
    He opened his jaws and let go of Noah.  He tried to get the taste of blood out of his mouth, but it coated his tongue.  He stepped away from the injured wolf and turned a split second too late to see Troy charging at him.  He had mistakenly thought that Troy had hung back because he was afraid of him.  In reality, Troy had waited for the weaker Noah to fail before joining the fight. 
 
    Troy dove at him and grabbed his hind leg with his teeth.  Pain exploded through his body, but he managed to whip his head around and bite Troy’s hindquarter.  There was too much fur to sink his teeth deeply enough to reach the skin, but he grabbed Troy’s fur and tugged as hard as he could.  Troy let go of his lower leg and snapped his jaws around his upper leg.  Troy twisted his head and sent Liam crashing to the ground. 
 
    Shaking his head, Liam got his bearings.  The fight would be over fast if he couldn’t get Troy off him.  He kicked his front paws up and slammed Troy’s side.  Troy released his leg, surprised by the kick.  Troy shook his head and planted his paws firmly on the ground.  He growled and bared his teeth. 
 
    Liam scrambled to get his paws under him to stand.  He righted himself just before Troy lunged at him again.  Liam’s muzzle collided with Troy’s mouth as Troy threw his body into his side.  He was able to bite the side of Troy’s cheek to keep control of his mouth.  No matter which way Troy moved, Liam stayed alongside of him.  Troy whimpered and pulled away, but Liam bit down harder. 
 
    Slamming his shoulder into Troy’s, he knocked him off his paws.  He lunged and grabbed Troy by the throat.  He wildly shook his head until Troy squealed.  Having admitted defeat, he released Troy, who stood up and backed away.  He lowered his eyes to Liam and submitted before he slunk closer to Noah. 
 
    Liam saw that Fenris was both annoyed and impressed by his victory.  He snarled at Fenris to prove that he wasn’t under his control. 
 
    “I will release your friend, if you come with me.  You do not have to submit, but I will not allow you to fight me.  Noah and Troy will not challenge your place in the pack after proving your strength.  I want us to be a family, Liam.  That is all I really want from you,” Fenris said politely. 
 
    This didn’t feel like a family, though he supposed that if he had any brothers, he might have felt differently.  He looked to Dylan, who was inching toward the back of the theater.  The poor guy had been through enough in the last few days.  Not wanting Dylan to have to deal with Fenris and his wolves, he agreed to Fenris’ terms. 
 
    Fenris motioned for Dylan to leave through a side exit.  Dylan hesitated and looked like he wanted to argue.  Liam snorted at him and nodded his head toward the exit sign.  Dylan opened his mouth to speak, but nothing came out.  Liam could see the sadness and regret in his eyes.  Liam finally barked at him to tell him to leave. 
 
    “Kill him the first chance you get, Liam,” Dylan said over his shoulder as he ran for the stage exit. 
 
    Liam took a deep breath.  He was relieved to see his friend escape. 
 
    The tall man from the audience seats walked up and sneered at him.  “No one can kill Fenris, least of all a little boy like you.” 
 
    “Váli, enough.  Liam is our guest and we will treat him accordingly,” Fenris scolded. 
 
    Váli narrowed his eyes and snarled at him before slowly backing away. 
 
    Weirdo, Liam thought.  Fenris’ entourage had a lot to learn about manners and making someone feel welcome.  He vaguely wondered why he couldn’t hear Váli inside his mind, but decided that it was a good thing that he couldn’t.  Váli seemed more psychotic than Troy and Noah. 
 
    Behind him, he saw Noah and Troy shifting back into humans.  He was surprised that they were wearing the same clothes they had on before they shifted.  Why aren’t they naked? 
 
    “Because they are more powerful than you can comprehend, Liam.  I can help you realize your full potential,” Fenris said as he jumped up onto the stage. 
 
    Liam growled at him, but suddenly felt very small next to the giant.  Though Fenris was wearing modern clothes, he didn’t look human.  Anyone who saw him would understand that he was dangerous. 
 
    Liam’s wolf was bigger than Noah or Troy’s, but he had a feeling that Fenris’ wolf would put them all to shame. 
 
    Feeling out of place, he tried to shift back into his skin.  It took longer this time because of his injuries from the fight.  He felt more tired than he had after his sprint through the city.  After a few minutes, he finally had ten fingers and toes, though he was naked again. 
 
    Fenris chuckled.  “For modesty’s sake, I will teach you how to conjure clothing.  Consider it a small token of appreciation for deciding to stay with me.  Though I found what Troy called your ‘Shakespearean costume’ amusing, it is not fitting for a wolf of your station.  Simply think about the type of material that you wish to wear and imagine what it feels like against your skin.  You can change the color or the style as you please.  Think about what you want and it will be yours,” he explained. 
 
    Liam was surprised to hear how polite and composed Fenris was despite the harsh look in his eyes.  The word, “untamed” came to mind, yet he acted civilized.  He wasn’t sure which version was the true Fenris.  He wondered if he was this nice to everyone, or just the people he wanted to enslave. 
 
    Unwilling to let Noah stare at his dick any longer, Liam tried to “conjure clothing,” like it was a simple thing.  Fenris was crazy to believe conjuring was easy. 
 
    He tried three times to imagine what jeans felt like on his legs and failed.  He huffed, trying to figure out what he was doing wrong. 
 
    “I can assist you if you will let me,” Fenris smiled. 
 
    “No!  No taking control of my mind,” Liam shouted.  He didn’t need help from Fenris.  If he let him in for something easy like this, he knew Fenris would take hold of him. 
 
    Noah and Troy were snickering at him, while Váli tapped his foot impatiently.  His breaking point came when Troy implied that he liked other men staring at his ass. 
 
    Closing his eyes, Liam tried to focus on a pair of fucking jeans.  Instead, he thought about a black beaded dress that revealed more than it hid.  He thought about long raven hair and a giggle that could brighten the darkest sky.  He missed Anjali. 
 
    He quickly opened his eyes when he felt something brush against his leg.  He was afraid that Noah was tickling him, but instead he found his legs clad in jeans.  Holy shit!  He did it.  He was happy that he had done it without Fenris’ help. 
 
    Fenris seemed to sense whom his victory belonged to and snarled.  “It is time to leave,” he said bitterly. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Tristan walked haphazardly through the streets, not paying attention to where he was going.  For the first time that he could remember, he wasn’t afraid of walking into a “bad section” of the city or running into a mugger.  Nothing in this city was more fearsome than Fenris.  A serial killer would seem like a God-fearing citizen by comparison.  If only it had been a serial killer who had tossed him into the Reservoir, things would be considerably easier. 
 
    Why the hell had he made that deal?  He would be killed regardless of the outcome.  Anjali would do unspeakable things to him for betraying her and Fenris would rip him apart, or worse, let his pets rip him apart.  He had to find a way to break the deal or kill himself.  It was the only way to fix things.  Where were Alazar and his hypnotic blue eyes of death when he needed them? 
 
    He trudged through the pedestrian-filled streets and thought about all the different ways he might die.  Bumping into angry New Yorkers made him feel a little better.  He felt like he was already punishing himself on some small level. 
 
    He had already been contacted by Noah and had the time and place for their meeting, though Fenris hadn’t given him much time.  It seemed that his remaining hours of life would be spent feeling horribly guilty and then be followed by untold suffering. 
 
    What made him think he could turn against Anjali?  It was one thing to want her dead; it was another to conspire with an enemy to accomplish the task. 
 
    Seeing her in his apartment had confounded him greatly.  It had taken him a full five minutes to mount an attack.  At first, he had felt relieved that she was there.  He wanted her to take him into her arms and make everything better.  It was a strange notion, but it had truly been his first thought.  His subsequent thought had been to leave her in a panic-induced nightmare while he ran for his life.  He should have known better than to use his power against her.  As his master, she, in theory, shouldn’t be afraid of his power.  She should know how to counter any attack he threw at her.  She should also know that deep down he needed her, even if he couldn’t tell her.  Like a fool, he had run from her.  Now he would never find out if she could free him from his misery. 
 
    Looking up at the skyscrapers, he wanted to take to the sky and fly away from this place, but his feet felt as heavy as the concrete sidewalk beneath him.  He had made this deal and he was bound to Fenris.  God help his master, for Fenris would certainly win this battle. 
 
    He vaguely wondered if Father would be bold enough to replace Anjali with another Destroyer, or if the Predznak would be released to roam the Mortal Realm alone.  That possibility seemed worse than all his previous fears combined.  Regardless of his problems, he didn’t want to spend the rest of eternity alone.  Thankfully, one of his enemies would kill him before that happened. 
 
    Crossing the street, he saw that he was headed toward Times Square.  He wondered why his legs and his subconscious had brought him here since the crowds were typically too much for him to handle. 
 
    His last option was to seek out an ally to help him.  He could summon one of the Predznak and try to convince him to aid in the doomed plot.  Not all of them wanted his head.  Balthazar always wanted to kill Anjali; perhaps he could be persuaded.  Aeries, Solren, and Alazar were out.  They were too unpredictable.  He couldn’t trust Haydn or Sacha, but maybe Zacharael or Rayan would consider helping him.  Elrick was the most reasonable of all the Predznak and he was very good at negotiating his way out of tough spots.  He might come to his rescue.  Yes, Elrick was his best choice. 
 
    He stopped near the intersection of 6th and Broadway and took a deep breath.  He needed to have his speech prepared in the event that Elrick argued with him or tried to hurt him.  He focused his mind and detailed all of his points, preparing to plead his case.  It was strange making a mental tally of his pros and cons, just like the old days as an Advocate.  His mind had been in turmoil for so long that he could no longer organize his fragmented thoughts into anything resembling logical arguments.  He wondered why things were different now. 
 
    He opened his mouth and squared his shoulders, ready to beg for assistance.  “I summon you, Anjali,” he said clearly, until he choked.  Anjali?  Why the hell had he summoned her?  Apparently, his brain wasn’t as clear as he thought. 
 
    Waiting for his master’s arrival, he nearly wept.  His blunder would certainly end his life faster than anticipated. 
 
    He had attempted to summon Anjali only once before.  Upon leaving Hell, he had caved.  He didn’t want to return to the Mortal Realm without Alazar and the others to guide him through his day, so he had called to her.  Sadly, she never answered.  He doubted it would be the case this time.  He closed his eyes and prayed for a quick death.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    “This is useless!” Anjali shouted in frustration.  They had no idea which direction Liam was headed in once he had left the park.  She looked around Broadway, irritated by the copious hiding places in the city.  Though Manhattan wasn’t very large, it was too dense to search effectively. 
 
    Calin leaned against a Starbucks window and crossed his arms.  “I agree.  I hate werewolves, but these wolf-shifters are worse.  They can walk in daylight and pretend to be human.  I’m not even sure if silver can kill them.  You said Fenris and Váli were gods.  How do we kill a god?” 
 
    She propped her head against a signpost and watched the locals walking along the street, blissfully ignorant of their situation. 
 
    “They die the same as any immortal.  Take their head or stab them through the heart.  They aren’t really gods.  They are immortals borne of the original creatures that God created before the mortals.  The Veteres were giant monsters that ruled some plain of existence before the world was created.  Not all of them survived the creation of man, but the ones that did became intrigued by the mortals.  They saw them as playthings or creatures to worship them; some of them decided to breed with them.  That’s where vampires, false gods, and other dark creatures come from.  The blood of the Veteres turned the mortals into foul beings.  They became bastard hybrids and abominations, according to Heaven.  The angels hate them all.  They kill or imprison any who cross their path.  Fenris and Váli are no different.  They are selfish killing machines who need to be stopped,” she sneered. 
 
    Calin cracked his knuckles and shook out his shoulders.  He pulled open his leather coat and searched around for something. 
 
    Anjali laughed when she saw what he was doing.  He was checking to see what kind of sharp weapons he had in the cache lining his coat.  She scanned the area to make sure the NYPD were nowhere to be seen.  They would arrest Calin and send him to Rikers Island prison before she could explain that they were hunting huge werewolves.  She doubted it would be the first time someone used that as their defense. 
 
    They continued walking until they reached Times Square.  She distracted her chaotic thoughts by looking at the jumbotron and all the flashing, moving advertisements. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Calin muttered behind her. 
 
    Turning to ask him what he saw, she stopped and stared at one of the giant screens.  Derick’s face was staring back at her, though it was at least ten feet high. 
 
    “Join the Spirit Experts this Halloween night as they fight for their lives in this haunted Romanian castle,” said a male narrator ominously. 
 
    Photos of Derick, Pete, Morgan, Wedge, and her as “Annie Blackwood,” flashed across the screen.  Josilyn stood in the foreground of the castle.  “The place is cursed, of that I have no doubt.  I lost two friends to this place of the damned.  I believe that their story needs to be told.  Watch our story unfold as unexplained events turn this simple investigation into a terrible tragedy,” Josilyn said mournfully. 
 
    “Shit,” Anjali said numbly.  “I never thought the investigation would actually be aired on prime time.  My parents might see this.  Shit, CJ might see this.”  She stared blankly at the ground as she mentally showed Derick the TV promo. 
 
    Derick appeared out of the shadow of a building and ran to meet them. 
 
    He stared at her.  “I can’t believe Josilyn found a network that would air our show.  Good for her.  Bad for us,” Derick said.  “Maybe we can get Gabriel to warn your family and CJ about a woman who looks like you, or find a way to occupy them on Halloween.  He’ll make sure that your parents and CJ don’t see it.” 
 
    “How could I have been stupid enough to sign that waiver so that they could use my image on TV?” she gasped. 
 
    Derick lifted her chin and looked into her eyes.  “You were trying to save us.  I should have listened to you about Cassie deceiving us, I mean Maraquette.  Wedge’s death was heartbreaking and Pete got what he deserved, but you saved the rest of us.” 
 
    She shook her head.  “Not everyone,” she said, placing her hand on his cheek. 
 
    Derick kissed her knuckles, not caring that he was breaking Calin’s rule of no affection directly in front of each other.  “You did save me, just not the way either of us expected,” he said with admiration in his voice. 
 
    Calin rolled his eyes.  “Thank god they won’t make a movie about Balthazar and me.  Though, I kind of want to see ‘Spirit Experts: Search for the Afterlife’.  It might explain some of your memories and dreams that I ended up experiencing,” Calin smirked. 
 
    Derick ignored him; he was too busy reading a headline scrolling across one of the electric signs across the street.  “I think we have our lead on Fenris.  A subway train was hijacked by a large man and three wolves.  All passengers are reported missing, except for one who escaped through the back.  The witness claims that the wolves ran through the car and chased everyone into the subway tunnel,” he read from the screen.  “It looks like they are suspending subway travel south of Spring Street until they figure out what’s going on.” 
 
    Grabbing the NYC map from his back pocket, Calin traced the subway lines.  “That train runs through Lower Manhattan.  There aren’t a lot of places to hold hostages in that area.  Why would he kidnap passengers down there?” 
 
    She heard Calin’s question, but her attention was drawn across the street.  She was being summoned by the last person she expected, Tristan, though she had no idea why he was summoning her from across the intersection. 
 
    “I need to deal with this,” she said, pointing to her angel.  “Don’t interfere.  Tristan’s not stable and I don’t want the two of you in the crossfire.  Figure out where Fenris would take the passengers.  I’ll meet up with you when I’m done.” 
 
    Derick and Calin were visibly concerned about her meeting with Tristan, but they didn’t argue.  Instead, they disappeared into the crowds in opposite directions. 
 
    Ignoring the streetlights and traffic patterns, she stepped into the street and headed directly for Fear. 
 
    “Hello, Tristan,” she said above the loud honking once she reached the corner where he was standing. 
 
    He appeared nervous, but he didn’t take his eyes off her. 
 
    “I thought that would take longer,” he stated bluntly. 
 
    She raised her eyebrow.  “You summoned me, but I was already here.  I’m surprised to see you in the middle of the melee.  I wouldn’t expect you to be in a crowded place like this,” she said pointing to the pedestrians and the cars moving through the congested streets. 
 
    Tristan continued to look at her.  He opened his mouth to speak a few times, but stopped.  Finally, he dropped his arms and looked at the ground. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do,” he said quietly. 
 
    Anjali was taken aback by his befuddled expression.  She was used to being stabbed and tempted by her angels, so she wasn’t prepared to see him so defeated. 
 
    “We could both start by saying that we are sorry.  I’m sorry that I wasn’t there for you.  I’m sorry that your temptation overtook you in my absence,” she said tentatively. 
 
    His head snapped up and his eyes narrowed.  “She’s sorry,” he muttered sarcastically.  His body tensed up and he suddenly gazed up at the sky. 
 
    She had no idea why he was annoyed by her apology.  She looked up at the sky and noticed that the sun was setting. 
 
    Tristan cleared his throat and looked at her.  “I’m here for your help, not your apologies,” he said formally. 
 
    “Okay.  What do you need?” she asked cautiously.  She couldn’t figure out his mood swings. 
 
    He silently loosened his tie and pulled at the buttons on his blue-collared shirt.  Before she could ask why he was stripping in the middle of the street, he pulled his shirt aside and revealed his shoulder. 
 
    Her breath caught in her throat as she looked at the painful scars.  She recognized the same markings that marred Liam’s skin.  Fenris had left his mark on Tristan.  She knew he’d been attacked during Fenris’ trial, but seeing the teeth marks made her stomach churn.  He had undoubtedly endured terrible pain during the incident. 
 
    “Tristan, I’m so sorry...” 
 
    He cut her off by putting up his hand.  “It wasn’t your fault and I don’t need your sympathy.  It happened before I volunteered, but it added to the reasons why I stepped forward to become a Predznak.  What I need from you is peace of mind.  Fenris is in the city.  He jumped a young man that I was tempting in the park named Noah.  I don’t know how Fenris found me, but he intentionally bit the boy.  He did it to frighten me.  He wanted me to know that he is not intimidated by the Angel of Fear.  I don’t know why he is here, but I don’t care to find out.  He needs to be captured and sent back to Hell.  I assume that your sudden appearance in this city is due to Fenris’ escape, not because you are looking for me,” he said bitterly. 
 
    Anjali bit her lip and looked away.  She was ashamed of the truth.  “Yes, I came in search of Fenris, but I have been searching for all my Predznak since I learned of your existence.” 
 
    Anger exploded across Tristan’s face, but he quickly took a breath.  “If you are here to capture him, then I am happy for your presence.  The sooner you find him, the sooner I will have the worst nightmare of my life safely locked away.  After that, you can leave me alone,” he hissed. 
 
    She was about to argue with him when he unexpectedly bolted into traffic.  She followed him through the busy streets, wary of his mental stability. 
 
    “Where are we going?” she called out. 
 
    “I’m fairly certain that I know where Fenris is.  I saw a news report about a subway train being taken hostage,” he said vaguely as he dodged through tourists gathered in large groups to take photos of the jumbotron. 
 
    She had no choice but to follow him. 
 
    Ducking into the shadows between the buildings, she caught up with Tristan.  Without warning, he turned and grabbed her arm.  Together, they disappeared from Times Square. 
 
    In an instant, she and Tristan were standing on Canal Street in Lower Manhattan.  She was surprised that Tristan was bold enough to transport her without asking her permission. 
 
    She saw people pushing and shoving their way up the stairs from the Cancel Street underground subway station.  They were complaining about the station being shut down. 
 
    A Metropolitan Transit Authority worker and a NYPD officer were directing people out of the subway and yelling at commuters, who were loudly swearing. 
 
    Tristan took notice of her spandex outfit for the first time.  “I’m not sure why you are wearing those clothes, but you will want to change when we find Fenris,” he grimaced.  He turned and tried to fight his way onto the staircase, but the MTA official stopped him. 
 
    “You can’t go down there, sir.  The N/Q/R lines are closed.  You’re going to have to take the bus or walk home,” the MTA worker shouted. 
 
    Tristan approached the man and whispered something in his ear.  His eyes widened and his face paled.  He ran off down the street calling for the police officer to join him. 
 
    “This way,” Tristan shouted to Anjali.  He glared at the angry subway riders, causing them to part down the middle, allowing him to pass through the crowd. 
 
    Anjali couldn’t believe that the crowds were parting for Tristan.  She had the impression that he typically wasn’t able to use his power, except to attack her. 
 
    She tried to follow him down the stairs, but the commuters pushed against her.  She received three catcalls and one proposal on her way down the steps.  One man was bold enough to grab her ass as he whistled at her.  She shoved him and gave him the finger. 
 
    Finally reaching the platform, she saw Tristan jump down onto the tracks and head into the dimly lit tunnel.  She trailed behind him, trying to figure out his motives.  She had assumed he would give her directions, not guide her down into the tunnels. 
 
    “You’re different than I imagined based on Alazar and Balthazar’s description of you,” she stated when she caught up to him. 
 
    He frowned at her and shook his head.  “When Alazar left, I had to learn how to survive on my own.  I had no other choice.  This is who I am now,” he replied indifferently. 
 
    She had expected to find an angel terrified of his own shadow, who was unable to do anything without someone making decisions for him.  She was glad that Tristan was more self-sufficient than his old self was, but something was off about him.  He was uneasy in his own skin, though he tried to hide it.  She wasn’t sure if the act was for her benefit or his.  Perhaps he was trying to convince himself that he was all right. 
 
    “Where are we headed?” she asked, trying to get her bearings in the smelly tunnel. 
 
    Tristan stepped over some debris and pointed down the tunnel.  “According to the news report, the train stopped near Cortland.  There is an abandoned station under City Hall that is large enough to hold a crowd of people.  I don’t know what Fenris plans to do with them, but with this line shut down, the 6 train won’t use that station to turn around.  The cops will eventually think to look there, but it’s far enough north from Cortland Street that it would give Fenris enough time to enact his plan,” he explained. 
 
    She agreed that an abandoned underground station seemed like a good place to hold hostages, but she was suspicious of Tristan’s expert knowledge of the subway system.  She assumed that he generally avoided mass transit because he wouldn’t want to be caged in with so many people who could potentially harm him. 
 
    As they walked, her eyes adjusted to darkness, though Tristan seemed to be struggling the further they walked.  She wasn’t sure why he was on edge. 
 
    Stepping over an old tennis shoe, she paused when she heard a muffled cry.  “Did you hear that?” she asked. 
 
    Tristan nodded.  He looked like he wanted to turn back, but stayed by her side. 
 
    Slowly making her way down the tunnel, she saw movement in front of a maintenance door.  A man was roughly grabbing a woman, while holding his hand over her mouth. 
 
    She turned to Tristan.  It was time to put her Predznak to the test.  He claimed to be tempting the mortals in her absence, but she needed to know that he was still tempting them the correct way, unlike Alazar and Balthazar, who had been pushing the mortals beyond their limits. 
 
    “Tempt him, Tristan,” she commanded, pointing to the man.  “Make him understand the consequences of his actions until he is so terrified to turn against God that he will never make this mistake again.” 
 
    Tristan looked like tempting the man was the last thing in the world he wanted to do, until he saw the determination in her eyes.  He finally took a deep breath and approached the man. 
 
    “Get out of here!” the man yelled as he snatched the woman’s shirt, intending to tear it. 
 
    Tristan shook his head.  “No.  You’re the one who is going to leave,” he said evenly. 
 
    The man laughed at him and backhanded the woman to keep her from moving.  She slumped against the wall, but was still conscious. 
 
    Anjali wanted to tear the attacker’s head off, but refrained. 
 
    Tristan tsked at the man.  “You had your whole life ahead of you, Roger.  One small mistake changed all that.  You could have stood up to your stepfather.  You were young, but strong enough to hurt him.  Instead, you watched him hurt your mother.  Years later, you blamed your mother for not being strong enough to fight him.  She came to you for help and you denied her.  The guilt was too much for you to bear.  Now you act out your guilt and pain by assaulting blonde-haired women.  You make them scream, just as your mother did.  You hit them, just as your stepfather did.  You get off on their pain and fear.  It makes you feel powerful.  Stopping your stepfather would have made you feel powerful, but you were too selfish and too much of a coward.  Now, you are doomed to relive your past.  Though you have assaulted women before, you have never violated them.  Your anger has escalated and now it’s all you can think about.  You might be forgiven for assaulting the women, if you repent, but you will never be forgiven if you violate this woman.  If you dedicate your life to helping men like yourself recover until the day you die, you might find your Heavenly reward.  If you continue down this path, all you will see is the red glow of the fire pits in Hell.  The choice is yours.  Walk away and spend the rest of your days repenting, or find your next victim and burn in the fire.  Make your choice,” Tristan said in an ominous voice. 
 
    Anjali listened to Tristan’s words and felt his power, but something was wrong.  Though he had tempted the man properly, it sent the man into shock.  Instead of seeing the mistakes he had made which led him to this moment, the man was too traumatized to see anything.  Fear would be an acceptable response, but this wasn’t normal behavior for someone being tempted for a minor assault.  She had watched Alazar and Balthazar tempt people before, but none looked as terrified as this man did. 
 
    She noticed that the woman began to shake uncontrollably.  She screamed but her eyes were glazed over.  Her reaction was beyond shock.  It looked like she was having a heart attack. 
 
    Anjali couldn’t understand what was happening.  How could the temptation of a mortal go this badly?  She saw tears streaming down the woman’s face despite the fact that her attacker was frozen in terror.  Both of the mortals were panic-stricken.  It wasn’t until Anjali felt the hair standing up on the back of her neck that she understood the problem.  Her angel was speaking the words to tempt the man, but he was not in control of his power.  Tristan’s power was flooding the tunnel rather than being pushed directly into the man.  He should have been able to limit the amount of fear he was wielding.  Instead, the man and the woman were at a point where they would soon die of fright. 
 
    “Enough, Tristan,” she yelled. 
 
    Tristan turned to her with a confused look on his face.  “You told me to tempt him.  What did I do wrong?” Tristan asked innocently. 
 
    She brushed past Tristan and knelt down next to the woman huddled on the ground.  “Shh, it’s okay.  Look at me.  No one is going to hurt you,” she said softly.  She touched the woman’s cheek and turned her face until she could see into her eyes and her soul. 
 
    The woman was young and innocent.  She didn’t deserve any of this.  “I’m going to make sure that this man never hurts anyone again.  I want you to go to the police and tell them what happened.  Tell them that you want to talk to a therapist.  I don’t want you to live your life afraid of this city or riding the trains.  Be more careful, but don’t let this incident ruin your life,” she said, brushing the tears from her cheek. 
 
    The woman blinked and slowly nodded.  “Who are you?” 
 
    Anjali smiled.  “MTA.  We were checking the tracks because the trains are shut down.  We wanted to make sure that everything was okay down here,” she lied gracefully.  “Now go back to the Canal Street Station and tell the police officer at the top of the stairs what happened.” 
 
    The woman held Anjali’s hand as she stood.  “Thank you,” she stammered.  She ran down the tunnel toward safety. 
 
    Anjali straightened and turned her attention to Roger.  She donned her black dress and put her hand on her hip.  She felt Tristan’s power recede, though it was slow in responding to him. 
 
    She ignored Tristan and pulled the man to his feet.  She looked into his eyes and saw the damage Tristan had done.  The man could barely blink. 
 
    “Look into my eyes, Roger,” she said as her power rose.  She could see his sins and wanted to punish him, but managed to hold back her anger.  “Your life has been saved tonight.  You’ve been given a second chance.  It’s true that you must make a choice tonight, but that’s a good thing.  You haven’t passed the point of redemption.  If you repent, you will be saved.  If you don’t, then you will suffer.  God still loves and cares for you, but He isn’t happy with the way you have lived your life.  Thankfully, you have a chance to change that.  I need you walk out of this tunnel and decide how you want to live the rest of your life.  I promise that this won’t be the last time you see me if you choose to continue down this path of evil.  Fear the consequences of choosing evil, but do not reflect on the terror you felt tonight.  I wish you luck, Roger,” she said as she allowed the darkness inside of her to be reflected in her eyes. 
 
    He mumbled something unintelligibly.  She had no idea which path he would choose, but she memorized his face, just in case he didn’t make the right choice and ended up in the Realm of Monsters. 
 
    She pushed him in the direction of the exit, and watched him stumble along the tracks. 
 
    She saw Tristan staring at her as if he had never seen her before.  He blinked rapidly and tilted his head. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” she asked, annoyed by his strange behavior.  The Destroyer wanted to slap her angel and yell at him to get his shit together, but her rational side knew that she was the root of Tristan’s problems.  He had lost his support system, abysmal as it was, when he left Hell.  He had been making due in her absence ever since. 
 
    “How did you do that?” he asked, flabbergasted. 
 
    “Do what?” she asked. 
 
    “You tempted that man.  I didn’t think you had the ability to do that.  I thought that’s why you needed your Predznak,” he said, amazed by what she had done. 
 
    She shrugged.  “I didn’t tempt him, not the way a Predznak would.  I showed him the darkness in my eyes, the darkness that will one day destroy the world.  I reminded him that there are consequences for acting maliciously toward others.  The rest was just a speech.  The words came from my disappointment and anger.  I don’t want to kill people but I can’t stand by and watch the mortals hurt each other,” she explained. 
 
    “Huh,” was his only reply. 
 
    Unsure where Tristan’s mind was, she continued along the tracks hoping it would lead to Fenris’ location. 
 
    Tristan followed a few paces behind her, but eventually caught up with her.  She considered walking together a small victory.  She even began to relax around him.  It surprised her to realize that she enjoyed his company, that as it was.  It felt right.  Even though his power was spilling out of him in varying degrees, she didn’t fear it, or him.  She debated how she should open up a line of communication with him. 
 
    Suddenly Tristan jumped behind her. 
 
    “What?  Did you see a wolf?” she asked, frantically looking around. 
 
    “I saw a rat.”  He edged closer to her. 
 
    Anjali chuckled.  “Fitting.  That’s how this whole thing started.” 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    “Fenris released the creatures from the realms to distract the Fallen during his escape.  The gods captured the Fallen and they tried to stage a coup in the Throne Room.  Hel was the ringleader,” she explained. 
 
    Tristan resumed his place next to her.  “I didn’t know about the coup.  I’m sure Lucifer had fun stomping on Hel’s head,” he said stiffly. 
 
    She shook her head.  “Lucifer and Vaughn captured her, but Lucifer saved Hel before I froze her into a block of ice.  Alazar and Balthazar helped in suppressing the rebellion,” she said, hoping that Tristan would understand that she had managed to gain the forgiveness of two of her Predznak. 
 
    “You should have killed Hel and all the gods,” he said, grinding his teeth.  “I can’t believe after all of Alazar’s grand speeches and Balthazar’s threats, they serve Lucifer after all.”  He was furious as he kicked a rock into the wall. 
 
    She smacked his shoulder without thinking.  “Lucifer does not command the Predznak, I do,” she growled.  “I have taken control of the third throne and Alazar and Balthazar defended Hell from usurpers under my command.  I haven’t been doing this for as long as you may think.  Lucifer tricked me about three years ago and I entered Hell without any knowledge of who I was or what I was created to do.  I believed I was a mortal, just as Gabriel had designed.  That’s how I was concealed from my angels and Lucifer.  I lived multiple lives as a mortal unaware of my duties.  I didn’t know anything about my angels or the deal with Lucifer.  I was shocked when I learned the truth,” she ranted. 
 
    “My apologies for believing you would allow Lucifer to command the Predznak.  I didn’t know about your mortal lives.  I always wondered how Gabriel was able to keep you from us,” Tristan stuttered and lowered his eyes submissively. 
 
    Anjali sighed when she saw his reaction.  This was the version of Tristan that she expected to meet, the one who backed down easily during a fight and apologized for speaking out of turn.  In reality, she hadn’t meant to hit him.  She was used to smacking Calin or even CJ.  She typically wasn’t as playful with her angels.  She wondered why he had shifted from demanding and cold to submissive within the span of a second. 
 
    She scolded herself for letting her guard down around him.  He really was an emotional disaster.  He had easily frightened the MTA worker, yet he was petrified of a rat.  She wasn’t sure who or what Tristan had become after leaving Hell. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to hit you.  I’m sorry.  There is a fine line between ruling my Predznak and ruling Hell.  The Predznak carry out my will, not Lucifer’s, though we often have the same objective.  Lucifer has been warned against commanding my angels.  He will suffer greatly if he attempts to do so,” she stated firmly. 
 
    Tristan seemed to consider her explanation.  He straightened himself and appeared more confident.  He took the lead as the tunnel became completely dark.  The lights were too spread out to cast any light. 
 
    She opened her palm and called upon her Hell Fire so that they could see.  She figured that Tristan would be uncomfortable in the dark. 
 
    Tristan stumbled when he saw the Hell Fire and threw himself against the wall.  “I came to you for help!” he yelled.  He threw his hands up in surrender. 
 
    She stared at him as if he had lost his marbles, until she realized that Tristan thought he was about to be punished with the Hell Fire. 
 
    She immediately put her hand behind her back.  “Tristan, it’s just a source of light.  I’m not going to burn you,” she said softly.  She felt guilty for spooking him. 
 
    He took a deep breath and relaxed.  “You can’t just spring Hell Fire on someone who has been tortured in Hell…especially in that dress,” he said frantically. 
 
    Shit.  He really was more damaged that she thought.  She needed to be more careful. 
 
    “I’ll remember that in the future,” she said sympathetically. 
 
    Tristan fussed over his suit and tried to brush the grime off his jacket from the dirty wall. 
 
    She waited patiently for him to gather his thoughts, or his courage.  She wasn’t sure which he needed more.  She finally waved her empty hand and cleaned his suit for him.  It seemed that he had forgotten that he had the power to do so himself. 
 
    His head snapped up when he saw that his suit was clean.  She gave him a little smile and proceeded down the path. 
 
    When they came to a bend in the tunnel, Tristan tripped to a halt. 
 
    “We’re close,” he whispered. 
 
    She studied his reaction.  He was a little twitchy, but entirely too composed.  He had been terrified of a rat, but he seemed perfectly at ease with the fact that his worst enemy was lurking somewhere nearby.  She knew immediately that Tristan was leading her directly to Fenris.  He had either struck a deal or been threatened by him.  Nothing else explained his demeanor. 
 
    He was about to speak when she stopped him by placing her hand on his arm. 
 
    “You expect him to kill me, don’t you?” she asked.  She looked into his eyes to let him know that she understood what he was doing. 
 
    He fumbled around for an answer or an excuse, but finally hung his head. 
 
    “Whatever he is offering you, I hope it’s worth it.  You aren’t the first Predznak who has tried to kill me.  Alazar made a deal with Maraquette, who sent Aganon to stab me with a Celestial Sword.  He later attacked me in Romania and tried to use my mortal suicide against me.  He used his power to try to tempt me to end my existence.  Balthazar attacked me with a dagger, twice, and nearly stabbed me in the heart.  He then drove a sword into my stomach, though he thought I was Serena when he saw my dress.  I forgave them both. 
 
    “If you want Fenris to kill me so that you can be free of me, then so be it.  I’ve already blinded him; I’m sure I can kill the Wolf God before I meet my end.  I understand why you hate me.  I can only apologize.  Regardless of what happens when I walk in there; know that I don’t blame you, Tristan.  You have suffered greatly in my absence and because of that Fenris found a way to manipulate you into bringing me here,” she said letting go of his arm. 
 
    Not giving him a chance to respond, she followed a second set of tracks and entered the adjacent tunnel. 
 
    When she heard his footsteps behind her, she turned around and almost punched Tristan.  “Why are you still here?  You did your job.  Go, find somewhere safe to hide,” she snapped.  “I meant what I said, I’m not mad.  I’m not going to seek retribution against you.  Now, run before he kills you.  That’s not something I want to witness.”  Though he had betrayed her, she didn’t want to see him die. 
 
    Tristan shrugged.  “I thought it was better to be free from both of you, but now I’m not so...”  He abruptly stopped speaking and stared at something behind her. 
 
    She swung around prepared for a fight, but tripped over the tracks when she saw what Tristan was staring at.  Laying on the raised subway platform were at least one hundred bodies scattered about.  A massacre had taken place in the dark, confined space.  Fresh blood covered the wooden floor and ornate tile walls.  The mortals had been torn apart with nowhere to run.  
 
    “Those poor people.  This looks like something Alazar would have orchestrated.  What a waste of life,” Tristan whispered. 
 
    “They’re not dead,” Anjali replied in a disgusted tone. 
 
    He glared at her.  “You don’t sound happy about that.  I can hear Alazar’s influence over you.  Care to finish them off, Destroyer?” 
 
    She sighed heavily.  “You misunderstood me, Tristan.  No one should suffer as they have, but we would be much safer if they were dead.” 
 
    He stepped forward to examine the mass of bodies closest to them, but quickly jumped back. 
 
    “Die Drei turned them.  They turned every last person in this room into a werewolf,” he said, numbly. 
 
    “I don’t think either of us was meant to leave here alive,” she sneered. 
 
    She couldn’t hear Tristan’s reply over the low growl that started on the left side of the platform and spread across to the right side. 
 
    A man in his 50’s, who had a huge bite mark in his chest, inexplicably rolled to his side, and groaned in pain.  His arms shook and a tremor moved up his chest and down his legs.  His mouth and face contorted until he no longer appeared human.  An ungodly snarl erupted from deep inside him as he fell onto his stomach.  His skin exploded as brown and black fur sprouted across his entire body.  The man’s eyes shifted and stretched until the yellow eyes of a predator were staring back at them.  Paws, claws, and a tail stripped the man of his humanity and indicated that he was no longer in control of his body. 
 
    “Shit,” Tristan muttered. 
 
    She watched in horror as the survivors, or rather the damned, moved and contorted unnaturally.  All around her was the sound of popping and snapping of bones as they molded into their new form. 
 
    “Run!” she yelled.  She turned back toward the tunnel they entered from, but a young man was blocking the way. 
 
    “Noah!” Tristan yelled as he skidded to halt.  He turned to look over his shoulder to the far exit that led up the stairs to City Hall.  “There’s Troy,” he said, devoid of hope. 
 
    Anjali raised her eyebrow when a giant man stepped out of the darkness and into the light of the staircase at the far end of the platform.  He would be considered darkly handsome if it weren’t for the untamed look in his golden eyes.  He appeared smug and confident that his creatures would do his bidding and disembowel her.  She had expected to face Fenris’ wolf form, so she wasn’t prepared to see him on two legs. 
 
    Standing on the staircase, she saw the one person she hoped was far away from the gruesome scene.  Liam was staring at her with a mix of relief and sadness.  A tall man was in front of him, almost as if he was guarding Liam.  It had to be Váli.  She wasn’t sure if Liam had bitten any of the mortals.  Regardless, she had to get him away from Fenris. 
 
    “Welcome, Anjali.  I want you to meet my new servants,” Fenris chuckled.  He looked down at her from the raised platform. 
 
    The growling in the underground area spread as the mortals split apart and took on their immortal characteristics.  The sound reverberated off the walls, making it sound more like 500 werewolves coming to life. 
 
    All her senses were in overdrive.  She wanted to flee from this cramped, murky space.  Her chest tightened and the air became thinner.  The primal sound of so many wolves sent chills up and down her spine and arms.  She broke out into a cold sweat when she thought about their fangs lengthening in their mouths.  All she wanted to do was get to the street and breathe in the fresh air. 
 
    Her vision blackened in the corners as she became dizzy.  She knew she would black out if she didn’t escape.  She turned her head and saw Tristan clutching his chest.  His hands were shaking. 
 
    Damn it!  It wasn’t her dread; it was Tristan’s.  She had lost control of her senses for a split second and allowed Tristan’s power to infect her.  She quickly pushed it away and sought out her courage. 
 
    “Tristan brought me here, just as you asked.  Now, release him.  He means nothing to you,” she yelled above the growling. 
 
    Tristan appeared surprised by her plea for mercy. 
 
    Fenris smiled at her.  “I see that you are not in command of your servant and that he is still a slave to his power.  I can feel his terror from here, though thankfully there is nothing that I fear.  I could teach you how to make your servant obey you,” he said snidely. 
 
    “If I wanted to make him to submit to me, like you did to die Drei, I would have done that by now.  You’re not a master.  You’re a tyrant.  You didn’t ask them to join your cause.  They didn’t volunteer.  What about these helpless people that your puppets tore apart?  You didn’t give them a choice.  You have no right to call yourself a master,” she snapped. 
 
    She was biding her time while she assessed how utterly screwed she was.  She couldn’t leave without Liam or Tristan and she couldn’t allow a single werewolf to leave here alive. 
 
    She quickly conveyed the layout of the room to Derick and Calin and the general count of teeth pointed at her throat.  She would need everyone’s help if she were going to get Liam, Tristan, and herself out of this predicament. 
 
    Liam tried to walk down the steps to the platform, but Váli grabbed his arm and pushed him back.  Liam looked like he wanted to punch Váli; instead, he pulled his arm away and stayed where he was. 
 
    “Rise, my minions!” Fenris shouted.  His intimidating beasts had finished their transformations and were holding their position.  A few impatient wolves snapped their teeth and clawed at the ground.  They were desperate to attack. 
 
    Tristan slowly slid across the tiles and crawled toward the exit.  She wanted to slap him for his cowardice.  He should be helping her fight, not retreating. 
 
    “My Drei, surround her.  I want her to watch the birth of a new generation, a generation that will take back the world from the murderous mortals.  They will reclaim the forests and the valleys.  The world will be able to heal itself and the animals can once again find peace.” 
 
    Anjali watched Noah and Troy close in on her, but found it interesting that Liam remained on the stairs.  Hopefully, he wasn’t under Fenris’ control yet. 
 
    She rolled her eyes at his simplistic plan.  “That’s the stupidest thing I have ever heard.  Your monsters will never live in peace.  I’ve seen what they do to one another through the eyes of a hunter.  They will kill each other to gain power.  Your werewolves are more dangerous than real wolves.  They have no sense of belonging, no pack mentality.  They strike without remorse or fear of consequence.  They survive on pure instinct.  Once all the mortals have been changed into werewolves, how will you repopulate the world if your beasts destroy each other?” she asked, challenging his strange fantasy.  “Oh, and I see that one of your servants doesn’t like you very much.  It seems we have more in common than you think.”  She nodded toward Liam. 
 
    Liam winked at her but didn’t speak. 
 
    She was grateful that Liam still had control of his mind, but was worried about the enormous mass of fur and teeth running straight at her.  She tried to think of a way to stop Fenris that didn’t involve using her power and obliterating the room. 
 
    Fenris snarled at Liam, losing his composure for a moment, but calmed himself before addressing his wolves.  “Kill them.” 
 
    Noah and Troy continued to block the exits, but turned their attention to the new werewolves.  The werewolves howled in unison and launched themselves at her and Tristan from all sides. 
 
    “Alazar, Balthazar, I summon you!” she yelled. 
 
    Calin and Balthazar appeared in front of her with silver bullets loaded in their guns and silver tipped swords.  She wasn’t sure if they could kill all the wolves before they found their way to the surface, but they had to try. 
 
    Alazar appeared at the far end of the platform with his dagger at the ready.  She feared that his injuries would continue to hinder him, but she was short on options. 
 
    The rapid fire of Calin’s guns blocked out the growling; unfortunately, it was so loud that Anjali had to cover her ears.  Tristan flattened himself on the ground and covered his head.  Calin fired at anything that moved with both of his weapons while Balthazar slashed with deadly precision at the necks of the beasts.  They both did their best to avoid the teeth and claws surrounding them. 
 
    Váli jumped onto the platform and ran at Alazar with a long sword.  She wasn’t sure why he decided to fight with a weapon instead of his teeth.  Alazar turned with just enough time to see Váli charging him.  He disappeared a second before Váli could slash his chest.  He reappeared behind Váli and stabbed him through the back, piercing his heart.  Váli looked down at his chest in disbelief.  He let out a whimper as his knees gave out.  Alazar tossed him aside and braced himself as three werewolves descended upon him. 
 
    Fenris looked like he wanted to avenge Váli, but stood his ground.  He commanded more of his wolves to attack Alazar. 
 
    Bracing herself as a wolf ducked around Calin and leaped off the platform at her, Anjali grabbed it around the chest, and twisted, taking it to the ground.  She balled up her fist and punched it in the side of the head hard enough to daze it.  The beast yelped and was slow to recover.  Her small victory was cut short when another wolf ran at her from the side.  She threw out her palm and used her power to toss it into the air.  Calin turned and shot it through the heart. 
 
    “Thanks for the assist,” she shouted to Calin. 
 
    She punched two more wolves in the head and backhanded another into the path of Balthazar’s sword. 
 
    Alazar managed to kill the wolves that had jumped him, but appeared worn out.  He panted as he got to his feet and glared at the next set of werewolves brave enough to face him.  Though his power didn’t work on animals, his presence alone often scared people and animals.  His blade glided through the air and hit its targets, killing five wolves at once before they had a chance to regroup. 
 
    Alazar chuckled grimly as he doubled over to catch his breath.  He placed his hand on his knee to support himself.  He glared at the small group of wolves who stepped up to challenge him.  “There is no loyalty among you.  The others wolves would sooner kill you than protect your back.  You should be more worried about them than me,” he hissed. 
 
    Anjali wasn’t sure if they could understand him, but a few of them looked at the wolves standing next to them.  They pinned their ears back and snapped at each other.  Alazar used the distraction to kill the entire group before they knew what happened. 
 
    Keeping an eye on Noah and Troy, Anjali wasn’t sure what they were up to, but she didn’t like the fact that they were standing idly by.  They were waiting for something.  They were either round two or they were there to keep her caged in, expecting the werewolves to kill her. 
 
    She saw a wolf jump down onto the tracks to her left and sneak up behind Tristan.  It crouched down low and prepared to strike him.  She jumped on its back and hooked her arm around its neck.  With all her strength, she broke its neck and tossed it to Calin to finish it off. 
 
    Calin and Balthazar worked in tandem to vanquish as many wolves as possible.  Calin reloaded multiple times as the bodies of the wolves piled up.  Calin was exhausted, but he did his best to keep up with Balthazar.  Balthazar was completely focused on the wolves that came at him.  His sword didn’t stop moving until the wolves slowed their attack. 
 
    With less than a quarter of their original number, the remaining wolves began to sense that their demise was close.  Some backed away and hid behind Troy, while the others continued to fight. 
 
    “Your wolves have been defeated, Fenris.  Hand over Liam and I’ll let you live,” she said confidently.  She knew the fight was far from over, but she wanted to piss off Fenris after his comment about Tristan not following her lead. 
 
    Fenris smirked.  “I was about to say something similar, except the part about letting you live.  I will offer you a chance to save your angel’s life, even though the deserter doesn’t deserve it.  Lay down your weapons and I will allow Tristan to live.  Resist and we will kill you all,” he said snidely. 
 
    “Here’s my counter offer.  I’ll kill Noah and Troy quickly so that I can drag you back to the Hall of Shadows before nightfall,” she snickered. 
 
    Fenris curled his lip into a sneer.  “I had no idea that you had a death wish, Destroyer.  I do not intend to make your death easy.” 
 
    He threw out his hand toward Liam.  Liam’s feet lifted off the ground and he flew through the air toward Fenris.  Anjali had been prepared for this.  It was a trick Lucifer loved to use on his disobedient servants. 
 
    Before Liam reached Fenris’ open hand, Derick appeared and grabbed Liam.  He disappeared with him as fast as he appeared. 
 
    Fenris roared and glowered at her.  She flipped him off and ran to grab Tristan.  There was only a handful of werewolves left, so it was time to get Tristan to safety. 
 
    Noah, standing a few feet from Tristan, opened his mouth, and an inhuman snarl bubbled up from his chest.  He leapt into the air and shifted into a wolf before his feet hit the ground.  He ran straight at Tristan, who was still curled up in a ball and hyperventilating.  Anjali stepped in front of him and grabbed Noah around the neck.  She used his forward momentum to twist him in the air and toss him across the room at Fenris’ feet. 
 
    She swung around and grabbed the back of Tristan’s suit jacket.  She lifted him and pushed him toward the tunnel.  “Get out of here.  Use your power and disappear!  Think about your sanctuary and go there!” she yelled. 
 
    He stumbled to his feet and scrambled back into the dark tunnel. 
 
    Turning back, she saw that Calin and Balthazar were finishing off the last of the wolves. 
 
    Noah recovered and slowly approached her with his ears pinned back and his teeth bared.  Troy had already shifted and was approaching from her right.  Calin and Balthazar were too preoccupied to stop the two alphas. 
 
    Pacing back and forth, Noah tested her defenses.  “Cut the crap, Noah.  I’m not intimidated.  To be honest, I’m bored,” she said, daring him to engage her.  She wanted him mad enough to do something stupid. 
 
    He growled and fell into a crouch.  He was on top of her before she could move.  She rolled on top of him and punched him in the ribcage, breaking at least one of his ribs.  He whimpered and yelped. 
 
    Troy was in midflight before she even saw him jump.  Getting to her knees, she grabbed his snout and clamped her hands around it, preventing him from getting his teeth on her.  She flipped him to the ground and used her power to throw him into the far wall.  A burning sensation blazed across her calf, cutting off her thought process.  Looking at her leg, she saw Noah’s fangs digging into her through her patent leather boot.  They plunged deeper into her flesh until he hit the bone.  Before she could punch him, Troy’s teeth embedded themselves in her shoulder and she fell onto her back across the tracks.  Her head smacked against the ground, causing her vision to blur. 
 
    Her leg and shoulder felt like they were being charred in a fire that burned hotter than the Realm of Fire.  All she could do was scream.  She shielded her mind from her Nachtghuls lest they feel everything she was experiencing.  Calin needed to stay focused or he would be torn apart by the remaining wolves. 
 
    She heard Calin and Balthazar calling to her, but she was in too much pain to understand them.  Her agony quickly turned into rage as the wolves pulled her body in two different directions.  The mongrels believed that they could overpower her. 
 
    “NO!” she screamed in a guttural voice.  Thunder boomed inside the confined space and the ground shook hard enough to crack the old mosaic walls and ceiling. 
 
    Noah and Troy immediately released her and jumped back.  Their ears and heads lowered into a submissive position as they slowly retreated.  They scrambled up to the platform and ran for the staircase before Calin and Balthazar could stop them. 
 
    She lumbered to her feet and felt her power coursing through her body.  It dulled the pain threatening to ignite her shoulder and leg.  “Pathetic creatures, you will feel my wrath!” she yelled. 
 
    Fire erupted from her hands, not Hell Fire, but actual fire.  She cut off their retreat and lit the old wood floor in a circle around them.  She threw out her hand and ignited the staircase to the upper levels, cutting off Fenris’ retreat.  Noah and Troy cowered together as they tried to avoid the flames. 
 
    Anjali turned her attention to Fenris.  “If you believe that your puppets can kill me, you underestimate me,” she said menacingly. 
 
    Fenris was about to speak when she commanded the flames to rise higher.  He jumped through the flames and ran up the stairs, leaving his wolves behind. 
 
    “Your Master has abandoned you and left the two of you to burn.  I will kill you so that you no longer have to suffer the shame of being his servants,” she said darkly. 
 
    The wolves cried and whimpered when they were unable to jump through the fire. 
 
    “Anjali, you have to release your anger.  The whole room is going to collapse.  Please, we can finish off the werewolves if you don’t cause a cave in,” Calin shouted above the buzzing in her ears. 
 
    The werewolves would escape if she continued to unleash her power.  She couldn’t allow that to happen.  She closed her eyes and reached out to Derick. 
 
    I’m in so much pain, Derick.  I can’t stay connected to you or you’ll feel it too, but I need help.  I need to stop my rage, she said as she opened herself to him. 
 
    Derick smiled at her and sent her a warm hug.  Right now Calin isn’t shooting the wolves to keep them from getting to the street.  He’s shooting them so that he can get to you.  Control your power and keep Calin and Balthazar safe, Derick said firmly. 
 
    You’re right.  I need to protect them, she said, straining to contain her wrath. 
 
    She thought about protecting Calin and Balthazar.  She did everything she could to calm herself.  Unfortunately, when her anger dwindled, her agony returned.  She was forced to cut her ties to Derick to save him from the searing pain.  She fell to her knees and tried not to cry. 
 
    The ring of fire around Fenris’ servants shrank until it turned to smoke.  Noah and Troy made their way toward the stairs, eager to escape.  They limped up the steps and out of sight. 
 
    The werewolves were finally defeated when Calin and Balthazar closed in on one last group and destroyed them. 
 
    Derick appeared next to Calin and rushed toward her.  He threw her uninjured arm over his shoulder.  “I need to get you out of here,” he said, lifting her to her feet. 
 
    She screamed when he tried to move her. 
 
    “Hold on,” he said softly. 
 
    They disappeared and appeared in a nicely decorated apartment.  She saw Liam’s brown eyes standing in front of her as her eyelids fluttered and she passed out.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Liam caught Anjali before she fell face-first onto his carpet. 
 
    “Get her to the bed,” said the man who had introduced himself as Derick when he rescued him—the same man who refused to explain how he had appeared out of thin air and transported him to his apartment across town. 
 
    Liam carried her to his bed and gingerly placed her on top of the comforter.  He leaned back and examined her body to find two sets of teeth marks. 
 
    “The sons of bitches bit her?” he asked, disgusted by their arrogance. 
 
    Derick nodded.  “Noah and Troy waited until the werewolves had no chance of killing her and moved in to attack.  Don’t worry, she’ll be okay.  She’s strong.  She did scare the shit out of your friends, so they’ll think twice about coming after her again,” Derick said walking into the room with a bunch of wet towels. 
 
    “They aren’t my friends.  The bastards kidnapped my best friend to get my attention.  Fenris wants me to submit to him, but that’s not what I want,” he sneered, rubbing the back of his neck. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that.  I hope your friend is okay,” Derick said sincerely.  “No matter what Fenris does, don’t let him inside your head.  It won’t end well.  You should know that Fenris left his followers to die.  He watched as his werewolves were slaughtered and did nothing to save the other two,” Derick frowned. 
 
    Liam shrugged.  “They were weak,” he said absently. 
 
    He realized that he had said something wrong when Derick stopped unlacing Anjali’s boots and stared at him with his mouth agape. 
 
    Why did I say that? 
 
    He flushed in embarrassment.  “I didn’t mean that, I swear.  Fenris isn’t exactly inside my head, but I can feel him prowling along the edges.  He can read some of my thoughts.  He’s trying to wear me down.  Apparently, I can sense his frustration and hear some of his thoughts too,” he said grimly. 
 
    Derick nodded and went to work on Anjali’s shoulder.  “For your sake and hers, get that asshole out of your head.  The second you become his puppet, Calin will shoot you, or worse, she’ll be forced to kill you,” he said tersely. 
 
    Liam was surprised that Derick seemed upset by the idea of Anjali killing him.  “Why does she care what happens to me one way or another?” Liam asked, dying to know the answer that was eluding him. 
 
    “That’s a question for her to answer,” Derick replied vaguely. 
 
    Liam helplessly watched as Derick cleaned her wounds.  He felt silly standing around his own apartment, but Derick had taken charge.  He looked like he had done this before. 
 
    “Will she turn into one of those...monsters?” he asked, not wanting to think about that possibility. 
 
    Derick shook his head.  “No.  She’s different.  She’ll be in pain for a while, but she won’t turn.” 
 
    Liam blew out a breath, relieved that she would remain Anjali and not become a wolf like him.  He didn’t want to know how or why she was different; he was just happy that she wouldn’t sprout a tail.  He wondered why Fenris would go out of his way to draw her into a fight. 
 
    “How is she involved in all of this?  How does she know Fenris?  She knows more about gods than most people.  Why would he go to that kind of trouble to kill her?” he asked, frustrated that he had been thrown into the middle of this living nightmare. 
 
    Derick abruptly stopped and faced him, though Derick’s eyes didn’t reach his.  “Ask her once she wakes up.  She can explain everything,” he huffed.  “Can I trust you to watch over her for a short time?  There’s something I have to deal with.” 
 
    Liam looked at Anjali’s dark hair draped over his pillow and his heart melted.  “I will keep her safe,” he vowed. 
 
    “Even from yourself?” Derick said snidely. 
 
    Derick’s sudden hostility caught him off guard, until he realized that he was technically the enemy.  Fenris could overtake him at any minute and order him to finish what Noah and Troy had started. 
 
    “I will do whatever it takes to keep Fenris out of my head, at least until you return,” he nodded. 
 
    “And if your friends show up to take her?” Derick asked, narrowing his eyes. 
 
    “I will make them regret it,” he said darkly. 
 
    Derick seemed happy with his response.  He glanced at Anjali and vanished from the room. 
 
    Liam sighed and ran his hands through his hair.  Once Anjali was awake, she was going to have to answer a lot of questions.  He admitted that he was completely out of his depth.  Protecting someone, he could handle.  Watching people pop in and out of the room and dealing with werewolves were beyond his skill set. 
 
    He sat down on the edge of the bed and ran his hand along Anjali’s cheek to check her temperature, or so he told himself.  He felt like a pervert touching her while she was unconscious, but he was so glad to see her alive and breathing.  He thought for sure that Fenris would kill her. 
 
    Tearing his focus away from her soft skin, he noticed her elevated temperature.  Her body was warmer than any person he’d ever touched.  He had woken up in an ice bath during his transformation, so maybe she needed to be iced down too.  He picked her up and took her to the bathroom.  He carefully placed her in the tub and thought about where he could get some ice. 
 
    Hearing her murmur ended his debate.  He couldn’t leave her.  He didn’t want her to wake up alone. 
 
    He reached under the sink and grabbed a dark blue washcloth from the small metal towel holder.  He soaked it in cold water and sat on the edge of the tub.  He carefully pulled Anjali’s bloodstained dress away from her right leg and cringed when he saw the blood pooling up in a semi-circle.  If he ever saw Noah again, he would kick the shit out of him.  He glanced at her left shoulder and nearly vomited when he saw the muscles and bones poking out of her skin. 
 
    He had no idea how she was supposed to survive this.  Maybe Derick was crazy.  The idiot hadn’t even bothered to put a bandage on her even though she was still bleeding.  He knew the hospital was out of the question, but he had to do something.  He thought about calling Burke once he wrapped up the wounds. 
 
    He blotted her leg gently so that he didn’t wake her up.  After multiple trips to the sink, he had her shoulder and leg clean and dry enough to be able to cover them.  He snatched the gauze from the medicine cabinet and wound it around her pale, delicate leg.  Her shoulder was harder to bandage, but he did his best. 
 
    Finishing her shoulder, he ran to the closet to find something suitable for her to wear.  He didn’t want her sleeping in her bloody, torn dress.  He hating having to pillage Kelsey’s closet, he found a black spaghetti strap shirt and boy shorts.  They wouldn’t interfere with the gauze when it needed to be changed. 
 
    He tried to figure out how to undress her without being a voyeur.  Since the dress was damaged already, he decided to cut it off her.  He threw a towel over her and began to cut away the strange black material.  It wasn’t like any fabric he had ever touched.  It was thick and almost coarse.  He wondered why she wore such a bleak dress. 
 
    Nearly an hour after arriving at the apartment, Liam had finally gotten Anjali dressed and into bed.  Standing back, he felt a weird sensation in his chest when he saw her sleeping in his bed.  He felt possessive of her, which was bizarre.  She was a stranger.  Aside from trying to warn him about Fenris, he had no reason to ally himself with her.  Regardless, he lay down next to her on top of the covers.  He stared at her face until he finally closed his eyes and fell asleep. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Liam jerked up from the bed when he saw Anjali writhing in pain, screaming and clutching her body. 
 
    He shook off his dream and fussed over her, trying to figure out how to help. 
 
    “It’s okay.  I’m not going to let anyone hurt you.  It’s going to be okay,” he rambled, not knowing what to say. 
 
    He patted her arm and said random things like, “Don’t worry the pain will go away,” “You have to relax or the wounds would reopen.”  He remembered the pain all too well.  There was nothing he could say that would make her feel better, but he had to try. 
 
    He dabbed at the tears streaming down her face.  Finally, he took her into his arms and rocked her, making sure not to touch her bad shoulder. 
 
    They sat like that for hours.  He babbled endlessly about anything and everything.  He told her about his business and described some of his less-than-reputable clients.  He talked about Kelsey and how they had met.  For some reason, he felt compelled to explain why he had decided to marry her.  He detailed the mugging in the subway and confessed that he thought he was going to die during the attack.  He even told her about his first girlfriend Megan, who cheated on him constantly, though he always took her back. 
 
    With his voice nearly giving out, he detailed the security layout for his latest client, who was going to be pissed that he hadn’t finished her job.  He doubted that being turned into a wolf would qualify as an acceptable reason to terminate their contract, but it would be worth it to see the look on her face. 
 
    Eventually, Anjali downgraded her screams and shrieks to moans and sobs.  He wanted to do something to ease her suffering, but time was the only cure.  He prayed that she wouldn’t die.  He wanted to learn more about her and figure out if she could really help him escape from Fenris. 
 
    When she passed out from the pain, he changed her bandages and then left briefly to clean himself up and make a quick dinner.  He hadn’t eaten since...well; he didn’t want to think about that.  He still had the taste of dried blood on his tongue, which had been easier to ignore during his chaotic day. 
 
    He found that he craved meat more than usual.  He made a large hamburger and ate it over the sink with his hands. 
 
    Why is this happening to me? he muttered. 
 
    Alone with his thoughts, he finally broke down.  He leaned over the sink and let everything crash through him.  Fenris had altered his entire life.  Even now, he was fighting to keep the monster from controlling him.  Fenris would change him; he could feel it.  He would become a drone like Noah and Troy.  He was glad that Dylan had been saved from this fate, but he admitted that this was more than he could handle. 
 
    He pulled at his hair and let the full reality hit him.  He would never be able to continue his business while working for an insane god.  He would have to give up his apartment and live wherever werewolves lived.  He wouldn’t be able to see any of his friends again and his fiancée was gone, which was the only bright spot.  Sadly, he didn’t think Fenris would let him date someone and try to live a semi-normal life. 
 
    Escape seemed like a logical plan, but where would he go?  Fenris could find him anywhere.  Maybe he should submit.  Maybe it was the only way to survive. 
 
    A female scream pulled him from his desperate thoughts.  He shook his head and remembered that he’d left Anjali alone.  What’s wrong with me? 
 
    Liam ran for the bedroom and found Anjali sitting up.  She was clutching her leg, but she had stopped screaming.  Her face was scrunched up in pain and she looked like she was trying to breathe through the misery.  He thought back to his football days of being hit hard by a large defender and dealing with the injury so that he could get back into the game.  He recognized the determination in her eyes as she stared through him trying to work through the pain. 
 
    “I’m here.  Tell me what you need,” he said sympathetically. 
 
    “I need to rip Fenris’ lungs from his body and jam them down his throat,” she said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Liam wanted to laugh, but he stopped himself.  It was good to hear her talking again. 
 
    “I’ll hold him down for you,” he said weakly. 
 
    Panting, she looked down at her body for the first time.  “What the hell am I wearing?” 
 
    “Your dress was damaged and covered in blood.  I had to find something for you to wear,” he shrugged. 
 
    She examined her shoulder where the blood had seeped through the middle of the dressing. 
 
    “I need to change your bandages,” he said, rushing off to the bathroom. 
 
    He hurried back and knelt next to her.  He worked on unwrapping her shoulder and tried to ignore her soft skin.  Now that she was awake and looking at him, touching her felt more intimate. 
 
    He was shocked to see that the bite marks were smaller, though still oozing.  Patches of skin had somehow knitted back together where the bones had been protruding only a few hours ago. 
 
    When she sighed, he looked up only to stare directly into her bright blue eyes. 
 
    She blinked and looked away.  “I’m healing but it looks like it will take longer than usual.  I can usually ignore the pain of a break or a cut, but the venom is much worse than I’m used to.  I don’t think Fenris’ objective was to kill me.  He wanted me incapacitated.  He must be planning something and needs me distracted.  If he thinks turning my angel against me and filling my veins with acid will deter me, he’s about to find out who he’s dealing with.  I expected Tristan to either betray me or outright kill me, so his alliance with the Wolf God doesn’t bother me.  I have yet to have a Predznak welcome me with open arms.  Fenris probably thought I would hurt or kill Tristan for conspiring against me,” she ranted more to herself. 
 
    He had no idea what she was talking about, but nodded his head dutifully as he worked on her shoulder.  She winced when he blotted her wounds. 
 
    “I’m sorry.  I know this hurts, but we need to keep your skin clean,” Liam said, absentmindedly.  He was thrown off by her casual use of the word angel.  “I don’t know what a Predznak is, but I saw the way you looked at the man hiding in the corner.  You were pissed at him.” 
 
    She hissed when he accidently hit an exposed area. 
 
    “His name is Tristan, and he’s the Angel of Fear.  Fenris got to him somehow.  He led me to that subway tunnel.”  She gasped when she moved her leg.  “It feels strange talking about this openly with someone.  I usually have to hide who I am when I meet people.  Fenris already knows who and what I am, so there’s no point in lying to you.” 
 
    He smiled, and nodded.  He was grateful for her openness.  He took a chance and decided to get some answers. 
 
    “I don’t understand how you and an Angel of Fear fit into this weirdness.  How do you know about this Wolf God?” he asked. 
 
    She shifted so that she could rest against the headboard.  Her hair was wildly tangled, but he didn’t care.  He liked seeing her eyes open. 
 
    “He’s an escaped prisoner of Hell and I stupidly volunteered to search for him.  The other gods from his pantheon attempted to overthrow Hell.  I thought it was best that the person who normally hunts escapees focused on maintaining order.  So, here I am,” she shrugged her good shoulder. 
 
    He didn’t want to accept that he had been standing in the real Hell, or that this beautiful woman somehow worked there.  Instead, he changed to a safer topic. 
 
    “Why does Fenris want me?  He almost chose Dylan, but he decided to bite me.  I still don’t understand why he chose me of all people,” he said. 
 
    She sighed and played with her fingernail.  “That’s a complicated answer, Liam, and you might not want to know,” she said softly. 
 
    “If you know, please tell me.  I deserve the truth,” he said more forcefully than he intended. 
 
    She nodded slowly.  Biting her lip, she looked away.  “I’m the reason why he chose you instead of Dylan.  You and I have a connection.  We’ve known each other before, in previous lifetimes.  That’s the best way I can explain it.  Because I blinded Fenris, I can only assume that he turned you as a way of getting revenge against me.  When I love someone deeply, I leave a mark on their soul that creatures like him can see.” 
 
    The guilt in her voice made his stomach flip-flop.  She really did care about him.  There were still missing pieces to her story, but he accepted that they had a deeper connection.  It explained why he felt protective of her and thought about her in times of stress.  They had been in love once. 
 
    He smiled, though she seemed uncomfortable about her confession. 
 
    “I’m glad that you told me and I’m not mad at you.  It’s possible that he chased after me because he saw your mark on my soul, but I admit that I challenged him when I tried to get him away from Dylan, so part of it was my fault.  He only bit me after I hurt him.  As much as I want to complain about what happened, it’s not really your fault,” he said, hanging his head. 
 
    She smiled weakly.  “If it makes you feel any better, I think he regrets biting you because you keep resisting him,” she said, staring at him with her intense eyes.  “Don’t submit to him.  Once he has you, he won’t let go.  Fight him, no matter what.” 
 
    “I will fight him, but it’s getting harder.  I keep having these dreams.  I’m in a forest at night and I’m running from him as fast as my legs will take me.  He calls my name and part of me wants to go to him,” he admitted hesitantly.  He didn’t want her to know how close he was to accepting Fenris’ commands. 
 
    Her mouth fell open.  “A forest?  What kind of forest?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but it feels old somehow.  The trees are thick and densely grouped.  It feels like it hasn’t been touched by people, like it’s a secret place that only Fenris knows about,” he said, though he had no idea why he said it.  He’d never given any thought to the forest aside from finding places in it to hide. 
 
    “Hmm.  It could be a memory.  It could be his home in Norway, or it could be the Northeast long before mortals settled en masse here.  Next time, pay attention to the landscape.  See if he gives away any details.  Regardless of where it is, keep running,” she said.  She placed her hand gently on his thigh to offer him support. 
 
    “I will,” he said.  He closed his eyes and concentrated on the warmth spreading through his leg.  Her simple touch felt like a hug that was needed after experiencing a harrowing situation. 
 
    “I think I need to rest a little more,” she yawned.  She slowly laid down on her side and curled up on her uninjured shoulder. 
 
    She was so beautiful and innocent laying there.  His heart felt like it would burst from his chest.  He couldn’t keep his depraved mind from creating all sorts of fantasies about her. 
 
    He finally forced himself off the bed.  He had to find something to occupy himself so that he didn’t watch her sleep.  When she silently held out her hand and patted the bed next to her, his knees almost gave out.  Without hesitating, he crawled up the bed and lay down.  She scooted toward him until her body was molded to his left side.  He shivered when she put her head on his chest. 
 
    He instinctively sniffed her hair and coughed, not expecting to smell smoke.  He remembered the scent from the castle.  The entire place had reeked of something burning.  The outside had smelled more like sulfur.  He wondered how she could live in such a place. 
 
    He sniffed her hair again searching for the alluring scent that had grabbed his attention in her room.  Now that his brain was functioning, he knew that the enthralling scent belonged to her.  If Dylan hadn’t been in danger, he would have never left her room. 
 
    She snuggled closer to him and murmured in her sleep.  He thought he heard her say, “Mine,” though it could have been “murder.”  He moved his head until he was comfortable on the pillow.  He stroked her hair and smiled. 
 
    “I am yours,” he whispered. 
 
    He closed his eyes and fell asleep with her in his arms. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali awoke to a thumping sound.  She opened her eyes and found Liam fast asleep under her head.  She liked the idea of waking up next to him.  Gently placing her chin on his chest, she stared up at his stress-free features.  He was so peaceful in his sleep, unlike the man who had broken her furniture.  He was snoring softly, which made her giggle.  Thankfully, Fenris seemed to be far away from his thoughts. 
 
    His brown hair was tousled from sleep, making him undeniably sexy.  She wanted to reach out and brush her finger against his lower lip, but didn’t want to wake him.  Shifting her body to gauge her pain tolerance, she felt his arm tighten around her waist.  The thought of being held by him made her smile.  She ran her hand down his chiseled chest and felt the contours of his muscles.  He was a powerful man, and a dangerous predator, but lying like this proved that he could be gentle. 
 
    Lifting her head to look around the room, she didn’t see much of Liam’s personality in the decorations.  The bedroom had frilly curtains and knickknacks on every available surface.  The only thing distinctly Liam was a laptop sitting on a small table next to a slew of video game cases. 
 
    “Is that a fucking unicorn on the shelf?” she chuckled to herself.  It was no wonder that his former fiancée tried to shoot him.  Caring for a werewolf was beyond her capabilities if she lived in this designer fantasyland. 
 
    No, Liam needed someone who wasn’t intimidated by him, someone who understood the struggle he was going through.  He needed patience and understanding, not a bullet to the head.  Jealousy spread through her.  She thought about finding this woman and making her understand that Liam was now under her protection. 
 
    Liam moved beneath her as his sleepy eyes peered up at her.  A mesmerizing smirk let her know that he was awake. 
 
    “Hey gorgeous,” he said. 
 
    His deep, throaty voice sent chills down her body. 
 
    She tested his reaction by lightly fanning his chest with kisses.  When he groaned, she boldly moved her hand up the inside of his thigh. 
 
    He tightened his grip on her waist and tilted his head to look at her.  “I thought you were still recovering,” he murmured in a thick voice. 
 
    “As long as I don’t move much, I should be fine,” she said, gliding her hand up his hip and under his new green T-shirt. 
 
    Blinking the sleep out of his eyes, he chuckled.  “Well, that puts a kink in my plans.” 
 
    “Not in mine,” she smiled.  She slowly ran her fingernails down his stomach muscles, causing him to squirm slightly.  She locked her eyes on his and slowly traced the soft hair on his lower stomach until she reached his waistband.  Her hand skimmed across his shorts until she found his awakening erection.  She lightly cupped him through the pants and gave him a quick squeeze. 
 
    His body reacted to her touch and immediately stood at attention.  He threw his head back and moaned.  She alternated between touching him through his pants and running her fingernails down his stiff length.  The pliable pants allowed her to explore him completely. 
 
    “You’re killing me,” he said, lifting his hips off the mattress, eager for more. 
 
    She laughed and ran her palm down his shaft.  He growled and bucked beneath her.  Before she knew what happened, she was laying on her back with Liam hovering over her on his knees and arms.  She pulled his face down and kissed him, pushing her tongue into his warm mouth.  She stroked the shorter hair at the nape of his neck and drew circles with her fingernails.  Pulling away to take a breath, she winked at him. 
 
    “You never cease to amaze me,” he laughed. 
 
    “Why, because I know what I want and I’m not afraid to ask for it?” she smirked. 
 
    He raised his eyebrows and smiled.  “You are nothing like the women I’ve known before.” 
 
    “That’s because I don’t like unicorns and my taste in home furnishings borders on gothic,” she laughed as she ran her nails up his back. 
 
    She carefully dragged herself into a seated position with Liam still on his knees.  She crooked her finger and beckoned him to come closer.  He complied by crawling up her body and kneeling over her hips.  He was aware of her injuries, so he avoided touching her.  Adjusting her position, she poised herself over the large bulge in his pants.  He remained on his knees with his arms braced against the walnut headboard. 
 
    His eyes were fixated on her mouth, though he waited patiently for her to take the lead.  She pulled up his shirt and nipped at his stomach.  She enjoyed watching his self-control evaporate.  Without warning, she tugged his pants lower, inch by inch, fascinated by the curve of his hips and his dark patch of hair.  His impressive shaft took a long time to free from the pants, adding to the excitement. 
 
    Liam was gripping the headboard so tightly that she thought she heard the wood cracking.  She wanted the headboard to be reduced to splinters by the time she was done with him. 
 
    When his cock finally sprang free of the black silky pants, she leaned forward and took the head into her mouth.  She definitely heard snapping above his moans.  He pushed his hand into her hair and caressed her neck. 
 
    She rolled her tongue around the thick crown and sucked in her cheeks.  Taking him into her mouth, she swirled her tongue underneath the shaft. 
 
    Liam muttered random words intertwined with groans and hisses.  He was enjoying himself, but she wanted to drive him crazy. 
 
    She snaked her hands around his firm ass and dragged her nails along his soft skin.  He jerked and bucked beneath her touch.  She continued to tease him by sucking on him quickly and stopping to twirl her tongue around his thick head.  Cupping his balls, she increased the speed until he cried her name. 
 
    Looking at down at her, his eyelids were heavy with desire.  She could tell that he was close when he grunted the word, “more”.  She grasped his hips and encouraged him to move the way he wanted.  He understood her invitation and began thrusting into her mouth as she held on to his taut legs. 
 
    His pace increased, but he was careful not to harm her.  Gently putting his hand under her chin, he stroked her cheek with his thumb.  The desire in his eyes was undeniable.  Though he was lost to the pleasure of the moment, she could see and feel that he cared about her. 
 
    She felt his legs tense up as his pace changed.  He thrusted forward in short bursts until he finally came in her mouth.  He growled and slumped against the headboard. 
 
    Out of breath, he panted a few times before he could speak.  “I know this may sound like a line, but holy shit, that was the best blowjob I have ever had in my life,” he sighed. 
 
    “Good,” she said wickedly. 
 
    She chuckled as she watched him roll to his side and plunk down onto the bed.  He threw his arm over his face and tried to slow his breathing. 
 
    He laughed and lifted his arm to look at her.  “I have to admit something.  Though I’ve been with a few women, I seriously thought something was wrong with me.  I liked sex, but it wasn’t an all-consuming thing for me.  Other guys talked about it as if it was something they needed to do every second of every day.  For me, it was okay, but nothing spectacular.  Now I understand that I needed the right woman to make me feel that way,” he said, sitting up to look at her. 
 
    Her body heated up as his gaze slowly roamed over her entire body.  Though she was still in pain and wrapped in gauze, she felt sexy in the skimpy outfit.  “We’ll have to put your theory to the test when I’m able to move more of my body,” she said.  She taunting him by stretching her back and jutting out her breasts. 
 
    “When you are able to move, I’m going to make love to you until we both can’t stand,” he said in a husky voice. 
 
    “I’d like that,” she replied in the same husky tone.  “Unfortunately, I have to leave.”  As much as she loved laying in bed with Liam, she had to find a way to kick the shit out of Fenris.  Lucifer would also be looking for her.  Since Derick wasn’t in the apartment, she assumed that he had been summoned to report on her whereabouts. 
 
    His eyebrows shot up.  “Go?  You can’t go.  You shouldn’t be walking around on that leg,” he said in a rush. 
 
    She smiled at his concern.  She put her hand on his cheek, but instantly pulled it away.  When her skin touched his, she could feel an energy coursing through it.  The best word she could use to describe it was “malevolent.”  It hadn’t been there during their encounter, but it was there now.  She wondered if Fenris was strengthening his hold over Liam.  She had to work fast to free him from Fenris. 
 
    “I need more rest, but I have to get back and find out what’s going on.  I’m hoping that my colleagues have found something useful.  They have been questioning Fenris’ cohorts.  I’m waiting for one of them to crack,” she explained.  She didn’t want to tell him that Hades was trying to break their spirits with his fists. 
 
    Liam seemed saddened by her desire to leave.  He quietly moved off the bed and stood. 
 
    “What am I supposed to do in the meantime?” he asked. 
 
    She wanted to bring him back to Hell to keep him safe, but he was still a threat. 
 
    “I would suggest staying away from anyone you care about.  Fenris will use them against you.  Stay here and I’ll send Calin to protect you,” she said. 
 
    “Calin,” he muttered disdainfully. 
 
    She carefully slid down the bed and put her feet on the ground.  “Calin killed at least half of those werewolves.  I have no doubt that he can protect you,” she said confidently. 
 
    He snickered.  “You forget, I am a werewolf.  I saw the look in his eyes; he wanted to kill me when I was in your room.” 
 
    She crossed her arms and glared at him.  “First of all, you are a wolf shifter, not a werewolf.  You have control over the wolf.  It doesn’t rule you, remember that.  Secondly, Calin and I came to an understanding.  He had a troubled past that I was able to help him with.  I didn’t give up on him either.  He will shoot you if you attack anyone, but he’s on your side.  Trust that he wants to help you.” 
 
    He didn’t seem appeased by her answer, but it was the best she could offer. 
 
    She tried to stand without vomiting or falling, but it was harder than she thought.  Looking down at her skimpy outfit, she grimaced. 
 
    “I certainly can’t go home looking like this.  I’ll be a laughing stock,” she murmured.  It took more focus than usual to conjure her dress.  After a few attempts, she finally had it in place.  Forgoing her boots, she chose black slip-on shoes in case she needed to change the bandage on her leg. 
 
    Liam stepped back quickly, surprised by her wardrobe change. 
 
    “You really have to tell me who you are,” he said incredulously. 
 
    She looked into his brown eyes and held out her hand.  When he touched her hand, she did her best to ignore the evil energy snapping at her.  She drew him closer and put her hand on his cheek.  She leaned in and kissed him.  Thankfully, the negative energy swiftly retreated.  She pushed her tongue into his mouth and grabbed his ass. 
 
    Breaking the kiss, she leaned her forehead against his.  “I am the person who will go to great lengths to save you from that monster,” she smiled. 
 
    He was breathless as he stared back at her. 
 
    She let him go and limped away.  She pictured home and forced her brain to focus on entering the Hall of Mirrors.  She hated to leave him, but she needed to find Fenris’ weaknesses. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Tristan sat in the dark subway tunnel and laughed.  He leaned his head against the grungy wall and breathed in deeply.  He coughed when the foul odors assaulted his nose, but he ignored the smell.  He could breathe again.  He was no longer plagued by madness.  He wasn’t imagining the wall closing in on him or that a train would come and hit him.  Instead, he thought about Anjali. 
 
    He had found a small spark of loyalty within his panic-filled body when she told him that she forgave his betrayal.  It had never occurred to him that she would overlook his mistake and grant him mercy.  She was truly a mystery to him.  He felt terribly guilty about leaving her to her fate, so he had stayed by her side.  Stupidly, he thought that he could help her fight Fenris.  Unfortunately, his bravery had shattered into tiny pieces the second he saw the Wolf God standing proudly over his subjects.  He wasn’t brave.  He was a fool. 
 
    He appreciated that she had tried to get him back to the tunnel before Noah pounced on her, though he hated himself for running.  In his heart, he wanted to jump in front of Noah and teach him a lesson, but his mind was halfway through the exit.  She had even told him to go to his sanctuary.  It was as if she knew he couldn’t clear his thoughts enough to remember how to use his power and shift through space.  She was more of a master during those few precious minutes than Alazar had been during centuries of leading them. 
 
    He had almost reached the Canal Street platform when he felt something strange.  The air had crackled and sizzled behind him.  He had stopped dead in his tracks and turned back toward the source.  Before he understood what he was doing, he was running back toward the fight.  Something was beckoning him.  The closer he got to the fight, the stronger the feeling became.  He realized a moment too late that Anjali was in danger.  He heard her screams echoing through the tunnel.  By the time he arrived, he saw her lighting the place on fire.  It was a hypnotic sight.  Normally, he avoided fire, but the flames were entrancing.  He wanted to place his hands in it to chase away his numbness. 
 
    The thought had caught him off guard.  He detested fire.  Why would he walk toward it?  He noticed that Anjali’s power was the source of the strange phenomenon.  His body and his power reacted to it and he felt like he was finally at home.  His fear instantly drained from his body and felt more powerful than he had since the day Father changed him into a Predznak. 
 
    He had caught Fenris’ attention when he stepped out of the shadows of the tunnel.  He was about to threaten Fenris for hurting Anjali but Fenris made his hasty exit before he could speak.  He didn’t doubt that Fenris saw the real Angel of Fear in that moment, the one that had terrified him in Hell. 
 
    Before he could reach Anjali, a man appeared on the platform and grabbed her.  She was gone before he could blink.  Balthazar, Alazar, and the man he remembered seeing on the sidewalk as he fled his apartment all disappeared. 
 
    Now he was reveling in his newfound freedom, trying to decide what to do with it. 
 
    He could return to his damp dwelling and attempt to make sense of his life, which sounded abysmal even to him.  If brave enough, he could journey to the one place in the universe he swore he would never step foot in again and find Anjali, or if he was truly the Angel of Fear, he could find Fenris and prove to his master that he was willing and able to be the angel she needed. 
 
    Debating the options, it didn’t take him much time to decide.  Though he had no idea how long his new freedom would last, he felt that he owed it to Anjali to find Fenris and do what he should have done after she forgave him.  He planned to kill Fenris and pledge his allegiance to his master, once and for all.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Anjali limped into the Hall of Mirrors and skidded to a stop when she saw Gabriel pacing in front of her dais.  He smiled at her until he took stock of her injures.  He raced over to her and examined her shoulder and leg where the gauze was poking out of her dress. 
 
    “Who did this?” he asked.  His voice was filled with guilt and anger. 
 
    “Fenris has officially chosen two more of his Drei.  They attacked me as Fenris watched,” she sneered. 
 
    His shoulders slumped but he appeared relieved.  He must have thought that Liam bit her. 
 
    He motioned to her throne.  “You should sit and rest.  The venom of those wolves is nothing to take lightly.  It will take time for you to regain your strength,” he said, trying to guide her to the dais. 
 
    “I don’t have time, Father.  Liam is resisting Fenris’ call, but it’s only a matter of time until he submits.  I need to find a way to stop Fenris.  I returned to see if Hades has discovered any useful information from the other prisoners,” she said, blocking his attempts to move her. 
 
    He frowned, but stopped pushing her. 
 
    “I have news from the Council,” he said grimly. 
 
    She faltered when she heard the word Council.  Whatever Gabriel had to say, it wouldn’t be good. 
 
    “I’m sure they’re angry about the two attempts to overthrow Hell in the past few days,” she sighed. 
 
    Gabriel nodded.  “They understand that it was a larger conspiracy at work, but they want assurances that Hell is secure.  There is talk about sending the Celestial Warriors to protect the gates and inspect any weaknesses in the security.  I’m concerned that an Inquisitor will be sent to determine how this happened and decide what changes need to be made to ensure that it won’t happen again,” he frowned. 
 
    Anjali closed her eyes and swore.  The last thing Lucifer needed was a Heavenly Angel telling him what to do.  The Inquisitor would be standing in the Realm of Fire before the day was over.  She had to find a way to convince the Council they had everything under control. 
 
    “I would suggest that the Celestial Warriors and the Inquisitor wear fireproof clothing.  They will not be welcomed by Lucifer or Hades,” she said rolling her eyes. 
 
    Gabriel nodded.  “I’m concerned that Michael will be chosen as Inquisitor,” he said quietly. 
 
    She tried to rub her face until she remembered that she shouldn’t be moving her arm. 
 
    “That would be disastrous.”  She didn’t want to imagine what the Throne Room would look like after that fight.  They might have to build a new castle. 
 
    He snickered.  “That’s an understatement.  I will do my best to keep the Council out of the affairs of Hell, but it won’t be easy.  If one more problem arises, expect there to be consequences,” he warned. 
 
    “I will relay the message,” she said, understanding his underlying threat. 
 
    He touched her tangled hair and patted her cheek.  “Are you sure that you’re okay?  I’ve rarely seen you in such disarray.” 
 
    She sighed.  “I’ve been better.  Liam did his best to take care of me.  What can you tell me about him?  I have this need to protect him, but he’s a stranger.  I want to know that I’m doing the right thing by risking my life to keep him safe.  I mean, I would protect any mortal who needed my help, but I’m putting everyone at risk by helping him.  He could turn on my angels, my Nachtghuls, or the Heads of Hell.  He’s a ticking time bomb according to Hades.  I certainly don’t want him to become Fenris’ puppet, but I have to weigh the dangers.  I refuse to let him harm anyone that I have already sworn to protect,” she said trying to unknot her hair. 
 
    “I understand your concern and I’m grateful that you are being level-headed about your decision.  You’re right.  There is a lot at stake.  If he shifts his loyalties, Liam could attack without warning.  It is a difficult position to be in and I don’t envy you.  I have known Liam throughout many lifetimes.  He is very loyal to you, though he is different from Derick and Calin.  Derick has always protected your honor and loved you unconditionally.  You have always made a point of putting Derick’s needs ahead of your own to make him happy.  Calin and you often allowed your combined stubbornness to create rifts between you, but he would die to protect you.  He craves your compassion, but he is willing to anger you in order to do what he believes is right. 
 
    “Liam, on the other hand, has always looked at you as if you were the center of the universe.  Though he was passionate about you, he never lost his own identity.  He was able to survive without you longer than the others could.  He was the optimist who believed that together you could withstand any hardships.  I have done my best to watch over him since he tends to rush into situations without concern for himself in order to protect others.  I believe that he is worth saving at almost any cost.  You need to decide how to handle his dilemma, but I believe that you should follow your heart.  It has always guided you. 
 
    “I must warn you; Fenris will not wait forever for Liam to submit.  Fenris requires loyalty.  I learned that during the trials of the other gods.  He had an entire forest of creatures under his command during his battle with Týr, he explained. 
 
    She stared at Gabriel with her mouth open.  “Liam is dreaming about a forest.  If the animals in the real forest were as loyal as you say, then it must burn Fenris’ ass that Liam is running from him in the dream forest.  If this place is his sanctuary, his place of power, it might help me find a way to defeat him.  Thank you, Father.  I will take everything you said into consideration,” she smiled and kissed him on his forehead. 
 
    “Good luck, and please be more careful,” he said, pointing to her shoulder. 
 
    She watched him wave goodbye just before he vanished. 
 
    Grateful for her father’s advice, she summoned Calin and gave him instructions to go to Liam’s apartment and keep him safe.  She sent him on his way and tried to figure out what she was going to say to Lucifer.  Feeling drained and nauseous, she headed toward the Throne Room. 
 
    Hades watched Malcolm and Reese squirm under his scrutiny.  He didn’t care that Reese was barely able to stand after being stabbed with a dagger by Mani while being escorted back to the Hall of Shadows.  All he cared about was making sure that everyone was back in chains where they belonged. 
 
    He was frustrated that his inquires and beatings hadn’t yielded much information.  Týr had remained silent during his interrogation.  He gleaned nothing from the supposed God of Justice.  Hades was impressed by his stamina and ability to take a harsh beating.  He admitted that he pushed Týr harder than most prisoners.  He tried to prove that the god was nothing special, but Hades was forced to admit defeat. 
 
    On top of everything else, the ever-present wild card among them, Lady Black, was harboring a dangerous wolf in his Hell.  Thankfully, the boy had left without a fight, though he had caused quite a stir.  The Fallen believed they were under attack and feared for their lives when they saw the white ball of fur barreling toward them.  It took longer than usual to calm everyone and get them back to work.  He had to give a grand speech about how the Fallen were stronger than one mere wolf, though it had been a huge fucking lie.  One of die Drei had the strength of at least ten Fallen.  His angels were right to worry. 
 
    He was about to threaten to skin Malcolm alive for failing to secure the realms in a timely manner when he saw the black dress of his dreams and nightmares enter the room.  He knew from questioning Derick that she had taken on battle damage during her encounter with Fenris.  He wanted to drag her back to Hell for a status report, but the Nachtghul admitted that she had cut ties with him due to extreme pain.  Hades expected to see her pissed and bleeding, but he wasn’t prepared for what he saw. 
 
    Lady Black was limping into the room and in dire agony.  Seeing her without her boots proved that something was wrong.  He was off his throne and striding past Malcolm and Reese before his brain yelled at him to stop.  He was halfway through the room by the time his legs responded.  To cover his act of kindness, he blurted out the first thing that came to mind. 
 
    “You are to explain yourself immediately!” he yelled, though he actually felt guilty for being cruel.  “You allowed Fenris to escape and his dogs to attack you.  Once you saw that he had an army of werewolves, you should have retreated.” 
 
    He saw that Anjali was having a hard time concentrating on his speech.  He wanted to step forward and steady her, but he glued his feet to the floor.  Thankfully, Lucifer finally came to her aid. 
 
    Lucifer grabbed her arms and tried to keep her balanced. 
 
    Her eyes fluttered when she finally spoke.  “It took more energy to walk down the hallway than I thought.  Sitting was okay, standing was fine, walking is a no-no,” she muttered.  “Whenever I move, the venom spreads.” 
 
    Hades decided to rip Fenris’ tail off for this, if he survived the beating he planned on giving him.  No one attacked one of their own and lived to brag about it. 
 
    He huffed.  “Go rest.  I can yell at you once you’re healed.  You’re no good to anyone like this,” Hades snapped.  He saw the bloody wounds oozing through her bandages.  The wolves had taken no mercy on her.  Based on the location of the bites, it looked like they were trying to tear her in half.  Jericho hadn’t done this much damage to her and he had been a revenant. 
 
    Hearing footsteps entering the room, he and Lucifer turned their attention to Vadim, who was dragging a prisoner behind him.  Before Hades could identify the prisoner, he saw Lady Black sway and shut her eyes before her knees gave out.  Without thinking, he ran and caught the back of her head while Lucifer guided her to the floor. 
 
    He swore when she groaned in pain.  Her skin was paler than usual and she had broken into a sweat.  Whomever Vadim was dragging had better be prepared to die, because he was about to unleash his full fury on someone. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    The air smelled like moss and grass.  She could hear the birds chirping, though she couldn’t see anything through the darkness.  The chirping sounded like a melody, one that immediately put you at ease.  Their song intertwined with the soft sound of water trickling across rocks.  The more she tried to see something in the blackness, the louder the singing became.  Slowly, light filled her vision.  It was bright at first, and then dimmed enough to see the outline of the trees.  The melody of the song changed from cheerful to foreboding until it became a discordant warning. 
 
    She felt wings flapping against her as the birds squawked.  She tried to push the birds away but there were too many.  Black, white, blue, green, yellow, and brown wings crashed against her until she fell to the ground.  Their beaks and talons slashed at her arms and face. 
 
    She screamed and tried to roll away from them.  Untangling herself from the frenzy, she got to her feet and ran.  The birds were close behind her, but she managed to dodge around thick trunks and run through the bushes.  The bushes hurt as badly as the talons of the birds, but at least it was a different kind of pain. 
 
    She remembered that she was supposed to be injured, but pushed away the thought as the birds gained on her.  Hearing the water close by, she jumped over a fallen tree and scrambled across the moss-covered ground. 
 
    Seeing the water, she prepared to jump into the river.  Her dress caught on a branch and it tore, causing her to stumble.  Scraping her knees, she crawled to the river and tipped her body over a large boulder into the cool, crisp water.  The sounds of the squawking dulled as the water rushed over her head.  She allowed the current to carry her as far as her air-filled lungs would take her. 
 
    When she could no longer hold her breath, she kicked to the surface and gasped in the cold air.  Her body was tossed and turned along the path of the river, hitting the occasional rock or fallen limb.  Thankfully, the birds were gone. 
 
    In the distance, the river narrowed enough to grab on to an outcropping of rocks.  She swam toward the rocks and kicked hard enough to beach herself on the largest one.  She pulled herself up with the aid of a nearby limb and rolled onto the shore. 
 
    Breathing in deeply, she tried to get her bearings.  She had no idea where she was, though undoubtedly she had been in a place like this at some point during her long life. 
 
    She examined the bloody cuts marring her body.  The sting was bearable, though a cut on her back from a stray rock took more of an effort to deal with.  It dawned on her that she had no memory of coming to this place.  She tried to remember what she was doing before waking up here.  Hades.  Hades was yelling at her about something.  Shit.  She had been in the Throne Room before coming to the forest.  Where the hell was she? 
 
    A low growling noise began somewhere behind her and was joined by a different kind of growl in front of her.  The growling instantly surrounded her.  Unable to see the animals through the dense growth, she had no idea what was coming for her. 
 
    Am I dreaming? she wondered. 
 
    Huffing and snorting to her left made the hairs stand up on her arm.  She needed to either wake up or find the nearest exit from Wonderland. 
 
    She kept the river at her back so that nothing would sneak up on her.  Though she couldn’t hear any footsteps or twigs snapping, she knew she was surrounded. 
 
    She opened her palms and called forth her Hell Fire.  Thankfully, it responded to her commands.  The light from the fire cast a glow far enough to be able to see hundreds of glowing eyes in all shapes and sizes.  The whole god damned forest was filled with animals. 
 
    The forest...Fenris’ forest.  I’m inside Fenris’ forest, she muttered, unsure if she was happy to have assembled the final puzzle piece. 
 
    Regardless of why she was there, she had to find a way out. 
 
    “Show yourself, King of the Beasts!” she shouted, hoping to draw out her enemy. 
 
    An ominous laughter echoed through the forest, though it sounded like it was inside her head.  She didn’t like people laughing and taunting her from inside her own mind.  Lucifer had used this trick on her before, and it hadn’t ended well. 
 
    “Afraid of a few animals?” Fenris laughed. 
 
    “No, but I’m not looking forward to killing them,” she replied, trying to figure out where he was. 
 
    “You didn’t have a problem killing my minions,” he sneered. 
 
    “You didn’t give me a choice.  If they had gotten into the city, they would have destroyed the mortals in a few days.  I couldn’t allow them to do that,” she said. 
 
    “It is you who has taken away my choice.  I wanted to live in peace, yet you are hunting me, determined to send me back to that prison.  You will find out what happens to the hunter when she chases a predator!” he roared. 
 
    Two wolves sprang out of the shadows, followed by three black panthers.  She quickly threw fireballs at them.  They were stunned by the attack and were forced to stop to regroup.  The panthers shook their singed fur and licked at their wounds, while the wolves paced back and forth, deciding how to strike at her. 
 
    Inside her head, she heard a strange keening noise, like a wounded animal, though it was vaguely human sounding.  She shook off the noise and focused on a giant bear that lumbered closer. 
 
    “You belong in Hell, Fenris.  Come along peacefully, or I’ll burn your forest to the ground.  Tell your minions to fall back,” she sneered, preparing to make good on her threat. 
 
    Allowing the fire to rise higher into the air, she created long tendrils of flame. 
 
    “Wait!” he shouted. 
 
    The bear stopped advancing, but didn’t stand down.  Overhead, the birds were gathering en masse.  She kept an eye on the different animal packs in case this was a trick. 
 
    “What do you want?” she asked.  She searched in vain to find Fenris. 
 
    “To be left alone,” he said bluntly. 
 
    “I can’t do that.  You’re too dangerous to run free,” she yelled. 
 
    “I was falsely accused by your Council and declared a war criminal.  I did nothing to warrant that charge.  I am innocent,” he pleaded. 
 
    She shrugged.  “You had your chance to defend yourself in court.  Instead, you killed an angel and tried to rip Tristan’s arm off.  I have no reason to believe you.  Besides, you were condemned by your own people.  Heaven merely carried out your punishment.” 
 
    He snickered.  “You sound like the Lord Commander.  Aeries did not care about my innocence either.” 
 
    Her heart fluttered when she heard her Predznak’s name.  Part of her wanted to ask what he was like, but she thought better of it. 
 
    “The best I can offer is to bring you before the Council and let them decide your fate.  I don’t have the authority to release you, even if I wanted to.  As far as I’m concerned, you are guilty of conspiring with Týr and damning the mortals you turned into werewolves.  My men put them out of their misery, but you are responsible for their deaths,” she sneered.  She was angry that she was forced to destroy so many lives. 
 
    “The Destroyer only knows how to kill.  It is what you do best.  That is why you killed my minions,” he said. 
 
    A brave cougar crouched low to the ground and closed in on her.  She cracked her fire whip at him, causing him to jump back.  The keening sound got louder in her head.  Surprisingly, it was Fenris making the sound.  He was upset that his creatures were being hurt. 
 
    How was she able to hear Fenris inside her mind?  How had she been dragged into his forest?  She pondered the questions until she remembered the pain that no longer lingered in her body.  She had been bitten by two of his Drei.  They must have somehow created a mental connection to Fenris.  She wasn’t sure if it was their intention to create the link or if it was a side effect of the bite.  Either way, she understood this kind of connection better than most because of her Nachtghuls. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she focused on the keening inside her mind.  She went toward the sound and pushed through what felt like a barrier, the same kind of barrier or wall she used to cut off communications with her men.  She imagined a door and pushed her shoulder against it until it finally gave way and she fell inside. 
 
    At first, everything was a confusing mess of images and memories until she began to sort through Fenris’ thoughts.  She saw a large shining city, which she assumed was Asgard.  Men and women dressed in bronze suits of armor were locking Fenris in chains and dragging him away.  She saw Hel, as crazed as ever, trying to free herself from their captors.  A tall, handsome man yelled and cursed at the soldiers.  She understood from Fenris’ thoughts that it was Jörmungand, or Jör, for short.  She watched as all three of them were imprisoned inside a blistering hot metal cell with nothing but desert surrounding them. 
 
    She felt all of Fenris’ emotions—fear, anger, shock, and sadness.  He had been condemned to life in prison because he had stupidly followed his devious brother and insane sister. 
 
    The images swirled and pulled away from her one by one as she was shoved out of his mind.  As the pictures disappeared into a dark void, one picture remained clearer and more colorful than the rest.  It was a handsome young man with untamed yellow eyes.  His face morphed into a dark muzzle with the same yellow eyes.  She had no idea who this man was, but she suddenly felt a great sorrow inside her heart. 
 
    Forcing her eyes to open, she found herself lying in her own bed.  She sat up too fast and made the room spin. 
 
    “It’s okay, relax.  You’re safe.  You need to rest,” Derick said, gently pushing her back onto the bed. 
 
    Darkness swept through her mind and she could no longer hear Derick. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Hades could no longer sit back and watch these gods destroy Hell from the inside.  It was bad enough that they had staged a coup, but now they were attacking one of the Heads of Hell.  Seeing Lady Black in such a state made him want to declare war on the entire lot of them.  He wanted to convince the Council to issue a death sentence on every last god in their custody, but he knew they would never approve it. 
 
    Pacing in his room, he was too angry to sleep.  Lucifer was making his rounds through the Hall of Shadows trying to gather any information that he could about the gods.  Though he had once been close with Hel, Lucifer never bothered to learn much about her family, aside from a few minor things like their petty squabbles and their dislike of Odin. 
 
    He thought back to the battle in the Throne Room.  Everyone had been following Hel’s orders, except for Týr.  The warrior could have killed every last Fallen and walked straight out of Hell undeterred, yet he had stayed with Hel.  Why?  Why would someone as powerful as the God of Justice allow himself to be recaptured?  It didn’t make any sense.  As talented as Balthazar was with a sword, he doubted that the Angel of Vengeance would have won the fight.  Aeries was the only Predznak worthy of Týr’s sword.  Why had Týr surrendered without a fight? 
 
    Hades instantly knew what he had to do, though it could very well get him killed.  He was about to do something he swore he would never do: ask the Predznak for their help. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Balthazar stood guard with Alazar in the Hall of Shadows as Reese unlocked Týr’s chains.  Týr was curious, but didn’t speak.  They escorted him to the Hall of Mercy, while analyzing every movement Týr made.  Balthazar fully expected him to try to escape, so he was wary of any quick motions.  Arriving at the hall without an incident piqued his curiosity.  Why was the god allowing himself to remain in chains?  He could have easily attacked Reese no less than five times and made a break for it.  Hades had been correct; Týr was hiding something. 
 
    The Asgardians had been vague about Týr’s charges, so the god was a complete mystery to everyone.  It was time to learn his secrets.  Sadly, Haydn and Sacha would have been best suited for the job, but they were too busy running from their destinies. 
 
    Reese chained Týr to the ceiling by his wrists in the middle of room and allowed his feet to dangle in the air.  They wanted him immobilized in the event that he decided to resist the interrogation. 
 
    Alazar leaned against the closed door and crossed his arms.  He wasn’t convinced that Týr was keeping secrets; moreover, he refused to bend to Hades’ request for their assistance.  He was only there as back up in case things took a turn for the worse. 
 
    Týr appeared bored as he looked around the torture chamber, but Balthazar knew better than to believe his clever act. 
 
    He stood in front of Týr and assessed him.  He was large, intimidating, and strong.  His shrewd eyes missed nothing.  Balthazar watched Týr look at every single item in the room that could be used as a weapon.  He then watched him size up Alazar before counting how many paces it would take to get to him. 
 
    Balthazar gave the warrior a lot of credit.  Vadim and Hades would have never noticed this behavior.  Hades was smart to ask for his help. 
 
    Týr finally looked at him and pretended to take in his appearance for the first time, though he had undoubtedly seen his subtle limp from the damage done to his hip where Fenris had bitten him centuries ago.  The god studied his green thermal shirt, his jeans, and the length of his black leather duster.  Balthazar almost laughed out loud at how obvious Týr was being.  He clearly thought he was the most astute person in the room.  Based on the areas Týr had assessed, he now knew how strong Balthazar was, how quickly he could move around the room based on the length of his legs and how many inches of weaponry he held inside his duster.  Balthazar wished he could convey all this to Alazar, though Alazar wouldn’t have cared.  By now, Alazar would have devised at least seven different ways to kill Týr and 27 ways for him to kill himself, which was helpful if things got ugly. 
 
    “What do you want, Butterfly?” Týr finally asked.  He sounded indifferent, but Balthazar could hear an edge to his voice. 
 
    Balthazar refused to answer.  Instead, he allowed his power to rise to see if could feel anything resembling a need for vengeance.  Týr’s eyes snapped forward.  It was possible that he felt his power, though it was more likely that he was annoying the god. 
 
    His power snaked through the room and searched for anything familiar.  He searched for anger, frustration, jealousy, self-righteousness, pride, or a sense of loss, but he came up with nothing.  He hit a brick wall.  Týr’s emotions were too closely guarded.  He had been well trained to remain calm in any situation.  He admired his discipline, but hated that he couldn’t find what he needed. 
 
    “Alazar, how many people do you think Týr has killed?” Balthazar asked. 
 
    Alazar shrugged.  “I don’t think he’s killed anyone.  He acts tough, but he’s just a false god.  They’re all talk,” he said dismissively. 
 
    Týr’s nose flared, but he quickly controlled his reaction. 
 
    “I must agree.  He put on a good show when he engaged me in battle, but considering that he never actually swung his sword at me, I don’t think he even knows how to fight.  I’m told that the gods sang songs about themselves to spread tales of their glory, but it was all bullshit,” Balthazar snickered. 
 
    He turned to walk out of the room when Týr growled. 
 
    “You believe you are better than me, Butterfly?  How many men have you killed in battle?” Týr snapped. 
 
    Balthazar looked to Alazar as he counted on his fingers.  “I don’t know, Alazar, how many has it been, I can never remember?” 
 
    Alazar tilted his head.  “Hmm.  You were averaging over one hundred a year, but that was back when Charlemagne was in charge.  Man, I don’t miss that asshole.  Anyway, if we are talking about how many people your temptees killed, multiply that by at least fifty,” he said matter-of-factly. 
 
    Týr laughed.  “The Predznak believe they are warriors.  What a farce.  Tempting mortals to seek revenge or kill one other is child’s play.  You’ve never had to fight anyone.  A real battle includes strategy and swordsmanship.  None of you would last an hour on a battlefield,” he scoffed. 
 
    “Aeries would,” Balthazar smirked.  “He kicked your ass, didn’t he?” 
 
    Týr shook his head.  “The Lord Commander was not worthy of my skills.  I did not engage him,” he said haughtily. 
 
    “That’s because he would have wiped the floor with you,” Alazar grinned. 
 
    “I know what you are doing,” Týr laughed.  “You wish to make me speak about my capture, but it will not work.” 
 
    Balthazar yawned.  “Yes, it was a long time ago and you’ve been rotting in that prison for so long that your addled brain has forgotten.  It was worth a shot, but this is a waste of my time,” he said, preparing to leave. 
 
    Týr rattled his chains.  “How dare you believe that I have become feeble in this prison.  I will kill you all!” he yelled. 
 
    Alazar laughed.  “It looks like we struck a nerve.” 
 
    Balthazar whipped around to face Týr.  This was what he needed.  The warrior was finally angry enough to embrace his emotions.  He unleashed his power and allowed it to create the perfect temptation. 
 
    “How many centuries did you sit in wait, plotting and planning in silence?  You kept your thoughts to yourself, afraid that the other gods would steal your ideas and free themselves.  You watched the Fallen and bided your time by learning everything you could about Hell and its inhabitants.  You watched Reese and learned his strengths and weaknesses.  You memorized the guard rotation and learned which Fallen were the easiest to attack.  You listened to their gossip and learned about the previous escape attempts to track the success and failure rate.  You heard their grumblings when they were mistreated and learned what they feared.  You gathered as much information as you could so that when the time was right, you would enact your plan.  It wasn’t until Lev arrived to free Hel that you finally had a means to carry out your objective,” Balthazar said in a monotone voice as he tested his theory of how Týr had devised the escape plan.  “You wanted to leave, but there was an unforeseen problem.  You weren’t able to enact your revenge against Lucifer and Hades.  They weren’t your main targets, but after years of abuse at their hands, you decided to hurt them for fun.  Yet, there was another deterrent.  You were forced to follow Hel, why?” 
 
    Týr’s eyes glazed over.  He shook his head, trying to resist Balthazar’s power.  He held out as long as he could until he started to shake. 
 
    “Lev would only obey Hel,” he said through gritted teeth.  “I had the escape route all planned out, but she wasn’t interested in leaving.  She wanted revenge against Lucifer.  I could have walked out of Hell, but Hel swore she would use her power on me if I left her side.  We agreed that once she secured Hell, I would be allowed to leave.”  Sweat broke out across his forehead as he struggled against Balthazar’s power. 
 
    Alazar stepped forward.  “You could have killed her and her followers.  Hel’s not as powerful as you are and you can’t possibly be afraid of her.  You wanted to kill her, but you didn’t.  Why not?”  His power rose and joined with Balthazar’s.  Together they invaded the god’s mind and forced him to speak. 
 
    “I need her alive,” Týr panted. 
 
    “Why?” Alazar whispered. 
 
    Týr shook his head and yelled.  He flexed his arms and swung his body up until his legs caught the chain holding him.  He wrapped the chain around his neck and fell before either Predznak could understand what he was doing.  The chain snapped his neck and his body went limp. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Balthazar asked, running toward an unconscious Týr. 
 
    Alazar stared at Týr.  “He’s not dead, just injured.  He broke his own neck to avoid telling us the truth.  That takes balls.  I admit I underestimated him.  Hades was right for once; he is hiding something.  Now we have to wait until he wakes up to pry the truth from his lips.” 
 
    Balthazar laughed.  “You sound just like Haydn.”  He poked Týr, causing him to swing slightly.  “Damn it.  Now I really want to know what he’s up to.” 
 
    “What should we do with him?” Alazar asked. 
 
    “We leave him here.  We make him understand that we won’t play his games.  After his nap, we’ll try something else,” Balthazar frowned.  “At least we found out that he’s afraid of Hel’s power; otherwise, he would have left immediately.  We need to research her power and figure out why he fears it.” 
 
    Alazar nodded, but then chuckled. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” Balthazar asked, afraid that Alazar was worse off than he believed.  The old Alazar would have forced Týr to harm himself in an effort to weaken him.  He was surprised that Alazar had even used his power at all after everything he’d been through. 
 
    “Tristan would have made him wet his pants.  He would have figured out why Týr fears her,” Alazar replied. 
 
    Balthazar nodded.  “Agreed.  I never thought I would miss Tristan, but at times like these, I do.  Do you think Anjali can get through to him?” 
 
    Alazar tapped his foot.  “I’m not worried about that.  I’m more concerned about whether Anjali should bother claiming him.  Even if he joins us, he can still fail,” he said darkly. 
 
    Balthazar evaluated Alazar’s mood.  He had truly given up on Tristan.  He wondered if the two of them could ever work side by side again.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Anjali woke up from a fitful sleep feeling more tired than before, though thankfully, her body was free of the venom, and her wounds were mostly healed.  She had no idea how long she had been in the forest, but it felt like she had been asleep for a long time. 
 
    She saw Calin sitting on the couch, staring into the fireplace. 
 
    “How long was I out?” she asked, carefully stretching her shoulder. 
 
    “You were out for about a day.  We were all worried about you.  You kept talking in your sleep and yelling Fenris’ name.  We had no idea what was going on.  Derick and I couldn’t connect to you,” he said as he came over and sat next to her on the bed. 
 
    “I somehow entered into Fenris’ forest, the one Liam told me about, but I have no idea why,” she confessed. 
 
    “Lucifer has been stark raving mad since you blacked out.  He was about to send Vaughn to hunt Fenris, but Derick convinced him to wait.  He argued that Vaughn would be no match if it took all of us to defeat the werewolves.  Lucifer conceded, but he’s ready to snap.  He wants Fenris back in Hell,” he said, rubbing her arm. 
 
    “Vaughn will be killed if he goes alone.  Fenris will send a new army after him,” she said. 
 
    She opened her mind to him and Derick.  She felt the stress they had endured during her dream walk.  Lucifer was indeed crazed, based on Derick’s account of being summoned to the Throne Room to carry her to her room. 
 
    “Alazar was summoned to the Throne Room,” he said hesitantly.  “Lucifer wanted him and Balthazar to kill Fenris, but Alazar refused to hunt the Wolf God without your approval.  Lucifer didn’t like being told off by Alazar, but he stood his ground.  Hades actually took Alazar’s side.” 
 
    “I’m glad that Alazar didn’t go.  I’m afraid that the Celestial Warriors may be the only ones who can stop Fenris,” she frowned. 
 
    She lay back down on the pillow as a hollow pain caused her vision to dim.  The last time she had a headache was before she died.  She tried closing her eyes, but immediately saw the images from Fenris’ mind.  She shook her head and tried to block out the collage of sights. 
 
    Bolting upright, she paid closer attention to what she was seeing.  Fenris’ memories flickered through her brain at an incredible speed, but she was able to understand bits and pieces of it.  One particularly painful memory stood out from the rest. 
 
    She looked up at Calin.  “Holy shit!  I can see Fenris’ thoughts.  I think I may have a way to save Liam, but no one is going to like it,” she said in a rush. 
 
    Making her way to the Throne Room, Lucifer smiled when she entered.  “I may have a way of weakening Fenris, but you will hate the idea, My Lord,” she announced. 
 
    Hades appeared interested while Lucifer tensed up, ready to refuse her. 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” Lucifer asked cautiously. 
 
    “I will need the Council to enact my plan, and before you say anything, according to Gabriel, the Council wants to send the Celestial Warriors and perhaps an Inquisitor to secure Hell.  I’m hoping to prove to them that we can handle our own problems,” she said succinctly. 
 
    Lucifer looked like he was about to explode, but Hades nodded to her.  “Do whatever you must to keep the Celestial Warriors out of Hell.  I’m holding you personally responsible if an Inquisitor steps one foot through those gates!” Hades bellowed. 
 
    Understanding Hades’ unwillingness to allow Heaven temporary power over them, she summoned the Council and sat upon her throne. 
 
    The Council arrived in their bright white clothing, blinding her for a moment.  As always, Gabriel, Adrian, and Raphael were impeccably dressed in suits, while Marishka wore a simple but beautiful white gown with her long brown hair braided on top of her head.  Michael looked like he was in the wrong time period, as usual, and was dressed more appropriately for the Roman Coliseum in his white tunic. 
 
    Raphael stepped forward, expecting to be greeted.  He appeared annoyed when no one welcomed him.  “You summoned us, Lady Black?” he asked curtly. 
 
    Anjali shifted in her throne, unsure if she would garner any support for what she was about to do, especially from Lucifer, but she had to try. 
 
    “Fenris already has control over two of his three servants known as die Drei.  I know the man who was chosen as his third.  I would like permission from the Council to turn this man into my Nachtghul,” she said fully expecting Lucifer to strangle her. 
 
    Lucifer nearly fell off his throne.  He and Raphael were yelling over each other, trying to express their hatred of her plan.  Michael was pacing, but he appeared deep in thought.  She took it as a good sign that he wasn’t protesting. 
 
    Lifting her hand to stop the torrent of swears from Lucifer, she raised her voice and spoke above the noise.  “If I can gain control over one of Fenris’ servants, it may weaken him.  I have determined that die Drei are similar to Nachtghuls, though they do not need to die to undergo the transformation.  The loss of a servant, in theory, should cause him pain and anguish, just as it would for the master of a Nachtghul.  It will also give him a focal point for his rage—me.  If he is too busy trying to take his wolf back, he won’t have time to attack the mortals,” she said, ignoring the vast array of emotions coming off the angels surrounding her. 
 
    Raphael huffed.  “What makes you believe that taking control of one of die Drei will hurt Fenris?” he asked impatiently. 
 
    “It’s complicated, but I have seen his memories.  His wolf shifters created a link between Fenris and me.  I watched Týr destroy his werewolf army and his Drei at Odin’s command.  Fenris still feels the loss of his former servants,” she explained. 
 
    Raphael crossed his arms and looked away, annoyed that he couldn’t argue with her plan. 
 
    Michael nodded and rubbed his chin thoughtfully.  “Though I’m surprised that you bothered to ask permission from this Council to create another Nachtghul, I agree with your plan.  If you manage to break Fenris’ hold over the boy, it might be enough to level the playing field so that he can be captured or killed,” he said confidently. 
 
    Anjali was taken aback by Michael’s eagerness to grant her another Nachtghul, but happy that she didn’t need to convince him. 
 
    Lucifer’s head was shaking so hard she thought it would fly off his neck.  “No!  I will not allow you to put yourself in such danger.  Attempting to break the bond between Fenris and his servant is unheard of.  Fenris’ relationship with die Drei is very different from the bond between a master and a Nachtghul.  A Nachtghul retains his sense of self and his will is not directly tied to his master.  The master may command him, but a Nachtghul still has a choice over whether or not to follow.  He can be physically manipulated, if needed, but his mind is his own. 
 
    “I understand from Hel that Fenris has complete control over his Drei.  His connection is stronger than anything the gods have ever seen.  In the beginning, the servant may fight Fenris, but soon he learns that it’s useless.  As time goes on, the servant will want to please him.  He will crave Fenris’ approval.  His servant would follow Fenris straight to his death if commanded to do so.  The loyalty of die Drei is legendary and unbreakable.  That is why Odin limited his ability to create only three pure wolf shifters.  What you plan to do is impossible and downright foolish,” Lucifer said frantically. 
 
    She tapped her foot as she listened to Lucifer’s rant.  While she understood his concerns, she had to save Liam. 
 
    “How do you know the third man?” Adrian spoke up.  “How can you be so confident that you can break Fenris’ bond?” 
 
    “He has always followed her,” Gabriel said before Anjali could answer. 
 
    Raphael whipped his head around and glared at Gabriel.  “Are you telling us that Fenris’ servant is one of the men you hid in Purgatory?” 
 
    “Yes,” Gabriel nodded.  “I believe he was chosen because he bears Lady Black’s mark.” 
 
    Michael suddenly blanched.  “You didn’t mention that you loved this man.  I hate to even say this aloud since I am surprisingly on your side, but if you try to break Fenris’ control, you may very well kill the man you love.” 
 
    Anjali felt the room spin as Michael spoke.  She hadn’t considered the possibility of accidentally killing Liam if she failed. 
 
    “If you are doing this for the sake of revenge, then I cannot condone this plan,” Adrian replied evenly. 
 
    Suddenly all eyes were on her.  She looked to Gabriel, who appeared worried.  This was the decision that she had to make.  Put Liam’s life at risk to save a city, or save Liam and find another way to capture Fenris. 
 
    It didn’t take her long to come to a decision.  If there was a chance of weakening Fenris and protecting the mortals, she had to take it.  In reality, she could lose him either way. 
 
    “Every second we sit here, Fenris gets closer to his goal and my chances to save a decent man dwindle.  He is as good as dead if Fenris controls him completely.  I’m not naive enough to believe that Lord Michael will allow him or any of die Drei to live if he captures them.  I’d rather he die in my arms while a part of the real Liam still exists, rather than be forced to kill him when he becomes a mindless slave.” 
 
    Hades spoke for the first time.  “What makes you think this boy will accept you as his master?  He already has a master filling his head with lies and false praise.  Masters tend to choose the weak of mind and spirit as servants so that it is easier to make them submissive.  Look at our servants,” he said motioning to Vincent and Dorian.  “What makes you believe the boy is willing to rebel against Fenris in order to take you as his master?”  He seemed genuinely interested in her response. 
 
    Anjali ignored Raphael’s smug look.  He believed that Hades would side with him.  “I don’t think that Liam was Fenris’ first choice.  Liam told me what happened the night of the attack.  Fenris tried to pounce on his friend, but Liam pushed Dylan out of the way to save him.  Dylan is lanky and weak of body.  He looks to Liam for guidance and support.  Liam has always protected his friend.  Based on Gabriel’s assessment of Liam over many lifetimes, he is not someone who would bow to an enemy such as Fenris,” she said defiantly. 
 
    Hades sat back in his throne without another word, which was odd.  Lucifer, on the other hand, looked like his teeth would break apart from the tension in his jaw. 
 
    Raphael’s smirk faded and his gaze shifted to Lucifer.  It must have burned Raphael’s ass to look to Lucifer as his only ally. 
 
    Gabriel stepped forward and cleared his throat.  “I believe that Lady Black can gain Liam’s loyalty, if she is committed to doing so.  She has proven more than once that the bond she shares with the men she has loved over the centuries is strong and capable of overcoming great odds.  I would urge her to be cautious, but I am in favor of this course of action.” 
 
    Michael nodded to Gabriel, showing his acceptance of the plan, and turned to Raphael and Adrian, waiting for a third vote. 
 
    Everyone seemed surprised when Marishka stepped forward.  “I agree that Lady Black should attempt to shift this boy’s loyalty to her and make him a Nachtghul,” she said softly.  “She has nothing to lose at this point, though I fear for her safety once Fenris figures out that she is responsible for the loss of one of his servants.  He will be insulted by the mutinous behavior of his wolf and he will try to kill both of you.” 
 
    Raphael sighed and adjusted his tie.  “You have a vote of three, though I’m sure Adrian will eventually give his consent,” he said, rolling his eyes.  “You have the permission of this Council to enact your plan and attempt to make this boy your Nachtghul, but be warned, do not try to corner us again when you wish to break our rules.  You are forbidden from creating any more Nachtghuls, as previously stated.” 
 
    Anjali swallowed harshly.  She had done it; she had won.  Lucifer still appeared murderous and would surely remind her of his displeasure later, but she didn’t need his permission. 
 
    She thanked the Council and got to her feet.  Now, all she had to do was convince Liam and her Nachtghuls of her plan. 
 
    Anjali descended the dais and attempted to pass through the Council Members until Marishka called her name.  She turned to look at Marishka, curious to know what she wanted.  The two of them had never spoken privately before, at least not that she could remember. 
 
    “Lady Black, there is something I wish to speak to you about, though not in front of the Council,” she said in a hushed voice. 
 
    Anjali acknowledged her concern and directed her to the Hall of Mirrors.  Marishka quietly walked along side of her until they reached the hall. 
 
    “I appreciate your warning about Fenris, but I have to do something to help Liam,” Anjali said, hoping to allay Marishka’s fears. 
 
    Marishka smiled.  “I agree that something must be done.  I tried my best to help him when he was on trial, but he was too angry to listen to reason.  No one else knows about this, but I was once friends with Fenris,” she whispered. 
 
    Anjali couldn’t believe it.  Marishka was the last person she expected to be friendly with the Wolf God.  She was too kind-natured and demure to have a relationship with a wild beast. 
 
    “How is that possible?” Anjali asked. 
 
    Marishka giggled.  “I do have a life outside of the Council, though it doesn’t feel like it some days.  It was years ago, back when I was an Advocate.  I would sneak away to find places of beauty to ease my troubled mind.  When I prepared my arguments, I would draw inspiration from the scenery around me.  One day, I ventured into a wooded area that I had never seen before.  I sat down by a brook and began my preparations.  That’s when Fenris came across me.  He was kind and gentle back then, not like the monster that killed Josef.  He was the guardian of the woods and he looked after the creatures that inhabited it.  I returned to his woods often and we walked along the river and admired the flowers and the clouds. 
 
    “The last time I went to visit Fenris, he was gruff and distant.  I was worried that something terrible had happened.  I tried to comfort him, but he snapped his large teeth at me.  For the first time, I was afraid of the enormous black wolf.  Something in his eyes had changed.  They no longer appeared bright and hopeful.  Instead, they were sharp and predacious, taking in every movement.  He sniffed the air, not to admire the scent of the flowers, but to search for danger in the sunlit woods,” she explained. 
 
    Anjali couldn’t imagine a gentle version of Fenris, but she didn’t doubt Marishka’s story.  “What happened to him?” 
 
    “I didn’t find out until he was imprisoned in what the Asgardians called the Plains located in the Outlands.  I broke the rules and went to Fenris’ prison during the night.  He didn’t say much, but it was implied that his brother had lied to him and that he regretted an attack on Odin.  I didn’t see him again until his trial years later when he was captured with Týr.  Aeries had no idea what was happening in that forest.  I believe that Týr was to blame for the whole thing, but I can’t make heads nor tails out of the half-truths and lies the gods told.  If Tristan hadn’t been bitten, I know we could have sorted things out.  Tristan was excellent at his job, at least until he left,” she said bitterly. 
 
    Anjali saw the anger in Marishka’s eyes.  She was mad at Tristan for leaving Heaven to become a Predznak. 
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that you lost Fenris as a friend, but I assure you, he no longer resembles the kind wolf you once knew,” Anjali said sadly.  “You should know that I found Tristan.  He made some kind of deal with Fenris.  He led me right into a trap, though to be honest, I knew what he was doing.  I wish I had known Tristan when he was an Advocate.  Do you have any idea what made him want to became a Predznak?” she asked. 
 
    Marishka flushed.  “Fenris’ attack altered his perception of his job, his life, and the Council.  I couldn’t reason with him anymore.  He ran off to join your crusade without much thought,” she said haughtily. 
 
    Anjali was shocked by Marishka’s candor.  She had nothing to do with Tristan becoming Fear.  She hadn’t even been created yet. 
 
    “I’m sure he had his reasons for leaving Heaven, though I haven’t heard his side of the story yet,” Anjali replied politely. 
 
    Marishka folded her hands and regained her composure.  “Yes, well, I haven’t seen him in a very long time, so I wouldn’t know.  I do wish you luck with Fenris.  There is one thing you should know about him.  He may act friendly toward his family, but he is not loyal to them.  He will use them if there is something to gain, but he despises both of them.  I believe that is why he escaped from Hell on his own,” Marishka said. 
 
    “Thank you.  I appreciate you telling me this,” Anjali nodded. 
 
    Marishka quietly turned and walked back to the Throne Room. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Liam paced around his cramped apartment.  It felt like the walls were closing in on him.  Calin was sitting on the couch watching him pace.  He didn’t say anything; he just sat there as Liam freaked out about everything.  The jerk even refused to take off his black leather jacket even though it was blazing hot in the room. 
 
    Fenris was still breathing down his neck.  He could see flashes of what the other two wolves were seeing.  It was as if they were integrating themselves into his brain.  The harder he pushed them out, the more agitated he became.  It was as if his mind and body wanted to join with them.  He didn’t know how much longer he could hold out.  He wished to God that Anjali would hurry up and come for him.  She was the only thing that could keep Fenris at bay. 
 
    He kept thinking back to their encounter in his bedroom.  He had never met a sexier woman in all his life.  The way she looked at him when she had her mouth on him made him feel desired.  No woman had ever looked at him like that before. 
 
    He had trouble thinking about Kelsey after experiencing Anjali’s hands on him.  Despite all the bullshit they were dealing with, Anjali hadn’t yelled at him once or demanded anything of him.  Kelsey’s favorite pastime was ordering him around.  He could still hear her shrill voice during sex telling him that she was done.  Five minutes of sex and she was ready to go to bed.  The woman was fabulous at feigning an orgasm.  He wasn’t fooled by her, but it never mattered to him since he didn’t enjoy having sex with her.  He didn’t like having sex with any of his girlfriends.  He had pondered whether or not he was gay, but he couldn’t think of men in that way. 
 
    Everything changed the moment he kissed Anjali.  His body had surged to life after years of being dormant.  He had no idea that his erection could be that hard or painful.  Feeling her grab his ass and pull him into her mouth had almost made him come.  It was miraculous.  It took all of his will power to hold out until the last possible second.  He didn’t want the experience to end. 
 
    Unfortunately, she had left so fast that he hadn’t gotten the chance to tell her that he wanted her in his life, if they ever sorted out his bleak future.  His bed felt like ice once she was gone.  He lay there remembering how warm her mouth was until Calin knocked on his door and forced him out of his daydream. 
 
    Now, all he wanted was to be with her.  It didn’t matter if they were sitting together watching a movie or fighting werewolves, he wanted to be with her.  He was afraid that she had left because she had hurt herself while pleasing him and was afraid to tell him.  He wished that he could call her and hear her voice again. 
 
    That’s when the voice boomed through his head.  An image of Fenris standing proudly in his forest appeared in his mind. 
 
    “You believe that she can save you from me.  You believe that she is your salvation.  You are wrong.  The man with the gun who she keeps by her side is her servant, just as you are mine.  He is bound to her the way you are bound to me, though her treachery is so much worse.  I bit you because I wanted to make you stronger and better than what you were.  I wanted to free you from the perils of a mortal existence.  You have seen their Hell.  Because of me, you will never suffer there.  You will not hear the lies of Heaven as they reward you for living a boring life devoted to their useless God.  If you are not careful, she will bind you to her as well,” Fenris warned. 
 
    Liam shook his head.  “She wants to help me,” he said confidently. 
 
    “She will shackle you just as she did to her Nachtghuls, Calin and Derick,” Fenris said pointedly. 
 
    Liam backed away from the mirage.  “No.  You’re lying to me, and trying to distract me from the truth.  She cares about me.  You certainly don’t want to keep me safe.  You want to use me as a weapon.” 
 
    “You believe she loves you,” Fenris laughed.  “She loved those men so much that she snatched them from their deathbeds and forced them to serve her for eternity.  Trust me; she does not love you.  She is lying to you.  She wants you to serve her, because you are a pawn to her.  Thankfully, you are safe from the seductress.  No one can break the bond we share, Liam.  The sooner you learn that, the sooner we can be a family,” he smiled. 
 
    “You twisted Noah and Troy’s minds.  You need them to inflate your ego and worship you, while you give them nothing in return,” Liam yelled. 
 
    Fenris roared.  “I shared my power with them!  They will never die!  They will never lead lives of mediocrity.  No one can stand against them.  No one will look down upon them again and tell them that they are worthless.  I rescued them from their pitiful lives and gave them strength and the ability to protect themselves.  I offer them my protection in return.  We are a pack and we are invincible because of it.  Once you embrace our bond, you too will benefit from all that I share with Noah and Troy.  The pain of your transformations will stop.  The lingering doubt will fade.  The strain and effort of resisting me weakens you.  You were meant to be so much more than you are right now.  Join with me and you will become invincible,” he shouted. 
 
    Liam rubbed his face, torn between wanting to be free and wanted to join Fenris.  His entire body begged him to stop fighting his master.  No, not his master...Fenris.  His aching soul wanted relief from being pulled in two directions, but his mind resisted.  He knew following Fenris was wrong, but it would be so much easier to give in.  Even now, he wanted to slump to his knees and bow before him.  He wanted to find peace.  Yet, every time he wanted to give up, he saw her.  Anjali’s beautiful face filled his thoughts.  She was proud of him whenever he resisted Fenris.  He wanted her to be proud and he wanted to feel loved.  Though he feared that he would never be whole if he sided with her, his heart told him to remain steadfast. 
 
    Snapping his head up, Liam laughed at Fenris.  “None of you are invincible.  Anjali burned your precious pets, yet you were nowhere to be found.  You didn’t protect them.  You sacrificed them so that you could escape.  You are afraid of her.  That’s why you are trying to convince me that Calin and Derick belong to her.  You are afraid of what will happen if I stay with her,” he snickered. 
 
    Fenris moved as if he wanted to backhand him, but abruptly stopped.  “Ask her if you do not believe me.  Once you understand the truth, I will forgive you for this insult.  She is the one twisting and manipulating the truth, not me.  Ask the Keeper of Deception how her servants came to be in her possession.  I will allow you to walk away so that you can seek your answers.  When you return to me, we will become one,” Fenris said smugly. 
 
    Liam took a deep breath when Fenris closed the imaginary door and left him alone.  He was either very confident in his lies, or he was using him as bait to find Anjali.  He assumed it was the latter, but he had to take the chance and find her.  He had to learn the truth. 
 
    Opening his eyes, he saw Calin standing in front of him.  Apparently, he had been calling his name and shaking him. 
 
    “I’m okay,” Liam grunted.  He pushed Calin’s hands away and walked to the sink.  He needed some water. 
 
    “It’s getting worse, isn’t it?” Calin asked. 
 
    Liam nodded as he gulped an entire glass of water. 
 
    “I know what temptation is like, Liam.  That’s what Fenris is doing.  He’s tempting you.  He’s offering you the world and supposedly wants nothing but your loyalty.  He will ruin you,” Calin stated. 
 
    Liam glared at him.  “How would you know?  Who are you?” he snapped.  He was tired of all the mystery surrounding Anjali and her strange men. 
 
    He watched as Calin opened his coat and nearly fell over when he figured out why he had refused to remove it.  He not only had his guns holstered under his coat, but the coat itself held an array of knives and other weapons.  Apparently, Calin was an assassin, or he worked for the mob in his spare time. 
 
    “I was tempted once.  I was offered a chance to find the thing that killed my little sister.  A man, whom I believed was an FBI Agent, trained me to hunt and kill dark creatures and he taught me about revenge.  For years, I searched for the escaped soul from Hell that took my sister.  I was so angry, I couldn’t think straight.  All I could do was think about finding the son of a bitch.  When I met Anjali, I found out that the man I had known most of my adult life was lying to me.  He was leading me on a wild goose chase.  It turns out he was the Angel of Vengeance and his primary mission was to keep me distracted so that I would forget how to live a normal life free from the agony of losing someone I loved.  He waited for the right moment to tempt me to kill someone—Anjali.  It took everything I had to fight my need for revenge.  Thankfully, I didn’t choose that path.  I chose her.  If you accept Fenris, you will start down the path of evil, Liam.  He will train you to kill and you will have no choice but to do what he commands,” he warned. 
 
    Liam almost dropped his glass.  The Angel of Vengeance...who were these people?  It was too much to take. 
 
    He eyed the butcher’s block on the counter.  Maybe he should just end things.  Maybe it was the only way to stop this nightmare. 
 
    “Liam?” called the sweetest voice he had ever heard.  Thoughts of ending his life scattered when she walked into the room. 
 
    He ran over to her and hugged her tightly.  She had returned to him. 
 
    She seemed surprised by his hug, but she embraced him. 
 
    “I may have a way to break Fenris’ hold on you, though I’m warning you, it will be difficult and there is no guarantee it will work.  It may end up killing you,” she said, placing her warm hand on his face. 
 
    Liam’s hopes soared.  He knew that she would find a way to save him. 
 
    “At this point, I don’t want to live if I’m forced to serve him,” he replied bluntly. 
 
    “I understand,” she nodded, though she seemed sad that he was willing to end his life if needed.  “Come with me.  I don’t want to do it here in case Fenris attacks.  I can’t have any interference once we start.” 
 
    He nodded.  “Give me one second.  I need to change.  I’ve been in these clothes for too long,” he said, hopeful that his life was about to change. 
 
    He rushed into his room and quickly changed into a pair of jeans and a blue T-shirt.  He headed back toward the living room, but stopped when he heard glass breaking behind him. 
 
    Turning, he saw Noah in wolf form leap through the window.  He snarled and bared his teeth. 
 
    Glass smashing in the living room confirmed his fear that Troy was also there.  Seeing Anjali running toward him with her hand outstretched, he jumped away from Noah and grabbed onto her hand.  They shifted through complete darkness and landed in a large room.  Unfortunately, they hadn’t been fast enough.  Troy had grabbed on to Anjali’s dress with his teeth and came along for the ride. 
 
    Anjali turned around and saw the mangy mutt that dared to enter her domain.  She kicked him in the face and sent him flying into one of the mirrors lining her hall. 
 
    “You have made a mistake in coming here, Troy.  This is my world and you have no allies here,” she said boldly. 
 
    She silently sent Derick to find Vadim and Malcolm before Troy called to Fenris for help.  She didn’t need Fenris directing Troy to the Hall of Shadows for reinforcements. 
 
    Troy shook his head and tried to get to his feet.  She pulled Liam behind her and used her power to toss Troy into the far mirrors. 
 
    Crashing through the glass, Troy slumped on the ground. 
 
    “I think I may have overdone it,” she said when she realized he wasn’t moving.  “Sadly, his interrogation will have to wait.” 
 
    “He deserves worse than that for kidnapping Dylan,” Liam sneered. 
 
    She grabbed Liam and inspected him to make sure Noah hadn’t hurt him. 
 
    Vadim was the first to reach the room, though he was confused since she had never summoned him before. 
 
    “Secure the prisoner,” she commanded. 
 
    Vadim nodded and ran over to Troy.  He carefully approached the wolf, afraid that he was playing opossum.  When Troy didn’t move, Vadim clamped his ever-present Celestial Bonds around his front paws.  They watched as Troy was forced to change back into mortal form.  Seeing that he was naked, Anjali snapped her fingers and dressed him. 
 
    Malcolm arrived a moment later.  “Who is that, My Lady?” 
 
    “He is one of die Drei.  Take him to the Hall of Mercy so that I can interrogate him.  Let me know when he wakes up,” she replied. 
 
    Malcolm and Vadim bowed and quickly dragged Troy out of the hall. 
 
    “Who were they and why did they bow to you?” Liam asked. 
 
    She smiled at him.  “They work here.” 
 
    Calin appeared in the room a few seconds later.  “Noah’s taking a little nap.  He’ll be pissed later, but I’m okay with that,” he said gruffly.  He straightened his leather jacket and nodded to Anjali.  He eyed Liam before following Malcolm and Vadim to the Hall of Mercy to keep an eye on Troy. 
 
    She walked to her throne and sat down.  It was time for Liam to understand who she was before she asked him to pledge his life to her. 
 
    Liam seemed surprised to see her sitting in her Fire and Ice Throne, but didn’t say anything.  He walked closer and waited for her to speak. 
 
    She took a deep breath and drummed her fingers on the armrest.  “I assume you know where we are since you saw the realms when you ran from my room.  Lucifer is real.  Hades is real.  Hell is real.  I work to maintain order and help to punish the wicked souls.  Many believe that I am a villain because I was created to end the world.  When mankind loses its way and is ready to tear itself apart, I will bring about the end.  I am the Bringer of the Apocalypse,” she stated, devoid of emotion. 
 
    She waited for his response.  She expected anger, confusion, doubt, or fear.  She tended to evoke all these emotions from people once they learned her true identity.  Instead, he just stared at her. 
 
    She waited a little longer until she became concerned that she might have broken his mind. 
 
    “Most people have something to say after I tell them that,” she prompted. 
 
    A funny look spread across his face.  He crossed his arms and raised his eyebrows.  “I’m being stalked by a Wolf God in my subconscious and conscious mind.  I can also change into a wolf.  I think my ability to be shocked has been slightly altered.  Three days ago, I would have laughed at you and said you were crazy.  As of right now, I watched the Angel of Fear cower in a corner, had a gun pointed at me, more than once, and witnessed people being set on fire and drowned outside of this castle by men and women with black wings.  I wouldn’t be surprised if the fucking grim reaper was your best friend,” he said sarcastically. 
 
    She shifted uncomfortably in her throne.  “The man with the dagger who killed Váli is Alazar, the Angel of Death.  Many consider him the grim reaper.  The man with the swords slaying the werewolves with Calin is Balthazar, the Angel of Vengeance.  Alazar and Balthazar, as well as a few others, will tempt the mortals to see how far they have fallen from grace.  We’re kind of team,” she said, biting the inside of her lip. 
 
    “Wait, Calin said that Balthazar tempted him to kill you.  How are they suddenly best friends?” he asked. 
 
    She tapped her foot, annoyed that Calin had told Liam about his complicated relationship with Balthazar.  “My angels and I were kept apart for a long time.  So far, they have all wanted to kill me because they were lost to the temptations they carry inside of them.  Let’s just say that Balthazar and I worked things out,” she said succinctly. 
 
    “How does the Angel of Fear fit into all of this?” he asked.  He looked like he was trying to put together a puzzle. 
 
    He was taking things much better than she expected, which unnerved her.  She was afraid that he would eventually hit his limit and walk away.  She adjusted the bandage on her shoulder to avoid looking at him.  “Tristan will also help me, once he gets his priorities straight.” 
 
    “I see,” he chuckled.  “Anjali, I don’t care who you are.  All I know is that you’re not Fenris.  I know the difference between good and evil.  Fenris doesn’t.  He doesn’t care about what I want, but you do.  Whenever I think about you, everything seems easier, even if I can’t explain why.  I had trouble controlling my emotions when I first met you, but now, I’m much saner around you.  There isn’t much debate here.  If you can help me, then I accept your help.” 
 
    She let out a long breath and nodded.  She admired his ability to handle stressful situations and was grateful for his acceptance. 
 
    She stepped down off the dais and held out her hand to him.  The moment his skin touched hers, she recoiled.  “Shit,” she hissed. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked, looking down at his hand. 
 
    “Fenris has enough control over you that he is able to fill you with a dark energy.  I felt it when we were in your room, but it retreated when I kissed you,” she explained.  She rubbed her palm to take away the sting.  The energy was much stronger this time. 
 
    Liam shrugged.  “Then let’s get rid of it,” he said, leaning in to kiss her. 
 
    She almost giggled at his enthusiasm.  She braced herself for the malevolent force to zap her.  Holding her breath, she quickly pressed her lips to his.  Thankfully, the energy quickly withdrew.  She threw her arms around his shoulders and pulled him closer.  She liked having his hard chest pressed against her. 
 
    “Have I mentioned how hot you look in those jeans?  The gym shorts were nice, but I like these better,” she said, unable to take her eyes off him. 
 
    “No more gym shorts.  I’ll remember that for next time,” he laughed. 
 
    Looking into his eyes, her smile faded.  “We need to talk about what’s entailed in freeing you before I attempt anything.” 
 
    He nodded and allowed her to pull him toward her bedroom.  She sat down on the couch, but he seemed reluctant to sit, so he stood in front of the fireplace. 
 
    “Liam, to my knowledge, no one has ever tried to break Fenris’ control over his Drei.  I’m not sure what will happen.  I was somehow pulled into his mind, so I understand how strong he is,” she explained. 
 
    He whipped his head around.  “You’ve been inside his mind too?  How is that possible?” 
 
    Anjali smoothed out her dress and frowned.  “When Troy and Noah bit me, it established some kind of mental connection to him.  I’m not sure if it was intentional or not.  Regardless, I have seen the forest and met his beasts.  The entire place is controlled by him.  It’s his sanctuary.” 
 
    “Did he hurt you?” he growled. 
 
    His eyes changed from brown to ice blue and back before she could reply.  She put her hand up to calm him.  “I fought back, Liam.  I’m stronger than he knows.  He pushed me out of his mind when I began riffling through his memories.  Thankfully, I was able to glean certain truths that I hope can help us,” she said. 
 
    He visibly relaxed as he ran his hand through his hair.  “I feel like I can’t get away from him.  I saw him in my thoughts right before you showed up.  He’s trying to keep us apart because he knows that I care about you,” he said softly. 
 
    She stood up and put her hands on his face, ignoring the current running along his skin.  “He can’t keep us apart.  He might be able to influence your thoughts, but your heart belongs to me,” she said tenderly.  She kissed his shoulder and ran her tongue up his neck to his ear. 
 
    He shivered and wrapped his arms around her.  “I need you,” he whispered against her neck. 
 
    She bit his earlobe and pushed his shirt up until she was able to pull it over his head.  She tossed it over the back of the couch and stared at his broad chest.  She licked his skin, eager to feel his muscles again.  “I’m yours,” she whispered.  She lowered herself to her knees and rubbed her face against his bulging pants.  “I really do like these jeans.” 
 
    He threw his head back and moaned.  “While the memory of your mouth on me has been making me crazy all afternoon, I want to please you this time.” 
 
    Pulling her up, he captured her lips and plunged his tongue into her mouth.  He spun her and pressed her back against the closest wall.  Without breaking the kiss, he pushed aside her dress to reveal her breast.  His other hand went lower and dipped underneath her dress to reach her moist panties.  One thumb circled her nub through her panties as the other brushed against her nipple, setting fire to her entire body. 
 
    She moaned into his mouth and held on to his broad shoulders as he continued to tease her body.  When he moved her panties to the side and slid two fingers against her slick skin, she gasped.  He knew exactly where to touch her to elicit the strongest response.  She was quickly losing all sense of time and space. 
 
    He worked one nipple and then the other until she bucked beneath his touch.  Sliding his fingers through her folds, he hit every delectable spot until he returned to circle her nub.  The pressure built and built until she could barely stand. 
 
    He released her mouth and stared down at her possessively.  Her skin was impossibly hot as he stared into her eyes with lust and compassion.  His eyes roamed over her face, her breasts, and the places his fingers touched.  She wasn’t sure how much more she could take. 
 
    “Tell me how good this feels,” he whispered. 
 
    Desire curled inside her stomach at his words.  “It feels amazing,” she murmured. 
 
    “Tell me how much you need my hands on your body,” he said, his voice thick with lust. 
 
    “I need you so much,” she whimpered. 
 
    He slid his fingers into her core and rubbed the dark places inside of her, forcing a groan from her lips. 
 
    Leaning close to her ear, he said, “Show me how sexy you are when I make you come.” 
 
    His husky voice threw her over the edge and she screamed as her body seized up, releasing every ounce of passion she possessed.  Pleasure poured through her and she dug her nails into his shoulder to ground herself. 
 
    She panted, trying to get her breathing under control.  She looked up and saw Liam’s brown eyes locked on hers.  He appeared wild, like a predator on the hunt.  She gave him a sexy smile and rubbed his stiff erection through the taut denim. 
 
    “I need to be inside of you,” he panted. 
 
    She ducked around him and headed for the bed.  Pulling her shoulders out of her dress, she allowed it to pool on the floor.  She removed her bandages, and watched his eyes take in the sight of her naked skin.  He looked like he was ready to pounce on her.  His chest muscles moved up and down as he breathed heavily.  The sight of him with just his jeans on made her needy again. 
 
    She knelt down on the bed and beckoned him to join her. 
 
    Liam visually explored her lush pink skin and her dark curls.  Her scent was even more intoxicating when she was aroused.  She was every bit the temptress Fenris made her out to be and was grateful for it.  He loved every sexy moan and squeak she made coupled with the looks of longing in her eyes.  He took his moist fingers and placed them in his mouth to taste her desire, while watching her enraptured expression. 
 
    Unable to stay away from her sweet scent he crossed the room in three long strides, eager to get to his woman, his salvation.  He leaned over the bed and took one of her breasts into his mouth, causing her to gasp.  He suckled her breast lightly and nibbled on it until she was groaning for more.  He couldn’t get enough of her silky skin and warm body.  She was pure heat combined with electricity.  He was addicted to the taste of her. 
 
    He released her rosy nipple and bent her over until she was on all fours.  He lined her up with the vanity mirror so that he could see her face and breasts while he took her from behind. 
 
    She flipped her hair over her shoulder and gazed at him.  She wiggled her flawless ass at him to taunt him.  He knelt on the bed behind her and swatted her backside playfully. 
 
    “You’ll get what you need when I’m ready,” he chuckled.  “I’m enjoying the sight of you begging for me.” 
 
    Her eyes widened and she licked on her bottom lip.  He could tell that no one had ever spoken to her like that before, which made him gleeful. 
 
    He ran his hand over her smooth cheeks and slowly dragged his fingernails across her skin the way she had done to him in his bedroom.  She shivered and groaned, making his cock even harder.  With both hands, he grabbed her hips and pulled her beautiful ass against his hard body.  He teased her by grinding his cock against her. 
 
    “Are you wet enough for me?” he asked as he dipped two fingers into her core. 
 
    “God, yes!” she yelled in a throaty voice. 
 
    He looked into the mirror and saw that her eyes were half-closed in anticipation.  He took his shaft in his hand and slowly pushed it into her body.  He threw his head back as he inched inside of her tight heat.  It took all of his strength to maintain control when he filled her.  He had never felt anything like this in his life. 
 
    He wanted to go slow and enjoy every perfect second, but his body had other plans.  He rocked into her a few times until he couldn’t take it anymore.  He leaned over her back and thrusted into her.  When she swore and gripped the sheets, he knew she was loving it.  He pushed into her harder and harder, searching for the perfect pace.  Both of them grunted and yelled, unwilling to slow down. 
 
    Looking into the mirror, his eyes found hers.  They stared at each other intimately while he stroked her and she squeezed him.  When she screamed his name and her body clamped down on him, the intense feeling caught him off guard and he lost focus.  His body tightened as happiness and a feeling of peace flooded his body.  He couldn’t believe how strong his orgasm was.  He never believed that pleasure like this existed.  He thought it was a story made up by other men.  He understood the truth now.  Sex with Anjali was better than anything he had ever experienced. 
 
    He desperately tried not to slump against her back.  With his arms giving out, he pulled away from her and rolled to his side.  She curled up next to him and draped her long hair across his chest.  He was exhausted and energized at the same time. 
 
    “That was really good.  My brain doesn’t have the words to express how good that was,” he laughed. 
 
    She giggled.  “How about fucking awesome?” 
 
    He nodded.  “That works.” 
 
    “You belong to me and you always will,” she sighed, completely sated. 
 
    “Okay,” he sighed.  He kissed the back of her hand and stared up at the stone ceiling.  “How did you end up in this place exactly?” 
 
    “That’s a long story; let’s just say that I was destined to be here.  I told you that I have trouble controlling myself, just like you have trouble controlling your emotions and your shifting,” she frowned.  “I have the ability to create deadly storms, which is how I will end the world someday, but I can’t command my power properly.  It’s overwhelming and terrifying.  The sad part is that I like losing control.  Some darker part of me takes over and it’s hard to push her back into her cage.” 
 
    He tilted his head to look at her.  Here he believed that turning into a wolf was the biggest problem anyone had ever faced.  He had no idea that she could create storms.  He finally understood what she meant when she had said that she was more dangerous than he was. 
 
    “That’s horrible, but I know how you feel.  Fenris claimed he could help me control the pain of my shifting and tried to convince me to let him in.  I could hear Noah and Troy telling me to listen to him.  They showed me a glimpse of how it would feel to give in and join Fenris,” he said sorrowfully.  “I almost caved.  Part of me was desperate to submit to him.” 
 
    Anjali sat up on the bed and stared at him.  “Liam, I don’t know anything about shifting into a wolf, but I understand wanting to be loyal to him and me at the same time.  Unfortunately, you have to choose a path,” she said, but then paused.  “Shit, I sound like my Predznak.  I know it doesn’t always feel like Fenris is the wrong path, but choosing evil usually doesn’t.  I’m no saint, but I try to let my morals guide me.  When that fails, I look to those I trust.  I’ve wanted to unleash my power and embrace my rage, but something always brought me back from the edge.  No matter what happens, I promise to do whatever it takes to keep you safe and happy.  I know it’s not fair that you are in this position, but you must choose between Fenris and me,” she said. 
 
    Liam saw the determination on her face.  Whatever she had planned for him, he could tell that she would fight for him, no matter what. 
 
    “Of course I choose you, Anjali,” he said, placing his faith in her.  “What do I have to do?  What’s involved?” 
 
    She rubbed her hands to avoid looking at him.  He braced himself for the answer, concerned that he might not like it. 
 
    “You have probably wondered who Derick and Calin are.  You’ve seen them do impossible things like vanish and fight a pack of werewolves.  When I met them, they were normal men.  Derick was in college and enjoyed searching haunted houses for ghosts.  He joined a group called the Spirit Experts and was drawn into a trap by a sinister angel.  Calin’s sister died when he was younger and it affected him greatly.  The thing that killed his sister was an escaped soul from Hell.  He wanted to kill the evil soul and have his revenge.  Both of them died because they were sucked into my world.  I couldn’t let them go, so I gave them a choice,” she explained. 
 
    Liam’s mouth went dry.  Shit, Fenris was right.  They belong to her.  His stomach churned and he couldn’t look at her.  He felt Fenris’ imaginary door open just a crack as his doubts took over. 
 
    “You turned them into your slaves.  You turned them into Nachtghuls,” he said disdainfully. 
 
    Her eyes went wide.  “How do you know that name?” 
 
    “Fenris told me all about them, but I didn’t want to believe him.  He warned me that you would do this.  After everything we’ve been through, you have the gall to offer me the same choice as Fenris and become your slave.  You’re no better than him, but at least he’s up front about it,” he said as his hands and feet felt numb.  The world shifted and he no longer saw a beautiful woman in front of him; instead, he saw the temptress Fenris had spoken of. 
 
    Anjali sputtered.  “It’s not like that, Liam, I promise you.  There isn’t another way that I know of to break Fenris’ bond.  We already have a connection and it’s stronger than Fenris’.  I know I can take you away from him,” she pleaded. 
 
    He couldn’t believe that Fenris was telling the truth.  She was nothing more than liar.  Anger welled up inside of him at the thought of being made a fool. 
 
    “We don’t have a bond.  I think you’re hot and have a great ass.  That’s as far as our bond goes,” he sneered. 
 
    He thought about all the sweet things she had said and the seductive way she had looked at him.  It was all a game.  She just wanted to add him to her collection.  Here he was suffering every second of the day trying to hold out against Fenris, and all the while, she was weaseling her way into his heart so that she could turn him into her puppet. 
 
    “Liam, please calm down.  I swear that I’m trying to help you.  Fenris will force you to kill.  Can you live with that?  I would never ask you to do that,” she said as a tear streamed down her cheek. 
 
    He shook his head.  “No, you have Calin to kill things for you.  You’ll need me to do something else, something much worse.” 
 
    “That’s not true.  I don’t know how Fenris knows about Nachtghuls, but you have to listen to me,” she said defiantly. 
 
    “You control them,” he said in a clipped tone. 
 
    “No.  They have minds of their own.  They make their own choices.  They choose to follow me, but I certainly don’t force them to.  I have offered to let both of them return to the Mortal Realm to live out their lives, but both have refused,” she said, her voice filled with panic. 
 
    Liam chuckled.  “If you hadn’t stopped Calin, he would have shot me when we first met.  You were commanding him because you were the one in control.  I saw the rage in his eyes.  It doesn’t sound like he’s allowed to make his own choices,” he snapped. 
 
    She flinched when he accused her of controlling Calin.  “Trust me, if Calin wanted you dead, he wouldn’t care what I said.  He would protect me even if I ordered him not too.  He’s very much his own person, I assure you,” she said defensively. 
 
    “I don’t believe you!” he yelled. 
 
    He jumped off of the bed and paced around the room.  Why did everything have to be so confusing?  He pulled at his hair and scratched at his skin.  He wanted to tear it apart to release the pressure building inside of him.  He wanted to be free.  He wanted his old life back.  He wanted to live in his apartment, and resume his work so that he could forget all of this bullshit.  Hell, he would even take Kelsey over all of this nonsense.  At least he knew where he stood with her.  He would happily be her piggybank if he could leave all this behind. 
 
    You finally understand the truth, my lovesick wolf, Fenris whispered.  Come to me and I will erase your heartache.  I will make you forget about the siren and her lies. 
 
    Liam knew what he had to do.  He released the final obstacle by destroying the imaginary door and embraced his master.  All the pain in his joints went away as did the tension in his body.  He no longer felt like he was pushing against a concrete wall, trying to fortify his defenses.  Instead, a warm current filled him and he was able to breathe deeply.  He was free. 
 
    He stared at the woman in front of him, no longer concerned whether or not he could please her.  He had someone to praise him and care for him.  Fenris would fulfill his needs and in return, he would give his strength to Fenris.  He would pledge himself to his master and he would be complete.  Anjali was now their enemy. 
 
    Come to me, Fenris said courteously. 
 
    Liam nodded his head automatically.  Yes, Master. 
 
    Allow me to show you your true potential, Fenris said. 
 
    He felt his skin rippling, though this time it wasn’t sheer agony.  His body stretched and contorted smoothly as if it was second nature.  Sharp teeth filled his mouth as it elongated into a snout.  He felt powerful as he stood on his paws.  His acute senses overwhelmed him and he focused his attention on a bitter smell.  Fear.  Someone was afraid of him.  His fur was moved by a small breeze alerting him to another presence nearby. 
 
    Turning his head, he saw his prey.  He saw a black dress, the one that had caused him so much discomfort.  He snarled and leapt at her.  Before he could reach her, something large landed against his side and threw him into the wall.  Deciding that it wasn’t worth the fight, he broke through the door and ran through a familiar room. 
 
    Bring me Troy, Fenris demanded. 
 
    Troy’s location appeared in his head and he followed the path.  Arriving in the correct room, he lunged at the closest guard and bit his leg.  A second guard stepped in his path, but abruptly put his hands up and backed away. 
 
    Troy was in wolf form and chained to the ground. 
 
    Liam opened his mind to his brother. 
 
    They unlocked the blue shackles to interrogate me, but I shifted before they could ask me any questions.  I can feel my strength returning, but you have to help me break the chains, Liam.  Hurry, before more of them come! Troy yelled. 
 
    Liam clamped down on the chains holding Troy and tore them from the ceiling, just as Fenris instructed.  Together, they ran out of the castle, and headed toward their master.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Liam ran as fast as his paws would take him through the city streets.  The further he got from her, the better he felt.  He couldn’t believe that she had betrayed him. 
 
    Don’t worry about her, Liam, our master will make things better.  You’ll see, Troy said sympathetically. 
 
    I’m sorry I fought this for so long.  I shouldn’t have left Fenris, Liam replied. 
 
    Troy huffed at him and forgave him. 
 
    Liam followed him through the dark streets into an alley behind a restaurant.  They walked around garbage bins and trashcans until he could see a figure in the distance.  Instinctively, he knew it was Fenris. 
 
    Fenris lifted the grate off a sewer entrance and jumped into the hole.  Troy wrinkled his noise at the stench and complained about it smelling like death.  He hastily shifted and was on two legs before Liam could blink. 
 
    “You’ll need your hands to climb down into the sewer,” Troy snickered.  “This time, make sure you’re wearing clothes.  I don’t need to see your ass again, pal.” 
 
    Liam sneezed at him, but agreed that he preferred to be clothed.  Fenris was already helping him with the shift before he realized what was happening.  All that was left was to clothe himself.  He smiled when he stood up wearing his favorite jeans.  His heart skipped when he remembered how much Anjali liked them. 
 
    Do not think about her.  She is your enemy! Fenris snapped. 
 
    He recoiled from the warning.  It was stupid of him to think about her.  He had to forget her. 
 
    Watching Troy lower himself down the rungs into the sewer, he tried to figure out where Noah was.  He could hear his thoughts and see through his eyes.  It took him a second to realize that he was already in the sewer. 
 
    Once inside the dank tunnel, he followed silently, trying to figure out where they were going.  His new wolf vision allowed him to see through the din, so he didn’t have a problem navigating around the random debris.  Sloshing through the ankle deep sewage, he decided that he should have picked sewer-appropriate pants.  His jeans were soaked in nasty water up to his knees. 
 
    “Can I ask what we’re doing in the sewer?” Liam asked, his voice echoing off the rounded ceiling. 
 
    “No,” Fenris said bluntly. 
 
    Liam bit his tongue and kept walking.  Troy scolded him for his outburst, but Liam ignored him.  He didn’t understand why he couldn’t ask a simple question. 
 
    We don’t ask, we follow,” Noah replied. 
 
    He hung his head and trudged along. 
 
    As they walked, his thoughts kept drifting.  He saw Dylan’s face the night of his 21st birthday, celebrating with his first drink.  He remembered the humid night the first time he saw Kelsey in the parking lot on his way into a club.  Later, she had bought him a drink and slipped her phone number into his pocket.  He could never figure out why he called her, or how they had ended up on a date.  She insisted on going to the fanciest restaurant in the city.  It was nearly impossible to get reservations, but he did it.  She spent most of the time arguing with the waiter about how she wanted her food cooked.  She refused her dinner three times, to his embarrassment.  She was nothing like Anjali. 
 
    His jaw exploded in pain and his head hit something hard.  Before he could get his bearings, his head was being pushed under the filthy water. 
 
    Fenris pulled him out of the water and glared at him.  “You do not belong to her, you belong to me.  Your life is no longer your own.  I can accept that you miss your life, but do not dwell upon it.  However, I will not tolerate you thinking about that woman,” he growled.  His yellow eyes were glowing in the dark. 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Liam replied.  He could feel Fenris’ hot breath on his face. 
 
    “I have allowed you to live because you serve a purpose, but do not be fooled into thinking that I will allow your insubordination any further.  You will do as I say and you will not question me,” he snarled. 
 
    He dropped Liam back into the water.  His heart was racing and he felt ashamed of what happened.  He had to stop questioning everything.  He wanted to please his master. 
 
    Liam gulped when he realized what he had just done.  He had submitted.  He had lowered his eyes and agreed to Fenris’ demands.  He was now the puppet. 
 
    Slinking through the tunnels, he tried to control his thoughts, though it was difficult.  He focused on Troy’s back as they continued their journey. 
 
    Crossing a turbulent section of sewer water, he saw that they were headed back up.  Through Noah’s eyes, he saw some kind of decayed building surrounded by water. 
 
    When he reached the surface, Liam saw that they were on an island.  He recognized the buildings in the skyline and realized they were on Roosevelt Island, where the old smallpox hospital sat. 
 
    Noah had surfaced before them and was waiting on the shore.  “Master, if you please, how will we know if we find something useful?” he asked with his head lowered toward the ground. 
 
    “You will know.  Now, search,” Fenris commanded. 
 
    Liam’s body contorted at Fenris’ command and slowly changed into his wolf.  This time the transformation was unbearably painful.  He yelled as his bones snapped and lengthened.  He could feel the claws tearing through his fingertips.  He cried out when his teeth pieced his gums and he tasted blood.  When the transformation was over, he fell onto his stomach and panted.  Troy and Noah’s wolf eyes watched him, but they didn’t seem to be in pain.  He wondered why he alone was in agony. 
 
    “Just as I can take away your pain, I can cause you untold anguish.  Disobey me again and you will find out for yourself.  Do not think of her again,” Fenris warned. 
 
    He motioned for Troy and Noah to split up and search. 
 
    Liam tried to breathe through the searing pain in his ribs and joints as he slowly got to his feet.  He needed to learn how to serve his master before the next transformation killed him. 
 
    He limped off in the direction Fenris had indicated and opened up his senses.  He took in every scent he could find, but none of them was the right one.  Entering the abandoned smallpox hospital’s south wing across the long cement bridge, he ran through the hallways, carefully sniffing each room he passed starting with the first floor.  It would most likely take until morning to search the entire four-floor structure. 
 
    Noah searched the remains of the power station and the surrounding weed-covered land, while Troy searched the patient rooms in the north ward.  Liam could feel their curiosity and frustration.  They didn’t want to speak out of turn, but they were afraid of what would happen if they couldn’t find what they were looking for—whatever it was.  As each hour passed, Fenris’ anger rose another notch.  He commanded them to explore every inch of the island, which meant they often had to double back if Fenris saw a possible hiding place or if a scent was unidentifiable to the wolf who stumbled upon it. 
 
    Liam’s paws were getting sore as the night progressed, but he did as he was told.  A few times, he lost focus and tripped over an uneven patch of floor or bumped into a jagged object.  His eyelids grew heavy as the quest dragged on.  He began to wonder if they were searching the correct place for whatever Fenris wanted. 
 
    We will search this entire city if necessary, Liam.  I refuse to give up so I suggest you move faster, Fenris growled. 
 
    Liam would have rolled his eyes, but he was too tired.  Instead, he pushed his legs harder and ran through the third floor only to be reprimanded for being sloppy in his investigation. 
 
    Noah and Troy were feeling the effects of the impending sunrise.  Troy stopped multiple times to yawn and shake out his coat to wake himself up.  Fenris was annoyed by his lack of enthusiasm and threatened to make him search the entire island by himself. 
 
    Troy renewed his efforts and moved at a faster pace, unwilling to sniff every blade of grass outside. 
 
    He grumbled to himself, which made Liam chuckle.  Though Troy refused to complain about Fenris and his strange obsession, he did grouse about how the place smelled like mold and lead paint chips.  Sticking his nose outside to clear away the stench, he stepped too far out the window onto the rotting windowsill and the wood gave way.  He tumbled out the window and landed on his back from the two-story height. 
 
    Liam immediately stopped his search when he heard Troy crying and whimpering.  He headed back down the hallway and raced for the first floor exit. 
 
    Halt, Fenris yelled. 
 
    Liam had no choice but to skid to a stop.  He panted, trying to catch his breath. 
 
    Troy is injured, Master.  He might have broken something when he landed.  I can feel the pain in his ribs and back.  He needs help, Liam said, concerned for his friend. 
 
    Get back to work.  He is not your concern, Fenris snapped. 
 
    Liam let out a breath and nodded.  Yes, Master. 
 
    He headed back to the medical examination rooms to continue exploring, but he could still hear Troy’s cries.  Liam shook his head, annoyed that Troy was alone.  He expected Fenris to check on him, but as the minutes passed, he never showed up. 
 
    It will be okay, Troy.  Can you move your legs? Liam asked.  He wanted to do something to comfort him. 
 
    I think so, Troy replied.  He tried to right himself and roll off his side.  It took a lot of effort, but he sat up. 
 
    Liam could feel the radiating pain through Troy’s shoulder and side.  Maybe you can soak your body in the river to keep the swelling down.  The water should be cold enough, if you can deal with the nasty smell, he chuckled. 
 
    Troy laughed weakly and tried to stand.  That’s a good idea.  Thanks, Liam. 
 
    Fenris roared inside Liam’s head and he immediately dropped to his stomach.  I gave you instructions, Liam.  I expect them to be followed.  Troy will heal in time, or he will no longer be a part of this pack.  If he can no longer carry out his duties, he will be replaced. 
 
    Liam’s stomach rolled when he realized that Fenris meant he would kill Troy, or any of them, if they failed.  Yes, Master.  I’m sorry; I will keep looking. 
 
    He felt Troy’s panic at the thought of being “replaced”.  Troy decided against his trip to the river, and did his best to limp back into the building and ignore his screaming muscles.  He sent a small nod of thanks to Liam and tried to focus on his task. 
 
    Liam was glad that Troy was moving around, but worried about the damage.  According to Noah, they could heal faster than they could as humans, but they still felt pain the same as everyone else.  He felt bad that Troy had to deal with the discomfort alone.  He found it interesting that Noah hadn’t expressed any interest in the events. 
 
    Huffing, he finished the last room and headed to the final area in the hospital that needed his attention—the morgue. 
 
    As he crept down the dark stairs to the basement, he stopped when the scent of death and ash hit his snout.  He saw the crematorium sign and cringed.  He had smelled death before with his powerful nose; unfortunately, it was a scent that he was attracted to.  He desperately tried not to think about her.  He couldn’t understand why, even now, he wanted her. 
 
    Loping through the vast basement, he did everything he could to forget about her.  She had lied to him.  She wanted him to give up his freedom so that she could treat him like a lowly servant.  She already had men in her life that she loved.  She couldn’t possibly love him too.  He couldn’t believe he had fallen for her line about having lived multiple lives together.  Was anything she said true? 
 
    He walked past a large wall of metal drawers where they used to keep the bodies and caught sight of his distorted reflection.  He stared at the large white wolf with its intimidating fangs and menacing eyes.  His eyes were now cerulean blue, which was strange after having brown eyes all his life.  Turning his head back and forth, he studied his pointed ears and enormous snout.  How had he become this monster and furthermore, why wasn’t he upset about it?  Why hadn’t he fought harder to stay Liam?  What the fuck was wrong with him? 
 
    This wasn’t him.  God forgive him, but he was acting more like Dylan.  When the hell did he ever follow anyone’s orders, with the exception of Kelsey?  Fenris was screwing with his mind and altering his personality.  He had asserted his will over him and made him compliant. 
 
    The real Liam would have rushed to help someone in need, especially a friend—wait, why did he keep referring to Troy as his friend?  He hated Fenris’ wolves for abducting Dylan.  He had mocked Derick for calling Troy and Noah his friends, yet here he was saying it himself.  He had apparently been brainwashed the second he allowed the doubt of Anjali’s intentions to cloud his mind.  Fenris had snuck in and taken over.  Now he was bowing to the Wolf God, like a servant. 
 
    He thought about Calin’s gun aimed at his chest.  Anjali had put out her hand to stop Calin from shooting him, but she hadn’t punched him in the head, kicked him in the balls, or threatened to kill him.  Calin hadn’t shot him because he had respected her decision.  She hadn’t ordered or forced him to comply. 
 
    It dawned on him that Calin had been the guard who raised his hands in surrender when he rescued Troy.  It couldn’t have been a coincidence that Troy had been released from the glowing blue bonds a moment before he arrived.  He had every opportunity to attack them with the rows of weapons in his coat, but he hadn’t made any move against them.  Thinking back, Calin had even nodded slightly at him.  Anjali had been telling the truth about Calin making his own choices and wanting to protect him.  Regardless of what Calin was, he was in a better position serving Anjali than he was in serving Fenris. 
 
    This will be your final warning, Liam; do not challenge me, Fenris said ominously. 
 
    Liam shook his head defiantly.  I’m not afraid of you, Fenris.  I hurt you once; I can do it again.  He was through with following orders.  He would be damned if he let this asshole threaten him with pain.  He wasn’t ready to forgive Anjali, but he was ready to man up.  He needed to remember who he really was and stand up to the pompous god who was trying to change him. 
 
    He raced through the desolate hallways and back up to the main floor.  He didn’t care if he had to swim home; he was leaving this freak show. 
 
    Fenris rushed through the front door, except he was the beast Liam had once faced.  The giant black wolf was larger than he was, and more intimidating.  Liam’s instincts told him to bow to Fenris and beg for forgiveness, but he ignored the rational side of his brain.  He bared his teeth and barked madly at Fenris. 
 
    Letting out an ear-piercing howl, the black wolf leaped at him, trying to bite his neck.  Liam dodged to the left and bit the side of the wolf’s jaw.  Fenris whipped his head around until Liam was forced to let go.  Claws instantly grazed his side and he was thrown across the hallway from the force of the blow. 
 
    Submit! Fenris roared. 
 
    No, he growled. 
 
    He got back up and circled Fenris, waiting to see which way Fenris would attack.  Just like his football days, he focused on the wolf’s hips, not his legs.  When Fenris lunged at his right side, Liam reared up and grabbed his neck with his front legs.  His teeth snapped at anything near him, but Fenris’ teeth gashed his lip.  Before he knew what had happened, he was tossed roughly on the ground.  A large paw was on his chest, holding him down.  Liam smelled his own blood and it sent him into a frenzy.  When Fenris went for his throat, he twisted and rolled out of the wolf’s grasp.  He quickly jumped onto Fenris’ back and bit his shoulder.  Fenris yelped and rolled onto his back, crushing Liam beneath him. 
 
    Liam pulled himself away from Fenris and scrambled to his feet.  Fenris lowered his head and tracked Liam’s movements as he paced, looking for an opening.  That’s when Liam remembered Fenris’ disadvantage—his sightless eye.  He hopped to the right and stayed on Fenris’ left side.  Fenris whipped his head around trying to find him, but he remained hidden.  Liam moved again and again, testing the limits of the blind spot.  When he figured out how to remain invisible, he attacked Fenris’ underbelly and bit his soft skin. 
 
    Fenris yowled in pain.  He locked his jaws and refused to let go until Fenris gave up.  Every time he turned to grab Liam, he shifted out of his sight.  Finally, Fenris rolled onto his back and was able to kick Liam hard enough to force him to retreat. 
 
    If you continue to defy me, I will be forced to kill Anjali, he threatened. 
 
    Go ahead.  I would love to see her set you on fire, just as she did to Troy and Noah, he laughed. 
 
    By that time, Noah and Troy had arrived to help Fenris.  They stayed back, impatiently waiting for Fenris to call them into the fight.  Noah was clawing at the linoleum and snorting, while Troy growled, but was restricted by his injuries. 
 
    Liam snapped his teeth at Troy and Noah.  I kicked your asses once, do you really want me to do it again? he taunted. 
 
    Noah rushed forward to engage him, but Fenris snapped his teeth at him.  Noah whimpered and dropped to the ground.  He crept back to Troy with his ears and tail lowered. 
 
    That’s right Noah; your Master doesn’t need his little bitch to fight his battles for him.  Why the two of you still follow him is beyond me.  You could do much better, Liam said. 
 
    Fenris ran at him, but he ducked under his chest when he reared up to grab Liam’s neck.  He craned his neck and nipped Fenris in the balls. 
 
    Fenris leaped away and staggered from the pain. 
 
    You will learn to obey me, Fenris huffed.  He planted his feet on the floor and roared at him. 
 
    Submit or your whore will pay the price, Troy snickered. 
 
    Liam was shocked to hear Troy’s insult after he had tried to help him.  They really were Fenris’ puppets. 
 
    He turned and raced toward the front door, though the stampede behind him let him know he was not free to leave. 
 
    He made it to the weed-covered lawn and dug his paws into the earth to gain traction.  Without warning, he face-planted in the dirt, and his limbs were no longer usable.  He lay on the ground immobilized.  He couldn’t figure out what was wrong with him. 
 
    The sound of heavy boots approached from his left.  He watched Fenris kneel down in front of him in human form. 
 
    “I tried to teach you a lesson.  I gave you multiple opportunities, so do not tell me that you are surprised by this.  You fail to understand that I have complete control over you, Liam.  I could make you drown yourself in the river if it pleased me.  You have left me no choice but to pull your strings, as you say.  I will force you to kill Anjali and maybe then, you will learn your place,” he sighed.  “Pick him up.”  He motioned for Troy and Noah to grab him. 
 
    Liam’s body was forced to shift again, though this time he was completely naked and freezing.  He refused to be afraid of them, though he was nervous about his fate.  He struggled against his locked joints, but it was useless.  He closed his eyes and admitted defeat as Troy and Noah hoisted him off the ground.  If he had to choose between Fenris and Anjali right now, he knew what his choice would be. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Tristan used his new self-confidence to boldly walk through the streets of Manhattan.  Pedestrians no longer did everything they could to dive out of his way, which was both a good and bad thing.  It meant that he was no longer spreading a cloud of fear everywhere he went, but it also meant he had to push through the crowds to get anywhere. 
 
    He breathed in the chilly air and realized that he was no longer shivering.  He couldn’t remember the last time he had felt comfortable. 
 
    Focusing on his task, he tried to figure out where Fenris and his mutts were hiding.  Since the streets weren’t filled with slobbering, mangy wolves, he wasn’t currently repopulating the world as he had threatened.  What was he doing in New York City of all places?  He should be running through the woods in some ancient forest.  What business could he have here? 
 
    He didn’t know a lot about the false gods because Father wouldn’t allow his angels to interact much with them.  The gods always believed that they were better than the angels because of their unique powers and their ability to choose a leader.  Fenris, Hel, and Jör had been imprisoned long before the mortals started to worship the Asgardians as gods.  He knew the Asgardians didn’t like the siblings and they were considered outcasts.  Beyond that, they were a mystery to him. 
 
    He thought back to Fenris’ farce of a trial.  Aside from being captured in this general area, the Wolf God had no reason to be here.  There were no large settlements during that time, and the mortals who resided in this area were hunter-gathers.  They wouldn’t have posed a threat to a god.  There were plenty of areas for Fenris to run free without attracting attention. 
 
    Tristan stumbled to a halt.  Having escaped from his prison in the south, Fenris would have gravitated to an area like this with its vast forests, untamed animals, and limitless water supply.  Jör, though a serpent, preferred moderate climates and often lived in the water, if he remembered correctly.  Hel had her heart set on ruling Hell, but had settled on ruling any places where they feared her power.  According to the other gods on trial, the siblings didn’t get along, so why had they all convened here?  Throwing Týr into the mix made things even more complicated.  The fact that Fenris had returned to this area after all these centuries had to mean something. 
 
    He looked up at the setting sun and gulped.  What he was about to do was foolish, but it was time to take control of his life.  Panic typically consumed him at the thought of falling off anything higher than the curb, but he had to try.  He tried to remember the last time he had flown and was sad to know it had been many years before entering Hell.  He had nearly forgotten what it felt like. 
 
    Ducking into the shadows of the nearest skyscraper, he looked around to make sure he was alone.  He took off his suit jacket and laid it over his arm.  He closed his eyes and focused on the wings buried deep inside his back.  The last time he had his wings out Serena tried to cut them off, so he rarely let them out. 
 
    He unfurled his raven-colored wings and sighed in relief.  He stretched his neck and shoulders, and rejoiced at seeing his wings again. 
 
    What a marvelous feeling, he smiled. 
 
    He bent his knees and launched himself into the air.  He didn’t care if anyone in the office buildings saw him.  It was New York.  They would think he was a large bird. 
 
    He reached the sky and chuckled when a group of clouds tickled his face.  He missed this feeling more than he thought.  When he saw that his coat was still in his arms, he focused his power and snapped his fingers to make it disappear.  He did it!  He had used his power without breaking into a sweat from the effort of clearing his mind.  He laughed harder than he had in years. 
 
    He flew over the dense city a few times for fun—barrel rolling and diving without the ever-present anxiety.  He took a deep breath and swung around one more time to survey the land.  He banked to the left and crossed over the state line into New Jersey and then Pennsylvania.  The area looked so different from the last time he had flown over it. 
 
    Scanning the mountains and valleys, he thought back to the way it used to look.  Why would the other gods have come here?  It made no sense, unless they had journeyed to see Fenris for some reason.  If he could figure out why Fenris had returned to New York, it may explain why the gods had gathered together. 
 
    Tristan gave up his search and returned to the city.  He weaved through the metal behemoths and landed on the roof of a building overlooking Central Park.  Why had Fenris been here that first night?  How had he known he was tempting in the park at that exact moment?  Had it been a coincidence or had it been planned?  He needed to find the Wolf God and get his answers. 
 
    He walked the city streets all night until he finally found his lead.  A group of joggers were talking about a naked man being carried through the streets by two muscular men.  They had commented on a third man who looked like Conan the Barbarian.  It was an apt description of Fenris.  Tristan kindly asked the joggers where they had seen the men, and then tempted them before he left. 
 
    Tempting the joggers was unlike anything he had ever experienced.  A warm sensation filled him and he felt pride in his work for the first time.  It was a rush.  Whatever it took to convince Anjali that he wasn’t the backstabbing asshole he appeared to be would be worth it to feel this way all the time. 
 
    Following the lead from the joggers, he entered the theater district and accessed the buildings.  There were numerous abandoned buildings for sale.  It would take forever to search them individually. 
 
    He closed his eyes and used his power to seek out anyone who was terrified enough to be at Fenris’ mercy.  Certainly, a naked man being dragged by die Drei would cause enough dread for his power to connect with. 
 
    Interestingly, the city was alarmingly on edge tonight.  It seemed that the wolf sightings were making an impact.  All throughout the area, a specific fear of wolves could be felt.  Tristan focused on anyone who had actually seen the wolves and created a mental map of their locations. 
 
    Turning down the next block, he found an abandoned theater that no less than four people refused to go near. 
 
    Bingo, he smiled. 
 
    Excited to use his abilities again, he disappeared from the street and appeared inside the theater at the back of the balcony.  He grinned when he found Fenris pacing across the stage.  Two of his cronies were standing on the left side of the stage, awaiting their orders.  Sadly, the naked man was lying on his stomach, and appeared to be awake. 
 
    He wondered what they had planned for him until he recognized the boy from the subway platform.  He had no idea why his third servant was helplessly lying on the ground in such a state.  Taking a closer look at the boy, he saw something that he had been too preoccupied earlier to see.  The boy bore the mark of a powerful creature, someone more powerful than the Wolf God—Anjali.  Shit, no wonder she was eager to fight Fenris.  He had turned someone dear to her into one of his Drei. 
 
    “I swear to you, Liam, I am not to be trifled with.  Swear your loyalty to me once and for all and I will release you from this state,” Fenris growled. 
 
    “Go fuck yourself,” Liam mumbled into the floor. 
 
    Fenris kicked him in the side causing Liam to scream. 
 
    Tristan held his breath.  He wasn’t sure what he should do.  Should he attempt to save the boy himself, or inform Anjali and let her deal with Fenris? 
 
    As desperately as he wanted to confront Fenris, he still had lingering doubts.  If he froze up, Fenris’ teeth could finally take his arm.  He couldn’t risk it, but he could still help the boy. 
 
    He stopped when he thought about what Liam was going through to resist his master.  Fenris was mentally controlling him while verbally and physically assaulting him.  Liam was in terrible pain, yet he was still refusing to yield.  He completely understood what the boy was going through. 
 
    Turning to leave, something occurred to him.  Fenris had taken a huge risk by snatching the temptee of the Angel of Fear from under his nose.  If he had control of his power, he could have easily sent the wolf into a state of panic and killed him.  Why would Fenris take that gamble?  Furthermore, why had Fenris recruited him to lure Anjali into the subway when Liam could have easily done it?  Fenris had drawn Anjali, of all people, into a battle by claiming this boy, which was suicide.  What was Fenris’ true objective in provoking a fight he could not win?  He needed to discuss these matters with his master. 
 
    Tristan took a deep breath and steadied himself.  He closed his eyes and fortified his strength in order to take the next momentous step.  He still needed to prove himself to Anjali, a fact that could certainly get him killed. 
 
    Thankfully, he had left Hell of his own accord and hadn’t been banished, so technically he was still welcomed there, or so he hoped.  He thought about the last place in the universe that a Predznak would willing go and walked directly into the Hall of Winds in Hell.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Tristan tensed up as the familiar sights and sounds of Hell assaulted his senses.  The burning smell of flesh and sulfur made him gag as the echoing sound of millions of screams vibrated in his ears.  Every fiber in his body told him to run back home and hide under the covers, but he planted his feet on the cave floor.  Nothing, not even Lucifer, would deter him from his mission. 
 
    Catching the attention of every Fallen in the hall, he instantly threw his hands up in surrender.  Sebastian turned paler than usual and looked like he had seen his worst nightmare appear before him.  Tristan causally waved to him, but kept his hands up.  Xavier sprinted from the hall faster than he had ever seen the angel move.  Undoubtedly, he was requesting reinforcements. 
 
    “I wish to speak to Anjali,” he announced.  “I come in peace.”  It was an awkward thing to say, but he didn’t want to be pounced on by Dmitry and locked away in the Hall of Torment before he could plead his case. 
 
    He suppressed his gag reflex again when he thought about the Hall of Torment.  He didn’t want to return to his third-most detested location in Hell, but he would do it if he had to. 
 
    He almost rejoiced when he saw Balthazar stride into the hall until he noticed the stern look on his scarred face.  Could it be possible that the centuries had made him even more intimidating?  His hair was shorter than last time he saw him, which made his sneer more defined.  Seeing Balthazar’s black duster made him dizzy.  The coat was longer than anything he had worn before.  He had most definitely upgraded his weapons cache since the invention of guns.  Perhaps he should lead off with a reminder of how he used to clean Balthazar’ wounds after his training sessions with the Angel of Anger. 
 
    “What do you want?” Balthazar yelled.  The Fallen all cringed when he spoke.  They looked like they were preparing for the hall to be demolished. 
 
    “I have information about Fenris that Anjali will want to know,” he said succinctly.  “And I don’t want to die, so please refrain from opening that coat, though it’s a lovely coat.  It’s sturdier than your old one.”  His nerves were getting the better of him, which irked him. 
 
    “Are you still working for him?”  The malice in his voice made Tristan’s knees knock together. 
 
    He cleared his throat and calmed himself.  “No.  I admit that I was helping Fenris, but I did it because I chose between the lesser of two evils and I chose poorly.  I have felt Anjali’s power and I regret my mistakes,” he said confidently. 
 
    Balthazar stared at him for a long moment, but finally nodded.  “Make one move against her and I will take your head before your power can raise the hair on the back of her neck.” 
 
    Tristan almost laughed.  “She doesn’t fear me, thankfully.  That’s why I’m here.  I know she will listen to me.” 
 
    Balthazar raised his eyebrow and assessed his dark suit.  “You always were better dressed than the rest of us, when you weren’t huddled in the corner,” he said absently.  He motioned for Tristan to follow him, but abruptly turned.  “Whatever you do, stay away from Alazar.  He won’t be happy that you are here.” 
 
    Tristan swallowed hard at the implied threat, but then laughed.  “He should fear me after what he did.  He has more sins to pay for than I do, though I’m not here to collect on old debts.  I wish to sort out this disastrous situation once and for all,” he stated. 
 
    Balthazar nodded, but didn’t reply. 
 
    He followed Balthazar along the paths through the realms and tried not to remember the pain he had endured in each of them.  “Do you remember the fire?” he asked without thinking. 
 
    Balthazar looked at him over his shoulder.  “Of course I do, but Lady Black is our master now.  We no longer fear being punished in the fire.  She’s not like Lucifer or Hades, I promise you,” he said kindly.  He took another glance at him and winked.  “She’s nothing like Serena.” 
 
    He relaxed his shoulders a bit and reminded himself for the thousandth time that Serena was nothing more than a pile of dust. 
 
    “How can you walk through here every day and not think about the way it was?  How can you stand being here?” he asked sincerely. 
 
    Balthazar’s face contorted into something similar to a smile.  He’d never seen Balthazar smile, ever. 
 
    “Honestly, I just joined her, so I’m still getting used to being here.  I didn’t have it as bad as you and the others did, but I’m still angry about what happened.  Regardless, I stay here because of her.  You’ll understand once you get to know her,” Balthazar replied. 
 
    Tristan nodded.  “I’m already starting to understand, which is why I’m here.  Which Predznak is the least likely to ever willingly stand this close to the Realm of Fire?” 
 
    “You are,” he chuckled.  “That’s why I’m afraid this is a trap.” 
 
    Tristan was flabbergasted.  Apparently, proving his intentions would be harder than he thought. 
 
    They squeezed past Bohden, the castle guard, who audibly gasped when he saw Tristan, and entered the heavy wooden doors.  They headed straight to the fourth floor, blessedly bypassing the third floor that held the Halls of Torment and Mercy.  He was grateful that Balthazar wasn’t trying to trick him into a pair of Celestial Bonds. 
 
    Stepping into the rotunda, he remembered every horrid nightmare he’d had of this place since leaving.  He shook as he approached the one doorway that led to arguably the worst place in Hell.  He stood in front of the Hall of Mirrors and tried not to burst into tears.  “Why has no one burned this tower to the ground?” he hissed. 
 
    Balthazar stepped in front of him and put his hand on his shoulder.  “Breathe, Tristan.  I couldn’t stand being in this room either, but things are different now.  Lady Black has never punished anyone in this hall; in fact, she nearly died here when Aganon stabbed her through the back with a Celestial Sword because he was working for Maraquette.  There is much for you to learn about our master, but first, you must forget the past.  Remember that it has no power over you, unless you allow it to.  It took a lot of courage for you to come here; I know that better than most.  I can see the change in you and I can tell that you no longer want to be ruled by your temptation.  Lady Black has helped me in ways you can’t imagine.  Allow her to do the same for you, brother,” he said confidently. 
 
    Tristan appreciated his support, especially since they hadn’t been close in a very long time.  He was happy to be called brother again.  He had no idea that he would miss the other Predznak. 
 
    “It’s time to stop running, isn’t it?” Tristan chuckled sadly. 
 
    Balthazar nodded and stepped out of his way. 
 
    Walking into the den of the insane angel who tormented him endlessly, he forced himself to look around the room.  The dreaded hooks had been removed from the ceiling where he and the other Fallen had been strung up and made to suffer untold horrors.  The mirrors brought back the memory of his decaying body, a punishment he wished never to endure again.  If Serena were still alive, he would make her suffer.  Tears came to his eyes as he continued through the hall.  He had been through so much in this room over the years.  He had tried his best to forget how cruel Serena had been to him and the Predznak she chose to punish.  Balthazar could never relate to his experiences inside this room since he had been spared.  Serena feared him too much. 
 
    His knees finally gave out and he fell to the floor.  He wept for the loss of his pride, his dignity, and his sanity.  The merciless witch had done worse to him than Lucifer and Hades combined.  How could he ever stay in this tower? 
 
    He jumped when he felt a hand on his shoulder, though he hadn’t heard any footsteps.  His shoulder felt cold, which was meant Death had found him. 
 
    He quickly pulled away and turned to face his former leader.  “Alazar,” he sneered. 
 
    Alazar stepped away from him and moved closer to the dais. 
 
    “Tristan,” he replied curtly. 
 
    He got to his feet and composed himself.  He straightened his suit and stared at the angel who had abandoned him at the Gates of Hell. 
 
    “I see that you’re still alive,” Tristan said cruelly.  He figured that if any of the Predznak would be tempted to take his own life, it would be Death. 
 
    “So are you.  I wondered what became of you,” Alazar said matter-of-factly. 
 
    Tristan gawked at him.  “What became of me?  Are you serious?  You left me to face the terrifying world by myself, even though you knew how fucked up I was.  You have no right to wonder what happened to me.  If it hadn’t been for Rayan, I would have died in the sewers, alone.  You have no idea what I’ve had to do to survive!” he shouted. 
 
    Alazar didn’t even flinch at his accusations.  Tristan wanted to punch him in the face. 
 
    “You needed to figure things out for yourself.  I wasn’t able to help you anymore; don’t you get that?” Alazar huffed. 
 
    Tristan balled up his fists.  “You mean you didn’t want to help me anymore.” 
 
    Alazar crossed his arms and glared at him.  “Tristan, you don’t get it.  I was losing control of everything and I was close to going rogue.  Shit, I’m the one who thought it was a brilliant idea to abandon my post and lead a revolt,” he said, his voice filled with anger.  “My mind was so far gone that I fucked up and made a deal with Maraquette whereby I would kill Michael and she would kill Anjali.  Would you have believed me capable of something like that when we first volunteered to become the Predznak?” 
 
    Tristan gulped.  Alazar would have been charged with treason for simply talking about killing a Council Member.  Death had truly been at his wits’ end if he had done something so dastardly. 
 
    “I didn’t know how bad it was for you.  I was too wrapped up in myself,” he said softly. 
 
    Alazar hung his head, refusing to look at him.  “I tempted Anjali to take her own life, Tristan.  Do you understand that?  If I was willing to tempt our master, what do you think I would have done to you if you had stayed with me?  You were so consumed by terror that you couldn’t make a single decision for yourself.  You would have done anything I told you to do,” he said shamefully. 
 
    Tristan lowered his eyes and stared at the floor.  He understood Alazar’s warning.  Alazar could have led him to his death.  He began to see Alazar in a new light.  His anger over Death failing as a leader and finally abandoning him had made him hate Alazar.  He never once stopped to consider what Alazar was going through.  He knew now that Alazar was fallible and the Predznak shouldn’t have expected him to solve their dilemmas.  He wasn’t their master, but he tried to help them until he was no longer able to think clearly for himself. 
 
    He thought about Alazar using his power to tempt Anjali and admonished himself for doing the same thing.  “I used my power in an attempt to frighten her away, but it failed.  She’s stronger than I am, thankfully.  That alone should have made me drop to my knees right there and declared my allegiance; instead, it made me more fearful of what she would do to me if I couldn’t defend myself,” he said sadly.  “Some servants we turned out to be.  We are so fucked up that we can’t do the very thing we volunteered to do.” 
 
    Alazar nodded and began pacing. 
 
    “I tried to stab her in the heart,” Balthazar said from behind him. 
 
    He looked at Balthazar’s reflection in the mirror and saw the regret on his face. 
 
    “It’s a wonder that she hasn’t killed us all,” Tristan said quietly. 
 
    “Why would I kill any of you just because you lost your way?  That doesn’t sound like something a proper master would do,” a female voice echoed from the rotunda. 
 
    Tristan turned around and saw the pale faced woman who had changed his life in a matter of minutes.  She still wore the dress of his worst enemy, but he tried to focus only on her lovely face. 
 
    She walked past them and ascended the dais.  He almost vomited at the thought of Anjali sitting in Serena’s living soul throne.  It took him a second to realize that she was sitting in an ostentatious red and blue crystal throne. 
 
    “Please tell me you burned Serena’s old throne,” he blurted out. 
 
    She laughed at his outburst.  “That was the first thing I had Lucifer do when I took over the Hall of Mirrors.  The only things that remain of Serena are this dress and the bed, but now it has pillows and a comforter.  I even have a couch and a coffee table,” she smiled. 
 
    He appreciated her attempt to put him at ease.  He was about to speak when two arguing men entered the hall behind him.  He turned and watched Hades and Lucifer skid to a halt when they saw him. 
 
    “What is this, Lady Black?  Please tell me we are about to witness Tristan’s execution!” Hades shouted. 
 
    “Allow me to kill him,” Lucifer sneered. 
 
    Tristan braced himself for an attack, but Anjali swiftly stood and raised her hands.  “My Lords, he came of his own free will.  It is hard enough for him to stand in Serena’s old torture chamber without two of the people who terrorized him adding to his discomfort,” she said politely, though there was an undercurrent to her voice. 
 
    Tristan almost fell over when Anjali spoke out against the scourges of Hell.  He must be hallucinating.  He took a deep breath and smiled to himself.  So this is what it feels like to have someone protect you. 
 
    “Tell me why I shouldn’t call Michael here right now to kill you, Tristan,” Hades snapped. 
 
    Tristan smirked at Hades.  “There was once a time when you threatened to kill me yourself.  I find it interesting that you choose to fear me now—how times have changed.  I have not forgotten, nor forgiven past events, but I’m here for her, not you,” Tristan said pointing to Anjali. 
 
    Hades appraised the latest Predznak to darken their domain.  Tristan had more confidence than he had ever seen in the angel and appeared to be in full possession of his faculties, for once.  His dark suit was neatly pressed and crisp.  Even his light blue tie was perfectly straight.  He was typically too consumed by the terror of unseen tragedies to care about what he looked like.  He was slightly envious of his nicely tailored suit.  It made him appear powerful, which would rain down a world of hurt upon him and Lucifer if he had control of his abilities. 
 
    Hades’ eyes were drawn to Lady Black.  Of course she would defend the angel that had singlehandedly created a wave of paranoia strong enough that six Fallen took their own lives to escape it. 
 
    “Tell me you have control of him, Lady Black; otherwise, I will summon the Celestial Warriors immediately!” Hades shouted. 
 
    Lady Black was off her dais and stepping in front of Tristan before he could finish his threat. 
 
    “Call the Celestial Warriors and we will have words, Hades,” she replied coldly. 
 
    Hades understood Lady Black’s meaning, though he appreciated her veiling threat rather than being overt and challenging them openly.  He gritted his teeth when Alazar and Balthazar came to Tristan’s defense.  He hated when the Predznak formed a united front. 
 
    “Please,” Tristan said, stepping through the Predznak.  “I came here to talk about Fenris, not to lose my head.  I wanted to prove that I was willing to return to Hell.  I’m here because I want to help.” 
 
    All eyes turned to Tristan.  Hades raised his eyebrow at the mention of the furry fiend.  He wanted him captured more than he wanted Tristan dead. 
 
    “Talk fast,” Lucifer growled. 
 
    Hades could see that Lucifer was coiled and ready to strike if he didn’t like Tristan’s response, which was good.  It would save him the trouble of pissing off Lady Black.  She was already mad at Lucifer. 
 
    Tristan looked at Lady Black.  “I went back to the platform after I stupidly ran from the fight.  I saw what happened and I’ve been thinking about something ever since then.  I noticed that Fenris has yet to engage you directly in battle.  He slighted you by turning, Liam, the boy who bears your mark into one of his servants.  Fenris could have used Liam to bring you to the subway, but instead, he recruited me.  Then he swore that he would kill you and that I would walk free.  Why would he do that?  Why not kill me too?  Nothing Fenris has done makes any sense.  He hasn’t made a single move to kill you,” Tristan said, explaining his theory.  “In the subway, he had his flea-bag servants bite you.  Fenris knew damned well that his wolves couldn’t kill you.  You’re stronger than die Drei.  Then he ran from the subway platform and left his minions to their ass-kicking, rather than fight you himself.  Why have none of these encounters led to a direct fight?  I guarantee that he’s screwing with you, but I don’t know why he would bother.” 
 
    Hades followed Tristan’s hypothesis and grinned.  “Fenris wants Lady Black to fear him.  The pain of his bite makes his victims too nervous to go near him.  I’ve seen it happen to the Fallen who guard the Hall of Shadows.  It’s negative reinforcement.  The Fallen don’t necessarily fear the prisoners in Shadows, but if they are harmed by one of them, they become wary.  Fenris is notorious for biting anyone who gets too close to him.  There aren’t many prisoners more feared than him.  The Fallen all agree that they would rather stand in the fires of Hell than go near Fenris,” Hades stated.  “The question is why would he go to such lengths to make you afraid of him?” 
 
    Tristan agreed with his assessment. 
 
    Anjali smiled cruelly.  “He wants me out of the game because he knows that I can stop him.  That’s why he contacted Tristan.  He acted as if he was doing you a favor by helping you; instead, he was gaining your favor so that you didn’t attack him outright.  He needs to eliminate both of us because we are the biggest threats to him.” 
 
    Lucifer crossed his arms and looked at Lady Black with pride.  “Fenris doesn’t want you to use your power against him, so he’s trying to make you hide from him.” 
 
    “Fenris didn’t count on Liam resisting him this long,” she said.  “He expected me to cry for the loss of him and not stick around to do everything I could to save him.  I’m sure he believes that Liam leaving me will be the final betrayal that breaks my heart.  He has no idea what I’m capable of, especially with the Angel of Fear fighting on my side.”  She turned to Tristan with an expectant look. 
 
    Hades held his breath.  Lucifer and he had much to atone for in regards to their treatment of the Predznak.  Alazar had already tried to kill Lucifer, but thankfully, Anjali had stopped him.  Balthazar had kicked the shit out of him, though he was technically under the influence of a Syanka.  Hopefully, they were even.  The most oppressed Predznak was the next one to deal with.  He would rather have Anjali blow up Hell than allow Tristan his revenge. 
 
    Tristan stared at Anjali for a long time.  “When I felt your power, I came back to help you, but it was too late.  You had already been bitten.  I regret what I have done and I am sorry for betraying you.  Your power freed me from my prison, but I’m still struggling.  I will do my best to face Fenris, as long as you are with me,” he nodded. 
 
    “We have much to discuss, Tristan, but we are stronger together,” she declared. 
 
    Hades nearly choked when he watched Tristan lift up his right pant leg and take a knee in front of Lady Black.  He even bent his head out of respect.  He kept an eye on Tristan’s hands in the event that this was a trick and he intended to stab her. 
 
    “Being around you has cleared my head enough to remember who I am supposed to be.  I am sorry that I have been a disappointment to you and the other Predznak.  I intend to make amends.  I’m not ready to stand by your side until the end of days, but I will fight Fenris with you.  I still have many fears to overcome, but I’m hoping that you can assist me with that,” he said quietly. 
 
    Anjali laughed out loud. 
 
    Hades assumed that the loss of her latest lover was too much to bear and was the reason for her hysteria.  He considered exiting the room before the tears started.  It would be too much to witness her cry. 
 
    She patted Tristan’s shoulder.  “Tristan, so far you are the least disappointing Predznak that I have met.  Alazar and Balthazar told you about their attempts on my life, though Balthazar failed to mention that he tempted a mortal whom was marked, just like Liam.  He taught him to live a life of vengeance and convinced him to try to kill me.  So far, you have thrown me against a wall and sided with an enemy who has a good reason to hate me.  I’m not disappointed; I’m just relieved that you don’t carry weapons.” 
 
    Tristan shifted uncomfortably.  “For the first time in my life, I’m happy that I wasn’t in control of my power, or I would have done much worse to you, My Lady,” he said softly. 
 
    “I don’t fear many things, Tristan.  That’s what you and Fenris failed to understand about me,” she smiled.  “Now, rise and let’s figure out how to defeat Fenris.” 
 
    Tristan nodded and stood before her.  “Tell me what you need, My Lady,” he smiled. 
 
    “Balthazar and Alazar will fill you in on their interrogation of Týr, while I figure out what’s he hiding.” 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Týr was tired of hanging in the Hall of Mercy, though it was better than his cramped area in the Hall of Shadows.  He was angry that the Butterflies had tried to interrogate him.  The filth of their power still stained his mind.  They would pay for the insult soon enough.  Regrettably, he was forced to take the coward’s way out and choke himself into unconsciousness lest they learn too much. 
 
    His only source of entertainment, while he waited to be returned to his prison, had been watching one of Fenris’ mutts rescue the other one from his chains.  He considered asking them for assistance, but he did not want to be indebted to Fenris, of all creatures.  Thankfully, they had left without trying to inject him with venom.  That would have been an affront he would not stand for and it would ruin his plans in more ways than one. 
 
    He assessed his would be guards and knew that they were no match for him, regardless of the vile Celestial Bonds.  They appeared feeble and weak of mind.  He debated how he would kill them to pass the time. 
 
    He had never seen these two before, so it took a moment to realize that they weren’t angels, they were mortals. 
 
    How quaint.  I am being detained by servants. 
 
    “It is strange that Lucifer and Hades left their pets in charge of me.  I would have expected Aeries to keep me company after all these years.  It would have been nice to catch up with him,” Týr snickered. 
 
    The dark haired guard with the comely face and the brown haired guard who was skilled in the art of intimidation stood silently staring at him.  The only indication that something was amiss was a small quirk of the mouth from the dark haired one after the brown haired man’s eyes narrowed slightly. 
 
    It seemed that the rumors were true about Anjali not having possession of all her Predznak, and lucky for him she did not have Aeries.  The dark haired one confirmed it when he quickly looked away at the mention of Aeries.  Interestingly enough, the servants could mentally communicate with each other.  They appeared dim-witted and unusually plain, so it was doubtful that they were powerful creatures hiding their true forms beneath their slack-jawed homo sapien exteriors.  No, these men were something else.  It seemed that the Heads of Hell were keeping secrets, which could be of use to him. 
 
    “You do know that my cousin Fenris is going to kill Anjali and tear the flesh from her body with his fangs, but he will not stop there.  While he is not one for plans, he will find a way to release us all.  It is only a matter of time before you die alongside Lucifer and Hades.”  Týr watched their reactions closely.  It was very clear that their allegiance lay with Anjali, not Lucifer or Hades, but he had already assumed that.  What was interesting was their apparent disdain for the other Heads of Hell. 
 
    The brown haired man was a stone wall with his emotions.  His face and eyes gave nothing away, except perhaps his affection for Anjali whenever her name was mentioned.  He would dare say that it was love, not just a sense of duty, which made him stand watch.  The dark haired imbecile was an open book, though he tried to hide his thoughts and emotions.  Týr was not worried about him if it came down to a fight, but there was something about the brown haired man that made him think twice about dismissing him completely. 
 
    He had an air of authority to him and held some position or rank over the dark haired man.  The way he stood at attention, the way he held his hands, it was probable that he had been trained by a warrior or person of skill with a sword.  The strange thing was that he was not blatant about it.  If he had skills, he also knew how to hide them so that an enemy would think him unworthy of their attention.  His eyes were shrewd and took in not only the details of the room, but he noticed every twitch or movement from his prisoner.  With each second that passed, he became more convinced that the brown haired man was more experienced than he first thought.  He would be wary of him until he knew more about him. 
 
    “Perhaps you would be so kind as to tell me how you prefer to die, so that I might accommodate your final wishes.  Would you prefer a fast clean death, one where you did not know it was coming, or would you prefer a coward’s death whereby you would drown in your own blood as it slowly choked the life out of you, all the while screaming as the pain consumed your very soul?  I’m open to both options and more than willing to oblige either request,” Týr said smugly. 
 
    He could see that he was getting under the skin of the dark haired man.  Color flooded his cheeks, whereas the brown haired man remained calm and disconnected.  The only indication that some kind of internal power struggle was going on between them was when the brown haired man spared a quick glance at the other man who bent his knee ever so slightly in an attempt to take a step forward. 
 
    Ah yes, there was certainly a ranking system in place.  He looked to the dark haired man and smiled.  “Do you always do what he tells you to, underling?” Týr sniggered. 
 
    “Enough,” the brown haired man said quietly, but Týr did not think he was talking to him.  That is when something occurred to him.  These men not only loved Anjali, but would follow her orders to the letter.  They were undoubtedly puppets, and Anjali pulled their strings. 
 
    “Nachtghuls,” Týr hissed distastefully.  “It is the moniker of a mortal who can no longer think for himself or do as he wishes.  Slaves.  I was told the practice was forbidden, even amongst the lowest filth in Hell.  How has Anjali been granted this kind of inexcusable, unforgivable dispensation that goes against the reason your God created you?  You no longer have free will, and you are lower than the servants who made deals to escape their lot in life.  You gave up your very existence to serve someone who did not create you.  Even in our culture, you are reviled.  You are nothing more than skin puppets that do the bidding of God’s lowly servants.  You are weaklings who gave up your souls so that you did not have to feel the burden of living.”  Týr spat on the ground to curse them. 
 
    The brown haired guard pulled out some kind of weapon from the back of his pants and a projectile embedded itself in each of his thighs. 
 
    “I still have free will and can think for myself.  Lady Black might be pissed at me for what I did, but she’ll rip your heart from your chest if you insult us again, that is, if you have a heart.  Now shut the fuck up unless you want to die a coward’s death and drown in your own blood,” he said pointedly.  He lowered his weapon and returned it to its hiding place. 
 
    Týr was enraged.  Not only had he underestimated the boy, but he had been fooled by him.  The boy was a skilled marksman that had ruptured both arteries in his legs.  Blood was rushing out of him at an alarming rate.  With the foul Celestial Bonds around his wrists draining his power, it would take days for the damage to repair itself. 
 
    The room shifted as his vision blurred.  The pain was magnified a thousand times due to the bonds.  It seemed that he would be begging for a quick death long before he healed. 
 
    “Would you shoot me again, abomination, if I made disparaging remarks about your master?” Týr laughed. 
 
    “Yes,” the man nodded. 
 
    “You will make an excellent General someday,” Týr muttered. 
 
    Anjali listened to the exchange between Týr and her Nachtghuls in the back of her mind, while trying to keep Hades and Lucifer from attacking Tristan.  She smiled at the loyalty of her men.  She had instructed Calin to watch every move Týr made, just as Balthazar did, except he was to injure Týr if possible.  The god wouldn’t appreciate being harmed by a lowly servant.  It might piss him off enough to allow his emotions to speak for him. 
 
    She learned that Týr was an arrogant son of a bitch who cared nothing for those beneath him, but was clever and astute.  He feared Aeries more than the other Predznak, which would have been helpful if she had control of Aeries.  The one interesting thing he had revealed came from his lie about Fenris coming to rescue them.  According to Calin, Týr’s face expression proved that he didn’t expect Fenris to come for them.  That meant that he was planning his own escape.  Anjali had the feeling that Týr wasn’t finished with Fenris yet and that he might provide the missing puzzle piece, if he did manage to escape.  Now she had to figure out why he was still in Hell.  It was time for Týr to fear a different Predznak. 
 
    She entered the Hall of Mercy alongside Hades, who strangely refused to allow her to interrogate Týr alone as Tristan trailed behind them.  She dismissed everyone else from the room and mentally praised Calin and Derick for their performance as they left. 
 
    Týr looked up at her, but didn’t acknowledge her as a woman.  She thought it was odd since he hadn’t been with a female in forever.  He looked into her eyes, and hid the fact that he was assessing her.  Calin was watching the encounter through her eyes, searching for clues that could give away his thoughts. 
 
    “I’m told that you don’t like my servants, Týr.  You’re also afraid of my Angel of Anger, though unfortunately, he can’t join the party.  However, I have a worthy substitute.  Meet Tristan, the Angel of Fear,” she remarked.  She stepped aside for Tristan to move into position. 
 
    Hades gave her a worried glance and then looked at Tristan. 
 
    Týr laughed.  “I was intrigued until I saw that Hades does not believe your angel is up to the task.  I have already felt the power of Vengeance and Death and I was able to resist their temptations.  What makes you believe that I will cave to Fear’s power?  I fear nothing,” he said in a cocky tone. 
 
    “I accept that you don’t fear death, but everyone is afraid of something: pain, the loss of someone dear to them, or spiders.  It doesn’t matter what a person is afraid of, as long as you know how to use it against them,” Anjali smirked.  “Besides, I would call your encounter with my angels a tie since you wussed out and took a nap.” 
 
    “I have stood before the fiercest and most skilled warriors without trepidation.  There is nothing that you could do to change that,” Týr said smugly. 
 
    “I think you’re talking a lot for someone who isn’t afraid,” she said mockingly. 
 
    Tristan lifted his head for the first time and acknowledged Týr.  Anjali held her breath and prayed that she hadn’t made a mistake in trusting him. 
 
    He adjusted his suit jacket and hopped up on top of a wooden table to their left.  The table was used for inflicting pain during an interrogation, not for lounging on.  She thought it was an unusual move, but didn’t question him. 
 
    Tristan crossed his ankles and patted the table.  “You probably don’t fear this table, Týr.  I could tell you all the horrible things that have happened to those who have laid on this simple table, all the horrific things that were done to me when I stepped out of line.  It wouldn’t matter to you because pain isn’t something that would break your spirit.  Even now, you are losing blood at an astounding rate, but you are still focused and clear of mind.  Warriors are taught how to deal with agony.  My brother, Rayan, could make you scream, but regrettably, he’s not here so do not foolishly believe that you are above pain.  You just haven’t felt the kind of pain that would make you crack.  I’m sure the pain of those bullets is enough to annoy you, but not enough to concern yourself with.  Similarly, the other torture devices in this room would not cause you to fret.  Personally, I hate this room.  There are too many bad memories here.  Of course, you have your own memories and experiences in this room and rooms like it.  All your life you have been the one in control, the one in power.  You interrogated your share of enemies over the years.  You probably believe that you could do better than Lucifer himself.  It could be true.  Regardless, you understand the art of making people talk, so you believe that you can withstand the mind tricks and the coercion involved.” 
 
    Hades raised his eyebrow at her, implying that he didn’t know where Tristan was going with this.  She ignored him and watched Týr’s reaction.  Though Tristan was speaking in a conversational tone, Týr couldn’t take his eyes off him. 
 
    “You are the God of War, or the God of Justice, depending on who you speak to.  You see yourself as invincible.  Your strength and speed have led you to victory after victory.  You were praised for your abilities, except there was one who didn’t praise you.  There was someone who expected you to win at any cost.  In fact, you were meant to sacrifice yourself to him if you ever lost a battle.  You claim that you don’t fear death, but I would disagree.  Revenge was a motivating factor for committing treason.  I know this because Balthazar told me that you revealed something during his interrogation, but it wasn’t until Alazar began to tempt you and you retreated that the truth came to light.  You’re not afraid to die in battle, but you are afraid to die a dishonorable death, a death that proves you are not worthy of the title God of War,” Tristan said, his voice becoming hypnotic. 
 
    Beads of sweat formed on Týr’s brow and his face appeared strained.  His mouth opened and abruptly shut.  Anjali could see that he was close to breaking, yet she could barely feel Tristan’s power.  He had flooded the subway tunnel last time, yet now there was only a faint current that no one other than Týr reacted to.  She was impressed that Tristan was able to wield his power more effectively. 
 
    Tristan continued.  “The stage was set when you were unable to conquer a territory belonging to another pantheon of gods that Odin commanded you to invade.  Their numbers were too great and their powers surpassed even your own.  Though fear had motivated you to work harder than praise ever could, you finally failed to accomplish your mission.  Odin warned you never to fail him or it would be the end of you.  You were expected to kneel before your leader and accept your own blade as it was thrust into the back of your neck.  You stood before Odin, prepared to die a failure, but instead, you pleaded with him for a second chance.  He denied you.  When the deathblow was about to be dealt, you turned on the swordsman and fled the city.  You thought you could amass a new army and defeat your pantheon, but your efforts were thwarted when you were labeled a traitor and captured by Aeries.  In a final act of desperation to prove yourself to Odin, you sought out the most dangerous creature ever created.  You thought that your victory would ensure a safe return home.  You would present the head of your enemy to Odin and be forgiven.  Unfortunately, you underestimated your opponent.  Your dreams of returning home vanished and you were forced to return to your trial in Heaven.  Your last chance at redemption disappeared because you failed to defeat her,” Tristan hissed. 
 
    Anjali and Hades took to each other, confused by Tristan’s statement.  She had no idea if Tristan was making up a scenario to get Týr to talk, or he if was uncovering the truth.  Týr was shaking, but it could have been from the blood loss.  There would inevitably come a point when he passed out from it. 
 
    Týr panted and appeared to be in pain.  “I didn’t fail,” he said forcefully. 
 
    Tristan raised his eyebrow.  “Tell that to her,” he said, pointing to Anjali. 
 
    Týr looked at the ground, refusing to look at her. 
 
    Anjali grabbed Hades’ arm and pulled him into the hallway.  She didn’t want to break Tristan’s concentration. 
 
    “What the hell is Tristan talking about?  I’ve never stood before Týr in battle,” she whispered harshly. 
 
    Hades’ expression proved that he was clueless as well.  “You don’t have your memories, and there is no record of Týr trying to assassinate you.  That would have been a bigger black mark on his prisoner scroll than the treason charge.  Besides, the Council would have either threatened to kill him or thrown a parade in his honor, depending upon their mood.  I don’t know what Tristan is seeing, but Týr’s reaction confirms his theory,” he shrugged helplessly. 
 
    She crossed her arms and tapped her foot.  “Why would he pick a fight with me?  How would he even know about me?” 
 
    Hades smiled cruelly.  “My Lady, you are the most feared and hated creature that has ever existed.  His trial took place during your creation.  Everyone in Heaven and Hell knew that Father was looking for volunteers to become Predznak.  Týr is savvy enough to have overheard the murmuring from the Advocates and the Council Members.  It would have been a golden opportunity to seek you out and redeem himself.  It would also explain why he requested time to search for Jör to prove his innocence.  He needed a way to get his honor back.  He must have lied to the Council about Jör and challenged you to a fight.  I have no idea what your power could do to a so-called god, but I know from personal experience that your power is not something to mess with.  He’s lucky to be alive, though if I recall correctly, Týr was injured when he arrived in Hell.  I assumed that a scuffle had occurred between him and the Celestial Warriors.  He had nasty cuts on his hands and arms.  Depending on what happened, it could have been from you,” he suggested. 
 
    Anjali was surprised to hear Hades almost praising her.  She blamed his exhaustion for his borderline benevolent demeanor. 
 
    “Shit.  How many people have tried to kill me over the years?” she asked bitterly. 
 
    “A lot,” he said drolly. 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “Thankfully, most of the Asgardians are dead, so I don’t have to worry about them wanting to kill the Destroyer, but what about Týr?  Is his here to seek revenge against me or does he have other plans?” she huffed. 
 
    “I am going to make a motion to the Council for Týr to be executed.  He can’t stay here if he is actively trying to plot the demise of one of the Heads of Hell.  He’s too dangerous,” Hades stated. 
 
    Anjali shook her head.  “He could have killed me in the Throne Room, but he didn’t,” she replied. 
 
    “Maybe he doesn’t know how to kill you.  Tristan said that he failed to defeat you.  He said that Týr fears a dishonorable death, but perhaps he also fears you,” he smiled wickedly. 
 
    “This still doesn’t explain the treason charge.  If Odin wanted to kill him for failing, Týr could have refused to return home after his loss.  I doubt many could have tracked him down and dragged him before Odin.  I don’t know if Odin would consider Týr running away an act of treason, or if there was something else going on.” 
 
    Hades rubbed his chin.  “It also doesn’t explain his involvement with Hel, Fenris, and Jör.  There is more to this than meets the eye.” 
 
    She agreed with Hades.  Týr was still hiding something. 
 
    They quietly returned to the hall, but nearly ran into Tristan.  “Týr passed out before I could get him to speak.  The blood loss was too much.  Your marksman did too good a job,” Tristan chuckled. 
 
    She turned to Hades.  “I want this over with.  If Týr plans to confront me, let him.  Give him what he wants.  Chain Hel up in the room and choose a guard you don’t mind being stabbed.  Instruct the Fallen to allow Týr to leave.  Have Vaughn follow him and report his whereabouts.  I want to know his end game before I wake up with a knife at my throat,” she sneered. 
 
    Hades shook his head defiantly, “No!  I will not allow that lunatic to leave Hell.  I would rather kill him myself.  I will not use you as bait,” he growled. 
 
    She put her hand on Hades’ shoulder to calm him, though she didn’t know why he was upset.  He was usually the first one to dangle her before an enemy to get what he wanted. 
 
    “Think about it.  Jör sent Lev to help Hel, not Týr.  He tried to free his sister.  Týr, who has been quiet for centuries, offers to assist in Hel’s escape.  He plans the whole thing, but doesn’t leave.  He still needs her for some reason.  If Týr needs Jör and Fenris too, he can draw them out of the shadows, and then Michael can kill all four of them.  Right now, Fenris has his own objectives.  Tristan agrees with me that he’s searching for someone.  It could be Jör.  There is no other way to bring all the gods together.  Týr has to be the one to do it,” she surmised. 
 
    Hades stared at her, processing her theory.  He finally sighed and looked at Tristan.  “Can I trust you to keep her safe, or will you run at the first sign of trouble?” 
 
    Tristan glanced at Anjali.  “She’s the only one who can free me from this miserable existence.  No one will take her from me,” he said confidently. 
 
    Hades nodded and spun on his heel to leave. 
 
    “I can’t believe he went along with my plan,” she muttered. 
 
    Tristan frowned.  “I can’t believe he cares about someone other than himself.  Are the two of you friends, and by that I mean, does Hades respect you enough to protect you since he doesn’t actually have any friends?” 
 
    “No, we aren’t friends.  He just doesn’t like when outsiders try to kill Lucifer or me.  He would prefer to do it himself,” she said matter-of-factly. 
 
    He gawked at her.  “Huh, I didn’t think Hades had the guts to attack you.  I always imagined you storming the Gates of Hell and kicking the shit out of everyone who had hurt your Predznak,” he admitted. 
 
    “That’s a far cry from what happened, Tristan.  Lucifer tricked me and I came here without any knowledge of who or what I was.  I still believed I was a mortal.  It’s true that Hades awakened my power, but I almost died by his blade.”  Even after all these years, she could still feel the blade in her neck. 
 
    “Then why is he still alive?” he sneered. 
 
    She smiled at Tristan.  “Hades is the only person who has ever formed a truce with me.  He didn’t apologize, but he admitted that he’d made a mistake.  Hell needs Hades; even you have to admit that.  If you haven’t noticed, I try to do what is best for Hell,” she said sadly. 
 
    “By putting yourself at risk.  You weren’t created to run Hell,” he said with disgust. 
 
    “No, but it helps in ways you can’t imagine.  There is much you need to learn about me, Tristan, but the important thing is that I don’t kill everyone I don’t like, not even Hades.  People see me as a murderer and while I’ve made mistakes before, I don’t want to be that person anymore.” 
 
    Tristan looked at the ground and shuffled his feet.  “I am truly happy to hear you say that.” 
 
    She put her hand on his cheek and grinned.  “You did amazing in there.  I have no memory of Týr’s attack and if you hadn’t been here, I don’t think Týr would have ever told us that information,” she said proudly. 
 
    He grimaced at first, but stood up and straightened his tie.  “Promise me things will be better this time.  Tell me that I can do this,” he whispered. 
 
    “You’ve seen Alazar and Balthazar.  You can’t tell me they are the angels you once knew.  They are currently living under the same roof as Hades and Lucifer and only Alazar has tried to assassinate Lucifer.  That should tell you something,” she said. 
 
    He looked at her with a mix of emotions.  She could see that he wasn’t fully healed from his past trauma, but the fact that he was still here gave her hope of a reconciliation. 
 
    He finally nodded and headed toward the staircase, but turned back.  “I’m sorry, I forgot in the chaos of my arrival the reason I came to you.  Fenris has Liam in a theater and from what I saw it looked like he was punishing the boy.  Fenris was yelling at Liam to claim him as his master, but the boy denied him,” he said over his shoulder. 
 
    She smiled.  “He’s still fighting, that’s a good thing.  Maybe he’s not lost to me yet,” she said happily.  “Thank you for coming here to help him.” 
 
    Tristan’s expression changed and he looked hopeful.  “I came here to help you.” 
 
    Anjali put her head against the wall and mentally prepared herself for what was to come.  Though Tristan claimed to be on her side, she still had reservations about his ability to fight his own terrors.  She didn’t fully trust him yet, but things were much better than before. 
 
    If Hades followed through on her plan, Týr would have a means of escape.  Once he was free, it was only a matter of time before Michael would come to take Fenris’ head.  If Fenris died, so would Liam.  She had to work fast if she was going to save him. 
 
    “Then help me rescue him,” she replied. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Týr opened his eyes and groaned.  When he saw that he was still strung up in the abysmal Hall of Mercy, he wanted to scream.  Why would they not give up on him?  He refused to talk.  It was just that simple.  Unfortunately, they had unleashed the vile Angel of Fear on him.  He did not know why Anjali did not remember their standoff, but he could see from her look of surprise that she had no memory of the encounter.  It would have been better for her to remain ignorant, lest she believed she held an advantage over him.  He now had to add killing Tristan to his long list of things to do. 
 
    “You are more worthless than I originally believed.  As soon as I am released from these bonds, you will suffer more than anyone in the history of time,” the most detested of voices said to him. 
 
    Though he had heard Lucifer utter similar threats to him in the past, he knew that the threat had not come from him this time.  He peered over his shoulder and saw the nightmarish Hel hanging on the wall. 
 
    “You are the one who prevented our escape with your need to thwart Lucifer.  You only have yourself to blame for your current condition.  I offered you an open door; you merely had to walk through it.  Instead, you decided to wage a futile war,” he said matter-of-factly. 
 
    Hel rattled her chains.  “You could have killed everyone in a matter of seconds, but you stood idly by while I did all the work.  You are useless,” she hissed. 
 
    Týr finally had enough.  “Shut your mouth, child.  I do not serve you.  You are the one who jeopardized everything.  I should have killed you eons ago,” he yelled. 
 
    She laughed harshly.  “You had me in chains; you could have done it then, yet you did not.  You did not come to kill us eons ago, or you would have done it in the forest.  You never told us what you wanted from us, traitor.” 
 
    Týr eyed the insipid guard who was standing against the back wall.  He appeared to be bored and close to falling asleep.  He flexed his injured legs to find that they had healed.  He must have been unconscious longer than he thought.  Swinging his legs, he garnered the attention of their solidary guard.  When the Butterfly was close enough, he kicked him in the face and snapped his neck with his legs.  He swung his legs up and grabbed the chains with his ankles.  Climbing up the chain, he reached the ceiling and placed his feet against it.  Pulling with all his might, he broke the hook and fell to the ground.  He pulled the chains off his body and knelt down next to the Butterfly.  Using the guard’s thumb, Týr released the lock on the Celestial Bonds and was free. 
 
    His strength returned to him in a rush.  Snatching a knife from the torture wall, he quickly removed the guard’s hand and stuffed it into the back of his leather pants. 
 
    He strode over to Hel and watched the terror fill her eyes. 
 
    “You will not kill me,” she stuttered. 
 
    “If you disobey me, I will have no choice but to kill you.  Comply with my commands and you will live,” he said coldly.  “I allowed them to believe that I feared you, so that they would underestimate your value to me.  Now, I have what I need.” 
 
    “I will never comply!” she yelled. 
 
    He ripped her chains from the wall with one hand.  Grabbing her by the throat, he lifted her off the floor.  “I do not need you to be conscious though.” 
 
    Hel pulled at his hand and gasped for breath.  “One of us will die, but it will not be me,” she said just before her eyes shut. 
 
    He had no idea why Hell was allowing him to escape with his prize, but it mattered not.  He would kill anyone who tried to stop him.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Anjali and Tristan arrived at the abandoned theater where Fenris was keeping Liam, but Fenris and his lackeys were gone.  She found blood in the area where Liam had been laying.  She swore to remove Fenris’ tail for hurting him. 
 
    Vaughn had tried to track Týr, but Týr attacked him before he had gotten very far.  Without a way to track Týr, she was back to hunting Fenris. 
 
    “Where would they have gone?” she asked. 
 
    Tristan shrugged.  “I found Fenris by locating anyone who had seen the wolves.  If they are on the move, it won’t help.  They need to be seen by enough people for me to track them.” 
 
    Anjali thought about what Tristan said about Liam resisting Fenris.  “I have an idea, but it’s a bad one,” she frowned.  “When his wolves bit me, it created some kind of link between Fenris and me.  I somehow woke up in a forest that I believe is a mental projection of the one he lived in.  The bastard somehow knew about my Nachtghuls and confused Liam by making him think I would enslave him.  He could only have known that by rummaging through my mind.  The connection must still be there so maybe I can use it to find Fenris.  Hopefully, I can find him before Týr finds him.” 
 
    Tristan raised his eyebrows.  “I’ve never had any mental communications with the beast, and he personally took a chunk out of me.  I’m happy that he’s not inside my head.” 
 
    “You’re not a master; besides, I’m still not sure if Fenris wanted it to happen,” she replied.  “I’ll need you to ground me while I try to reach out to him.  I don’t want to be sucked into his forest again.” 
 
    She held on to Tristan’s arms to steady herself.  He planted his feet on the ground and nodded to her. 
 
    She closed her eyes and felt around for the link to Calin and Derick.  It took some time, but she located squiggly neon-colored lines, one for each of them.  She looked around for another line and finally found it.  It was faint, like a string of clouds or smoke.  She followed it as she firmly held on to Tristan.  She was careful to not to barge into Fenris’ thoughts, but remained on the periphery.  It took a few tries, but she finally heard Fenris speaking, though it wasn’t directed at her.  He was yelling at someone.  Moving closer to the sound of his voice, she suddenly heard four voices all at once.  Fenris, Troy, Noah, and Liam were there.  She could hear their general thoughts and their spoken conversations.  It was easier than she expected having learned how to filter Derick and Calin’s thoughts. 
 
    Through their eyes, she saw them standing in a park.  Orienting herself, she smiled when she figured out where they were. 
 
    “Master, we have combed this entire area.  Whatever you seek is not here.  If you please, why do you believe it’s still here after all this time?” Noah asked quietly. 
 
    Anjali heard Fenris’ unspoken thoughts.  He didn’t like being questioned.  He didn’t want the wolves knowing his business.  He was convinced that he was still there.  Jör would expect him to finish their battle.  He was mad that Jör hadn’t made himself known yet, but knew his brother would come in his most desperate hour.  Either way, he had to stay here and continue to search. 
 
    She had no idea who he was searching for, but it must have been the face she saw the last time, the one who had caused her heart to ache. 
 
    A low growl alerted her to the fact that Fenris had felt her presence.  A mental image of Fenris’ black and silver wolf charged at her.  She nearly crushed Tristan’s arms to remind herself that she was really standing in the theater. 
 
    “Back off, Fenris.  Return Liam to me, or you will regret it,” she said, hoping to show him that she was unfazed by his attack. 
 
    “He belongs to me!” he shouted. 
 
    Pushing herself more fully into his mind, she found Fenris’ link to Liam. 
 
    “Liam!  I’m coming for you!  I haven’t given up on you!” she shouted. 
 
    Fenris recoiled from her voice and began to tremble.  He quickly recovered and pushed her out.  She heard Liam’s voice faintly in the distance.  She couldn’t hear what he was saying, but she felt his anger and frustration. 
 
    Her eyes flew open and she almost fell.  She was disoriented by the sudden shift in location. 
 
    Tristan grabbed her and held her. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked tentatively. 
 
    “I’m better than okay.  I’m ready to tear Fenris’ head off,” she sneered.  “I know where he is.” 
 
    Taking Tristan’s hand, she disappeared with him in tow and reappeared inside Central Park.  She looked around at the tangle of trees around them.  The dense woods were broken up by jogging paths, but most people would avoid these paths so late at night. 
 
    “Huh,” Tristan chuckled.  “This is the North Woods section of the park.  I was wondering why Fenris stayed in the city instead of roaming the wilderness.  Whatever he wants must be here, so he’s found a suitable home in these woods.” 
 
    Before she could answer, Anjali heard growling behind her and stepped in front of Tristan. 
 
    “No more games, Fenris.  Hand over Liam or I will hunt you no matter where you go, even in your imaginary forest,” she yelled. 
 
    Fenris strode through the trees and down a small hill.  “Attempt to take Liam and I will kill him.” 
 
    She didn’t know where Troy and Noah were, but she assumed they were close by. 
 
    “Tristan, go find Fenris’ furry pals.  I don’t want any sneak attacks,” she said. 
 
    Tristan quietly slipped off into the woods.  As Fenris made a move to follow him, Anjali blocked his path and challenged him to confront her. 
 
    He casually backed away and shrugged.  “My wolves cannot be tempted.  Tristan’s power does not work on them.  Their souls belong to me, just as your Nachtghuls belong to you,” he said proudly. 
 
    “Everyone is afraid of something; the big bad wolf should understand that better than most.  You are searching for someone and you desperately fear losing this person,” she said smugly. 
 
    Anger flashed across his face.  “You know nothing!” 
 
    “Tristan will enjoy finding out what your wolves fear,” she taunted.  She was testing Tristan’s theory about Fenris not wanting to openly attack her. 
 
    Fenris took an aggressive step forward.  “If you do not leave now, my wolves will tear Liam apart,” he snarled. 
 
    She crossed her arms defiantly.  “You won’t hurt him because you will be able to feel his pain.  Even if you don’t care about being a shitty master his pain would be enough to distract you during a fight,” she said, based on her experiences. 
 
    He began to pace back and forth.  “You truly wish to challenge me?” he asked arrogantly. 
 
    She smirked.  “I thought I made that clear by showing up here.  Why are you stalling?” 
 
    He closed his eyes and started laughing.  “Remember that you are challenging a god, little one,” he laughed condescendingly. 
 
    She suddenly became dizzy and the trees swirled around her.  Her knees buckled and she prepared to hit the coarse sidewalk, but instead, her knees fell on to soft moss.  The smell of pine needles engulfed her senses as she swayed.  She didn’t have to open her eyes to know where she was.  She was back in Fenris’ forest. 
 
    “Damn it!  What is it about this place?  Why do you keep coming here?” she groused. 
 
    The forest was different this time.  The trees were larger and only a dim light filtered through the dense canopy.  Time had passed in the woods, though she didn’t know why he would choose a different time period. 
 
    The birds were gone from the trees, which made her happy, until she felt the ground vibrating to her left side.  A dark blur darted through the trees and changed course until it was running in circles around her.  She didn’t know what was going to attack her, but she refused to run.  This was her chance to kick the Wolf God’s ass. 
 
    The growling this time was louder and deeper.  Whatever was out there, it was either one big thing or a lot of smaller things.  Either way, it would be a brutal fight. 
 
    Without warning, something lunged from a bush in front of her, followed by another.  She saw that they had fur and teeth but wasn’t interested in identifying them.  She punched the first one in the head and second one in the side.  Their whimpering was replaced by howling.  Out of the shadows came more wolves than she could count.  An entire pack was closing in on her.  She lit her palms with Hell Fire and eyed the braver ones.  They attacked in threes without giving her time to regroup between the attacks.  She threw fireballs at two of them, hitting their muzzles; the third pounced on her and knocked her sideways.  The rest descended upon her as fangs tore at her dress and hair.  She could feel her skin being gouged in multiple places.  She threw fireballs as fast as she could make them, but she wasn’t doing enough damage. 
 
    She tried to create a fire whip, but couldn’t focus.  She gave up when she was forced to protect her face.  The bites were extremely painful, but luckily, they were regular wolves and did not possess venom.  She wanted to cry out, but there was no one to help her.  She was at Fenris’ mercy. 
 
    “You fear me so greatly that you must hide behind your mutts, coward?” she screamed.  Her abused body preferred to fight one giant wolf instead of multiple wolves, or at least it sounded like a good idea. 
 
    “If you cannot defeat my wolves, then you are no match for me,” he taunted from a distance. 
 
    “Pussy!” she screamed. 
 
    She knew it was useless to draw him into a fight until she proved her strength.  Unable to take the pain anymore, she closed her eyes and rolled around in agony.  Her last coherent thought involved taking off her ring.  She didn’t want to nuke New York City, so she decided against that course of action until she remembered that she was inside of Fenris’ mind.  Her ring wasn’t actually there...and neither were the wolves.  It was all a trick. 
 
    She ignored the bites and concentrated on the facts.  She wasn’t in a forest and there were no wolves.  Their teeth couldn’t hurt her because they didn’t exist.  Fenris was doing this to her.  He was making her believe that this was real. 
 
    When she finally got hold of her senses, she stood up and passed right through the fictitious predators like they were nothing more than a mirage.  She waved her hand and they disappeared.  The sounds of the forest died away until she heard a heartbeat.  Turning in the direction of the beating, she located Fenris standing on a boulder. 
 
    “I defeated your wolves,” she winked, holding out her arms to show that they were gone. 
 
    “Not all of them,” he smiled cruelly. 
 
    His hands widened and formed enormous paws.  His teeth lengthened into fangs longer than her fingers.  His skin pulled back to reveal the black coat tipped in silver that she recalled from their first encounter.  His yellow eye glowed as he jumped down from the rock on all fours. 
 
    “You would be more intimidating with two eyes,” she snickered. 
 
    He roared, but didn’t charge at her.  Instead, he sniffed the air and snarled at something behind him. 
 
    She couldn’t tell what he was doing, but it gave her time to memorize the layout of the forest.  Even though this was his world, she had enough understanding of it to manipulate it. 
 
    He flexed his claws and dug at the ground, snorting and baring his teeth.  He moved so fast she couldn’t track his movement until he was in mid-air and closing in on her face.  She dove to the side and rolled to her feet. 
 
    He landed with a thud and turned to growl at her. 
 
    “I know you love the taste of my dress, but you can’t have it,” she chuckled. 
 
    My teeth will hit their mark eventually, Destroyer.  You cannot run from me forever, he replied. 
 
    He shifted his weight to jump again, but she bolted across the clearing before he could catch her movement with his good eye.  She had just enough time to find what she needed.  Using her mind, she tried to pull a nearby tree down on top of Fenris.  Sweat beaded on her forehead until she heard the ominous cracking of the trunk.  The ancient tree hit the ground directly in front of Fenris, forcing him to retreat. 
 
    “I may not be able to outrun you, but there are plenty of trees to throw at you,” she said, flipping him off. 
 
    He bounded off the fallen tree and knocked her to the ground before she could move.  His fangs pierced her shoulder and she shrieked in pain.  This pain was different from the other wolves’ bites.  This time it was accompanied by the sensation of a blowtorch scorching her insides.  His venom moved faster than Troy and Noah’s and was ten times worse. 
 
    He shifted back to two legs and picked her up by the throat.  He laughed at her and shook her until she couldn’t see straight.  He finally tossed her far enough that she landed somewhere near the river.  Her head collided with a large rock and made her head feel like it was hollow.  Her ears buzzed and her body stiffened from the fire in her veins.  No matter which way she moved, she couldn’t find relief. 
 
    My wolves may have been an illusion, but I am not.  This is my world and I am the ruler here.  You will suffer for as long as I desire.  I can keep you trapped here for eternity, if I wish.  You have no way of defending yourself against me and have no means of hurting me, he said arrogantly.  I even have control of your pets. 
 
    She rolled to her side and tried to clear her vision.  Though she was seeing double, she recognized Derick and Calin kneeling on the ground in front of Fenris. 
 
    They were struggling to move and screaming her name.  She had no idea how he had managed to pull her Nachtghuls into his world, but it was clear that he had control over their minds. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Tristan moved quietly through the woods in search of Troy and Noah.  He assumed that Liam would be in a similar position as last time he saw him, unless he had finally pledged his loyalty to Fenris.  He much preferred to face two wolves rather than three. 
 
    The entire area was silent, aside from a stray rat scurrying through the underbrush.  He was reminded of the night that he tempted Noah.  How things had changed since then.  He was much stronger than he had been that night, though far from perfect.  For once, he wasn’t afraid of what the future might bring.  He was ready to accept who he really was and embrace his destiny as a Predznak. 
 
    Motion to his left made him stop.  He was careful to guard his right side in case of an ambush.  He might not be a fighter like Aeries or Balthazar, but he had seen them fight often enough to understand distraction tactics. 
 
    A twig snapped nearby, but Tristan turned his attention to a denser section of trees to his right.  He was correct to assume that one of the wolves would be hiding there; however, he hadn’t expected Noah to step out of the trees on two legs. 
 
    “We meet again, Tristan,” Noah smiled broadly. 
 
    Tristan was admittedly happy to see Noah’s human form.  He still wasn’t sure how he would react to seeing the wolves.  His nerve may not hold firm against that type of attack. 
 
    “Noah, I am sorry for what has happened, but you don’t have to live like this.  You don’t have to serve Fenris.” 
 
    Noah laughed.  “I want to serve him.  I like serving him.  Besides, I’m happy to be a wolf.  It means that you can no longer tempt me,” he said snidely. 
 
    Tristan shook his head.  “Yes, but you will never see Heaven.  The only life ahead of you is with a madman who would rather sacrifice you to an enemy than protect you,” he replied. 
 
    He saw Noah flinch at his assessment. 
 
    “We must be strong enough to serve him and prove that we can fight his enemies,” Noah said loudly, though Tristan could hear the doubt in his voice. 
 
    “You mean you have to be able to take an ass-kicking from his enemies so that he can make a clean getaway,” Tristan chuckled. 
 
    Though he couldn’t hear anything behind him, the hair on his neck stood up.  Troy was lurking nearby, ready to strike. 
 
    Noah narrowed his eyes and advanced on him.  “My life is better now!” Noah yelled.  “You have no idea what you’re talking about.  At least I don’t have to worry about going to Hell.  I’m above your God and His bullshit.  I will live forever!” 
 
    Tristan tsked at Noah.  The boy had no idea what he was saying.  Before he could speak, he heard a huffing sound behind him.  Troy lunged at him from the bushes and knocked him to the ground. 
 
    Hitting his chin against the sidewalk, his teeth gnashed together.  He swore at the pain rippling through his skull from the impact, but froze in place when he realized that Troy was standing over him. 
 
    He flipped on his back and looked at the large incisors that were inches from his face.  Troy’s growl was deep enough that it resonated through Tristan’s chest.  Seeing his lips curled back over his teeth and his ears pinned back, he knew the wolf wanted to bite him.  Saliva dripped from the corner of his mouth and landed on his jacket. 
 
    He tried to close his eyes to get control of his wild imagination, but it was useless.  He envisioned Troy tearing off his face or biting through the old wound in his shoulder.  He might drag him into the woods and disembowel him.  At least 30 different scenarios warred inside for control, all of them ended in a horrific death. 
 
    He wanted to cry.  He really was a coward at heart.  His master would never accept him if he lost this battle.  What good would he be to her? 
 
    The wolf opened his mouth to show Tristan what kind of agony awaited him.  He intentionally drew out the moment to elicit the most fear out of him. 
 
    Tristan preferred to get on with things.  It was better to die than to show his face in front of Alazar and Balthazar who had pledged their allegiance to Anjali and proven their worth.  He closed his eyes and thought about her lovely face.  She was as kind and compassionate as he had always hoped she would be.  Heaven only knew what Fenris was doing to her right now.  He had failed her and failed himself. 
 
    Thinking about his master, he decided on his last words to her.  Just as he chose the proper phrases, he accidentally opened his eyes and stared into Troy’s bright blue eyes without recoiling.  He noticed that he was no longer hyperventilating.  The growling was still humming inside his chest, but he wasn’t crying or begging for mercy.  Instead, he felt powerful.  Imagining his master had helped him chase away his terror. 
 
    Tristan smiled coldly at Troy.  “You overplayed your hand, Troy.  You should have finished me quickly,” he laughed.  “I may not be able to tempt you with fear, but I can certainly figure out what frightens you.” 
 
    Troy broke eye contact for a moment and looked to Noah. 
 
    “You can’t hurt us,” Noah said confidently.  “Our souls belong to Fenris.” 
 
    Tristan reached down into his chest for his power and coaxed it to the surface.  It was true that their souls belonged to Fenris so he couldn’t force them to choose a path, but fear was a basic instinct that even animals responded to.  As the Angel of Fear, his power wasn’t limited to tempting mortals.  He could unleash terror upon anyone willing to listen. 
 
    “Wolves believe that they are at the top of the food chain and have nothing to fear from the other predators, but they are wrong.  I’ve seen a grizzly attack an entire pack of wolves and kill more than half of them over territorial disputes.  You may be immortal, but you can be harmed or killed.  It wouldn’t take much to kill either of you.  A strategically placed blade in your side or at your throat would end your lives, just as easily as the teeth of a grizzly could rip out your throats.” 
 
    In the distance, the roar of a grizzly rumbled through the woods. 
 
    Troy’s head swung in the direction of the sound.  He lowered himself into a defensive position and backed away from Tristan. 
 
    “There are no bears here,” Noah yelled, though he didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    “Perhaps you’re afraid of something else.  I saw the way you shrank away from the fire on the subway platform.  You cried for your master to help you, while the fire bit at your skin and burned your fur.  The flames are a powerful enemy of any woodland creature,” Tristan said hypnotically.  He slowly sat up and focused his power on Troy. 
 
    Troy suddenly spun around in a circle and whimpered.  He paced around a small area acting as if he was caged in. 
 
    “It’s not real, Troy,” Noah yelled, though he took a few steps back toward the trees. 
 
    Turning to look at Noah, Tristan gazed into his eyes.  “If it’s not fire, perhaps it’s the hunters that you fear.  You saw how easily Calin and Balthazar shot your werewolves with their silver bullets and sliced them apart with their silver swords.  You pondered what the silver might feel like embedded in your skin.  Will you fight the hunters when they come for you, or will you huddle close to your master and beg him to save you?” 
 
    Noah shook his head.  “We are stronger than those hunters.  They can’t hurt us, we are Fenris’ warriors,” he said, his voice cracking. 
 
    Tristan smiled.  “Oh yes, you are his elite pack.  He expects you to fight for him, but what would he do to you if you failed him?  He only wants powerful wolves, not men who couldn’t succeed in their own lives.  You were pathetic before and you are pathetic now.  If you fail your master, he will kill you,” he said, emphasizing every word. 
 
    Troy howled and whimpered.  He finally curled up into a ball and hid his face under his tail. 
 
    Noah fell on his backside and hugged his knees.  “No.  No.  We can’t fail.  No.  We must make Fenris happy,” he sobbed. 
 
    Tristan stood up and looked around for the missing Drei.  They could have hidden Liam far away, but he had a feeling they would keep him close to use as leverage against Anjali...or rather, Lady Black. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    “Where are we?” Derick yelled. 
 
    “How do I kill him?” Calin grimaced. 
 
    “It will be all right,” she lied, hoping to calm them.  “You’ve made a huge mistake, Fenris.  You may not care about your Drei, but I care about my men.  Nobody harms them and gets away with it,” she yelled. 
 
    Fenris snarled and slowly approached Calin and Derick.  He paced behind both of them as he stared at her. 
 
    Which one will feel the pain of my bite first? he growled. 
 
    She couldn’t hear their thoughts because she had cut herself off from them when she entered the forest, but she knew what they were thinking regardless.  Derick wanted her to run and save herself, while Calin searched for a weapon and prepared to fight. 
 
    Fenris opened his jaw and mockingly stepped closer to Derick.  This is the one you need to protect.  The other one is your warrior.  I will leave him for last and make him shriek, he warned. 
 
    “You’re wrong Fenris, Derick protects me from the darkness, the darkness that is about to kick your ass!” she yelled as she gripped her ring and tugged it with the last of her strength.  It finally gave way and flew off her hand. 
 
    Fenris stared at her in disbelief as her power freed her from the imaginary venom, allowing her to stand. 
 
    This is not possible, he said, shocked by her sudden recovery. 
 
    She smiled maliciously at him.  “My power is capable of repairing any damage to my body.  The ring is merely a mental representation of the object that contains my power in this world, but my mind knows that I can’t access my power with it on.  The best part is that I don’t have to worry about destroying the world; I only have to worry about destroying your world.” 
 
    She raised her hands to the sky and instantly created dark storm clouds that unleashed a torrent of rain.  The wind blew against the thick trunks, causing them to groan and sway.  She swirled her hand and created an arc of lightning that hit a tree in the distance.  The tree exploded and shook the entire forest. 
 
    You cannot do this.  This is my world!  Fenris yelled. 
 
    “Yes, but you brought me into your world.  I do not serve you and I am a force in my own right.  You dared to challenge the Destroyer, now you will suffer the consequences,” she said coldly. 
 
    Fenris shrunk away from the driving rains and looked around for a safe place to seek refuge. 
 
    She saw that Fenris had released Derick and Calin.  They had run from him and were standing a few feet from her but were not affected by the storm. 
 
    Enough of this!  You have no right to destroy my forest, he yelled. 
 
    “You have no right to kill me!” she shouted in a voice that was not her own. 
 
    Fenris heard the change in her voice and cowered inside a hollowed out log. 
 
    I was not trying to kill you, he replied weakly. 
 
    “No, you wished to make me suffer for an eternity inside your forest, trapped and at your mercy.  I was not meant to suffer at the hands of a false god.  You may rule the forest, but I am the Bringer of the Apocalypse, the one who will tear apart the forests of the world and destroy the lowly creatures such as you,” she proclaimed in an authoritative voice. 
 
    I swear that I had no intentions of killing you, Destroyer.  I merely wish to live in peace!  He began howling mournfully. 
 
    Derick and Calin were calling to her and trying to break her focus so that she would stop the storm.  She saw them waving their hands to get her attention, but she wasn’t ready to release her rage. 
 
    “Anjali!” a voice near the river shouted. 
 
    She ignored this new voice as well.  She was too busy lowering the temperature until snowflakes began to mix with the rain.  She would freeze this place and leave it in perpetual frost. 
 
    “Anjali, please, you’re killing him.  Noah and Troy can feel it too.  You have to stop this.  You are destroying his mind!” Liam yelled. 
 
    She turned to look at the handsome man calling to her.  He was wearing jeans and a blue shirt, an outfit that she remembered from somewhere.  She shook her head and returned to her task. 
 
    “Please, if you kill him, I will die too!” Liam said from somewhere behind her. 
 
    She felt a warm hand on her shoulder as the air began to freeze.  The black wolf was huddled inside the log, shivering.  Someone stepped into view and captured her attention.  Gorgeous brown eyes stared into hers and sparked a memory of a mirror and phenomenal sex. 
 
    “Liam?” she asked, confused by his presence. 
 
    “You’re killing him and hurting us.  It’s taking everything I have to stay here with you.  All of us are in terrible agony.  Fenris can’t breathe.  You are tearing apart his mind.  Please, you have to help us,” he pleaded. 
 
    She didn’t want this.  She didn’t want to hurt Liam, but it could be another trick.  Fenris could conjure anyone or anything in his forest. 
 
    “Prove to me you’re real,” she whispered.  She touched his cheek and felt the stubble scratch her hand. 
 
    He leaned in and kissed her just as he had in her bedroom.  Her body quickly responded to his touch.  This was Liam, the real Liam.  Her heart and soul would know him anywhere. 
 
    Breaking the kiss, she smiled.  She waved her hand and immediately stopped the storm.  She had control over the illusion, unlike her true power.  She took a deep breath and regained her senses. 
 
    “I’m sorry that you had to see the real me, the scary me.  What you saw is the Destroyer and unfortunately, she’s a part of me.  She can’t control her power and often doesn’t care about hurting people.  Do you fear me now?” she asked softly. 
 
    She saw Liam’s hesitation and worried that she might have lost him forever. 
 
    Calin stepped forward.  “Liam, you have no reason to listen to me, but you should hear me out.  Whatever Fenris told you is a lie.  He doesn’t know Anjali like I do.  She saved me after I took a sword to the chest for her.  I jumped between her and a Celestial Warrior who was trying to stab her in the back.  I chose to stay with her because I couldn’t lose her.  She saved me from a lonely existence and even now, after everything I’ve seen and done, I wouldn’t change my decision.  You might believe that I’m some lovesick fool, but I’m not.  I resisted her from the moment I met her.  I didn’t want any attachments.  I wanted to carry the pain and burden of losing my sister.  Loving someone else meant that I would have to accept that my sister was gone and I would have to find a way to move on.  I tried to walk away from Anjali time and again, but I couldn’t.  I knew that I belonged with her, even if I couldn’t understand why.  It’s more than just her beauty.  She’s smart, courageous, able to protect herself, and fights for people worth fighting for. 
 
    “Go back to the girlfriend who wanted to shoot you if you don’t believe me, but you will be turning your back on a woman who believes in you and believes you are worth it.  You’re not like the killing machines I have destroyed before; the werewolves with no shred of humanity left in them.  I admit when I’m wrong, and I was wrong.  She stopped me from killing you because it was the right thing to do.  I believe in her ability to see the good in people, that’s why I lowered my gun.  While she is entirely too trusting when she cares about someone, I wanted to give her the chance to prove me wrong and she did,” Calin said. 
 
    Liam looked at Anjali and smiled.  “While I appreciate Calin’s epic speech, I had made up my mind after Fenris treated me like a lowly servant.  I remembered the way Calin looked at you and how Derick fussed over you when you were hurt.  They are loyal to you, but more importantly, they care about you.  I don’t fully understand your world, but I would rather be with you than Fenris and his dogs,” he replied.  “As far as your dark side is concerned, I understand why you want to help me.  You told me that you struggle to control yourself.  I saw how you dismissed me at first.  I saw your black, emotionless eyes.  You didn’t even recognize me.  I feel like that when I shift.  If anything, I think we can find a way to help each other.”  He put his hand on her cheek and winked at her. 
 
    She smiled and placed her hand over his.  “I’d like that, Liam,” she said.  She hugged him and then turned to Fenris, who had crawled out of his hiding place. 
 
    He was watching them with his furry head tilted.  She wondered if he even knew how to care about his Drei. 
 
    “Release Liam,” she said sternly. 
 
    Fenris’ yellow eyes stared at her for a long time.  He finally huffed and hung his head. 
 
    I do not know how to release him.  I have never done it before and I do not know if it is possible.  I know that he belongs to you; he has always belonged to you.  It was wrong of me to claim him, especially since he has been a pain in my ass the entire time, he said looking away. 
 
    “Then I’ll find a way,” she declared. 
 
    She closed her eyes and freed herself from Fenris’ forest.  When she felt her feet on the ground, she searched for Calin and Derick.  Thankfully, they were safely back in the Hall of Mirrors.  Apparently, Balthazar was keeping watch over their unconscious bodies. 
 
    She got her bearings and looked around the dark woods.  Fenris was standing in human form in the same place she had seen him before, except this time Tristan was standing next to her alongside a battered and bruised Liam.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Anjali crossed her arms and glared at Fenris.  “I’m done with this.  What are you playing at?  You said that you weren’t trying to kill me, so tell me, what was the point in dragging me into this fight?” 
 
    She saw the hesitation in his eyes.  He seemed to be debating her question.  She braced herself in case he changed his mind and attacked her.  She scanned the woods, but she didn’t see any glowing eyes tracking her. 
 
    Fenris finally sighed.  “When I said that I did not want to kill you, I meant it.  I merely wanted to scare you away.  When I saw your interest in Liam through his eyes, I knew I had to deter you from taking him away from me.  I felt his love and loyalty for you.  I could not have him following you while he belonged to me.  I thought I could prove how powerful I was so that you would give him up,” he said softly.  “More importantly, I did not want to go back to the Hall of Shadows.” 
 
    “Why did you bite Liam in the first place?  I’m not saying you should have bitten Dylan either, but why choose Liam, especially if you saw my mark upon him?” she huffed. 
 
    “Regrettably, I decided to take my revenge upon you.  I wanted retribution for this,” he said, motioning to his cloudy eye. 
 
    “That was an accident.  I didn’t mean to blind you, though you deserved it for trying to rip my leg off,” she sneered. 
 
    He shrugged.  “You kicked me in the balls.  What did you think would happen?  Let us agree that we are both at fault.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “Fine, but I want to know why you used Tristan to bring me to you.” 
 
    He flexed his fists and looked at the ground.  “I knew if I sent Liam to lure you into my trap, you might hide him away.  Finding Tristan in the park was an unfortunate accident.  I realized too late who he was when I decided to bite Noah.  Once I saw how weak Tristan was, I hoped he would prove to be an ally against you,” he admitted. 
 
    “Tristan was right.  You were screwing with us, trying to distract us from killing you,” she muttered. 
 
    He raised his eyebrows.  “I am not the monster you believe me to be.  I have defended myself, but I have rarely taken a life,” he stated. 
 
    “Váli killed a Fallen,” she sneered. 
 
    Fenris hung his head.  “Váli, while loyal to me, he was very much his own person.  I did my best to guide him after he was cursed, but he had trouble controlling his anger.  He brought his fate upon himself.” 
 
    “So where does that leave us?” she asked.  “You’re too dangerous to roam free, so I can’t let you go.  I can’t have you turning mortals into werewolves.”  She was concerned about his plans for world domination. 
 
    He shook his head.  “I prefer the wild beasts that roam free.  You were correct about the werewolves.  They are difficult to control and their loyalty is an issue because of Odin’s curse.  He feared me creating an army, though I had no intentions of doing so.  My powers were limited to the creation of die Drei.  Unfortunately, die Drei are not powerful enough to create intelligent beasts.  The werewolves in the subway were made out of desperation,” he said sadly. 
 
    She couldn’t detect any lie in his story, but it didn’t mean she was ready to let him go. 
 
    “Why don’t you just explain yourself to the Council?  I’m told that you never finished your trial,” she said reasonably. 
 
    He growled.  “I should not have to explain myself because I did nothing wrong.  Aeries wrongly took us all into custody.  Technically, I should have gone back to my prison in the Plains, but your Council did not care for justice.  My people are largely gone, from what I understand, and I have no interest in returning to them even though Odin is dead.  I have served my time for a crime I did not commit.  I will not go back to Hell,” he said defiantly. 
 
    “That’s not up to me, but I will speak on your behalf, for what it’s worth.  You should know that the Council doesn’t really like me,” she smirked. 
 
    Fenris burst out laughing.  “I wonder why, Destroyer.  I find you to be pleasant and charming,” he said sarcastically. 
 
    She laughed at his comment, but her laughter was cut short when she saw Fenris tense up.  Before she could turn around, agony tore through her back and stomach as she was forced to the ground.  She coughed up blood a second before her hands hit the ground.  Unable to get her bearings, the only thing she could see was a pretty blue light.  Something touched her wrists and suddenly the pain was quadrupled.  She tried to scream, but there was too much blood in her throat. 
 
    Hearing a thump next to her, she tilted her head.  Tristan was laying on the ground with a gash in the back of his head. 
 
    She mentally reached out to Calin to call for help, but she couldn’t find him.  The rough sidewalk cut her knees when she tried to get up.  It felt like something was holding her down.  She had no idea what the hell was happening. 
 
    She tried to move the hair out of her face but had trouble accomplishing the simple task.  It seemed that her hands were bound.  By the time she could think clearly, Fenris was snarling at someone and yelling.  Looking up at the large man to her left, she saw that he was holding a knife against the neck of a pliant Noah.  It was Týr. 
 
    She ignored their argument as she tried to figure out why she couldn’t move.  It felt like she had been speared.  She felt around until a sharp, cold piece of metal touched her hands.  The bastard had skewered her with a sword through her back and pinned her to the ground.  Her hands were bound in Celestial Bonds. 
 
    Looking at Fenris, she saw him lowering himself to his knees and bowing.  Whatever Týr wanted with Fenris, he was about to get it. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Loud chirping invaded her beleaguered mind.  This time, they weren’t Fenris’ birds, but the birds along the shoreline of the river that had yet to travel south for the winter.  She and Tristan had been moved through the city by Týr with the help of Fenris.  The fucking sword was still sticking out of her stomach, pinning her against a cement block used to tie off small boats.  The Celestial Bonds had made her body completely useless.  Sadly, she was still coughing up blood whenever she raised her head to see what was happening.  She was healing at an agonizingly slow rate. 
 
    She had been in and out of consciousness as the moon moved across the sky.  At some point, she had figured out that Hel was present, still locked in her bonds.  The goddess screamed at the top of her lungs and threated to gut Týr until he finally gagged her. 
 
    Noah, Troy, and Liam had been bound and gagged, though Liam was unconscious.  Noah and Troy looked disillusioned with their vacant stares, but she didn’t know what was wrong with them.  Tristan was strung up in the trees lining the beach, also unconscious. 
 
    Throughout the night, Fenris had stood on the small beach with his arms crossed like a statue facing the water.  She had no idea what he was waiting for, but she wished he’d hurry up.  Daybreak was almost upon them and the mortals would certainly call the police if they saw multiple hostages being held by two gladiators. 
 
    “What are we doing here, Týr?” Anjali coughed. 
 
    He ignored her and glared at Fenris. 
 
    “You told me he would come!” Týr yelled. 
 
    “Maybe you’re scaring him off,” Fenris suggested. 
 
    Anjali wasn’t sure how much more of this she could take.  She still couldn’t reach her Nachtghuls, which unnerved her.  Alazar, Balthazar, Calin, and Derick would certainly be searching for them, but she wasn’t sure what would happen when he showed up. 
 
    Her brain was fuzzy and muddled from the blood loss and the starvation she was experiencing.  If only she could conjure herself a bowl of chicken soup. 
 
    She tried to figure out Týr’s objective.  He had taken the bait, escaped with Hel, as expected, and found Fenris.  He had both of the gods, so what else did he need?  The answer floated around the edges of her incoherent thoughts, but she couldn’t grab it.  She knew the answer but the words wouldn’t come together.  She was too busy trying to stay awake. 
 
    Rippling in the water drew her attention as a large shape began to take form just below the surface.  Týr and Fenris backed up from the edge of the river and stood on the beach. 
 
    White scales rose up through the water until it revealed the largest snake she had ever seen.  She should remember who he was, but couldn’t recall his name. 
 
    The snake slithered onto the shore and shifted into a handsome man in a perfectly tailored gray suit. 
 
    “Hello, brother,” Jör said, blatantly ignoring Týr. 
 
    “It took you long enough.  I estimated that you would show up a week ago,” Fenris huffed. 
 
    “Now now, perfection cannot be rushed,” Jör chuckled.  “You knew that I would not make things easy for you.” 
 
    Týr stepped in front of Fenris and punched Jör with an uppercut to his jaw so fast that Jör didn’t have time to block him.  Jör’s head snapped back and he landed in the water. 
 
    “You belong to me now,” Týr hissed.  He drew his sword and pointed it at Jör’s neck. 
 
    Jör rubbed his chin and frowned as he looked down at the sword.  “This is a hell of a way to greet someone.  Where are your manners, cousin?  I see that Odin never taught you any social graces.  He only cared about how quickly you could remove someone’s head, yet they called me uncivilized,” he mocked.  He looked at his suit and was repulsed by the sight of his disheveled appearance. 
 
    “Your brother and sister are my prisoners.  All of you will yield to me or it will mean your death.  You know that I am not one to be trifled with.  Kneel to me!” Týr shouted. 
 
    Jör looked questioningly at Fenris.  “What is he talking about, Fenris?  Why should I swear my allegiance to this traitor?  You should have torn out his throat by now; instead, you are standing idly by while he captures your family,” he sniped. 
 
    Fenris shook his head in defeat.  “If we do not join his crusade, then he will vanquish us.  He threatened my Drei and did not give me much choice.” 
 
    Jör made a disgusted sound in the back of his throat.  “You and your damned Drei.  They are more trouble than they are worth.  I doubt you even put up a fight.” 
 
    Fenris shrugged indifferently. 
 
    Jör rolled his eyes and popped his jaw.  “You always choose the worst times to become a pacifist, dear brother.  I guess I will have to do this on my own,” he groused. 
 
    Týr chuckled.  “You will not win against me.” 
 
    “I defeated you last time.  Let us set the record straight,” Jör said, giving him the finger. 
 
    Jör winced when Týr’s sword was jabbed into his throat.  He casually tried to push the blade away, but Týr nicked the skin on the side of his throat. 
 
    Looking to Hel, Jör scowled.  “Do you belong to him as well, sister?” 
 
    She shook her head to show that she hadn’t bowed to Týr. 
 
    He clasped his hands and smiled.  “As long as Hel is free, you will never obtain me.  Take my head, if you wish, but I believe that you want all three of us alive, just as you did centuries ago,” he said smugly.  “You fail to understand the delicate balance of our family.  As long as one of us is free, the rest will make it our mission to bleed you dry.  We may not like one another, but we enjoy eviscerating our enemies together.  It’s a bonding experience.” 
 
    Týr appeared to consider his options.  He looked over his shoulder at Hel, but turned abruptly and slashed Jör across the chest. 
 
    Jör bent over and clutched the wound as blood poured down his suit into the water.  He swore loudly and listed all the ways he would kill Týr. 
 
    Walking over to Hel, Týr grabbed her by the hair and jabbed his sword into her shoulder.  “Proclaim me your master, Hel, and I will not prolong your suffering!” Týr yelled. 
 
    Hel shrieked as her body shook from the pain.  She sobbed through her gag and swore at Týr.  She tried to lower herself to the ground but Týr held her up with the sword. 
 
    She finally hung her head and cried through the material stuffed in her mouth, “Release!” 
 
    “No tricks or I will kill your siblings,” he warned. 
 
    She nodded her head and held up her bound hands. 
 
    Týr pulled the sword out of Hel’s shoulder and dropped her into the sand.  He pushed her with his foot and rolled her until she was lying on her back.  Kneeling down next to her, he produced a severed hand from the back of his leather pants and unlocked the Celestial Bonds.  He stepped back and held his sword at the ready in the event Hel made a move against him. 
 
    Anjali groaned when she saw the hand.  Hades was going to kill her for putting one of the Fallen in a position to have his hand amputated. 
 
    Hel pulled the gag from her mouth and took in a deep breath.  Even from where she was at the edge of the beach, Anjali could see that Hel was healing remarkably fast without the bonds weakening her.  Hel stood up and moved her neck around as the opening in her shoulder knitted back together. 
 
    She made a grand show of bowing to Týr, scraping her hand across the sand.  She grabbed the edge of her dress and pulled up one side so that she could kneel in front of him.  She held out her hand, waiting for Týr to take it. 
 
    Týr eyed her every movement without lowering his sword. 
 
    Jör crawled onto the beach, still clutching his chest.  “You should kill her now and save yourself the trouble,” he chuckled.  He stood up and waved his hand to heal his chest while drying out his suit.  He crossed his arms and watched with amusement. 
 
    Anjali was impressed by the gods’ ability to heal so rapidly, and very envious of it.  She thought it was strange that Jör wasn’t attacking a distracted Týr.  It meant that he expected Hel to take her wrath out on the warrior. 
 
    The moment Týr took Hel’s hand, she cackled ominously.  “Pathetic fool, Jör’s right, you should have killed me.  Now you will pay for the insult of beheading my mortal lover and threatening my family.” 
 
    Anjali watched as Týr’s eyes turned black and he staggered backward.  She remembered the sorrow she felt when Hel used her power on her in the Throne room.  She had seen everyone she loved die before her eyes.  She waited for Týr to burst into tears or scream at the loss of his loved ones, but he didn’t make a sound. 
 
    Týr’s body stiffened and he looked like he was in a trance.  Hel let go of his hand, kicked him in the side of his knee, and waited for him to fall, but he didn’t.  Instead, he flicked his wrist and caught Hel in the jaw with the broad edge of his sword.  She was stunned by the blow and tripped over her own feet, landing on her ass. 
 
    “Stupid child, I told you that I do not fear your power.  I have no one left that I care about.  When I refused to allow Odin to take my life, he stole my sister and killed her.  Your power cannot influence me,” he said arrogantly. 
 
    Hel glanced at Jör as terror overtook her features. 
 
    “Yield to me,” Týr sneered. 
 
    She slowly lowered herself and kneeled before him.  “I accept you as my König.  I am loyal to you now,” she said, devoid of emotion. 
 
    Jör clapped his hands.  “Clever warrior.  You may be able to withstand Hel’s Death Stare, but you will not survive my fangs.” 
 
    He shifted and lunged at Týr, but Týr grabbed Hel and held her in front of him as a shield before Jör could reach him. 
 
    “You’ll have to go through your sister to get to me!” he yelled. 
 
    Jör tried to stop himself, but he was forced to bank right and smash through a wooden retaining wall.  He appeared disoriented as he shook his massive, scaly head.  Týr’s blade was against his long belly before he could recover.  “I will kill you right now unless you submit to me.” 
 
    Shifting back into mortal form, Jör looked to Fenris, who stared blankly back at him.  “You could at least help me, Fenris!  I am your brother.  Forget this master nonsense and join your family!” 
 
    Fenris turned his back on Jör and walked further down the beach. 
 
    Týr laughed.  “You have no allies here.  Pledge your allegiance or I will put you in bonds and never allow you to heal.  I will torment you until I finally take your head,” Týr threatened. 
 
    Jör cocked his head and frowned.  “Why do you want us so badly, Týr?  No one wants us.  You are clearly stronger than we are and more willing to do whatever it takes to win.  Why would you go to this much trouble to reunite us?” 
 
    Týr grunted.  “I have pondered that myself throughout the years.  I began to doubt if it was worth uniting you miscreants once again.  I waited in that abysmal hole for eons planning and biding my time.  Now you are challenging me just as you did in the forest,” he muttered.  He assessed Jör and sighed.  “I fought Odin’s battles for centuries and never lost.  He rewarded me with more battles because he was never satisfied.  He conquered village after village, forcing the mortals to worship him and the other gods to pledge their allegiance.  His power grew until he was no longer in his right mind.  He became greedy and obsessed with overthrowing any god in his way.  I fought the pagan gods until none were left, but that was not enough.  He ordered me to fight one more battle; one I advised was too difficult to win.  Odin scoffed at me and called me a weakling.  I had no choice but to wage a war.  When I returned home defeated, Odin stripped me of my title and ordered me to kneel at his feet so that he could take my head.  I refused.  I stabbed him in the throat and escaped.  I decided that I was done winning battles for him.  I wanted to conquer land for myself, but I needed an army,” Týr explained, pointing to the three siblings. 
 
    Jör yawned.  “Lovely story, but I do not actually care.  I was just making conversation.  I do praise you for standing up to the old fool.  Had you called me, we could have killed Odin together,” he shrugged.  “You spoke eloquently, but you still have not told me why I should align myself with you.” 
 
    Týr tapped his foot in the soft sand.  “You crave land and power.  Both shall be yours.” 
 
    “That is all you had to say,” Jör smiled.  “From this day forth I shall follow you and accept you as my König.  You have my loyalty.”  He bowed his head slightly. 
 
    Týr flexed his shoulders and sighed.  “I should have killed you,” he muttered. 
 
    Jör pushed away the sword poised over his stomach and jumped to his feet.  He brushed the sand from his pants and winked at Fenris.  “I guess this makes us allies again.” 
 
    Fenris growled deep in his throat. 
 
    “Or not,” Jör chuckled. 
 
    “You will give me what is mine,” Fenris said under his breath. 
 
    “Not on your life,” Jör snickered.  “It is the only reason I am still alive.  I will still need leverage over you if we are forced to work together to conquer the world.” 
 
    Fenris’ claws sprang from his fingertips as he paced back and forth, keeping Jör in his sights. 
 
    “Oh, put those things away.  You will not dare harm me.  Even your small brain can comprehend the consequences,” Jör tsked. 
 
    Hel ignored her squabbling brothers and set her sights on Anjali. 
 
    “Do we get to kill her now?” she smiled. 
 
    Týr crossed the beach and pointed his sword at Hel.  “No.  She is not to be harmed.  If you believe that an army of three can conquer the world, then you sorely overestimate your abilities.  You may have been able to conquer the Outlands, but look around you.  This city alone contains more people than the entire Outlands did.  We will need the Destroyer and her Predznak if we are to achieve our objectives,” he replied. 
 
    “Shit,” Hel sneered.  “I am not working with her.  She nearly froze me to death.  I do not play well with others; just ask my brothers.  I promise you that I will kill her the second your back is turned.” 
 
    Týr motioned to Tristan.  “I am sure her Predznak will have something to say about that.  I dare you to look into the eyes of Fear, Vengeance, and Death once their master is dead.  I dare say that even you would not survive.  Leave the Destroyer alone or freezing to death will be the least of your worries,” he chided. 
 
    Hel threw herself against the retaining wall near the line of trees and pouted.  “Can I at least scar her pretty face?  She does not need both eyes to unleash her power,” she said sadistically. 
 
    He gave her a look of warning and threw the Celestial Bonds to her.  “Secure Tristan before he wakes up.  I took a chance that he would remain unconscious long enough for me to conquer you, but he will cause us problems if he wakes unbound.” 
 
    Hel stared at Tristan and grimaced.  Without another word, she climbed the wall and headed into the trees toward Tristan. 
 
    Týr approached Anjali.  He lifted her head and smiled cruelly at her.  “You belong to me, Destroyer.” 
 
    Anjali tried to make her brain and mouth sync so that she could think up a snide comeback, but the most she could do was drool on his hand. 
 
    “Why do you want the Destroyer?” Fenris asked, curious about Týr’s plan. 
 
    “If she can best me on the battlefield, then she is worthy to be in my army,” he replied simply. 
 
    “How will you control her?” Fenris asked. 
 
    “I have a way,” Týr smirked. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali’s eyes fluttered open and she saw that she was in the middle of a crowded city block.  Looking up, she recognized the area—Times Square.  She was being carried over someone’s shoulder, though she didn’t have to guess who the behemoth was. 
 
    The sword had been removed from her body, but she could still feel a gaping hole in her stomach and her strength was nonexistent with the bonds still in place.  All she wanted to do was sleep for a hundred years. 
 
    “I see you are finally awake, Destroyer.  I thought you would have tried to kill me long before now.  Perhaps I have overestimated your strength.  Pledge your loyalty to me and unleash your power at once.  Refuse me and I will kill the Angel of Fear,” Týr demanded. 
 
    She couldn’t see Tristan, so she wasn’t sure how he planned to kill him.  She thought it was interesting that die Drei were also nowhere to be seen.  That’s when it hit her—Týr was a soldier.  He followed orders; he didn’t make them.  He might be able to strategize a battle plan, but trying to control a wild card like her was beyond his means.  He only knew how to use fear or pain to force her into submission. 
 
    “I’m not buying your threat.  You were terrified of Tristan when he was tempting you.  You won’t get within a thousand feet of him.  That’s why you didn’t bring him here,” she snickered. 
 
    “I can throw my sword with pinpoint accuracy and slice the wings off a butterfly.  Imagine what I will do to your Butterflies,” he chuckled. 
 
    She batted her eyelashes at him.  “You can lie to me all you want, but you aren’t fooling anyone.  I will never bow to you.  You can shove my loyalty up your ass.” 
 
    Týr ignored her and put his hands up to stop the traffic as he walked into the busiest intersection.  Yellows cabs and cars screeched to a halt as the morning commuters honked their horns at the god. 
 
    Fenris dropped her in the middle of the street and helped Týr stop traffic in the adjacent intersection. 
 
    “Call for assistance, mortals, and you shall die!” Týr shouted. 
 
    She rolled her eyes at his arrogance.  Apparently, he was used to intimidating large groups of people, which wouldn’t work in New York. 
 
    Pissed-off commuters got out of their cars to yell and swear at Týr to get out of their way.  He became angry when they didn’t immediately bow at his feet.  He motioned to Fenris and Jör, who shifted into their animal forms and chased the mortals. 
 
    Týr marched up to her, picked her up by her dress, and backhanded her.  “Show these mortals who is in charge!  Unleash your power!” he commanded. 
 
    He released her and she stumbled over the curb.  She landed on the ground again, unable to move.  She cursed the bonds for making her weak. 
 
    “I won’t do it.  I want you to look like a fool in front of these mortals,” she said defiantly.  She was surprised to see how fast Týr was becoming unhinged.  He wasn’t used to being challenged.  It was clear that he believed he would have a swift victory over the city. 
 
    “You will do as I say,” Týr growled. 
 
    She looked away from him as a black blur appeared out of nowhere and bit her right forearm deep enough to draw blood.  She screamed as Týr grabbed the severed hand and released her from the bonds.  Unfortunately, he also pulled her ring off her finger. 
 
    Crying in agony as Fenris’ venom raced through her veins, she was no longer able to determine up from down while she helplessly rolled around.  Die Drei’s venom was a walk in the park compared to Fenris’ real bite.  She had trouble remembering her name as misery poured through her.  The darkness that lived just below the surface of her skin burst forth and created a storm that blanketed the area.  Unable to control her power, it took on a life of its own without anything to restrain it. 
 
    The only upside to her power being released was the relief she felt from her previous injuries and her hunger.  Her stomach mended quickly with her power rushing out of her full force.  Sadly, it did nothing to help the burning pain in her veins.  Even her power wasn’t strong enough to undo the damage from Fenris’ venom. 
 
    Through her tear-filled vision, she saw Fenris rush off into the crowds and bite everyone in the vicinity.  Hel’s eyes turned black as she stared at the confused masses and released her Death Stare.  Jör was busy crushing vehicles with his massive tail and tossing them into the surround buildings and marquees. 
 
    All around her people shrieked in horror as they were physically attacked by monsters or lost to images of their families dying.  Anjali couldn’t do anything to fight the sinister venom or stop the storm before it reached cataclysmic levels. 
 
    Rain began to spill into the streets and flooded the city.  She rolled to her knees and did everything she could to rein in her power.  She wanted to reach out to her Nachtghuls, but the pain would cripple them.  They weren’t prepared for this kind of torture.  She closed her eyes and sobbed, knowing that she was about to destroy the city and possibly the world. 
 
    She had only one chance to save the mortals.  “Alazar!  Balthazar!  I summon you!” 
 
    Her angel appeared confused when they arrived in the middle of the chaos. 
 
    “What the fuck is this?  What’s happening?  Why couldn’t your Nachtghul’s find you?” Alazar shouted above the gusting winds. 
 
    “Stop Týr!” she shouted. 
 
    Without a word, Balthazar pulled his guns and fired at Týr, who deflected the bullets with a few flicks of his sword.  Alazar drew his dagger and ran at Týr, but he was knocked back by Jör, who had rushed between them.  Balthazar tried to draw Týr into a fight, but Týr merely deflected his advances and focused on creating more mayhem. 
 
    Anjali, a voice called.  It was Fenris.  I am truly sorry for this.  I wish I could lessen your pain, but I cannot.  Týr has my Drei and I have no leverage to fight him.  No matter what it takes, you have to restrain your power.  I do not want the world to perish.  Take Liam.  I know he can help you, he pleaded. 
 
    She felt Fenris open a bridge to Liam.  She could tell that he was awake and fully healed.  Fenris had shared enough of his power with him to mend the damage done to his body. 
 
    Liam, she gasped.  She smiled when she saw the image of him in his sexy jeans. 
 
    I’m here, Anjali.  Týr has some kind of power over Fenris and he’s not allowed to call for us.  If you can free me from his control, I can shift and find you.  I believe in you, Anjali, because I’ve seen what you can do.  Hell, I’m seeing it right now.  The storm cloud is already overhead.  I can help you, if you’ll have me, Liam pledged. 
 
    You’re asking me to do the impossible.  I can barely speak to you right now.  It’s taking all my concentration, she cried. 
 
    Anjali, please try.  I can see that you’re in pain but you are the only one who can stop this.  The deluge is eroding the beach and knocking down trees.  Tristan is awake, but he can’t move.  I can get to him, but there isn’t much time.  Hurry! Liam shouted. 
 
    She had to help Liam and Tristan.  She could feel the thunder shaking the street beneath her and hear the lightning strikes hitting the ground.  Her body was fighting off the venom and trying to repair itself but it was slow going.  Fenris was not of their world so it took a lot of energy to push the poison out of her system. 
 
    Opening her eyes, she saw that she was now releasing fire and ice from her battered body.  Dead bodies were littering the streets.  The mortals who were still alive were either bleeding, having been bitten by Fenris or Jör, or huddled on the ground crying as they saw their loved ones murdered.  The ones that upset her the most were the ones who had died from the lightning strikes, the fire, or the impact of the heavy objects, which had been tossed into the air by the gale-force winds.  She was responsible for those deaths. 
 
    She thought about Liam and tried to find a way to break Fenris’ bond so that he could assist her.  He had loved her long before he had become the Wolf God’s puppet.  He was free to love whomever he wanted, but he had chosen her time and time again, just as she had chosen him.  Their love was stronger than any connection Fenris could create.  After all, love was stronger than even blood. 
 
    As an immortal, Liam had his own strength and power.  She hoped he was strong enough to forge a bond with her.  She searched around for any part of Liam that had left a mark on her soul throughout the centuries.  She smiled when she found a small ball of energy that felt like Liam.  She pushed through it, hoping to form her own bridge to him.  Calling his name, she waited impatiently for him to respond.  When a faint voice replied to her, she almost jumped for joy before she remembered the pain. 
 
    She fought through the tears and spoke to the faint voice.  Liam Leavitt, you have proven your loyalty to me.  Your heart has chosen me for centuries.  The connection you share with Fenris pales in comparison to eons of love and respect.  I free you from Fenris’ command.  If you will have me, I will take you into my care.  I will share my love, my life, and my power with you.  You will call me Master, but I will be your lover.  What say you? she asked, her voice filled with authority. 
 
    I am yours, he replied simply. 
 
    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 shouted. 
 
    A different kind of power flowed out of her chest in search of Liam.  Though they were separated, she was able to find him and fill him with her power.  She felt Liam’s body shudder as her essence filled every corner of his body.  His life force was glowing brightly, whereas Derick and Calin’s life forces had been slipping away when their deals were made. 
 
    I swear I will carry out your will, Liam responded proudly. 
 
    She cradled his life force and drew it into her body.  When it became one with her, the link to Fenris disappeared.  She cheered when she felt Fenris leave her mind.  She embraced Liam’s spirit and felt the love and adoration he had for her.  She filled him with warmth and compassion.  Allowing his soul to return to his body, she shouted, “Rise and join your Master!” 
 
    Liam’s lifeless body surged forward and he gasped for air.  A power more imposing and intense than Fenris’ flowed through his body and his soul.  He could no longer hear Fenris invading his thoughts.  He was free, or at least free from the Wolf God.  He felt Anjali’s presence inside his body and mind, which was a welcomed feeling. 
 
    He blinked rapidly, confused by what he was seeing.  He could see the beach, Times Square, and possibly Hell, at the same time.  The pathways to Troy and Noah’s thoughts had been severed, but now he could hear two other voices. 
 
    Liam? both voices asked at the same time. 
 
    Liam instinctively knew he was hearing Derick and Calin.  Get to Times Square.  Týr is forcing Anjali to use her power.  She’s in too much pain to stop it.  The entire city will soon be underwater.  Hurry! he shouted. 
 
    Within seconds, he saw three different views of Times Square and breathed a sigh of relief.  Anjali had help now, so he could concentrate on releasing Tristan from his chains.  He shifted, though it took more effort than before.  Anjali tried to guide him but she was too unfocused to get him through the transformation. 
 
    His chains snapped when the strength of his wolf was at his command.  He looked to Noah and Troy, who were shocked to see him free from his bonds.  They must have realized that his voice was missing from their minds.  He debated if he should let them be carried out to the river as the water poured down the embankment and through the beach, but he knew he couldn’t do that to them. 
 
    He bit and pulled at their chains until they gave way.  He motioned toward the city, telling them to go to Fenris. 
 
    Noah sneered at him before shifting and running toward the storm. 
 
    Troy stopped for a moment and petted his head.  “Thanks for trying to help me when I fell.  I shouldn’t have been a dick.  You’re a good guy, Liam.”  He jumped into the air and landed on all four paws.  He raced through the flooded beach after Noah. 
 
    Turning to Tristan, who was shouted through his gag, Liam waded through the rushing water and hopped up onto the broken retaining wall.  He locked his jaw around the thick chains holding Tristan’s legs.  It was a struggle with the loose branches falling on him and the water pushing against him, but he managed to break them. 
 
    He was forced to shift back into human form so that he could climb high enough to release Tristan’s bound hands.  It took some effort, but he was finally able to bend one of the metal links and pull the chain out of the blue glowing bonds. 
 
    Tristan fell to the ground and pulled the gag from his mouth. 
 
    “Thanks,” he nodded. 
 
    “Anjali needs us.  Fenris bit her and she can’t control the storm,” Liam explained. 
 
    “Shit,” Tristan muttered, holding up his bound hands.  “I need to get out of these before I can help.” 
 
    Liam smiled.  “Anjali knows how to unlock them.  If we can get close enough to Týr, we can free you.”


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Balthazar matched Týr’s footfalls in the flooded streets, but sadly, even he couldn’t keep up with the speed and agility of the god.  He admitted for the first time in centuries that he could not possibly beat his opponent.  Alazar was doing his best to distract Týr by attacking immediately before or after him, but the storm was hindering both of them.  Visibility was terrible as the rain fell into their eyes and weighed down their clothes.  He wanted to abandon his duster, which felt more like a straightjacket, but he refused to give up his weapons. 
 
    He was impressed by Alazar’s ability to enrage Týr enough to finally draw him into a fight.  Who knew that listing all the innocent people and gods that Týr had wrongfully killed would piss him off badly enough to make him draw his sword on them?  Anjali was right about Alazar being completely infuriating when he wanted to be. 
 
    With Týr being kept busy, the three siblings had slipped away into the city.  Balthazar couldn’t hunt them until Týr was dealt with, so he did everything he could to engage Týr in battle.  He had already sustained five blows to his arms, legs, and torso.  It had been a long time since he had been hurt by a blade.  Aeries would never let him live it down. 
 
    Alazar wiped his face with his wet sleeve.  “I would truly appreciate it, Týr, if you would kill yourself.  I have better things to do today than drown,” Alazar said, trying to spit out the water pouring into his mouth. 
 
    Balthazar had missed this in a strange way.  He missed working with his brothers, though he had never really gotten along with Alazar.  It had been less than a week since they had been reunited, but they were already figuring out how to work together, as they should have done centuries ago.  He was ashamed of his behavior and finally looked to Alazar as his leader, despite his struggles in dealing with his encounter in the Realm of Nightmares. 
 
    He considered using his power against Týr, but the asshole was already filled with vengeance.  Any more and the god would use his bare hands to rip the city apart. 
 
    Alazar had already tried to tempt Týr to kill himself, but people filled with vengeance were rarely interested in ending their own lives until their revenge was complete.  There was no way that was going to happen.  They needed Anjali, who was still fighting the storm. 
 
    Derick and Calin had tried to get as many people to safety as they could, but there weren’t many safe places left.  The lightning had hit multiple transformers and knocked out the power in every direction.  Mini tornadoes were forming in the empty streets.  The city was dark and quiet, aside from the sound of the wind howling between the tall buildings.  If Anjali’s power wasn’t contained soon, there wouldn’t be much left standing. 
 
    “Are you tired yet, Predznak?” Týr mocked as he drew blood from Alazar’s hip. 
 
    “Son of a bitch!  I swear to Heaven above, I’m going to make you eat that sword!” Alazar yelled as he jumped back, holding his hip. 
 
    “I would love to see you try.”  Týr was confident in his abilities, yet he wasn’t going in for the kill.  He was keeping them from Anjali, which was smart.  He wanted to inflict as much damage upon the city as he could.  From the ashes, Týr would rise as their leader, or rather, enslave the people and command them to do his bidding. 
 
    Balthazar would have laughed at his plan before today, but now he accepted that Týr wasn’t as bat shit insane as he thought. 
 
    “He’s fucking with us, Alazar.  He’s trying to divert our attention so that we can’t help Anjali,” Balthazar shouted.  He nearly lost his balance as a gust of wind whipped around the corner. 
 
    “I thought we were fucking with him,” Alazar retorted. 
 
    “Think about it.  Why are we still alive?” he asked. 
 
    Alazar stepped back and lowered his dagger.  “I hate losing,” he huffed. 
 
    “I never thought I would see the day that the Angel of Death gave up during a fight,” Tristan shouted from behind him. 
 
    Alazar looked over his shoulder.  “I didn’t say that I gave up, I was merely expressing my distaste of admitting defeat.  Now that you’re here, Angel of Fear, are you ready to fight for your master?” he smirked. 
 
    “Definitely,” Tristan smiled.  “Once I deal with these.”  He held up his bound wrists.  He looked at Týr and suppressed the desire to vomit.  Týr was larger than he remembered and more intimidating, especially without his chains.  He shook away the lingering doubt in his mind.  He was ready to take on the God of War. 
 
    Tristan watched Liam’s wolf sneak up behind Týr.  Thankfully, Balthazar and Alazar saw what was happening and adjusted their strategy.  They came at Týr together so that Liam could get close enough to rear up and snatch the severed hand from the back of his pants. 
 
    Týr felt Liam’s paws on his back and turned to engage him, but Balthazar kicked him in the chest and threw off his balance.  Liam scurried away from Týr and tossed the hand to Tristan. 
 
    Trying not to be disgusted by holding the hand, he pressed the thumb to the lock and felt his strength and his panic return to him full force.  He tucked the dreaded bonds into the back of pants and motioned for Liam to go to Anjali. 
 
    He shrugged off his waterlogged suit jacket and pulled off his tie.  Closing his eyes, he embraced the power flowing from Anjali and forgot about his anxiety.  It felt even better than it had before.  This time it was wild and untamed.  This was what it would feel like when Anjali was ready to end the world.  He had to remind himself that it wasn’t time to unleash terror upon the world, only his enemy.  Luckily, he hadn’t joined with his master; otherwise, he would have bathed in her unbridled destructive power, and his fear would have swept across every city. 
 
    He focused his power and smiled as his brothers caged in Týr. 
 
    “You are nothing!” Týr shouted at them.  “Tristan hasn’t joined with his master.  Your temptation of me barely worked when I was trapped and weakened by the Celestial Bonds.  Now that I have my full strength, you cannot defeat me,” he taunted. 
 
    He swung his sword at Tristan, but Balthazar’s blade met his.  Tristan held his breath, hoping that Balthazar could hold Týr off long enough so that he could make him piss his pants. 
 
    “You made a huge mistake, Týr.  With my master’s power flowing through the air, I don’t have to join with her to tempt you.  I just have to accept it into my body,” Tristan smirked. 
 
    Týr advanced on them, but both Alazar and Balthazar did what they could keep him at a healthy distance.  Tristan ignored the clanging metal and stared at the warrior. 
 
    “You fear a dishonorable death, but more than that, you fear the woman laying no more than 20 feet from you.  You injured her to distract her from killing you, but I assure you, once she has control of herself, she will not hesitate to remove your head.  Even now, I can feel how terrified you are of her, though you try to hide it.  Standing in this storm, you are petrified that it will converge upon you, just as it did the first time you fought the Destroyer.  That is why you are still toying with Balthazar and Alazar.  You greatly underestimated your terror and now you are unable to complete your mission of conquering the mortals.  You thought you could ignore it, but this is the same storm that nearly killed you centuries ago.  If anything, it has strengthened over time because she has become more powerful.  She has two Predznak under her command and a third close by.  I guarantee that she knows I’m here.  If she gives the command for me to kneel before her, I will do it without reservation, and my power will feed into hers.  Can you imagine what she would do to you this time with Vengeance, Fear, and Death at her side?  You wouldn’t stand a chance.  The mythic God of Justice will once again quake before the wrath of the Destroyer.  What words will you say to her to plead for mercy?  How will you admit your defeat?” Tristan asked sinisterly.  His power rose with each word until he could see the showdown between the God of Justice and the Destroyer. 
 
    Týr’s sword shook in his hand.  He tried to move and strike at them, but Tristan could see that he was no longer in control of his emotions.  It was hard to tell if he was crying with the rain streaming down his face, but Tristan believed he was. 
 
    Tristan took a step forward and chose the proper words that would end this fight.  “Tell them how you managed to survive the storm the first time.  Tell them how the mighty God of Justice was able to escape the Destroyer’s wrath,” he said hypnotically.  He needed Týr to admit what had happened so that he could break him. 
 
    Týr’s mouth trembled.  “I...I...I was saved by someone else.  I ran.  For years, I have wanted revenge against her because she took everything from me.  She stole my victory and my redemption.  I lost only once before and it was to a well-organized army of powerful beings during a war that lasted for months.  My downfall came at her hands in a matter of minutes.  She was my last hope of returning to the only home I had ever known.  Now my home is gone.  I devised a plan to use her to conquer the world, but I needed the siblings.  Together, I hoped that Fenris, Jör, and Hel would make her submit so that I could use her.  I wanted her to be disgraced, just as I was.  Heaven would never forgive her if she ended the world without cause.  I wanted her God to hate her as much as my Allfather hated me,” Týr bawled. 
 
    Tristan moved closer to Týr.  “You brought your fate upon yourself when you attacked her without warning all those years ago,” he said as he recounted the battle.  “You stabbed her through the back, just as you did in Central Park.  You could have killed her, but no, you were arrogant and wanted her to beg for mercy.  You hurt her to prove your strength.  You wanted her to know who had bested her.  Instead, she had no mercy upon you.  You got what you deserved for picking a fight with a woman who was not your enemy.  She didn’t even know who the hell you were, which made you irate.  You wanted her to know your name and your face.  You boasted of your victories as she tried to recover from her injuries.  Your downfall came when you tried to remove her head.  Her fear of dying triggered the explosion.  You could barely walk after the initial strike, but you continued to taunt her until the storm overwhelmed you.  You tried to find a way to escape, but she released her fire.  That’s when you realized that you could not win.” 
 
    Týr fell to his knees.  “It’s true.  I’ve never been in so much agony in all my life.  I had never sustained such injuries.  I knew I was going to die if she didn’t stand down.” 
 
    Alazar grabbed the bonds from Tristan and snuck up behind Týr.  He cuffed him and nodded to Tristan. 
 
    They watched Týr’s shoulders sag as the bonds weakened him. 
 
    Alazar looked to Tristan.  “I can’t believe you did it,” he smiled. 
 
    Tristan burst out laughing.  “I can’t believe it either.” 
 
    Balthazar put his sword into the sheath hidden alongside his back and patted Tristan on the shoulder.  “Good job; but if you pull that shit with me I will impale you.  I still remember being too afraid to touch my weapons for a solid month.  I almost killed you with my bare hands,” Balthazar complained. 
 
    Tristan nodded and put his hands up.  “I swear I won’t use my power against either of you, but understand that I’m not completely in control.  I’m going to slip up here and there.” 
 
    “I’m still holding you responsible if I can’t pick up my guns.”  Balthazar punched him in the shoulder and ran to Anjali. 
 
    Anjali could hear Liam’s words of encouragement as he held her in his arms and rocked her, but purging the venom from her body was consuming her attention.  She tried to contain the storm multiple times, but it had grown too powerful.  All she wanted was to be free from the pain. 
 
    “You need to leave, Liam.  The lightning will strike you if you stay any longer.  I can’t hold back the fire or the ice.  It will kill you, just as it killed those people,” she sniffled through her tears. 
 
    “I’m not leaving.  You’ll have to do your best to keep from singeing me,” he replied. 
 
    “I can’t!  I don’t know if my ring can negate my power,” she said helplessly. 
 
    “Please, the city is suffering.  You have to find a way,” he pleaded. 
 
    “Kiss her!” Alazar yelled. 
 
    Liam looked at him as if he was nuts. 
 
    “She responds to love and compassion.  It’s the other side of her power.  It’s worth a shot,” Alazar explained. 
 
    Tristan and Balthazar huddled close to her, but kept a watchful eye on Týr. 
 
    Liam looked into her black eyes.  “Do you know why I chose you?  It wasn’t because Fenris was cruel to me, though it certainly helped.  I chose you because I couldn’t stop thinking about you.  Everything feels real when I’m with you.  My fiancée Kelsey was a placeholder, I know that now.  After years of solitude, I didn’t want to be alone anymore.  I let her boss me around and spend my money because I needed to be with someone, though deep down I knew she wasn’t the right person.  I was waiting for you.  I have no doubt about it.  When I first saw you, it was as if the world was suddenly in Technicolor.  The funny part is that I caught your scent before I even saw your face.  My entire body responded to it.  It’s as if my heightened senses recognized you.  I hate Fenris for what he did to me, but I’m grateful that he led me to you,” he said.  He leaned down, pulled the wet hair from her face, and kissed her. 
 
    Anjali felt Liam’s warm lips on hers and some of the pain retreated.  She threw her arms around his neck and crushed him to her.  She remembered how his chest and hips had felt against her in bed. 
 
    She opened up her mind to him, but scolded herself when he recoiled.  She immediately shut off the connection. 
 
    “Don’t pull away from me, please.  I don’t care about the pain; I need you.  I’d rather have you in my head than those wolves.  Come back to me, please,” he begged. 
 
    She did as he asked and rejoiced when she heard his thoughts.  He felt her pain, but he did everything he could to show her what it felt like to make love to her.  He expressed to her the pure joy he felt holding her in his arms.  He told her about his first sexual experience with Susie Loewer.  It had been a disaster.  Her parents walked in and caught them, though he had been relieved.  It had been a mistake to have sex with her because he didn’t care about her.  She had practically seduced him in her room. 
 
    Anjali laughed when she saw the expressions on the faces of Susie’s parents when they walked in on a naked Liam.  The poor girl had been grounded for a month. 
 
    Anjali was upset that he had gone through the motions in his other relationships without feeling strongly for any of the women.  She thought about what he must have gone through to accept a woman like Kelsey into his life.  “I’m here now,” she smiled. 
 
    Liam kissed her and showed her exactly how sexy and seductive she had been in bed.  He told her how stunningly beautiful she was.  He even told her about Fenris’ frustration with his inability to think about anything other than her. 
 
    “I love you,” he whispered. 
 
    “I love you too.  I’m sorry you had to wait so long to find me,” she purred. 
 
    “It was worth it.”  He smiled and wiped the rain from her face with his hand.  “I think the storm is weakening.  Can you tackle the rest of it?" 
 
    She carefully sat up and concentrated on drawing the turbulent energy back into the pit of her stomach where it belonged.  It took a few tries, but she was finally able to make it bend to her will.  As her power rushed back in, the remaining venom retreated and seeped out of her pores. 
 
    Alazar opened his hand and offered Liam her ring.  “Týr won’t be needing this anymore.” 
 
    Liam nodded and pushed the ring onto her hand and kissed her forehead. 
 
    Staring up at the sky, Tristan frowned.  “I could have easily lost myself in your power,” he admitted. 
 
    She got to her feet with Liam’s help.  “What stopped you from losing control?” she asked. 
 
    “You,” he chuckled.  “I knew you would take my head if I joined you in destroying the world.  Thank you for showing me what my life was supposed to be like.”  He bowed his head to her. 
 
    She put her hand on his cheek.  “I’m sorry I didn’t find you sooner.” 
 
    Alazar bumped Balthazar’s elbow.  “Mental note, when we do this for real we need rain gear.  I hate being soaked,” he said, shaking out his wet hair.  He used his power to dry his black shirt and leather pants. 
 
    Balthazar looked dejected.  “I’m not giving up my duster for a plastic coat,” he muttered. 
 
    Anjali laughed at her angels.  She was happy that they were finally getting along. 
 
    She glanced at Týr sitting in a puddle.  “Summon Jör, Fenris, and Hel,” she stated.  “I can’t have them wreaking havoc on the world.  They swore their allegiance to you so you are able to command them.”  She hated the thought of unlocking the bonds long enough for him to call the siblings, but she had to take that risk. 
 
    Týr shook his head.  “I refuse.  These bonds won’t hold me for long, Destroyer.  My minions will create chaos wherever they go and I will join them shortly.” 
 
    She tapped her foot and was angry that he was telling her the truth.  She looked down at her stomach.  The hole was gone, but it still felt like the sword was embedded there.  If Týr were smart enough to trap her and force her to unleash her power, he would certainly find a way to escape again.  She needed a way to neutralize him permanently, but didn’t have any leverage against him. 
 
    The fluttering of wings shifted her attention to Michael standing on a curb a few feet away. 
 
    “Late again, I see.”  She rolled her eyes and put her hand on her hip. 
 
    “It took you long enough to stop the storm,” he replied curtly. 
 
    “Afraid of getting struck by lightning again?” she snickered.  Michael had tangled with her power once before when she had accidentally condemned Alazar to death.  She loved reminding him of his swan dive into the lake.  “Since you’re here, you can escort Týr back to Hell.  Jör, Fenris, and Hel went their separate ways and need to be hunted.” 
 
    Michael nodded to his warrior, Senior Swordsman Perin, who took Týr into custody. 
 
    “You’ve done enough damage.  We will locate the three prisoners,” Michael said with a wave of his hand, dismissing them. 
 
    “Technically, only two of them are prisoners.  Jör was never charged.  I think I will remain in charge of this mission since you don’t even know how many prisoners you’re chasing,” she said drolly. 
 
    Before he could reply, she turned her back on him and surveyed the damage she had caused.  Debris and dead bodies lined the streets.  She wanted to count the deceased, but it didn’t matter.  Anyone who had died from her power would be waiting for her in the Realm of the Destroyer.  They were now doomed to sit in Hell until a full Apocalypse was achieved and Paradise was finally restored.  She wanted to weep for them, but right now, she had to stop the false gods and put an end to this. 
 
    “Alazar and Balthazar, start tempting the survivors.  I hate to prey on them after this incident, but it needs to be done.  This level of destruction will cause many to overreact and become vulnerable to sins,” she commanded. 
 
    Balthazar nodded and disappeared.  Alazar hesitated, but finally left.  Sadly, she needed to address his aversion to tempting the mortals when this was over. 
 
    Turning to Tristan, she pulled him away from prying ears.  “We need to find Fenris.  There is still some kind of unfinished business between him and Jör.  The two of them were at odds on the beach.  I’m convinced that Fenris is searching for someone, a young man, possibly his son.  I think Jör did something to him.” 
 
    Tristan nodded and disappeared from Times Square. 
 
    Liam was watching the Celestial Warriors, trying to figure out who they were.  “They look like military, but in prissy white uniforms,” he said, sounding unnerved. 
 
    “They essentially are.  They work for Heaven and have tried to burn me at the stake on more than one occasion,” she hissed. 
 
    Calin and Derick appeared next to her.  Calin intentionally took a step toward Michael to remind him that he was still very much alive.  If it hadn’t been for his Celestial Warrior Edric trying to stab Anjali in the back, he would have never been on the brink of death and in a position to become her Nachtghul. 
 
    Michael overheard her and frowned.  “We have never tried to burn you at the stake, but I hope you can see why we are worried about your abilities,” he said pointing to the bodies.  He intentionally averted his eyes from Calin. 
 
    Liam stepped forward.  “This wasn’t her fault.  Týr ambushed her and used Fenris’ venom to attack her.  Týr caused all of this.  She’s the one who stopped the chaos.” 
 
    Michael looked Liam up and down.  “I take it this is the boy you spoke of.  I see that you have control over him.  Did it weaken Fenris as expected?” he asked brightly. 
 
    It was strange having Michael suddenly look at her as if she was part of the team.  “I believe it did.  That and I almost killed him in his mental forest.  You had to be there.  It was epic,” she boasted. 
 
    She grabbed Liam’s arm and pulled him away before Michael could understand what she was talking about. 
 
    Turning to Calin and Derick, she directed them to search the most heavily populated areas for the siblings just before she and Liam disappeared and reappeared on the beach where Týr had brought them.  The quaint beach was covered in fallen trees and was no longer traversable.  She felt terrible that she had ruined a nice shoreline on top of everything else.  She looked around hoping to find Jör and Fenris, but they weren’t there.  The only one standing there was Tristan. 
 
    “If they aren’t here, where do you think they are?” Tristan shouted from the small wooded area. 
 
    “I’m guessing they’ll be somewhere along the shore.  Jör rose up out of the water, but Fenris knew he would come.  He either summoned him or expected him to appear,” she replied. 
 
    Tristan looked up at the sky.  “I’ll fly along the river to see if I can find them.” 
 
    She was surprised that Tristan was willing to take to the air.  The Tristan she first met would have never done such a thing.  She was proud that he was working through his trauma.  If only Alazar would follow his lead. 
 
    “It’s worth a shot,” she shrugged. 
 
    He took to the air and flew high up over the beach. 
 
    Liam watched him and snorted.  “I never thought I would see anything like that before.  I never knew angels existed.” 
 
    “Yes, well my Predznak are not typical angels,” she said sadly. 
 
    He took her hand in his.  “I know things are going to be weird for a while until I adjust to this new life, but that would be true if I had stayed with Fenris.” 
 
    “Fenris wouldn’t have made you live in Hell,” she said, looking away. 
 
    Liam scratched his chin.  “That will definitely take some time to deal with, but to me, Hell is being with someone who doesn’t respect my thoughts and my opinions, someone who wants to break my will and force me to do things I don’t want to do.  You’re not that person and I don’t regret my decision,” he winked. 
 
    Her shoulders slumped.  “Wait until you meet Hades before you make that statement.” 
 
    A tingling in her chest made her smile.  “Tristan is summoning me.  He must have found them.” 
 
    Anjali and Liam disappeared and arrived on a small island in the East River between the Bronx and Riker’s Island.  There was a dilapidated building that looked like it was once a hospital just off the shoreline with a number of smaller structures surrounding it.  The island was overgrown, which lowered visibility.  The sound of snarling and hissing echoed off the walls of the buildings. 
 
    Venturing closer to the scuffle, she wasn’t prepared for what she saw.  Troy’s lifeless body was lying against a brick wall.  He was covered in bloody fang marks and had nearly been torn apart.  His neck must have broken when he hit the wall.  Jör had shown him no mercy. 
 
    Noah hadn’t fared much better.  She could see him lying along the shore, half in the water, still in wolf form.  His fur was matted with blood and his lifeless eyes were still open.  She didn’t have any love for the wolves, but she felt bad about their deaths.  They had fought hard to protect Fenris. 
 
    Liam put his hand over his mouth.  “Poor Troy and Noah.  Neither of them deserved this.” 
 
    “Jör was mad that Fenris didn’t resist Týr because his Drei had been captured.  He must have killed them as retribution for Fenris betraying him,” she said. 
 
    In the distance, Fenris and Jör were in their animal forms madly biting each other.  They were both covered in blood and appeared exhausted from the fight. 
 
    Tristan swooped down and landed next to Anjali. 
 
    “We need to help Fenris,” she stated. 
 
    Tristan shook his head vehemently.  “It’s one thing to forgive him after all these years, but I’m done helping him,” he frowned. 
 
    She put her hand on his arm.  “If Jör has been holding Fenris’ family hostage all these years that could be why he escaped from Hell.  Maybe that’s why he lost control during his trial.  What would you do if someone you cared about had been kidnapped?” she asked, her voice filled with sympathy. 
 
    He sighed.  “I would fight to save them, or least I would now.” 
 
    “Fenris urged me to take Liam from him if I could.  He told me that he doesn’t want to kill anyone and wants to be left alone.  He bit me because Týr had his wolves.  Do I fully trust him?  No, but he hasn’t given me a reason to kill him.  Marishka told me that she was friends with him once.  She said that he was peaceful until his family did something to him.  She begged me to help him if possible,” she replied. 
 
    Tristan stared at her when she mentioned Marishka’s name.  He finally nodded and looked back at the fighting brothers. 
 
    “Fine, but if I don’t believe his version of the story, he goes back to Hell,” he decreed. 
 
    Anjali nodded and threw out her hand, tossing Jör into what looked like the power station for the hospital. 
 
    Fenris turned and stared at her.  He hesitated as he prepared to leap at Jör. 
 
    “Who did he take from you, Fenris?  I saw the young man in your mind, the one with the same eyes as yours.  I assume he is your son,” she shouted. 
 
    Fenris nodded his massive head and shifted back to two legs.  “He’s had my son since your Council took me into custody,” he said through gritted teeth. 
 
    “That’s why you were desperate to escape from Heaven during your trial and why you abandoned Hel’s coup in Hell.  You wanted to search for him,” she guessed. 
 
    Fenris hung his head.  “You are correct.  I believed that your Council would have ignored my pleas for their assistance in finding my son.  I was terrified of what Jör would do to him.  I admit that I acted rashly when I bit Tristan, and as I told you, Josef’s death was an accident.  I never wanted any of this to happen.  Jör took my boy so that I would march against our sister to claim her lands.  That’s all he cares about—taking what he thinks belongs to him,” he huffed. 
 
    She saw the war inside of Tristan as Fenris spoke.  It was obvious how much he hated Fenris, but she hoped that he would take all the facts into consideration before condemning him. 
 
    Tristan held out his hand to Fenris.  “I didn’t know your son was being held against his will.  I understand why you tried to escape during your trial.  If someone I loved was in danger, I doubt that I would be rational about things.  Looking back, I believe the Council had already made up their minds about you and the other gods.  I hate to admit it, but you have been punished long enough for your actions, especially if Josef’s death was an accident.”  He waited for Fenris to accept his hand as a peace offering. 
 
    Fenris stared down at Tristan’s outstretched hand for a long moment.  He grinned and accepted Tristan’s handshake. 
 
    Anjali smiled, though she kept a wary eye on Jör, who was lying on the ground.  “I’m warning you, Michael won’t free you even when he learns the truth, but I’m not sure what to do about that.” 
 
    “I assumed as much.  All I can do is swear to you that I will live out the rest of my days with my son in peace,” Fenris nodded. 
 
    She was about to reply when hissing to their left made Fenris shift on the spot and drive his teeth into Jör’s neck.  He pinned him with his massive paws and held him on the ground. 
 
    Anjali stood over Jör and punched him in the eye with her left hand.  Jör hissed and shifted back into mortal form. 
 
    “Ouch!  What the hell did I ever do to you?” Jör asked, grabbing his eye. 
 
    Fenris chuckled, but kept his teeth around Jör’s neck. 
 
    “Where is his son?  Tell me or I will drag you to Hell and let Lucifer beat the information out of you,” she threatened. 
 
    “I refuse to speak until Fenris helps me claim what is rightfully mine,” he replied matter-of-factly. 
 
    She smiled cruelly.  “If you don’t fear Lucifer, then I’ll let Tristan take a crack at you.  He made Týr cry like a baby.  I’m sure he can make you confess to every pathetic lie you have ever told.” 
 
    Jör eyed Tristan, and then looked at her.  “Go ahead and try,” he said politely. 
 
    She turned to command Tristan to interrogate Jör, but the words died in her throat.  She looked down at the bloody hole in Tristan’s chest and stared at him in disbelief.  The shock on his face proved that he had no idea what was happening. 
 
    Týr was standing behind him with his sword raised in the air, ready to take his head. 
 
    Simultaneously, three Celestial Warriors surrounded Týr, none of whom where Perin, Týr’s original guard.  Their Celestial Swords were drawn, but they were still processing Týr’s actions. 
 
    Knowing that her angel was about to die, she vanished and reappeared next to Recruit Fynn and ripped the sword from his hands.  She twisted around, swung the blue flame sword at Týr, and watched his head roll off his shoulders.  His metal sword had already made contact with Tristan’s neck, but his arms lacked the strength to complete his task. 
 
    She ran to Tristan and caught him as the bewildered warriors summoned Michael. 
 
    Tristan fell silently to his knees in shock.  His body twitched and shook from the trauma of the assault. 
 
    With her free hand, she carefully removed the blade that had cut deeply enough to become embedded in his neck.  She put one hand over the hole in his chest and the other on his neck in an attempt to stem the bleeding, though it was useless.  His blood soaked into the ground beneath him.  She prayed that the sword hadn’t gone far enough into his neck to kill him. 
 
    “Alazar, Balthazar, I summon you!” she screamed to the Heavens. 
 
    Liam ran to her side and added his hands to create more pressure on the wounds.  “Does he need a doctor?” he asked, unsure of what to do. 
 
    She shook her head and stared blankly at Tristan.  She said encouraging things to him, though she wasn’t sure he would be okay.  He closed his eyes and began trembling uncontrollably from the blood loss. 
 
    Death and Vengeance appeared in the weeds and quickly ran to her.  She stood up and glared at the warriors once Balthazar and Alazar came to Tristan’s aid.  “No one touches him,” she hissed. 
 
    Rage filled her as she grabbed the hilt of the Celestial Sword with her bloody hand and stomped over to Jör.  Placing her foot on Jör’s chest, she motioned for Fenris to release him.  He slowly opened his mouth and backed away from her with his ears and head lowered. 
 
    Jör looked at the sword and gulped.  He was smart enough to stay on the ground. 
 
    “Where is he?” she asked, emphasizing each word.  The blue flame sprang to life as she moved the fire close enough to make Jör recoil from the heat. 
 
    “He’s here,” Jör blurted out.  “He’s in the hospital.  I swear it!” 
 
    She looked over her shoulder and nodded to Fenris, who ran toward the largest building.  When she looked back at Jör, he shifted faster than her eyes could track.  She jumped away from him, but he lunged and embedded his fangs in her shoulder before she could defend herself.  The warriors ran toward her to free her from Jör, but it was Balthazar’s blade that sliced off the tip of Jör’s tail. 
 
    Jör released her and slithered away faster than Balthazar could move.  He disappeared into the river. 
 
    Anjali dropped to her knees and swore.  She was tired of being bitten by these fucking gods and their pets!  It wasn’t nearly as painful as Fenris’ bite, but it still hurt like Hell. 
 
    She looked over at Tristan to see Alazar and Liam wrapping his wounds with torn up sections of their shirts.  He was unconscious and still twitching. 
 
    Michael swooped down from the sky and landed in front of her.  Through the ringing in her ears, she heard him order half of his warriors to follow High Commander Orin and search for Jör, while the other half were ordered to follow Lord Commander Marcus and apprehend Fenris inside the hospital.  He then knelt down and tore off a piece of his white toga.  Without another word, he proceeded to wrap the cloth around her damaged shoulder. 
 
    Balthazar looked at her with his eyebrows raised.  He too was confused by Michael’s unexpected act of kindness. 
 
    She cleared her throat and bit back the urge to swear.  “May I ask why you are being nice to me, or should I just accept it?” 
 
    Michael appeared slightly embarrassed.  “It’s a rare occasion that we are fighting on the same side, Lady Black.  I believe that you weren’t intentionally trying to destroy the city.  Týr confessed to attacking you and forcing you to comply with his plans of taking over the world.  He admitted it right before he head-butted Perin and used his hand to unlock his bonds.  He continued to punch and kick any warrior attempting to subdue him.  He got away from us, and that doesn’t happen very often,” he said, looking over at Tristan.  “Tristan nearly died twice because of me.  Though I’m not happy that he left the Council to become a Predznak, I still respect what he did for us as an Advocate.  I deeply regret allowing Fenris to harm him in Heaven while he was under my protection.  He’s a good angel, Lady Black.  Take good care of him.”  He stood up and walked over to Tristan to check on his condition. 
 
    Balthazar offered his arms so that she could lean on him for support.  He looked down at her with more stress lines on his face than a few days ago.  “Today has been a strange day, although I’m still new to the way you handle things, My Lady.  Does this kind of thing happen to you often?” Balthazar asked, pointing to her shoulder. 
 
    She hung her head and sighed.  “This is just another day to me, Balthazar.  I have enemies that I don’t even know yet.  Remind me to tell you about the fight between Maraquette and me in a room full of swords,” she frowned.  “I suggest that you keep your guns loaded and your weapons sharp.  You’ll need them.”  She put her head against his shoulder and closed her eyes. 
 
    “Don’t worry, My Lady, I have sworn to remain vigilant at your side.  Let them come for you.  Your enemies are my enemies and I vow to fight whoever is stupid enough to challenge the Bringer of the Apocalypse,” he said with reverence in his voice. 
 
    “Thank you,” she smiled. 
 
    She took a deep breath and opened her eyes to watch the madness surrounding her.  Tristan was being lifted by Alazar, who was carefully trying to avoid moving his neck.  Liam had called Derick and Calin to assist. 
 
    She walked over to Tristan and inspected the holes in his chest and back.  Thankfully, Týr’s initial strike was meant to make Tristan suffer before he took his head.  Had Týr decided against a bit of revenge, Tristan would have died. 
 
    “Take him home, Alazar.  I will be there shortly,” she said softly. 
 
    Alazar’s face was paler than usual.  “He will survive this, I promise you,” he said with unshed tears in his eyes. 
 
    She grinned at him.  “I am grateful for that.  Let’s see to his recovery.” 
 
    Derick stepped in to cover his back with a bandage and put pressure on the chest wound before they disappeared together. 
 
    Calin hugged her, making sure not to touch her shoulder.  “That was a hell of move according to Liam.  I know you are still in shock after killing someone, but Týr wouldn’t have stopped.  He was obsessed with getting his revenge.  Sitting in Hell for another few centuries wasn’t going to change that.  You did the right thing,” he said. 
 
    “It doesn’t feel like the right thing,” she sighed. 
 
    The thought of killing someone, even someone as cruel as Týr, didn’t sit well with her.  This was the first time she personally killed someone and retained the memory of it.  She knew exactly how many people she had killed with her power over the years, based on the head count in the Realm of the Destroyer, but she didn’t remember killing any of them. 
 
    She looked over at the warriors who were building a fire.  They had moved Týr’s body closer to the pyre.  Her stomach churned when she thought about what she had done.  Calin was correct about her being in shock.  Her hand shook when she thought about how the sword felt when she removed his head.  She had sworn to protect her angels and Týr had no respect for that.  He had given her no other choice but to kill him, yet she was still upset. 
 
    She noticed Liam staring off at something in the distance.  She ducked under Balthazar’s arm and saw Lord Commander Marcus’ team dragging Fenris and his son out of the hospital in Celestial Bonds. 
 
    Michael approached her and nodded his head.  “Lady Black, we are ready to escort you and the prisoners back to Hell,” Michael said formally.  He looked very pleased with himself for capturing the criminals. 
 
    Anjali rolled her eyes and snapped herself out of her dreary thoughts.  “Fenris’ son hasn’t been accused of any crime, so he isn’t your prisoner.  He’s been held captive for eons ever since Aeries took Fenris into custody.  I suggest sending him back to what remains of his people and letting them decide his fate.” 
 
    Michael’s victory smile faltered.  He tried to speak, but closed his mouth and looked back at Fenris.  “That is not my decision alone,” he replied. 
 
    She pointed at the slightly smaller black and silver wolf.  “Are you charging him with something, Lord Michael?  If not, he is free to leave,” she said, challenging his reluctance to act justly. 
 
    Michael crossed his arms and assessed the wolf.  “No.  I suppose that I have nothing to charge him with.  He surrendered peacefully,” he said, clearly defeated.  “Release Fenrisson.  We have no quarrel with him.  Commander Nathanael, you will take him back to his people.”  He motioned for Nathanael to remove his bonds. 
 
    Nathanael cautiously approached the wolf and carefully removed the bonds while preparing for the wolf to attack.  Fenrisson shook out his coat and sneezed at Nathanael.  He changed back into the man Anjali had seen in Fenris’ memories, though he looked older.  His yellow eyes no longer appeared wild, but hollow.  The poor wolf had suffered greatly during his years in confinement. 
 
    Fenris took a step forward and licked his son’s hand.  Fenrisson leaned over and hugged his father around his thick neck. 
 
    “I feel for him.  I can see that Jör abused him,” she muttered. 
 
    Michael looked at her questioningly, but merely nodded. 
 
    “Take Fenris away,” he commanded. 
 
    Anjali cleared her throat.  “My Lord, if I may, I believe that Fenris might be ready to tell his side of the story now that his son is safe.  I’m told that he was never able to speak on his own behalf,” she said, pressing her luck.  Despite everything that had happened between them, she felt that she owed him a chance to defend himself. 
 
    Michael’s face flushed in anger.  He sputtered and muttered incoherent sentences. 
 
    “I’m sure if I summon Lady Marishka, she would be willing to listen to him,” she smiled, knowing that Michael would understand her threat.  If Marishka found out that Fenris was denied the opportunity to stand trial, she would hold it against Michael. 
 
    He scrubbed his face and looked at Fenris.  “He killed one of my warriors,” he snapped. 
 
    “Yes, and he has been imprisoned in Hell for thousands of years.  Mortal murderers don’t stay in Hell that long.  Besides, he claims it was an accident.  He even admitted that it was mistake to bite Tristan.  He was out of mind because he feared what Jör would do to his son.  By the looks of it, he was right to worry,” she replied. 
 
    She saw Michael struggle with this new information.  He finally sighed and pointed to 1st Lieutenant Rowan.  “Take Fenris before the Council so that he may complete his trial.”  His voice reflected his frustration with the situation. 
 
    “You are most reasonable, Lord Michael,” she said as she quickly bowed to him.  She ignored his puzzled expression, and went to Fenris’ side. 
 
    “They are allowing you to resume your trial, Fenris.  It’s the best I can do.  I will make sure that your son is returned safely to your people,” she said to the giant beast. 
 
    He bowed his head to her, though his golden eyes expressed his sadness.  They both knew that the Council was unpredictable. 
 
    Calling Balthazar over, she instructed him to escort Nathanael and Fenrisson to Australia. 
 
    Liam stepped up behind her and put his hand on her good shoulder.  “I think these military guys have everything under control.  You need to let that shoulder heal.” 
 
    “I guess they do.  Let’s go home, Liam,” she said, reaching to take his hand.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Tristan was laying on his good side in his bed moaning.  His royal blue button down had been removed, revealing the bloody bandage wrapped around his chest and back.  His slice in his neck looked even worse without the caked up blood around it.  His tie was balled up in his fist as he tried to muffle his cries.  Anjali’s heart broke when she saw the damage to his body.  She understood better than most how painful Týr’s signature attack was. 
 
    Calin was busy stitching the skin on Tristan’s neck so that he would heal faster.  He had worked on the back injury first, but it was too difficult to sew up properly because the entry point was too large.  The bleeding had slowed, but it was still a problem. 
 
    Balthazar and Alazar stood at his bedside.  She could see the worry on their faces.  They knew how close he had been to death.  She quietly dismissed them and dragged the chair holding Tristan’s navy jacket so that she could sit next to him. 
 
    “I won’t ask how you’re feeling,” she grinned. 
 
    “Good,” he sighed.  “I don’t want to have to lie to you.” 
 
    “I’m sorry that I didn’t see Týr behind you.  According to Michael, he ruthlessly head-butted Perin and unlocked his bonds.  I got the impression that Perin is lucky to have his skull intact.  Michael apologized for allowing Týr to get away from him.  He was surprisingly kind to me,” she said, pointing to the tourniquet made from his clothes.  “He thinks highly of you, despite being a Predznak, and carries the guilt of Fenris’ attack on you in Heaven.” 
 
    Tristan laughed, but stopped when he cringed from the pain.  “I was never mad at him.  I directed my anger at Fenris, though I admit I lost faith in him and the Council afterward.  I’m sure Michael feels stupid for offering Týr a deal to find Jör and supposedly bring him to justice.  I guess I was right to feel betrayed by them,” he frowned. 
 
    “I’m sorry that your faith in them was shaken, but I’m grateful that you volunteered to become my Predznak,” she smiled.  “I wanted to thank you for what you did.  You could have allowed your fear to defeat you many times over, but you came through for me.  I’m proud of you.” 
 
    Tristan smiled.  “You should have seen what I did to Troy and Noah,” he said as his smile faded.  “I honestly don’t know which path Noah would have chosen when I tempted him, but either choice wouldn’t have led him to oblivion.  Fenris screwed up his chances for an afterlife and another shot at making something of himself.” 
 
    “Noah defended Fenris with his last breath.  That should count for something.  I think in the end, Noah felt that he had made something of himself,” she replied. 
 
    “What happened to Týr, Fenris, Hel, and Jör?  No one wants to tell me,” he whispered. 
 
    She held Tristan’s hand carefully so as not to interfere with Calin’s sewing.  “I beheaded Týr with a Celestial Sword before he was able to push the blade completely through your neck.  Once Jör saw what I did, he told us the hiding place of Fenris’ son.  This whole thing started because Jör wanted land for himself.  I have no idea why he waited all this time to free his siblings, but he was willing to march with Týr against the world,” she shrugged. 
 
    Tristan groaned and then winced when Calin accidently poked him with the needle. 
 
    “Sorry,” Calin muttered. 
 
    “You killed Týr?” he asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Yes,” she said.  “The warriors had just arrived, but they wouldn’t have been fast enough to save you.  I didn’t have a choice.”  She saw the shock on his face. 
 
    He fumbled around for a reply, but finally looked up at her.  “Thank you for saving me, My Lady.” 
 
    She brushed the hair off his forehead.  “I would do anything to protect my angels.” 
 
    He seemed to ponder her statement for a moment, and finally nodded.  He let out a long breath and shifted in the bed to get more comfortable. 
 
    He scowled and bit his lip.  “I can’t believe all of this was over land.  I really think it boils down to sibling rivalry.  I think Jör was jealous of the other two; otherwise, he would have moved on after all this time.”  He squeezed her hand when Calin reached a sensitive spot. 
 
    She rubbed his arm.  “I think you’re right.  Unfortunately, Jör evaded the warriors, and no one has been able to locate Hel.  Fenris’ son went back to his people and I convinced Michael to allow Fenris to stand trial and testify again,” she said, not sure how he would react. 
 
    He tried to sit up, but Calin held him down.  “You did what?” 
 
    She bit her lip when she heard his panicked tone.  “Michael wanted to lock Fenris up but even you agreed that he wasn’t fairly tried the first time.  Now that his son is safe, he can tell them the truth.  I know Marishka will take mercy upon him, maybe even Adrian.  I don’t know what will happen, but I couldn’t let Michael toss Fenris into the Hall of Shadows and throw away the key,” she said defensively. 
 
    Tristan closed his eyes for a long time.  When his eyes opened, the corner of his mouth turned up.  “I never thought the Destroyer would believe in fairness or care about anyone other than herself.  Sadly, my version of you was similar to Serena.  I feared that you would rule with an iron fist and demand things of us, rather than ask us to help you.  I was completely wrong about you.  Your compassion never fails to astound me.  I don’t know how I would defend Fenris if I were still an Advocate, but I’m glad that you did the right thing.  He deserves a proper trial, though part of me hopes that the Council sends him back to Hell.”  He placed his hand over the exposed scars from Fenris’ teeth. 
 
    She saw how deeply they had been embedded in his skin.  “He won’t have the balls to come after you again and he won’t cross me after I convinced Michael to free his son.  I think we’re even.” 
 
    He pointed to her shoulder.  “We have a matching set.  What is it with that family and biting shoulders?” he chuckled. 
 
    She laughed.  “I don’t know, but we won’t have to worry about it anymore.” 
 
    He pulled her hand and placed it against his upper chest.  “I’ve been wondering when I should pledge myself to you,” he said quietly. 
 
    “When you’re ready and strong enough, we’ll discuss it again,” she winked.  She stood up and patted Calin on his shoulder. 
 
    Tristan looked up at her.  “Are you afraid that I won’t commit to you, or are you still deciding if you want me?” he asked, his face filled with doubt. 
 
    She stared at him, surprised by his question.  Did he think that she was still mad at him after everything that had happened?  “What makes you think that I don’t want you?”   
 
    He closed his eyes and grimaced.  “There are too many reasons to list.  The highlights would be abandoning my post in Hell, plotting against you with Alazar, using my power to attack you, betraying you to Fenris, and being a total coward in general.  Take your pick.  There aren’t many reasons for you to accept me.” 
 
    She looked at her battered angel and then at his small room.  It dawned on her that there was nothing in the room but a bed and a chair.  He had no personal items at all.  It was vastly different from Balthazar and Alazar’s rooms.  A lump grew in her throat when she understood the reason for his Spartan lifestyle.  He had been so stricken with fear that he couldn’t live his life.  He probably thought his possessions would hurt him or eat him.  He had led a sad existence.  The fact that he had the courage to return to Hell and seek her out spoke volumes and stood as testimony to how much he had changed. 
 
    She knelt down next to the bed, pushing Calin slightly out of the way by playfully bumping his arm. 
 
    “Why did you agree to become Fear?  I’m told that you originally volunteered to become the Angel of Death,” she asked, curious to finally understand his motivations. 
 
    Tristan stared at the floor and sighed.  “I would have made a good Angel of Death because of my role as an Advocate.  I pushed hard for a guilty verdict when I believed that someone had committed a crime, even if it meant a death sentence would be issued.  As Death, I wouldn’t have to worry about a person’s guilt or innocence.  The choice was theirs; I merely had to prepare a compelling argument for both outcomes.  Fear was something I had no knowledge of until Fenris bit me.  After that, I understood how powerful it was.  It lingered long after my wounds had healed.  Father believed that my near-death experience was a wake-up call.  He said that it rattled me enough to realize that I had become complacent in my life.  He said that becoming Fear would challenge me to live my life to my fullest potential.  It wasn’t until years later that I thought perhaps He had lied to me because no one else wanted the job,” he chuckled.  “I know now that He was right.  I was stuck and I needed a change.  Unfortunately, I wasn’t up the challenge since I allowed my temptation to overtake me.” 
 
    Anjali shook her head.  “I failed you Tristan.  If I hadn’t tried to destroy the world before it was time, I would have taken command of my Predznak much sooner and none of you would have suffered as you did,” she said remorsefully.  “Despite everything that you had been through, you came to me, Tristan, when I was in dire need.  The old Tristan would have never done that.  You found a way to unlock your mental prison and become the angel you were meant to be.  You risked your life on multiple occasions and faced your enemies.  That’s the angel I want by my side.” 
 
    He looked like he wanted to argue, but refrained.  He finally looked into her eyes and put his hand on her arm.  “When the time comes, I will loudly proclaim you as my master.  I will do my best to serve you until that day and beyond,” he said firmly. 
 
    She nodded her head and smiled.  “I’m glad to hear that.  Get some rest and we will talk again.  Calin will finish patching you up, and then I’ll send in Derick so you can catch up on all the gossip you’ve missed.  Wait until you hear what happened to Aganon, Caleb, and Azazel.  There is a lot you’ve missed.  Oh, and if you ever see Mark with his wings out, don’t stare.  I’m told his wing is scarred from when Lucifer bit it and threw him into the Realm of Fire.” 
 
    “Wow, I have missed a lot,” he snickered. 
 
    “Once you’re better, you should decorate this abysmal room,” she said. 
 
    “Yes, My Lady.  That will be my first priority.”  When she reached the door, Tristan cleared his throat.  “There is one last thing I need to tell you.  After he tried to assassinate you the first time, he mentioned that someone had rescued him from the storm.  Týr didn’t know who the person was, so he ran and never looked back.  However, when I used my power to tempt him I recognized his savior, though this person was forbidden to go anywhere near you.” 
 
    She spun around and gawked at him.  “Who was it?” 
 
    “It was Sacha, though things didn’t happen the way Týr explained it.  Sacha wasn’t rescuing Týr; he was rescuing you.  He was talking to you through your rage.  You had been stabbed through the back, and all you cared about was hurting Týr.  Your power was unleashed and demolished the surrounding forest.  Trees toppled and debris filled the air.  Sacha had no idea how to help you, but he kept trying.  I could see the fear in his eyes.  It was the first time that you had used your power, so you seemed surprised by the magnitude of it.  You somehow managed to slow the storm enough for Týr to flee.  I have no idea what happened after that, but I do know that Sacha was badly injured.  Once you find him, you can find out his version of things,” Tristan explained. 
 
    Anjali was stunned.  It was the second time that Sacha had stopped her from killing her attacker. 
 
    “Sacha pretended to be a teacher in my school during my last mortal life.  I almost killed the girl who wanted to blackmail me.  I told him that I wasn’t trying to kill her, but he said that he’d seen my expression before, but on a different face.  He was convinced that I was going in for the kill.  Perhaps that’s what he meant.  He had seen me try to kill Týr,” she said numbly as her mouth went dry. 
 
    “Maybe.”  Tristan shrugged his good shoulder.  “Sacha had a million secrets that he kept to himself.  I fully expected him to agree to Alazar’s plan to kill you when we left Hell, but for some reason he objected.” 
 
    She frowned at Sacha’s strange behavior.  “Thank you for telling me this, Tristan.  I appreciate it,” she replied. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali stood in the Hall of Shadows with her hands folded in front of her.  She ignored the hate-filled eyes that scowled at her.  She only cared about one prisoner at the moment. 
 
    Reese, Malcolm, Gresham, Hades, and Lucifer were dragging the prisoner through the hall to where she was standing.  Their expressions were bleak, as was hers. 
 
    When they finally reached their destination, they placed the chains through the Celestial Bonds and around his body.  They checked and rechecked the chains until they were satisfied. 
 
    One by one they left, leaving Anjali alone with him. 
 
    “I didn’t want them to send you back here.  You understand that, right?” she whispered as she leaned in as close as she dared to the beast. 
 
    Fenris refused to look at her, but finally blew out a breath through his nose.  He glanced at her with sorrowful golden eyes.  He nodded slightly, and then turned his head away. 
 
    “Your son was returned safely to your people.  He was told what you went through to save him.  He knows that you were his only priority this whole time.  He has vowed to find Jör and make him suffer,” she whispered quietly so that only his wolf ears could hear her. 
 
    He raised his massive head and nodded.  After a moment, he quickly moved his head and licked her hand once. 
 
    Anjali stood and looked at the other gods, who were very interested in their conversation.  She squared her shoulders and crossed her arms.  “Lucifer will return soon to remind you what happens to prisoners who believe that they can escape from Hell,” she said imperiously for the benefit of the others. 
 
    Lucifer had begrudgingly conceded to her suggestion of going easy on Fenris.  He was mad that the wolf had bitten his Fallen during the escape attempt, but accepted Anjali’s truce with the god.  It was a complicated situation, but she managed to quell Lucifer’s anger by telling him that Fenris could have done much worse to her, though he chose not to. 
 
    Though Fenris had pleaded his case to the Council and Marishka had voted for his release, as expected, in the end they couldn’t overlook the fact that he had turned over one hundred mortals into vicious werewolves.  She didn’t know what would become of the Wolf God, but she vowed to keep an eye on him and protect him when she could. 
 
    Taking her leave of Fenris, she walked through the long torch-lit tunnel back to the main area of Hell.  Hades stood at the end of the tunnel beyond the last guard. 
 
    “You do not seem pleased by Fenris’ return,” Hades said as she approached him. 
 
    “No, I’m not happy.  He doesn’t belong here and he doesn’t belong in the modern world.  I’m upset that there isn’t an easy answer for this,” she frowned. 
 
    Hades glared at her.  “He’s a murderer.  Let us not forget that,” he hissed. 
 
    She stepped closer to him and looked into his navy eyes.  “Who would you betray or kill to save someone you loved?” she retorted. 
 
    Hades’ mouth fell open, surprised by her question.  When he didn’t answer right away, she tsked at him and moved to walk around him.  “Never mind, I forgot that you are incapable of love.” 
 
    He snatched her arm and pulled her around to face him. 
 
    “I would tear Heaven apart to save someone I loved.  No one would be able to stop me,” he sneered. 
 
    He was standing so close she could feel his hot breath on her face.  She couldn’t understand where his sudden emotional outburst came from, so she shrugged it off as Hades being unstable as always. 
 
    “Katarina should consider herself a lucky girl,” she said drolly as she pulled her arm away from his grasp. 
 
    “We are...no longer together,” he said quietly. 
 
    Anjali blinked a few times at the news.  Hades and his girlfriend had an odd relationship that involved hurting each other by cheating with other angels. 
 
    “I’m...sorry to...hear that,” she said awkwardly.  She wasn’t sure if Hades was happy or sad based on his strange expression, which was somewhere between confusion and indifference. 
 
    He shrugged and straightened his tie.  “Well, when you have been with someone on and off for centuries, it’s bound to happen.  People change,” he replied indifferently. 
 
    He walked past her but turned to look at her over his shoulder. 
 
    “Will you make amends with Lucifer?” he asked bluntly. 
 
    She bit her lip and stared at the ground.  “He betrayed me,” she said softly. 
 
    Hades rolled his eyes.  “The Syankas attacked you, not Lucifer.  The darkness that manifested into the Syankas had always planned to use your power to destroy the world.  The darkest parts of him became obsessed with the idea.  Lucifer, the good side of him, sought you out to prevent that from ever happening.  The good side of him doesn’t want to use your power.  He has never been able to fight that horrendous part of his personality, which is why he purged it from his body.  He didn’t betray you, his darkness did.  You’ve been looking at it from the wrong perspective,” he said condescendingly. 
 
    She processed his version of the events in Portland.  As always, Hades had his own interpretation of things.  She debated the issue, but finally hung her head in defeat.  He had a point, which was difficult to refute, though she wished she could. 
 
    “I will speak with him,” she said staring at the fire on the torch. 
 
    Hades nodded and stormed off to yell at the closest Fallen. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Liam sat at his office desk and leaned back in his chair.  He looked out the floor-to-ceiling windows and watched the sun’s reflection slowly move across the glass on the building across the way.  He tapped his desk with a pen and glanced at the document sitting on top of it.  He could no longer run the business he had built from the ground up.  He was still annoyed that he had to walk away from everything, but knew it was safer that way.  He still didn’t have control over his emotions, which made him dangerous.  Shifting was still a painful experience, so he could hurt someone accidentally.  He needed to get his life straightened out before he considered coming back to work. 
 
    “It’s a nice view.  Much better than anything I have,” Anjali giggled. 
 
    He looked across the desk to find her sitting cross-legged in his visitor’s chair.  She was wearing a short black skirt and a short-sleeved purple top that hugged her curves.  Her long black hair was pulled back into a ponytail.  When she looked at him with her intimidating gaze, electricity shot straight to his groin. 
 
    “This view is pretty nice too,” he smiled.  “I like you in regular clothes.” 
 
    He held out his hand to her and pulled her around the desk to get a better look at her tight outfit.  She spun around for him to show off how the skirt accented her backside. 
 
    “How is your shoulder?” he asked, making sure that she was healed. 
 
    “It’s better, though a little stiff.  I think it will be a while before I have full range of motion without it tightening up,” she said, moving it around.  “Hopefully, nothing will attack me for the next few days.” 
 
    “I’m glad that you’re feeling better.  I was really worried about you,” he smiled. 
 
    She wiggled her hips to distract him from speaking about her injuries, which worked very well. 
 
    “I had a private viewing of ‘Spirit Experts: Search for the Afterlife’ in Derick’s dreams over the past few nights.  I wish I had met you as Annie Blackwood.  Derick and Calin have some interesting stories about you,” he said looking at her enticing breasts. 
 
    “It was stressful being Annie and having to hide my identity, but Annie was a little sassier and a lot more flustered around men.  I’m glad that I didn’t have to hide who I was from you, though I would have preferred to tell you about the whole Destroyer of Humanity thing when we first met.  Unfortunately, you were kind of freaking out, so I thought I should save that detail for later,” she shrugged. 
 
    “I had enough to deal with at the time, but I’m adjusting now,” he chuckled.  “Come here.”  He crooked his finger and beckoned her closer. 
 
    He grabbed her around the waist and lifted her up.  He gently placed her on the desk and stepped back to admire her. 
 
    “You don’t have to leave this all behind,” she said as she squirmed around to get comfortable. 
 
    He rubbed the bridge of his nose.  “I’m leaving the company in good hands.  Dylan will do just fine.  Plus, if I change my mind, I can come back and work with him.” 
 
    He stepped between her legs and leaned in to kiss her, unable to resist her any longer.  She put her hands in his hair and pulled him against her soft body. 
 
    Breaking the kiss, she leaned back and lifted his shirt over his head.  “Did you finish emptying your apartment?” she asked. 
 
    He nodded as he slowly peeled her shirt off.  He liked this new way of undressing her.  He enjoyed pulling back the layers to reveal small sections of her warm skin. 
 
    “I put all of Kelsey’s stuff in a box and mailed it to her,” he said, kissing along the length of her neck. 
 
    “You should have set it on fire,” she smirked. 
 
    She ran her hand up the inseam of his jeans and grabbed his stiff erection.  He jerked when her hand found him beneath the thick material.  “I love how you are willing to forgive Fenris, but not Kelsey.” 
 
    She gripped him tight, making him growl.  “I have no love for the woman who tried to shoot you,” she said coldly. 
 
    He placed his hand over her black satin bra and squeezed her breast.  “Calin tried to shoot me; you didn’t set his stuff on fire.” 
 
    She pushed her breast into his hand and groaned.  “He never tried to shoot you.” 
 
    “Can you tell me why he counts weapons in his sleep and Derick conjugates Latin verbs?” he asked, nibbling on her earlobe. 
 
    “You review exit strategies and wire entire rooms with video cameras and monitors in your sleep,” she laughed. 
 
    He leaned back to looked at her.  “No I don’t.” 
 
    She ran her fingernails down his chest, sending chills throughout his body.  “Yes, you do.” 
 
    He captured her lips again and pressed his tongue into her mouth.  He pulled her hips closer and unclasped her bra.  He tossed it over his shoulder and moved his hand beneath her skirt.  Finding wet skin instead of panties made him whimper. 
 
    He rubbed his tongue against her nipple at the same time he rubbed his thumb over her nub.  When she began to shake, he wrapped his arm around her waist, giving him complete control over her desire.  The more she groaned, the slower he moved until she was squealing in frustration. 
 
    “Do you need more?” he asked in a husky voice against her breast. 
 
    “God, yes!” she yelled. 
 
    When he released her breast, he pushed her down against the desk.  She looked at him, wondering what he was doing.  He pulled up his chair and placed her feet on each armrest.  He pushed up her skirt to reveal the most amazing sight.  He liked seeing her wet for him.  Pushing her legs open wide, he grabbed her hips and rolled his tongue through her slick folds.  The naughty swears that escaped her lips set him ablaze. 
 
    “Should I tease you for a while or do you want me to make you come?” he asked, kissing up her inner thigh.” 
 
    “Please make me come,” she groaned. 
 
    He chuckled at her response.  She liked it when he talked to her this way.  He knew every secret place that needed to be touched when she opened her mind to him fully.  He swirled his tongue over her nub and slowly pushed his thumb inside of her.  Working her hard, her body bucked and quaked until she clamped her legs around his head and came for him. 
 
    “I need you,” he growled. 
 
    He popped the button on his jeans and had his erection in his hands before she could regain her senses.  He grabbed her hips and entered her body in one fluid motion.  Her eyes were glazed over and bluer than he had ever seen.  Watching her breasts bounce with each thrust made his skin tight.  He tweaked one of her nipples in time with his thrusts, quickly throwing her body into overdrive. 
 
    She groaned and threw her head back while squeezing her body around him.  Watching her lose control, he knew he would never get enough of this woman.  She was everything to him. 
 
    I will never get enough of you either, she purred. 
 
    It felt like cheating because he knew every sexual fantasy she had, but he didn’t care.  He complied with every one of her desires until she was screaming his name in ecstasy. 
 
    When she pushed him away before he climaxed, he frowned until he saw what she wanted to do. 
 
    “You sexy, wonderful woman,” he smiled. 
 
    He turned and leaned against the desk.  She sank to her knees and took him into her mouth.  He grabbed her hair and guided her mouth where he wanted it.  She licked every inch of him while looking into his eyes.  He watched her fondle her breasts to entice him further.  How had he found the one woman who could satisfy all of his needs? 
 
    “You like having me in your mouth, don’t you?” he asked, brushing his thumb along her jaw. 
 
    She moaned in response, sending an amazing vibration through his hard cock. 
 
    He quickly found his release and threw his head back.  He cried out her name and slumped against the desk. 
 
    She stood up and pressed her bare skin against his chest.  She kissed his neck and snuggled into him. 
 
    He held her tight and tried to remember how to breathe.  Kissing her head, he took in her sultry scent.  He would be able to track her anywhere by her scent alone. 
 
    “You found me because you put yourself in terrible danger.  I think Gabriel was right about you jumping into bad situations without any regard for yourself,” she said, scolding him. 
 
    He laughed.  “I have a feeling that putting myself in danger to find you will become commonplace.  I believe that you are a high risk target,” he winked. 
 
    “You don’t know the half of it,” she muttered.  “Are you sure you want to stay with me?  My offer still stands.  If you want to live your life here, you are more than welcome.  I’ll miss you terribly, but this is your life and you have to make your own choices.” 
 
    He tried not to look at her tempting body, but he couldn’t help himself.  She was serious about him living his life without her, but seeing her half-naked and knowing that she wasn’t wearing any panties made it difficult to imagine walking away from her. 
 
    “All my life I wanted to protect people and keep them safe.  After seeing what happened when Týr forced you to unleash your power, I understand how dangerous it is for you to fall into the wrong hands.  I would never forgive myself if there was something I could do to prevent that and instead I selfishly walked away to run my business.  I’ve been helping the wrong people all this time.  The one I should have been protecting is the woman that I love and have loved for centuries.  I’m still a little fuzzy about the soul mate thing, but I believe in my heart that we have known each other many times before this.  I’m not leaving you.” 
 
    She placed her head against his chest and sighed contentedly.  “Good.” 
 
    Liam chuckled until he heard the front door open in the reception area.  “Dylan’s here.” 
 
    She snapped her fingers and redressed both of them.  He was still learning how to use the power she had bestowed upon him.  The abilities he’d been given by Fenris, aside from the shifting, were gone. 
 
    Anjali innocently sat back down in the chair and turned to wave at Dylan as he entered. 
 
    “Hi.”  Dylan shyly waved back. 
 
    “Are you ready to take over the business, Dylan?  You can do anything you want, except change the name,” Liam said.  “I can’t bear to know that Leavitt Security was called Bob’s Discount Security or something equally ridiculous.” 
 
    Dylan looked down at the paperwork and gulped.  “I would never change the name.  This is your baby.  Are you sure that you want to leave everything to me?” 
 
    Liam looked at his friend and put his hands in his jean pockets.  “You know what I am, Dylan.  There’s still a lot that I don’t understand about my abilities.  Thankfully, I have help, but it won’t be easy.  Maybe things will be different someday, but for right now this is the right choice.” 
 
    Dylan smiled at Anjali.  “You’ll take care of him, right?” 
 
    She smiled and nodded. 
 
    He took a deep breath and threw his shoulder bag on the floor.  “I don’t know what I’m going to do without you, Liam.  I get that you need time to sort things out, but know that I’ll miss you.” 
 
    “I’ll miss you too,” Liam replied. 
 
    Dylan grabbed the pen on the desk and signed the agreement giving him control over the company.  He tossed the pen and stared at the ground.  “Thank you for saving me, Liam.  I owe you my life.  I could never deal with the things you’re going through.  You have always been the strong one.  I hope that one day I’ll make you proud of me.” 
 
    Liam stepped around the desk and pulled Dylan into a bro hug.  “Stop selling yourself short.  I won’t be around to remind you how great you are, so you’re going to have to do it yourself.” 
 
    Dylan nodded and stood up straight.  “You’re right.  I have to start believing in myself.  I’m the boss now,” he said, choking up. 
 
    “Yes, you are,” Liam said close to tears. 
 
    Dylan shook Liam’s hand, as his chin quivered.  He waved to Anjali before grabbing his bag and sprinting out the door. 
 
    Liam wiped a tear from his eye.  He smiled when Anjali put her arm around him and leaned her head against his shoulder.  “The worst part is leaving him behind,” he sniffled. 
 
    “I told you that you don’t have to.  You can visit him anytime,” she said softly. 
 
    “No.  I can’t put him in danger.  Whatever comes after you will inevitably come after me.  I can’t risk his life like that.  I wouldn’t be a good friend if I dragged him into my world,” he sighed. 
 
    She looked up at him and placed her hand on his cheek.  “You’re going to fit right in,” she said solemnly.


 
   
 
  

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Tristan was feeling infinitely better after a few days’ rest, but he needed to get out of his room.  It was too reminiscent of his time spent recovering from Fenris’ bite.  Though he enjoyed the company of his brothers and Lady Black’s fascinating Nachtghuls, he was going stir crazy.  He hated the idea of reacquainting himself with Hell, but it had to be done. 
 
    Walking down the hallway of the Annex, a number of bad memories came rushing back.  He combatted each of them by thinking about Anjali and how things would be different this time.  He smiled when he realized that he was no longer the weakest Predznak.  Though he had yet to pledge himself to his master, he would not hesitate when the time was right. 
 
    He entered the rotunda and looked around.  He wasn’t ready to enter the Hall of Mirrors without Anjali by his side.  That would take some time, but he was ready to see Lucifer and Hades.  They needed to understand that he would no longer cower before them.  If he was going to stay here with Anjali, they needed to understand that the rules had changed. 
 
    He put one foot in front of the other and marched toward the Throne Room.  The walkway and the heavy wooden doors looked the same as they did thousands of years ago.  It felt like no time at all had passed, though mercifully, his nerve did not abandon him as it had during his previous trips to this cursed room.  He held his head high and walked straight into the lion’s den. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he prepared his arguments and was ready to explain how he would not allow them to punish or take advantage of him anymore.  He had a grand speech planned about how he would make them tremble if they dared to assert their supposed authority over him.  However, his speech tumbled from his thoughts when he saw Lucifer huddled on the ground sobbing.  Tristan blinked a few times to clear one of his favorite fantasies from his confused brain.  Instead of the fantasy drifting away, it remained.  This was really happening. 
 
    He looked to the Skull Throne expecting Hades to be seated there, having overthrown Lucifer after all this time, but instead of a suit; he saw a tattered black dress. 
 
    Hel’s small form almost disappeared in the enormous throne.  Her eyes were black and she had a look of satisfaction on her face.  In her left hand was one of Lucifer’s favorite swords that he kept on the back of his throne. 
 
    Tristan’s mouth was agape as he struggled to understand how Hel had gained access to Hell and the Throne Room.  Realizing that it didn’t matter, he stepped forward to help the last person in the universe he would ever aid, the very person who had caused him misery for centuries. 
 
    “Let him go!” Tristan yelled. 
 
    Hel ignored him and continued using her Death Stare. 
 
    Tristan ran to Lucifer’s side.  “It isn’t real, Lucifer.  These images are falsehoods shown to you by Hel.  You must fight her!” he shouted, hoping to break the spell. 
 
    Lucifer cried and repeated Anjali’s name over and over. 
 
    Tristan raced up the steps of the dais and reached out to grab Hel’s arm.  She lifted her head and gazed at him with her black eyes. 
 
    “You have lost everything, Tristan,” Hel whispered sinisterly. 
 
    Tristan tripped on the last step and slid off the dais, though he didn’t notice.  He was too focused on the images of Alazar being stabbed through the heart by Jör and Balthazar being beheaded by Michael.  One by one his brothers were attacked and killed.  Aeries, Sacha, Haydn, Solren, Rayan, Elrick, and Zacharael were murdered before his eyes and died horrific deaths.  Anjali was taken into custody by the Celestial Warriors and dragged into Hell in chains.  She was tortured and finally killed by Lucifer.  The grief of losing everyone he ever cared about made Tristan laugh heartily.  He snorted and mocked the scenes before him. 
 
    “These are by far the least imaginative ways to kill someone,” he sniggered.  “Really, Balthazar will lose his head to Michael?  Alazar will be stabbed through the heart?  This is child’s play.  I have imagined Alazar dying in more creative ways than this.  I once saw him tumble down four flights of stairs only to be eaten alive by a siren, all the while screaming for help.  He felt every agonizing bite while paralyzed.  I admit that even that scenario is mild compared to most of the things I have feared over the years.  If you plan to ensnare me, you will have to do better than that.”  Tristan pushed away the images and casually dusted off his suit. 
 
    Hel sneered and changed the scenario to show him visions of prisoners from the Hall of Shadows tearing his master apart.  Again, Tristan shrugged away Hel’s attempts to frighten him into submission. 
 
    He walked back up the steps and grabbed her by the shoulders.  “My turn,” he smiled cruelly. 
 
    As his power rose, he reminded her how much she feared Odin and Týr when she was an innocent god, long before she lost herself to evil.  She once respected the other gods and wanted to gain their approval.  Tristan showed her each of the gods voting in favor of her banishment while Odin gave his consent.  He replayed the first battle she had with her brothers.  He made her relive Fenris’ venom coursing through her veins and Jör’s serpent body trying to crush her to death.  He even made her listen to Lucifer’s condemnation of her. 
 
    Lucifer had met her before she had been banished to the Outlands.  She was kinder back then and saner.  Hel had fallen in love with him, though admittedly, she loved his dark side.  He drew her into his hate-filled world and warped her sense of right and wrong.  She followed him around like a lovesick girl and did everything he asked.  He claimed that he would share his power over Hell with her.  When the fateful day arrived, Lucifer denied her the third throne.  He said that she was too unstable to rule properly and could never assist him in his duties.  He reneged on their deal and ultimately broke her heart.  Her twisted mind became obsessed with vengeance.  When she pulled a knife on him, Lucifer called for the Celestial Warriors and lied to them.  He testified that she had tricked him into granting her access to Hell because she wanted to overthrow him and rule by herself.  Hades had tried to set the record straight, but Lucifer had silenced him. 
 
    Tristan used her fear of Lucifer ending her life and finished their confrontation. 
 
    Hel closed her eyes and broke her connection to Lucifer.  She collapsed and began sobbing uncontrollably. 
 
    Lucifer slowly regained his senses and wiped the tears from his eyes, confused by their presence.  He stood up and saw Hel curled up on the floor. 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” Lucifer yelled. 
 
    Tristan crossed his arms and looked down at Hel.  “This is me saving your life.  Do not expect such a favor in the future,” he said haughtily. 
 
    Lucifer turned and saw Hades rushing into the Throne Room. 
 
    “What is going on?” Hades yelled. 
 
    Tristan huffed and stepped off the dais.  “My first week back and I have already broken my promise,” he muttered. 
 
    Hades stormed up to Tristan and glared at him.  “I asked you a question,” he said sternly. 
 
    Tristan raised his eyebrow at his intimidating stance.  “I can’t believe that I once groveled and begged you to spare my life.  Well, those days are behind me.  You can ask Lucifer why he was sobbing on the floor and why Hel was sitting in his throne.”  He stepped around Hades and headed toward the exit. 
 
    “You will show us respect while you are in our Hell, Tristan,” Hades sneered. 
 
    Tristan snickered.  “I thought saving his pathetic life was me showing respect.” 
 
    Hades sputtered and looked to Lucifer for confirmation of the truth. 
 
    Lucifer was holding Hel captive with his sword poised over her throat, though she was too upset to notice.  He slowly nodded to Hades, though he refused to verbally acknowledge that he had allowed himself to be at Hel’s mercy. 
 
    Hades was shocked as he gathered his thoughts.  “I doubt that you came here to rescue Lucifer.  Why did you darken our domain without Lady Black present?” 
 
    “You’re smarter than I remember.”  Tristan smiled broadly and winked.  “It’s funny; I never noticed that your eyes are actually navy.  I always thought they were brown.  Then again, I haven’t looked you in the eyes since we were in Heaven.  It seems that my days of kowtowing to you are over.” 
 
    Hades was visibly fuming. 
 
    Tristan turned his head and looked over his shoulder.  “I see that you still have your Skull Throne, Lucifer.  I’m surprised that you are still able to sit in it.  I’m sure those skulls have been plotting your demise since the day they were killed,” Tristan chuckled. 
 
    “If you believe you can come here and threaten us...,” Hades started. 
 
    Tristan narrowed his eyes and smirked.  “You have no power over me until I decide to join my master.  When that day comes, I will bow to her, not to you.  I will respect her and her wishes.  If she commands me to terrorize the Fallen and the Heads of Hell, I will gladly do it without hesitation.  If she commands me to listen to your ranting, I will do so, but know that she is the only reason I would ever show you or Lucifer respect.  There is a saying you may have heard of.  You need to treat people the way you want to be treated.  Respect needs to be earned.  You have never shown me respect nor have you ever treated me kindly.  Why should I respect an angel who knew damned well what Serena was doing to me night after night?  You could have stopped her, but you didn’t.  You were happy to have me chained to her bed and out of your way.  Tell me why I shouldn’t kill you right now,” he sneered. 
 
    Hades flinched at the accusation and lowered his eyes.  For the first time in his life, Hades appeared contrite.  “I was wrong to allow Serena to punish you, especially in that way, but you and the other Predznak would have destroyed everything that Lucifer and I worked so hard to accomplish here.  You were selfish and destructive.  I tried to give you some leeway since it was not your choice to live in Hell, especially without a master, but you took advantage of us far too often.  You of all people should understand why Lucifer and I went to such extreme measures to keep the Predznak under control,” Hades said defensively. 
 
    Tristan closed his mouth and swallowed as he thought back to the first day he entered Hell.  “You were afraid of us.  I knew it the moment I entered the Throne Room.  We took advantage of that fact instead of trying to find a way to live together peacefully,” Tristan said sadly, hanging his head.  “We forced you to do what was necessary to protect Hell.”  Guilt spread across Tristan’s face. 
 
    Hades nodded.  “I apologize for our methods.  Looking back, we did allow the use of unthinkable and unforgiveable punishments in order to subdue you, but you didn’t leave us with any choice.  How else could we keep you from using your power and making us too afraid to leave our rooms and carry out our tasks?  How could we allow Alazar to create deadly fights among the Fallen?  Aeries alone could have killed every single Fallen in a matter of minutes during one of his outbursts.  You were unwilling to work with us, so we did what we had to do.  Granted, Lucifer’s darkness compounded the problem when he considered turning you into his own personal slaves.  Thankfully, you all hated him too much to bow to him.  Personally, I just wanted to get through the day with my limbs and head still attached to my body.  None of you made it easy.  I was glad to be rid of you.  I admit it,” Hades huffed. 
 
    Tristan considered Hades’ explanation and apology.  He looked into Hades’ navy eyes, pulled up his right pant leg, and lowered himself to his knee.  He bowed his head and remained kneeling for a moment before rising and dusting off his pants. 
 
    Hades appeared confused.  “Is this a trick?” he asked skeptically. 
 
    Tristan laughed.  “You sound like Haydn.  No.  Now that I fully understand the truth of what happened centuries ago, I’m sorry for what the Predznak put you through, Hades.  I refuse to apologize to Lucifer, but you and I were once friends.  Your treatment of me stung more than the Morningstar’s.  You chose to lash out against me and it deeply hurt me.  I lost respect for you that day.  However, seeing things from your perspective, I acknowledge how hard it was for you to deal with us.  Going forward, I will try to honor our former friendship,” he said holding out his hand. 
 
    “Thank you,” Hades said awkwardly.  Instead of shaking hands, he pointed to the smudge on Tristan’s pants.  “You might want to rethink the suits.  They are a bitch to keep clean.”  He handed Tristan the handkerchief from his jacket pocket. 
 
    Tristan chuckled and bent to clean his pants. 
 
    Hades put his hand up when Tristan tried to give back the handkerchief.  “Keep it.  I have a feeling you will need it.” 
 
    Hades abruptly yelled in the direction of the walkway for his servant Jared to summon Reese.  He turned and contemplated Hel’s shaking body on the floor. 
 
    Tristan watched Lucifer ascend his throne and get a hold of himself.  By the time Reese reached the Throne Room with his guards, Lucifer looked like the raging devil, ready to rip off someone’s head.  He had a newfound respect for the Heads of Hell, though he meant what he said.  If Anjali commanded him to attack Lucifer or Hades, he would show them no mercy. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Liam and Calin finished their walkthrough of the Hall of Shadows and turned to Malcolm and Reese, who were staring at them cynically. 
 
    Liam scanned his notebook to review his notes.  “I think there are a number of improvements you can make in your security.  First, I think the guard rotation needs updating.  You have the guards grouped too tightly when they patrol together.  You need to spread them out so that they can cover more ground at the same time.  When one guard assesses a group of prisoners and walks past them, the closest guard needs to watch the same group for any signs of communication. 
 
    “Secondly, you need a better plan in place for when a breakout happens.  At least six guards need to remain by the access tunnel as your last line of defense.  If the angels engaging the escaped prisoner become incapacitated, the six from the access tunnel can’t come to their rescue.  One of them can go get backup, but a minimum of five guards need to be present at all times.  In addition, Calin saw at least five prisoners who will definitely start some shit soon.  Your guards can’t just glance at the prisoners; they need to evaluate them.  Do they seem more alert or nervous than usual?  Are they suddenly acting differently?  Have they formed new alliances with the other prisoners?  I understand that you have been doing this for eons, but you can’t be complacent and treat the prisoners like furniture.  You need to treat them like intelligent creatures who want to rip out your throat. 
 
    “Lastly, I believe that Lucifer and Hades’ servants shouldn’t be allowed in Shadows.  I’m told that Lucifer’s servant planned Hel and Fenris’ escape.  Banishing them from the hall will eliminate the possibility of other servants working as double agents. 
 
    “I would like to work with you to resolve some of the issues I saw and Calin is willing to teach you which physical indicators to watch for to determine which prisoners are actively plotting against you,” Liam said a professional tone.  He waited for Malcolm and Reese to process his evaluation and stop looking at him as if he was speaking Greek. 
 
    Do you think they will listen to us? Calin asked. 
 
    If they don’t want that thing with snakes for limbs to eat them, then yes, they will listen to us, Liam smirked. 
 
    Malcolm cleared his throat.  “How do we know that you aren’t a double agent for Fenris?  Will you try to break him free?” he sneered. 
 
    Liam looked over his shoulder at Fenris and frowned.  “He turned me into a fucking werewolf,” he said bluntly.  “I did everything I could to fight him, even after I stupidly allowed him to take control of me.  I have zero interest in letting him out of this place.  I would rather kill him than release him.  Lady Black showed him mercy; I doubt I would do the same.” 
 
    Reese put his hand on Malcolm’s shoulder indicating that he should back off.  “I’d like to meet with the both of you once a week, if Lady Black agrees, so that we can work together to ensure that Shadows is locked down tight.” 
 
    Liam and Calin nodded and shook hands with Reese.  Malcolm begrudgingly shook their hands and took his leave. 
 
    Liam smiled as he walked into the Hall of Mirrors for his wolf lessons with Anjali.  It felt good to put his skills to work.  Never in his wildest dreams did he ever believe he would be helping fallen angels to secure prisoners in Hell. 
 
    Anjali looked up at him as he entered.  “I’m glad that Reese is on board with my suggestion to have you act as a security consultant.  It’s much better than having an Inquisitor take over.  Don’t worry; Malcolm will come around.  He is very upset with himself for not identifying Lev’s plan early on.  He believed that Garret was the instigator and ignored Lev, just like the rest of us.  He is responsible for the Fallen Angels and he took their deaths very hard when Váli and the other gods attacked.  He will come to see you as an asset, just like I do,” she smiled.  “Now, let’s forget about guard rotation strategies and focus on getting your wolf under control.  Let’s begin.”  She stepped off the dais and put her hands behind her back, waiting for him to prepare himself. 
 
    Laughing at her businesslike demeanor, he shook out his shoulders and legs.  He was reluctant to shift because he didn’t want to feel the pain of it, but he desperately needed to change. 
 
    He tried to contort his body into the shape it wanted to take, but still couldn’t do it without his bones snapping.  He tried to remember how Fenris had guided him through a smooth transition but it was useless. 
 
    “This sucks.  My mind wants me to be human, but my body wants to be on all fours.”  He turned to the giant mirror closest to him and looked at his reflection.  Why was this so hard?  He was a wolf shifter now; why couldn’t he make his body do what it wanted to do? 
 
    “I think that’s the problem.  You’re telling your body what to do and forcing the change.  Based on your memory, Fenris cleared your thoughts and controlled the shift.  You didn’t have to do anything.  I can feel the urge inside of you when you haven’t shifted in a long time.  Your body needs to be a wolf.  Let your body do the work instead of your mind.  Let it be a feeling rather than a mental command,” she instructed.  “Close your eyes and relax.  I’ll try to help you.” 
 
    “Ok.”  He did as she suggested and closed his eyes. 
 
    “Search for that tingling feeling, the ache inside your muscles and jaw.  Right now, your body is rigid and tight from trying to keep the change from happening.  Embrace the feeling and let it happen,” she said. 
 
    She was right about him trying to ignore the ache in his muscles, but he was afraid of letting go completely.  He didn’t want to forget who he was and become a monster. 
 
    “I’ll catch you if you fall.  You will not be lost to the darkness again,” she grinned.  “Your wolf is a simple creature.  It runs on instincts when you first give yourself over to the change, but you are capable of asserting your will over the predator.  It will take some time, that’s all.” 
 
    He was happy that she was right there with him.  He wasn’t sure what he would do if he had to combat the beast alone. 
 
    “I will always be here,” she said sadly. 
 
    Liam opened his eyes.  “Why are you sad about that?” he asked, tilting his head. 
 
    She hung her head and sat on the steps of her dais. 
 
    “I’ve never wanted this, Liam.  I never wanted to enslave a person and keep them like pets.  That’s what Týr called Calin and Derick, well he actually called them skin puppets, but I never want to hear that term again.  Technically, Nachtghuls are illegal.  The angels were banned from creating them because when a Nachtghul dies, the master feels their death forever.  I’m told that it’s like having a piece of your soul ripped out.  We mourn them always.  Our enemies would use that to their advantage.  They used to threaten or kill Nachtghuls, causing wars to break out.  It’s also unnatural to keep a soul captive that should be free,” she said softly. 
 
    Liam knelt down next to her and put his hand on her face.  “I’ve felt Calin get sliced open by a sword and I’ve felt Derick’s bones crushing from his fall off the castle.  They both showed me how they died because they wanted me to understand what happened to them.  They didn’t choose to stay with you because they were afraid of dying or because they were in terrible pain.  They both chose you because they couldn’t imagine moving on to the next life without you.  Derick said that the second he saw you it was as if he remembered you.  It felt like an amazing dream that he had forgotten.  He warned me that things would never be easy, but said that being with you was worth it,” he said, brushing her cheek with his thumb. 
 
    She snickered.  “What about Calin?  He and I didn’t see eye to eye when we first met and he certainly didn’t feel like he was in a wonderful dream.” 
 
    “Calin told me he acted like an asshole when he met you,” he laughed.  “He admitted that it took longer than it should have to fall in love with you, but he did feel that spark of recognition.  It was frightening for him to open up to anyone, but he did feel something for you.  Calin said that staying with you was the best decision he ever made.” 
 
    She looked at him and frowned.  “You’re different than them.  You had a life, a job, a family, and friends.  Calin had no one aside from Balthazar, and he was not a good influence at the time.  Derick had friends, one of whom betrayed him, but he didn’t have any family to go home to.  Gabriel was the one who helped him get into college, though Derick believed he was a family friend, just like Burke.  They weren’t leaving much behind.  You are leaving everything.” 
 
    Tears formed in her eyes and he could feel her sadness. 
 
    He kissed her forehead and pulled on her chin so that she would look at him.  “Fenris took that all away, not you.  You’re the one who saved me.”  He leaned in and kissed her. 
 
    She ran her hands through his hair as he brushed his lips against hers.  He took in her scent and kissed her nose. 
 
    Pulling away, he closed his eyes and did what she suggested.  He stopped fighting the change and concentrated on the tingling sensation that moved through his muscles and joints.  He didn’t hold back this time.  He gave himself over to the shift and allowed his body to morph into his alternate form.  This time, the pain was manageable and it took less time for his body to take shape.  All his thoughts and fears went away when his instincts took over.  He raised his snout to sniff the air.  He wanted to run free and hunt, but he found a familiar smell that chased away those needs.  He found Anjali.  He opened his eyes and saw the beauty sitting before him.  She was his anchor when the wild animal tried to consume him. 
 
    Anjali smiled at the wolf and put her hands in his soft, puffy fur.  She stroked the sides of his white head and scratched him behind the ears.  His big blue eyes stared at her as he pushed his head against her hand. 
 
    “Good job,” she said enthusiastically. 
 
    Calin and Derick entered the Hall of Mirrors and watched Anjali and Liam with interest. 
 
    “He’d better not get fur on the furniture,” Calin said with disgust. 
 
    Liam turned and growled at him. 
 
    Derick laughed and knocked Calin in the arm with his elbow.  “I’m not walking him.” 
 
    Calin was caught off guard when Liam swiftly leapt at him.  Knocking him down, Liam stood over Calin and sniffed his face. 
 
    “Don’t you dare lick me,” Calin yelled as he pushed him off. 
 
    Liam huffed at him and backed away. 
 
    Derick grabbed his sides and burst out laughing.  “Good boy.  For that I’ll get you a squeaky toy.” 
 
    The wolf dropped down on his front paws and pinned Derick with his predatory stare. 
 
    Derick immediately stopped laughing and ran for the door leading to the staircase behind the dais.  Liam chased him and pounced on him before he reached the door.  He sniffed Derick’s hair and licked his ear. 
 
    Anjali giggled as she sat on her throne.  “I think he likes having the two of you as friends instead of Noah and Troy.” 
 
    Dusting himself off, Calin got to his feet and frowned.  “I prefer cats.  Dogs are too needy,” he muttered. 
 
    Liam stepped away from Derick and madly barked at Calin. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, well wolves are apparently as needy as dogs, you mutt,” Calin snickered. 
 
    Anjali watched Calin and Derick laughing together as they took their place on either side of her dais.  Liam snorted at them and sat on the first step of the dais directly in front of her throne. 
 
    The sound of footsteps alerted her to Gabriel’s presence. 
 
    “I’m sorry I couldn’t get here sooner, my dear,” he announced.  He nodded to Calin, Derick, and Liam, though he appeared glum. 
 
    She stood up and hugged her father.  “I appreciated you taking time from your hectic day.  I wanted you to know that I saw something surprising in New York, aside from the pack of werewolves that wanted me dead and the horde of gods who wanted my power.  The Spirit Experts got their TV deal.  It’s airing on Halloween, and I’m in the show.  I need you to make sure that my parents and CJ don’t see it.  You may have to come up with a lie if they see the promos.”  She hated burdening her father with this task, but it was beyond her control. 
 
    He tilted his head and stared at her.  “I had no idea that they had kept the video footage,” he said, dumbfounded. 
 
    “Derick gave the tapes to Josilyn never expecting her to do anything with them,” she shrugged. 
 
    “I see.  I will handle things, do not worry.  I will pay a visit to your family and CJ,” he said. 
 
    “Thank you,” she smiled, though she began to pace.  “I’m sorry for what happened in New York.  I am the one who decided to give Týr enough rope to hang himself with.  I never thought it would go that far,” she admitted. 
 
    Gabriel nodded.  “It was a calculated risk, but I agree that you did what you thought was right.  You were able to flush out Jör and finally understand what Týr had been planning all those years ago.  None of us knew his true intentions.  To be honest, the Council is embarrassed by their agreement with Týr.  It was Michael who convinced Raphael to allow him time to prove his innocence.  I believe he felt some sort of kinship with Týr.  He was once held in high regard by Asgard.  Michael wanted to give him the benefit of the doubt since he saw him as an honorable warrior.  We understand now how dangerous it was to give him time to search for Jör.  He could have done any number of treacherous things.  The Celestial Warriors are frantically searching for Jör now that you have Hel in custody,” he said, approaching her dais. 
 
    “I hope Michael finds him before he is able to plot against us,” she replied. 
 
    He let out a long breath.  “These gods are more trouble than we ever anticipated.  It was no wonder that Asgard left us to deal with them.” 
 
    She sat upon her throne and tapped her foot.  “Indeed they are,” she said sadly.  “Will you answer me something, Gabriel?  When was the first time I went to the Mortal Realm?” 
 
    Gabriel frowned at the question.  “I told you, I brought you to meet the mortals who had been cast out of paradise.  They had built a small settlement that had grown over time.  When you met them, they had established a city of sorts.  Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I know all of that, but when did that occur?  How long after I was created?” she asked. 
 
    He thought about it for a moment and shrugged.  “I brought you to meet them a few months after you were created.  I wanted you to spend time in Heaven and learn from the angels.  Father and I agreed that you should be taught the basic information.  You were told about your destiny and certain facts were explained.  What is this about?” he asked, concerned by her serious tone. 
 
    She gritted her teeth and drummed her fingers on the armrest of her throne.  “So I never ventured to the Mortal Realm before that or left without an escort?” she asked hesitantly. 
 
    “No,” he replied, somewhat embarrassed.  “It was agreed that you would have an escort at all times.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  “You were afraid of what I would do when I met the mortals, that’s why I needed an escort.  I’m sure the Council felt vindicated when I tried to start an Apocalypse the first time.” 
 
    Gabriel’s arms dropped to his sides.  “It wasn’t your fault that we were cautious.  Something happened before you were created and we all learned our lesson.  I’m afraid that you took the brunt of our trepidation, though you had done nothing wrong,” he replied, his voice filled with regret.  “Why are you curious about this?  Did something happen?”  He looked to her Nachtghuls to gauge their reactions. 
 
    “Týr did something, Father.  I don’t know how, but he drew me into a fight after the Council sent him to prove his innocence,” she said shakily.  She was afraid that the Council would somehow blame her for the incident. 
 
    Gabriel blindly stepped forward, and then stopped.  He stared at the ground, lost in thought as fear and anxiety filled his features.  He opened his mouth to speak, but abruptly shook his head.  “No, that is not possible.  Týr must have been lying.  You couldn’t have left Heaven.  There was no possible way and no reason for you to do so.  I don’t know what he was talking about,” he said vehemently. 
 
    She bit her lip and stroked Liam’s head to calm her nerves.  She wasn’t sure what any of this meant, but she knew it wasn’t good. 
 
    “Týr didn’t tell me, Father, Tristan did.  He tempted Týr while he was in custody.  I’ve never seen anything like it before.  Tristan wove this tale about Týr not being afraid of anything.  He spoke about him accepting death on the battlefield, until he met someone he couldn’t defeat.  Tristan pointed to me and said that I was the one person Týr feared.  I could see Týr trying to resist his power, but he refused to look at me.  Later, in New York, Týr admitted it.  He wanted Odin to pardon him so that he could return home.  He thought that killing a powerful creature, such as me, and presenting my head to the Asgardians would prove how worthy he was to lead Odin’s army.  He failed to understand my power and he suffered because of it.  I unleashed my storm after he stabbed me through the back and put a blade to my throat.  Now, I ask you, how could Týr have fought me in the Mortal Realm around the time I was created?” she asked as she stared at Gabriel’s stone face. 
 
    He began to pace and run his hand through his hair.  He finally turned and threw up his arms.  “I have no idea.  It was very chaotic during that time.  Volunteers were coming forward to become Predznak and the entire place was abuzz with news and speculation.  Týr was already in custody and would undoubtedly have heard about you and the Predznak.  Once the Predznak were sent to the Mortal Realm, Father created you from my essence.  As far as I know, Týr never met you.  He was led to the Gates of Heaven by the Celestial Warriors two days after your creation.  I saw you every day that week, though, come to think of it, there was one day where you acted strangely.  You were still coming into your own, so I disregarded it,” he explained. 
 
    “What did I do?” she asked quickly. 
 
    Gabriel looked up at her.  “You asked me a question about Týr.  I assumed that you had seen him walking to the gates, or overheard the other angels.  Everyone was talking about him,” he shrugged.  “You asked who he was and why he had been arrested.  I told you what I knew, but I could see that you were upset by what I said.  You told me that he didn’t deserve to be free and that he should be punished.  I thought you were stating an opinion based on what the angels had said.  You seemed paler that day and you stayed in your dwelling for a few days after that.  You never told me what happened,” he said quietly.  He was clearly having trouble coming to terms with the possibility that she had been attacked without his knowledge. 
 
    She hung her head and tried to figure out why she wouldn’t tell Gabriel about Týr’s attack.  Then it hit her.  She knew why she had kept this massive secret. 
 
    She debated whether to tell Gabriel even now, since he would inevitably have to inform the Council.  “Tristan and Týr both believed that I would have killed him for trying to take my head.  The only reason Týr survived is because someone stopped me, Gabriel.  Tristan saw it in his mind.  Týr claimed that he had been rescued, but it’s not true.  I was rescued from my darkness and my need to end Týr.  I don’t know how or why, but Sacha stopped me,” she said boldly. 
 
    The rage that flashed across Gabriel’s face was enough to make her regret telling him the truth.  He appeared murderous as he paced back and forth.  She had seen him like this only once before.  He had the same expression as he did the day he learned that Lucifer had tortured her in the realms and called her his mistress upon her arrival in Hell. 
 
    He muttered profanities under his breath and threw his fists into the air. 
 
    “Gabriel, please, this isn’t helping,” she said calmly, though she was upset. 
 
    He abruptly turned to look at her.  “Sacha lured you into the Mortal Realm and allowed you to be taken by an enemy.  I will not calm down!” he yelled. 
 
    Liam and Derick jumped at Gabriel’s tone.  They were concerned about Gabriel’s outburst. 
 
    She held up her hands.  “We don’t know that Sacha lured me.  I told you about Sacha at school, when he was posing as Mr. Timmons.  He kept me from harming Dana, who was trying to blackmail me.  He said that he had seen the look in my eyes before, but on the face of another.  That must be what he meant.  He’d seen me ready to kill someone before.  He stopped me from unleashing my power on Dana and he stopped me from killing Týr.  Whatever mistakes he made, he did the right thing by calming me down.  Sacha is the only one who can tell us how I got to the Mortal Realm,” she replied evenly.  She didn’t want Gabriel hunting Sacha and killing him. 
 
    Gabriel’s eyebrow was twitching as he slowed his breathing.  “Sacha is the only one who could have snuck you out of Heaven.  He would have been at the height of his power.  You have no idea what he was capable of and what he has done since.  The Predznak were ordered to leave you alone until it was time for you to command them.  Only that slippery snake had the power to lure you away.  He must have tricked you.  You would have been naive enough to believe anything he said and followed him right out the gates.  He put you in danger and I will not forgive him for this,” he said, seething. 
 
    She crossed her arms defiantly as she looked at her Father.  He believed that her angel was stronger than she was.  Her anger rose until she couldn’t breathe.  Something inside of her mind snapped when she realized that Gabriel did not believe she could control her Predznak. 
 
    “You think I am too weak to hold my own against my angels.  You believe me capable of being fooled by one of them.  I allowed my guilt to blind me to Alazar’s plot with Maraquette.  I gave Balthazar the benefit of the doubt because I knew how much he had suffered in my absence.  Tristan was spared because he had been altered by his power and was no longer the same angel who had volunteered to become my Predznak.  What makes you believe that I would be fooled by Sacha if he had ill intentions toward me?  I have been his master since the day I was created.  If he were at the height of his power, then I would have been as well.  Do you think that I would allow myself to bend to the will of someone who was meant to serve me?” she asked darkly. 
 
    Gabriel took a step back, sensing her mood shift.  He put his hands out and bowed his head.  “I meant no offence, Anjali.  I do not blame you for this; I blame Sacha.  Though you are his master, he is conniving and ruthless.  You were still innocent in your thinking and may not have understood his motives,” he said softly. 
 
    She stood up from her throne and glared at Gabriel.  “I will learn the true reason behind Sacha’s involvement.  It is no longer your concern.  I will deal with him accordingly.  Good day, Gabriel,” she said curtly. 
 
    Calin and Derick looked to each other and back at Gabriel, surprised by Anjali’s harsh words. 
 
    Gabriel closed his eyes and swallowed harshly.  “Of course, Anjali.  Sacha is your angel to command.  I see no reason to inform the Council of his involvement, but I find it prudent to explain to the Council what Týr did, to avoid any future rulings in similar cases.  We, too, need to learn from our mistakes.  I also want the Council to understand that there is a second possibility that could explain why you reacted so poorly when you met the mortals.  I originally believed that your power reacted to their sins and you judged them too harshly.  Now I see that you may have been reacting to your encounter with Týr.  If your first experience in the Mortal Realm led to you being harmed and forced you to defend your life, then it would make sense for you to lash out at the mortals, believing that they too were capable of harming you,” he said logically. 
 
    She tilted her head and pondered his theory.  “If the Council unnecessarily condemned me to a life as a lowly mortal for unleashing my power too many times, then they have much to atone for.  You can inform them of that.  Tell Raphael that I remember his warning before passing judgement on me.  He said that if I did not learn from my mistakes, there would be consequences.  If I find out that his mistake of freeing Týr led me to incorrectly judge and condemn the mortals and eventually resulted in my banishment into the Mortal Realm, there will be consequences,” she said coldly. 
 
    She stepped off the dais and walked past Gabriel. 
 
    “You remember Raphael’s warning during the trial?” he asked cautiously. 
 
    She whipped her head around and stared at him.  “What are you talking about, Gabriel? 
 
    Gabriel took a breath.  “You mentioned the trial where you were sentenced to live as a mortal in the Mortal Realm,” he replied. 
 
    She shook her head.  “I don’t remember doing that.  You know that I don’t have my memories,” she shrugged.  “I appreciate you helping me with the Spirit Expert problem.”  She turned and left the Hall of Mirrors. 
 
    Gabriel looked to the Nachtghuls for confirmation that he wasn’t crazy.  “Has she been acting strangely?” 
 
    Derick and Calin shook their heads and shrugged.  Liam looked to Calin but didn’t respond. 
 
    Gabriel tapped his foot and bit his thumbnail.  He wasn’t sure what had transpired, but Anjali sounded more like her true self for a moment, she sounded like the real Destroyer. 
 
    ∞ 
 
    Anjali entered Alazar’s room and found him staring out his stained glass window overlooking the Realm of Fire.  She reflected upon the sunrise portrayed in the glass. 
 
    “You summoned me?” she asked, still trying to calm herself after her conversation with Gabriel. 
 
    Without a word, Alazar turned and opened the hand-carved chest at the foot of his bed.  She had often wondered what he kept in the chest, but didn’t want to resort to snooping to find out. 
 
    He rummaged through a pile of papers and finally pulled out a number of scrolls.  He carefully placed them on his black comforter.  He unrolled the first one and showed her a sketch of a woman who looked a lot like her, but the mouth and nose were different.  Oddly, the eyes matched hers exactly. 
 
    “Sacha drew this.  I’m sure you’re not surprised to see that she looks like you.  At the time this was drawn centuries ago, I had no idea that he had seen you in your true form.  When I looked back on these a few months ago upon my return to Hell, I was shocked to see your eyes staring back at me from the drawing.  I knew then that the Angel of Deception had visited you before.  I can’t say that I’m surprised to hear that Sacha was there during your fight with Týr, but I’m not convinced that he was there to help you,” he said.  He tossed the scroll back on the bed. 
 
    “That remains to be seen.  I will deal with Sacha when I find him,” she replied evenly, hoping that Alazar wasn’t going to join Gabriel’s lynch mob. 
 
    He continued to show her the other scrolls one by one, each sketch having been drawn by a different Predznak.  None of the other drawings came close to her appearance, but each sketch revealed the artist’s frustration with her.  A specific emotion could be seen in each drawing.  The woman appeared sad, angry, or lost.  She could have guessed the identity of each artist.  Even Alazar’s photo had mean eyes. 
 
    The final sketch was presented as Tristan’s.  When she saw the woman on the parchment, her breath caught in her throat.  The woman was stunningly beautiful.  She didn’t have a scowl or a blank expression.  This woman was happy and smiling. 
 
    “This is how Tristan saw you.  He always feared what you would say or do to him, but he always thought highly of you.  You were his salvation, or at least in the beginning he felt that way.  We drew these pictures a few centuries after we volunteered and fell from Heaven.  One night we were sitting around the fire, discussing what you might look like.  When we saw Tristan’s, we all knew that he secretly adored you.  To see that adoration die over the years was the hardest thing for me to bear, which is why I must tell you this now.  He may look at you as the woman who saved him from a terrible fate, but this could easily change.  By the time I left him, he wanted you dead just like the rest of us, with the exception of Sacha,” he said dejectedly. 
 
    Anjali nodded.  “I understand how his opinion of me changed over time.  I would expect nothing less after everything you have been through.  I’m not upset with him, or you,” she smiled, trying to figure out where he was going with the conversation. 
 
    Alazar shook his head.  “There is more to it than that.  I told you that no one volunteered to become the Angel of Fear.  The position was skipped over.  When God came back to Fear’s position, He pulled Tristan aside.  No one knew what He was doing until He announced that Tristan would become Fear.  Only later was I pulled aside by God and told what had transpired.  Tristan was reluctant to take the job, understandably.  No one wanted to learn the inner workings of fear and learn how to wield it.  As an incentive, God offered him something He didn’t offer the other Predznak.  He offered him an out.  If Tristan did not feel that he could handle the position, then he could quit.  He could return home and God would forgive him.  He would not be considered a failure and he would be allowed to take on a new position in Heaven.  A new Angel of Fear would be chosen,” Alazar stated. 
 
    Anjali was taken aback.  She had no idea that Tristan could simply quit if things became too difficult. 
 
    “Why wasn’t I told of this?” she yelled. 
 
    Alazar looked down at the scroll in his hand.  “Honestly, I expected Tristan to use his escape clause by now.  I always wondered why he sank into his own personal Hell when he could have gone home at any time.  I didn’t think it would be an issue because Tristan, by all rights, should have quit by now,” he said defensively. 
 
    She paced back and forth pondering this new problem.  “How can I ever trust him now?” 
 
    He nodded.  “This is the problem I have dealt with since our creation.  I know I was a terrible leader, but I did think about what would happen when it came time to end the world.  I envisioned Tristan throwing up his hands in defeat the moment things got hard.  I never expected him to help you end the world.  He was always a coward and cowards don’t stick around to fight,” he sneered. 
 
    She scrubbed her face and tucked her hair behind her ear.  “I need to discuss this with Tristan and maybe Gabriel.  There has to be a way to deal with this,” she mumbled. 
 
    Alazar crossed his arms.  “I’m glad that you haven’t asked Tristan to officially join you because I can’t in good conscience stand beside him and trust that he will do his job.” 
 
    Anjali’s mouth fell open.  “Are you saying that if Tristan pledges to carry out my will and becomes my Predznak officially, you won’t stand with him? 
 
    He squared his shoulders and shook his head.  “I can’t rely on him if he is allowed to quit at any time.” 
 
    The room tilted.  Her Angel of Death had just thrown down an ultimatum.  He refused to work with Tristan if she bound him to her.  That meant she had to choose been Alazar and Tristan. 
 
    She paced back and forth, angry that she had yet another issue to deal with.  She laughed at her father’s words stating that her life would never be easy.  It was the biggest understatement ever. 
 
    She turned her gaze on Alazar as her anger rose.  He was not only challenging her authority, but he was questioning her ability to command her other angels. 
 
    “Do you believe that you can force me to choose between my angels?  What gives you the right to tell me that you will not stand by my side if I bring Fear into the fold?  You pledged your life and your loyalty to me.  Dealing with Tristan’s provision is my burden to bear, not yours.  I will find a way to nullify his clause or force Tristan to leave.  It is not your problem to worry about.  I am the Master here; you are not.  You do not make demands of me.  It is my duty to make sure that my Predznak are ready to follow me when the mortals are beyond redemption.  I expect each of you to carry out your responsibilities and prove your loyalty to me.  If one of you fails, then I must find a way to repair the damage.  You have crossed the line, Alazar.  If this is such a concern for you, then I offer you the same choice.  I will allow you to leave my side and return home to take on a new responsibility.  Tristan will no longer be a concern for you and neither will I,” she said coldly. 
 
    Alazar’s eyes widened and he immediately knelt before her.  “I did not mean to offend you, My Lady.  I am sorry for speaking out of turn.  I should not have questioned Tristan’s commitment to his role as your Bringer of Fear,” he said, his voice cracking. 
 
    Anjali’s power rose to the surface.  “I offered you a choice, Alazar,” she stated bluntly. 
 
    He gulped and hung his head.  “You can’t offer me that.  I’m not allowed to go home.  It is forbidden,” he said as tears fell onto to the floor. 
 
    “I am your master and if I offer you a choice, it is up to me to fulfill my promise.  Are you questioning my ability to return you to Heaven if I so desire?” she asked, her voice filled with power. 
 
    He shook his head.  “No, My Lady.” 
 
    “It is not beyond my notice that you are reluctant to tempt the mortals and carry out your duties.  I am appreciative of your help in fighting the gods in the Throne Room, battling Týr, and aiding Tristan when he was injured, but you have not been yourself.  Your confidence has been altered.  I believe that more damage was done to you by the prisoners in the Realm of Nightmares than you have admitted.  I’m concerned that you are too afraid to tempt the mortals and fulfill your duties.  I am giving you one month to decide your fate.  During that month, I suggest you decide if you are willing and able to be my Angel of Death.  I want you to consider what has happened here and remember your place as my second-in-command.  I value your opinions and your thoughts on all matters, but I will not be forced into a position where my authority is challenged.  If you decide to leave me, I will make sure that Heaven accepts you back.  If you decide to stay with me, I will have decided Tristan’s fate and you will not question the outcome.  Rise,” she commanded. 
 
    Alazar stood up, his shoulders shaking.  He looked at her, while trying to control his tears. 
 
    “Do you want me to leave your side?” he sniffled. 
 
    “No, Alazar, I do not, but I need to know that I can depend on you.  You need to be able to carry out my orders without asserting your own authority.  Once a command is issued, you must find a way to carry it out, even if you have already stated your grievances,” she stated. 
 
    He nodded and bit his lip.  “I will take this time to think about what has happened to me.  I admit that I’m not the same person I was before the attack in Nightmares.  I was afraid to tell you that I didn’t want to tempt.  I know I must decide if I can continue to serve you.  I thank you for your offer to return me home,” he hiccupped.  “I will try to return to your side as the angel I once was, My Lady.”  He lost control of his tears as his body trembled. 
 
    “Go now.  I will seek you out for your decision in one month’s time,” she said pointing to the door. 
 
    Alazar shuffled to the door and opened it.  All of her angels and Nachtghuls were standing in the hallway listening.  They immediately stepped back and watched Alazar walk down the hallway toward the rotunda. 
 
    He looked over his shoulder and stared at her for a moment before walking into the Hall of Mirrors and disappearing.


 
   
 
  

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    The explosion behind her was deafening.  The wind pushed against her, threatening to take her with it, but she held her ground.  Shards of wood filled the air and became deadly projectiles.  She watched a small red dot appear on the white tunic of the angel standing in front of her as a fragment of wood became embedded in his body.  The spot grew until his entire midsection was covered in blood.  His expression turned from irate to confused within seconds.  It felt like time was standing still. 
 
    Looking down at her wrists, she saw a blue glowing light.  It was beautiful and should have inspired her to feel at peace or at least feel tired, but she only felt rage.  She hated the angel standing in front of her.  She wanted to hurt him, but she could not remember why.  She merely felt justified in her actions. 
 
    The angel grabbed his chest and cried out, but the sound was lost in the noise of the trees slamming to the ground all around them.  He staggered back, still looking at his chest.  When he finally met her gaze, she saw the terror in his eyes.  She felt some small sense of satisfaction.  He understood that death was coming for him.  The wood had not only pierced his flesh; it had dug down deep into his chest and into his heart.  Angels could withstand a tremendous amount of damage, but they could not live with a heart that had been impaled, or so she had been told. 
 
    She watched the wind knock him on his back as his strength drained.  His blue flame sword fell from his hand and blew away into the trees.  The flame extinguished itself the moment it left its master’s hand.  She was happy that the instrument of death was far away from her, but she was not pleased that the warrior was still breathing. 
 
    Something shook her from her malice-filled thoughts.  It was a sound that typically calmed her when she was short on patience and control.  Her father was calling to her, but he sounded closer than he should have been.  She pacified her rage when she realized that her father would be mad at her.  He was the only voice of reason when she allowed her power to override her thoughts.  Yes, he would indeed be cross with her.  She needed to stop this course of action. 
 
    The wind died down as quickly as it had started and the trees became silent.  The small clearing looked as if a tornado had touched down and ripped the trees from the ground.  The sky could be seen above her, though the canopy was thick and dark mere feet from her in any direction. 
 
    Yells of disapproval were loud in the small clearing as faces she recognized and despised came into view.  Michael and Tabbris were ordering the other warriors to grab her and hold her tightly.  Instantly, a Celestial Sword was inches from her neck.  She still felt justified in her actions; though it no longer mattered when Gabriel’s face stepped into view.  His stern expression made her stomach drop.  She knew that she had finally disappointed him. 
 
    “What have you done, Anjali?” Gabriel asked, his voice filled with disapproval. 
 
    She did not answer.  She could not.  No answer would satisfy him.  She had learned to keep quiet when he was upset with her. 
 
    “He is dead,” Michael said as his voice broke.  He hovered over the body for a moment longer before he stood and glared at her reproachfully. 
 
    She had killed a Celestial Warrior. 
 
    She jolted herself awake and saw that she had dozed off in her throne.  She was shaking and gasping for air.  The dream was more intense than any she’d had before.  She had no idea if the dream would come true, but she had to make sure that it didn’t. 
 
    Liam’s white fluffy head was in her lap.  He licked her hand and asked why she was upset.  Without replying, she threw herself from her throne and headed toward the Throne Room.  She didn’t know why she needed to see Lucifer, but the dream had shaken her badly enough that she needed to speak to him. 
 
    She paused when she found Lucifer pacing in front of the dais.  He should have been in his room, but it looked like he was too agitated to sleep. 
 
    He smiled when he saw her and held out his hand to her.  “I have a turbulent mind and you are the only one who can ease it,” he replied. 
 
    She ignored Seth, Lucifer’s newest suicide servant, who was staring at her cleavage.  He had yet to learn his place. 
 
    “What’s wrong, My Lord?” she asked politely, annoyed that Lucifer was ignoring her distressed state.  She walked over and took his hand. 
 
    “I need you to do something for me.  I believe that Hades has been colluding with an old ally.  I need you to find this creature and figure out what she knows,” Lucifer said absently as he rubbed the back of her hand. 
 
    She thought it was strange that Lucifer was asking her to spy on an old associate of Hades. 
 
    “Who is the ally?” she asked, uninterested in his answer. 
 
    Lucifer looked like he was too afraid to say the name out loud.  He leaned closer and whispered, “Celaeno, the only surviving harpy.  She and her two sisters were gifts from Zeus when Hades was pretending to be a part of his war against Heaven.  Little did Hades know that they would be more like plagues than gifts.  They were foul creatures who claimed to do his bidding, but ended up creating their own mischief.  They betrayed Heaven and Hell during the war and sided with Zeus.” 
 
    “Why do you think Hades is in communication with a harpy?” she asked incredulously.  It seemed that Lucifer was growing paranoid again.  She needed to forgive him and strip him of his darkness sooner rather than later. 
 
    Lucifer shook his head.  “He always had a soft spot for them.  Trust me, if he is working with Celaeno again, she will end up killing him.  You need to find Celaeno and make sure that she has not been in contact with Hades.  If she has, well, I won’t ask you to kill her personally, but I will send Vaughn to take care of her,” he explained. 
 
    Anjali sighed.  She was surprised that Lucifer seemed concerned for Hades’ welfare, but she wasn’t thoroughly convinced it was the main reason behind this mission. 
 
    “Very well, I will seek her out,” she said, adding it to her to do list. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said.  He exhaled and dropped his shoulders in relief.  He walked up the steps of the dais and sat on his Skull Throne.  “Why are you awake?  I thought you were headed off to bed.” 
 
    She ground her teeth and debated if she should confide in Lucifer when he was unbalanced. 
 
    “I fell asleep in my throne and had a dream or a vision...I’m not sure which, but I saw something that upset me,” she said hesitantly. 
 
    “What did you see?” he asked indifferently. 
 
    “There was an explosion in a forest and a Celestial Warrior died.  The dream seemed so real that it rattled me.  I felt like I was really there.  I could smell the sap from the trees and the blood on the angel’s shirt,” she whispered as she twisted her hands.  She reminded herself that it was just a dream, but she still couldn’t calm down. 
 
    Lucifer quietly descended the dais and put his hand her shoulder.  He seemed to search for the right words.  “How is it that you can remember this?” 
 
    The world tilted and she stopped breathing.  “It was a memory?” she asked despondently. 
 
    Lucifer slowly nodded his head. 
 
    “I killed a Celestial Warrior?” she asked in disbelief. 
 
    “Gabriel argued that you were innocent of the bizarre incident because you were bound in Celestial Bonds at time.  It was impossible for you to kill a Celestial Warrior with your storm because your power would have been negated by the bonds.  The Council did not find you guilty, but they punished you anyway,” Lucifer said gently. 
 
    Panic overwhelmed her and she felt dizzy.  Her legs felt like they were about to give out on her.  Why would she kill a Celestial Warrior?  Why hadn’t she been told? 
 
    “Is that the real reason they sent me off to the Mortal Realm to live as a mortal?” she whispered. 
 
    “Yes,” Lucifer replied simply. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Thank you for reading The Third Throne: Angel of Fear.  Please take a moment to leave a few words on Amazon.com.  Reviews and feedback are important to help an author learn from your reading experience and strive to make improvements. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Coming Soon 
 
    The Third Throne: Angel of Distrust 
 
      
 
    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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