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Chapter 1
 
    
 
   Sumer, Mesopotamia, 2956 BCE
 
   “Again!” Aeries shouted.
 
   “I cannot take any more, Aeries.  I cannot see,” Balthazar pleaded.  He wiped the blood from his eyes and willed his forehead to stop bleeding long enough to see his enraged opponent.  Aeries had struck him hard enough that he nearly lost sight in his right eye.
 
   “Your enemy will not care that you cannot see!  Do you expect them to stand around waiting for your vision to clear?  No!  They will slit your throat!” Aeries bellowed.  “Use your other senses.  Listen to my footfalls.  Reach out to find me, if you must.  Smell the sweat in the air.  Do whatever it takes to determine my location.  If you do not, you will die!”
 
   Balthazar saw a blur of metal through his swollen eyes and felt the breeze from Aeries’ sword across his face.  There would be no additional warning.  The next hit might very well remove his head from his neck if he did not defend himself.
 
   Balthazar pushed himself to his knees and swung wildly, hoping to deter Aeries long enough to get to his feet.  Unfortunately, Aeries had anticipated his move of desperation and knocked him in the back of his skull with a vicious elbow.  Balthazar stumbled forward and fell victim to the nausea rolling through his stomach and head.  He vowed to dull down every blade that Aeries owned before their next lesson.  Aeries would take issue with his weapons being damaged, but Balthazar did not care.
 
   Aeries advanced on a doubled-over Balthazar and kicked him in the backside, sending him into the sand again.
 
   “Pathetic!  How am I supposed to train him?  He allows a simple thing like blindness to defeat him,” Aeries snarled.
 
   Alazar, the Angel of Death, crossed the sandy sparing circle behind their latest dwelling on the edge of the city.  He put his hand on Aeries’ shoulder in an attempt to calm the Angel of Anger.
 
   “I told you to train him how to fight, not leave him for dead,” Alazar sighed.
 
   “He is not working with me.  He refuses to take direction,” Aeries huffed.  He wiped the sweat from his brow and threw his sword into the soft ground.
 
   Alazar rubbed his forehead, seeking the patience to deal with both of the Predznak.
 
   “Aeries, you once trained the Celestial Warriors.  I am sure there was someone more pitiful than Balthazar.  I know he is the former Angel of Meekness, but I know you can do this.  I have seen you turn the weakest angel into a force to be reckoned with.  I know you will succeed, but you need more patience.  This is not how you used to train the warriors back in Heaven.  You would never have kicked a student while they were down,” Alazar tsked at Aeries, hoping to deflate his infamous rage.
 
   Aeries sighed and rolled his shoulders.  “That was before, Alazar.  I am not that angel anymore, just as you are no longer the Angel of Determination.  I will succeed, but Balthazar needs to find the will to fight.  I cannot ignite the fire inside of him.  He needs to do that himself.  I can teach him the moves and give him the skills to succeed, but without the fire in his belly urging him to win, he will never be a warrior.”
 
   Alazar nodded his head in agreement understanding the problem.
 
   He walked over to Balthazar, who was leaning against a hollowed-out stump.  He wiped the blood from Balthazar’s eyes with his sheepskin shawl.  Balthazar’s long curly brown hair was matted with blood.  Dirt clung to his sweat-covered cheeks and chin.
 
   “Balthazar, I did not choose you to become the Angel of Vengeance, you volunteered.  I have no idea what made you choose to become a Predznak for the Bringer of the Apocalypse, but it is your responsibility to do your job and stay alive.  I will not always be there to protect you.  Our Master will need us to be strong so that we may carry out her commands and end the world when she decrees that it is time.  How are you going to accomplish your task while sitting in the dirt nursing your wounds?”
 
   “What does it matter?  Our Master is not here.  How do you know what she will require of us if you have never met her?” Balthazar looked away, disgusted that he would one day have to bow to a Master.  “Father did not tell us to bear arms when he asked for volunteers.  He asked for angels who would tempt the mortals.  As the Angel of Vengeance, I understand the sin that I embody.  I understand revenge and retribution.  I know how to tempt the mortals to commit these sins.  Vengeance is not about drawing a sword and killing.  It is about seeking false justice to right a wrong, regardless if it is an imagined slight, or an actual crime.  What does that have to do with fighting?” Balthazar asked for the thousandth time.  He hated having this argument, but he did not want to bleed anymore at Aeries’ hands.
 
   Alazar grabbed Balthazar’s chin and forced him to look at him.  “When our Master arrives, do you want her to find a group of doleful angels who have sat on their backsides for centuries whining that they did not know what to do without her guidance?  We were created to tempt the mortals to choose a path, Heaven or Hell, good or evil, but there is more to it.  Not everyone agrees with what we are doing.  Not everyone believes the world should be destroyed during an Apocalypse.  There was dissent during the Premena Ceremony.  Many angels were afraid to volunteer, but others refused because they opposed the creation of the Bringer of the Apocalypse.  She will have many enemies, Balthazar.  If one of those enemies tries to stop her when she decides it is time to start an Apocalypse, we will need to defend her and kill anyone standing against her,” Alazar explained.  “You all elected me as your leader, so it falls on me to prepare the nine of you for what the future may bring.  Now, since I am no longer Determination, I cannot give you some inspirational speech about how you should never give up.  All I can say is, do not die on my watch.  Be an asset, not a liability.  I do not want my first conversation with our Master to be about why she needs to find a new Angel of Vengeance.”  He feared what would happen if the Predznak were not ready to stand beside their Master.  She could very well dispose of them and choose new angels, angels who could protect her.  
 
   Balthazar wiped his nose.  He understood Alazar’s concern about being a liability, but he did not see how having his backside handed to him every day was going to keep that from happening.  He would never be good enough to defeat Aeries and prove himself worthy in Alazar’s eyes.  If their Master’s enemies attacked, he could tempt them to seek vengeance on a different target.  No bloodshed would be required.  The Angel of Death did not comprehend any alternatives to killing in order to win.  He had a narrow view of defeating an enemy and it always ended with them splattered across the landscape.  There were other ways to best an enemy, if only Alazar could understand that.  Besides, Alazar did not force the other Predznak to take up arms.  Why should he be the only one to suffer?  Haydn, the Angel of Distrust, had chosen to become skilled with knives, but no one broke his bones when he faltered during his practice sessions.
 
   “Why don’t you make Tristan or Zacharael learn to fight?  Neither of them knows how to use a sword.  Why am I being singled out?” Balthazar asked, frustrated that he would become blind before Alazar accepted his shortcomings.
 
   Alazar sighed.  “Balthazar, do you remember what you were like in Heaven?  I do.  You cried when it rained in the Mortal Realm because you feared that it would crush the flowers.  When the clouds hid the sunshine from the trees, you cried because the trees would not receive enough light to grow.  You groveled at everyone’s feet, including mine, when you accidentally walked in front of us.  You agreed with everyone around you, never having an opinion of your own.  Heaven forbid we were mad at you; you would hide in your room for a week afraid of offending us.  Everything was ‘yes, sir,’ and ‘no, sir,’ and ‘I’m sorry, sir’.  I will never understand why Father allowed you to volunteer to become Vengeance.  I wanted to argue with Father, but Gabriel stopped me.  He told me that it was Father’s decision and that I was not allowed to question it.  I wish to Heaven above that I had questioned Him.  Instead, I am forced to toughen you up.  What would the mortals think of the Angel of Vengeance if he cried for the flowers?
 
   “As far as Tristan and Zacharael are concerned, their power is enough to protect them.  Tristan can use his power to fill an enemy with fear and reduce them to a sniveling child.  Zacharael can convince the mortals that they do not want to see him hurt.  If all else fails, Zacharael can divert a mortal’s attention with his handsome face.  You, on the other hand, tempt mortals to lash out at one another.  One day, one of your temptees will turn on you and blame you for tempting them.  They will want revenge on you when they come to their senses and see the damage they have inflicted under your temptation.  The same thing has happened to Aeries and Haydn.  I personally had a woman attempt to slit my throat in my sleep after she killed her cheating husband and the village called for her demise.  What will you do if a temptee turns against you, cry, and beg for mercy?”
 
   Balthazar remembered how shy and timid he had been in Heaven, but he felt different since becoming Vengeance.  He no longer cried when it rained or when someone was mad at him.  Hell, he had not cried after losing his fight with Aeries.  He had learned to quell his tears shortly after leaving Heaven.  Though Alazar considered him weak, it did not mean that he was completely helpless.  He could make each of the Predznak so consumed with vengeance that they would forget their mission and spend the entire day plotting and scheming against each other, if he wanted to.  He did not need a sword to accomplish that.  No, he needed to figure out how to make Alazar understand that his fighting lessons were pointless.  Alazar was right about one thing though; a Predznak should not shed tears for anyone or anything.
 
   Balthazar hung his head and cursed this existence.  Why had he decided to leave Heaven?  Why had he believed that he could become a Predznak?  Alazar and Aeries would never accept him as an equal.
 
   Solren, Tristan, Haydn, Rayan, and Elrick came around the corner of their hut and shook their heads when they saw Balthazar bleeding on the ground.
 
   Rayan’s shoulders slumped.  “I hate watching Aeries harm Balthazar.  I spend more time sewing Balthazar up only to repair new holes the following day.  Do you think we can sneak away before Alazar sees us?” the Angel of Agony whispered to Solren, the Angel of Illness.
 
   “Good, you are back.  What is the situation with the locals?” Alazar asked, turning his attention to the other Predznak.
 
   Tristan, Rayan, and Solren groaned when Alazar spotted them.  They sat down along the mud wall waiting for their next assignment while Elrick, the Angel of Hunger, stepped forward.  
 
   “I have good news, Alazar.  I have tempted Nuesh, the leader from the north, but he resisted my temptation.  I was surprised because he seemed eager to conquer the neighboring tribes.  I thought he wanted to build up his empire to secure his safety and obtain more resources, but he refused me.  It is a good sign.  He is the second leader to back down from my temptation.  With him and Kizurra refusing to engage each other in battle, there will be less bloodshed.  I am optimistic for continued peace.  We may be able to move on from this territory soon,” Elrick said brightly.
 
   Alazar crossed his arms and thought about Elrick’s report.  With the tribes willing to live in harmony together, there would be little reason to tempt the mortals under their rule.  The leaders of the tribes should be able to keep their subjects in line and prevent them from starting a war.  With peace and prosperity on the horizon, there would be less chance for the mortals to be indifferent toward Heaven, or angry enough to choose evil.  The Predznak could move on to a more hospitable location, far away from the coarse sand and beastly temperatures.  It was rumored that Sumer was nearly as hot as Hell, which he hoped never to confirm in person.  Hell was the last place he wanted to visit, though Sumer would be last on his list of locations for tempting the mortals.
 
   Balthazar pushed himself to his feet, thankful for the break in his training.  He hoped to slip away and lie down on his mat to rest, until he saw Sacha, the Angel of Deception, appear in the distance approaching from the direction of the closest tribe.  He knew Sacha would do something to anger Alazar.  Alazar would in turn take his frustration out on him and order Aeries to pound him into the dirt again.
 
   Balthazar watched Sacha stride up to Alazar and braced himself for the inevitable exchange of words that would cause Alazar and Sacha to choke each other.  It did not bode well that Sacha looked smug, almost gleeful, which meant that he had stirred up some kind of trouble.
 
   Alazar turned to Sacha and glared at the angel.  “Do I want to know why you look so happy?”
 
   Sacha walked past him, bumping his shoulder into Alazar’s, and kept walking until he rested against the wall of the hut next to Solren.  “I just saved us a lot of time and effort,” he said smoothly.  “You should be thanking me, Alazar.”
 
   Alazar let out a long breath and tried to remain calm.  “What did you do?  What lies have you told now?  I’m sure whatever it is will result in some kind of chaos.”
 
   Balthazar watched Sacha shrug, but became worried when Zacharael slowly approached from the same direction Sacha had come from.  Zacharael did not typically get along with Sacha, so he wondered what they had been doing together.
 
   Alazar grabbed Zacharael by the shawl when he entered the practice circle.  “Where were you?”
 
   Zacharael hesitated, but didn’t answer.  Instead, he glared at Sacha.
 
   Balthazar took another step back and crouched down to pick up his borrowed sword.  It looked like he would undoubtedly go another round with Aeries, or maybe even Alazar himself.
 
   Sacha pretended to brush sand off his arms.  “While the Nuesh and Kizurra did not hunger to fight each other to secure their homes, they did desire to bring glory to their people by defeating the barbarians residing so close to their borders.  Enkara’s tribe is more than willing to meet them on the battlefields to secure the safety of their people.  Zacharael’s temptation was stronger than Elrick’s and now war is imminent.  All I had to do was spread enough rumors to cause dissension among the masses until they could practically taste the blood of their new enemies on their tongues.”
 
   Balthazar shivered as the temperature surrounding them dropped at least 40 degrees as Alazar’s power slipped past his defenses.  The cold feeling of death was upon them, and Sacha was its next victim.
 
   “You did what?  What were you thinking?  You know that a battlefield is the perfect environment for sin to take hold of a mortal.  Even if we stand back and avoid tempting the mortals, they will rip each other apart.  We were not sent to the Mortal Realm to create wars.  Wars can easily spread and consume the world.  If you aren’t careful, you will start an Apocalypse all on your own, Sacha.  Heaven help you if that happens.  Our Master will have no mercy on you,” Alazar huffed.  He tried to keep his power in check, but he wanted to murder Sacha on the spot.  This was not the first time Sacha had ignored his orders and created a dangerous situation.
 
   “Well, someone had to do something.  Tempting one mortal at a time is useless and time consuming.  Wars tempt mortals to become sinners faster than the ten of us can.  Once enough mortals have chosen their path, we can finally move on to somewhere less humid,” Sacha smiled, not understanding why Alazar was so angry.
 
   Alazar stared at Sacha, searching for the patience to spare his life.  “We were ready to move on, but now we have to stay longer.  You never think anything through.  Nothing good ever comes from your schemes.  I would punish you, but there is little point in doing so.  Maybe you should take Balthazar’s place in the ring with Aeries.  Maybe he can beat some sense into you,” Alazar chuckled darkly.
 
   Sacha laughed heartily, pretending that he was unconcerned about Alazar’s threat, which was not the case.  He stood up and dusted himself off in the event that he was forced to fight Aeries.  “I would fare better than the whelp against Aeries.  We all know Balthazar is too weak to fight the Angel of Anger.  That is why I convinced Zacharael to accompany me.  I would have asked Balthazar to tempt the Northern and Western tribes to seek vengeance since there is enough bad blood between them, but Balthazar is too weak to get the job done.  He might have started a few petty brawls between the tribe members, but he could never tempt them to start an all-out war.  Zacharael was reluctant to help at first, but I persuaded him.  Regardless, Balthazar was too timid to carry out the task.”  He tipped his head to Balthazar and winked.
 
   Balthazar was numb.  Even Sacha believed that he was worthless.  Did none of the Predznak respect him and his abilities?  What more did they want from him?
 
   Alazar waved away Sacha’s snide remarks.  “Forget about Balthazar’s inadequacies.  He is not the reason that we are dealing with no less than nine tribes who want to slit each other’s throats.  The deaths of hundreds, maybe thousands are now on your head.  I hope you can live with that,” he snarled.
 
   “I do not have any trouble sleeping at night.  Besides, I place the blame on our absent Master.  She is not here to tell us when to start an Apocalypse, so I must decide how to occupy my days and find ways to keep the boredom at bay.  That is why you kick the whelp and try to turn him into a self-respecting angel.  You have nothing better to do,” Sacha smiled, knowing that he was getting under Balthazar’s skin.  He liked to watch Balthazar squirm, unable to form a worthy retort.
 
   Anger and resentment swirled inside of Balthazar when he listened to Sacha’s insults.  Something inside snapped and Balthazar embraced the dark feelings that fueled his power.  It seemed that he needed to prove to all the Predznak that the Angel of Vengeance should not be underestimated.  He allowed his power to rise and tightly gripped the sword in his hand.  He imagined slicing through Sacha’s skin just as Sacha’s words had sliced through his skin.  He imagined humiliating him in front of the others by making him cry and bleed on the ground.  For every insult that Sacha had thrown at him over the years, he would take a piece of his flesh as a trophy.
 
   Alazar closed in on Sacha, eager to wipe the look of satisfaction off his face with his fist, but he never had the chance.  He was thrown aside by Balthazar, who hurled himself head first into Sacha’s gut. 
 
   Sacha did not have time to brace for the attack.  His breath rushed from his lungs when Balthazar’s shoulder hit him.  
 
   Balthazar’s sword fell from his hand as they tumbled to the ground.  He quickly climbed on top of Sacha and focused on throwing fist after fist at Sacha’s body.  He wanted to feel Sacha’s bones breaking beneath his fists.  He wanted Sacha to feel the pain of his insults and know how much his words had hurt him over the years.
 
   Alazar was stunned.  He had never seen Balthazar lose control.  It took a moment longer than it should have for him to react.  Alazar ran forward to grab Balthazar’s arm, but was met with a blood-covered fist to the face.  Pain radiated through his head from his broken nose.  He had no idea that Balthazar could hit so hard.
 
   Rayan, Haydn, and Tristan were quickly tossed aside by a crazed Balthazar and finally stepped away to allow Aeries to handle their unhinged brother.
 
   Aeries motioned for everyone to back up even further to give him room to work.  Though he was calm for the moment, if Balthazar managed to land a solid hit, Aeries’ anger would likely take over, putting all the Predznak in danger.
 
   Balthazar pounded Sacha with his full strength.  He hated Sacha, hated Alazar, hated Aeries, and he hated himself.  He had allowed his brothers to dominate him and take advantage of him.  He should not be forced to take a beating because Alazar commanded it.  If their Master was there, he doubted that she would allow him to be harmed.  Of course, she might agree with Alazar and order Aeries to train him even harder.  The thought caused him to roar incoherently and he grabbed his sword, ready to show the Predznak how deadly he was.
 
   Aeries saw Balthazar raise his sword over a nearly unconscious Sacha, preparing to drive it through his chest.  Aeries could not allow Balthazar to draw a weapon on an unarmed angel, even if it was Sacha.  He unsheathed his sword from his back and blocked Balthazar’s sword as it sliced through the air.  Aeries was relieved when he felt metal against metal, but nearly stepped back when we saw Balthazar’s gaze turn to him.  Balthazar’s eyes were filled with rage and no longer brown.  They were nearly black.  His need for vengeance was overriding his thoughts.  Aeries finally understood what the Predznak saw when they looked into his eyes while under the influence of anger.  It was a truly terrifying sight to see no glimmer of rational thought in his brother’s eyes.
 
   Aeries backed up and raised his sword as Balthazar abandoned Sacha, who was moaning and spitting up blood.  He was grateful to have drawn Balthazar’s attention away from Sacha, but he knew that this battle would be unlike any other before.
 
   Balthazar shifted his foot and steadied his body.  Aeries watched Balthazar’s mood shift from frenzied to calculating.  He had no idea what was going on inside Balthazar’s mind, but no good would come from it.
 
   “You think that I have learned nothing from your teachings, Aeries.  You think that I have taken your beatings because I was too weak to defend them.  How wrong you were.  I never wanted to fight, but it does not mean that I have been asleep during our lessons.  Now, I shall show you what true vengeance is,” Balthazar whispered in a cold, detached voice.
 
   Aeries held his sword firmly and focused his mind, but he had no way to prepare for the series of events that befell him.  He waited for Balthazar to attack, but Balthazar merely watched him.  Aeries tested the right side of Balthazar’s defenses, but Balthazar countered and moved his body.  Aeries tried the left side, but the result was the same.  He saw that Balthazar was refusing to back down, so he attacked first.  He swung at Balthazar’s shoulder, but found Balthazar’s sword instead.  He had no idea that Balthazar could move so fast.  He tried to spin and attack the left side, but Balthazar’s sword was already blocking him.  Confused, he stepped back and rethought his options.  Deciding to scare him, Aeries yelled and came at Balthazar full force with his sword pointed at his head.  Balthazar countered the move and spun to the left.  He slashed Aeries’ back and kicked out his knee.
 
   Aeries couldn’t believe that his student had actually learned something.  He rolled to his feet and couched down preparing to attack, but Balthazar quickly rushed him, roaring in anger.  Balthazar’s sword tore through the air and hit his arm, his side, and his leg before Aeries could move his sword.
 
   “That is three,” Balthazar hissed.
 
   Aeries stumbled back from the strikes, too confused to retaliate.  He had no idea what Balthazar was saying, but he needed to figure out a defensive strategy before his anger overrode his thoughts and he killed Balthazar without remorse.
 
   Balthazar spun to the side and found an opening on Aeries’ right hip.  He was too fast for Aeries to defend the blow and again, his sword found flesh.  Balthazar dodged behind him and knocked him in the back of his head with his elbow, as Aeries had done to Balthazar earlier.
 
   Anger erupted inside of Aeries when he realized what Balthazar was doing.  Yelling a guttural swear, he swung wildly at Balthazar, allowing his rage to strengthen his blows.  He was stunned when he met metal everywhere he moved.  Pain rippled across his body as Balthazar’s sword struck multiple places before he could understand which direction the sword was coming from.
 
   “Fight me all you want, Aeries, but you shall not hit me.  Aside from making you bleed, the best revenge is to render you impotent and unable to strike me.  Your sword shall not find its mark, I assure you,” Balthazar said with a wicked smile.  His power was flowing through his body, making him faster and able to predict Aeries moves in an effort to stalemate him.  It would drive Aeries mad.  Balthazar quickly slashed at Aeries and laughed sinisterly.  “That is two more.”
 
   Aeries faltered when he heard Balthazar’s claim.  He was chilled inside knowing that Balthazar was right.  If Vengeance used his power against him, Aeries would never be able to hit him.  It would be the perfect revenge after everything he had done to Balthazar.
 
   Taking a knee, Aeries felt the blood running down his exhausted body as his anger ebbed.  As frustrated as he was, he needed to clear his mind before Balthazar bled him dry and claimed victory.  He looked to Alazar for advice.  As much as he wanted to put Balthazar back on the ground, he could not do it.  Deep down, he knew he deserved this beating.  He had pushed Vengeance too far and now it was coming back to bite him.
 
   Alazar saw his worst nightmare play out before him.  Two of his angels were about to murder each other.  He had no idea how to stop them since his own power would finish the fight, permanently.  He did not need his power slipping out and influencing them to kill each other.
 
   Alazar’s breath caught in his throat.  Balthazar was seeking revenge for every cut, kick, and punch Aeries had ever given him.  He knew Aeries was in trouble.  He would be dead before Balthazar could finish returning every hit.  Suddenly the attack on Sacha made more sense.  Sacha was constantly belittling Balthazar, which they all had done, but Sacha had been the most brutal about it.
 
   Aeries slowly got to his feet as Balthazar circled him.  He looked to Alazar, who was visibly worried, but was expecting him to contain their brother.
 
   Aeries knew that if Balthazar marked him as an enemy, there would never be peace between them until Balthazar felt they were even.  “Balthazar, I am not your enemy.  I trained you in an effort to help you, not harm you.  Perhaps I was too harsh, but you needed to be broken down before you could be made into a true warrior,” Aeries said, hoping to explain his actions.
 
   Balthazar lowered his sword and stood up tall.  His dark eyes regarded Aeries shrewdly, but he appeared calmer.  “I am not a warrior.  I will never be.  That is not what I volunteered to become.  If I wanted to fight, I would have volunteered to become a Celestial Warrior.  Instead, I volunteered to become the Angel of Vengeance.  Now vengeance is what I seek,” Balthazar stated bitterly.
 
   Without blinking, Balthazar lifted his sword and attacked Aeries without mercy.  Blood covered the ground as he sliced Aeries’ arms, hands, legs, stomach, and ultimately his chin.  Aeries managed to block and dodge a few hits, but every time he tried to strike Balthazar, he was met with air.
 
   Balthazar finally broke off his attack when Haydn threw two of his knives into Balthazar’s thigh to distract him.  Haydn braced for Balthazar’s retaliation, but it did not come.  Instead, Balthazar fell to his knees and panted, trying to breathe through the pain.
 
   Aeries sighed in relief as his legs gave out.  He landed on his backside in the sand.  For the first time, he felt sorry for how he had treated Balthazar.  Looking into his pain-filled eyes, he regretted being so hard on him.
 
   Balthazar wiped his hair and sweat from his brow.  He gulped down air and tried to stop the burning in his lungs.
 
   Alazar slowly approached Balthazar with his hands held out in front of him, hoping to keep Balthazar from lashing out at him.  “The fight is over, Balthazar.  You have proven that you are strong enough to defeat Aeries.  We should have not have pushed you so hard.”
 
   Balthazar shook his head slowly.  “So you both admit that you have wronged me?”
 
   Alazar nodded his head, but stopped and stared at Balthazar.  “Oh no,” Alazar muttered.  He had just admitted that he and Aeries had unfairly harmed Vengeance.
 
   Balthazar launched himself at Alazar.  He grabbed Alazar’s neck and throttled him.
 
   Elrik, Rayan, Solren, Tristan, and Haydn descended upon Balthazar and dragged him away kicking and snarling from Alazar.  Zacharael ran into their hut and came back with sturdy rope.  Together, they managed to bind Balthazar’s hands and tie him to a withered tree.
 
   Balthazar swore at them, but did not put up much resistance once he was bound.
 
   Alazar sputtered and gasped, trying to breathe.  He truly believed that Balthazar would have caused him serious harm.  He rubbed his neck and looked over at Sacha, who was trying to sit up with Rayan’s assistance.  Sacha’s blonde hair was tinted red from the blood running down his forehead and his face was a mass of bruises.  Aeries was leaking blood from every place on his body.  He had never seen such damage done to Aeries.  Aeries would undoubtedly be angry, once he could walk.  As the former leader of the Celestial Warriors and Michael’s General, Aeries did not accept defeat easily.  He would have to keep Aeries and Balthazar separated, which might be easier with the impending war.  He could send them in separate directions for a while.  Sacha would find a way to get even with Balthazar, but he would do it quietly and from a distance.  Deception did not need to be close to his enemy to seek retribution, though Alazar had a feeling that Balthazar would only draw more blood if Sacha succeeded.
 
   Alazar shuffled over to Balthazar and was surprised to see no emotion on his face.  “You made your point.  You can handle yourself in battle.”
 
   The corner of Balthazar’s mouth rose slightly.  “Is this what you want from me?  You want me to make my enemies and my temptees bleed.  You want me to be more like you and Aeries.  Correct?” Balthazar asked, trying to keep the pain out of his voice.
 
   “Yes, I do,” Alazar stated.  He saw the drastic changes in Balthazar, and hoped that the quiet, respectful side of him was gone forever.
 
   Alazar left Balthazar tied to the tree while he figured out what to do next.  The tribe leaders would be sharpening their weapons and preparing for battle.  He needed the Predznak to work together, not plotting to kill each other.  If only their Master, Anjali, were there.  She would know how to fix things.
 
   Haydn stood guard over Balthazar as Solren, Elrick, and Tristan tended to Alazar, Sacha, and Aeries.
 
   Rayan stood over Balthazar and inspected the long cut that extended from the right side of his forehead to his cheek that had been inflicted during their initial training session.  The damage was severe and would scar since Aeries’ power had risen during their fight.  Luckily, the knife wounds in Balthazar’s thigh would heal cleanly since Haydn’s power had not risen.  As far as he was concerned, he was proud of Balthazar for standing up for himself and felt that Aeries had deserved his punishment.
 
   Balthazar pulled away from Rayan’s hands.  “Does it look as bad as it feels?”  He hated the thought of having another scar because of Aeries.
 
   “I am afraid so.  I will do what I can to take away the pain, but you are going to have to look at that scar for a long time to come,” Rayan said grimly.  “It may put a smile on your face to know that you left scars on Aeries as well.”
 
   Balthazar accepted that he had scarred Aeries, but had trouble feeling happy about it.
 
   He winced when he felt the thread sliding through his skin.  He distracted himself by looking at Haydn.  “I guess you no longer trust me, Haydn.”
 
   “No, I do not, though I did not trust you before this for different reasons.  I admit I am glad that you finally defeated Aeries, and I am happy that Sacha had his nose broken, but things have changed.  You allowed your power to control you.  I can no longer trust that you will not seek revenge against me for something I did.  Whatever friendship we once had is over.  You should have pleaded your case to Alazar, but instead, you employed the power of your temptation to make your point.  It is a sad day when one of us falls victim to our own temptation,” Haydn sighed.
 
   Balthazar snickered.  “You are joking, right?  Aeries allows his anger to control him daily.  Tristan’s fear has rendered him incapable of movement.  I can hardly remember a day when you truly trusted anyone.  How is this any different?  I lose myself one time and somehow it is a sad day.  How is this possible?”
 
   Haydn crouched down in front of Balthazar as Rayan stepped away for fresh water.  “It is a sad day because you were stronger than all of us.  Alazar and Aeries never understood the truth.  You tempted the morals with vengeance, yet you never once sought revenge against anyone.  You were better than your temptation, until today,” he replied with sadness in his voice.
 
   Balthazar hung his head, but he refused to regret his actions.  He had proven to them that he was no longer the Angel of Meekness.  He was the Angel of Vengeance, and now he understood his true path.  Once he got even with Aeries for all his injuries, he would turn his attention to Alazar.  He vowed to become stronger than both of them.  He would never again be the weakest link.
 
   ∞
 
   Balthazar woke up from the recurring nightmare of his fight with Aeries almost 1700 years ago when boiling water was thrown on him.  His hands were quickly bound together before he could make sense of what was happening.  A punch to the gut and chin reminded him where he was...Hell.  He saw the deplorable blue glow of the Celestial Bonds around his wrists and felt the familiar weakness that infiltrated his body as his power drained away.  He was now as helpless as a mortal and would regret falling asleep without first barricading his bedroom door.  He had even fallen asleep without his favorite daggers in his hands.  Mistakes he would not make again.
 
   He was pushed face first into the floor below his bed.  A knee landed on his spine, rattling his bones.  Thankfully, the Predznak would never subject him to such a dishonest trick, which meant that Lucifer was angry with him for something.
 
   He cursed his absent Master for the millionth time.  He hated her for refusing to abide by the Council’s ruling and appear in Hell to take her place next to Lucifer in the third throne.  Forced to await her arrival, the Predznak were subjected to Lucifer’s harsh rulings and insane punishments.
 
   Azazel, Lucifer’s Lead Punisher, kicked him in the ribs just before he pulled him to his feet.
 
   “Lord Lucifer and Lord Hades wish to speak with you, Balthazar,” Azazel smiled pleasantly.  He was enjoying his task greatly.
 
   Balthazar was about to head-butt Azazel into oblivion when motion further into his room stopped him.  Lucifer’s servant Aganon was tearing his room apart searching for something.  He had no idea what the servant was looking for since he was not a thief, unless someone had stolen from him first and deserved to lose their possessions.  He had not stolen anything from Lucifer or Hades, so he wondered why he was being targeted.
 
   “I found it,” Aganon shouted as he pulled something out of Balthazar’s wooden weapons chest under the window that overlooked the Realm of Frost, a place he was surely about to visit since Aganon had somehow located Lucifer’s favorite sword among his possessions.
 
   “I will state very clearly that I did not take that sword, yet I do not think you care,” Balthazar said to Azazel, who shook his head slowly in response.
 
   Balthazar was ripped from his room and dragged out of the Annex into the rotunda towards Lucifer’s Throne Room, which was slightly better than being dragged downstairs to the Hall of Torment or Hall of Mercy.  It meant that Lucifer did not want to interrogate or beat him.  He wanted to humiliate him.
 
   He was violently thrown on the black marble floor in front of the three thrones sitting upon the multi-tiered dais.  Feeling the heat from the enormous fireplace behind the dais, he closed his eyes and tried to think of a way out of this dilemma.  Lucifer was sitting on his Skull Throne looking smug.  Hades was on his throne to Lucifer’s right and Serena, unfortunately, was sitting on her throne to Lucifer’s left.  It did not bode well that Lucifer’s new third in command was there to watch the show.
 
   From the corner of his eye, he saw a shadow standing off to the left side of the impressive dais.  The fire was casting an ominous glow over the angel.  It did not surprise him to see Sacha’s stone-faced expression staring back at him.  At least he knew how the sword had ended up in his room and why Lucifer was accusing him of stealing it.  Sacha had set him up.
 
   Lucifer chuckled from the dais.  “When I last punished you, you said that I would regret my actions.  You said that you would never come quietly and that you would kill anyone who dared to take you into custody.  It seems that your threats were meaningless.  Here you are in chains, and bowing before me.  The impossible can happen,” Lucifer laughed.
 
   “If my Master was present, she would kill you for harming me,” Balthazar sneered.
 
   Balthazar had no interest in his Master arriving to claim him since he had no need of her, unlike his brothers, but he liked to remind Lucifer of her supposed wrath.  If the Bringer of the Apocalypse could create a storm large enough to engulf the world and tear it to pieces, she was certainly strong enough to break every one of Lucifer’s bones, if she desired.  His only wish was for her to finally arrive and kill Lucifer for his mistreatment of the Predznak.  After seeing Lucifer’s ashes blow away in the wind, he would walk away from his Master and never look back.
 
   Lucifer flinched, though it was hardly perceptible to the untrained eye.  Balthazar enjoyed knowing that Lucifer feared his Master.
 
   “You have been waiting in Hell for your Master to arrive for almost 250 years, Balthazar.  I believe that she has forsaken her Predznak, which leaves you in a bad position.  I have it on good authority that you stole my favorite sword, the one currently in Aganon’s hands.  I am not surprised.  You love adding to your famous collection of weapons hidden away in your personal armory in your room.  I am sure that you remember my rule about keeping weapons within my domain.  I was very clear about it.  I, Lord Hades, Lady Serena, the Overseers in the Realms, and the guards posted throughout my domain are the only ones allowed to possess weapons.  Apparently, it was not enough to ignore my rule by stockpiling weapons in your room, but you had to blatantly spit in my face by stealing my sword and adding it to your collection.  How dare you?” Lucifer sneered.
 
   Balthazar sighed, knowing that any protest would fall upon deaf ears.  “I did not steal your sword, my lord.  As for the stockpile of weapons in my room, they usually keep me safe from dangerous situations, like my current predicament.  I assure you, I will continue to ignore your rule and take pleasure in showing you my collection, personally,” Balthazar threatened.
 
   He had learned a hard lesson living in Hell.  If he did not cripple his opponent first, he would be captured and brought before Lucifer.  He did not care if he had to use his power to win the fight, just as he had done with Aeries.  He refused to end up in chains, subjected to Lucifer’s cruelty.
 
   “For the quietest Predznak, you certainly are chatty today.  Perhaps it is because I bested you the last time you stood before me.  I always thought that you were dull of mind and decided not to alert the world to that fact by remaining quiet.  Now I see that you are smart enough to understand the threat I pose,” Lucifer chuckled darkly.  “Azazel, remove the weapons from his room and dispose of them.  The Predznak need to understand that I am in charge and my word is law.”
 
   Balthazar’s fury helped him to ignore the pain in his ribs and spine in his weakened state.  He glared at Lucifer defiantly.
 
   Serena giggled manically.  “My lord, I think he wishes to defy you further.  Please allow me to show him what happens to bad little angels.  He will think twice about ignoring your rules again,” she said as a twisted smile appeared on her beautiful face.
 
   Balthazar ignored Serena.  Even she was not stupid enough to challenge him.  He had stated very clearly what would happen if she dared to touch him.  Thankfully, she had believed him and left him alone.  Unfortunately, she had taken her wrath out on the other Predznak.
 
   Lucifer waved away Serena’s request.  “No, my dear, I believe I need to handle this myself,” he said, rising from this throne.
 
   Balthazar looked to Hades, though he didn’t expect any help from him.  If given a choice, he would kill Hades first and make Lucifer watch.  There was no ally to be found in Hades.
 
   Balthazar braced himself for an attack, though he knew he could not win with the bonds on him.  He wanted to curse Sacha and then beg him for help, but Deception would not deviate from his plan.
 
   Lucifer stepped directly in front of Balthazar and stared into his eyes.  “If you think to seek retribution for what I am about to do, think twice.  You may be skilled with a blade and less affected by your temptation than your brothers, but those skills will not help you.  I will not seek you out for further punishment; instead, I will torture your brothers.  I know you are loyal to them and will want to keep them safe.  Without your Master here, I am left to deal with your disgraceful brothers.  Any one of you could challenge me for command of Hell.  I have to keep that from happening,” Lucifer spoke harshly, spraying spit in Balthazar’s face.
 
   Balthazar’s rage faltered and he nearly laughed.  “We have no interest in ruling Hell.  Burning it to the ground, yes, but not ruling it.  You are as paranoid as ever,” Balthazar snorted.
 
   A fist to the gut helped his rage return, but he held back from returning the blow.  He knew Lucifer was trying to make an example out of him for the others.  Lucifer was right about being loyal to his brothers.  He did not want any harm to come to them, so he decided to take the beating, though he would get even with Lucifer, in time.
 
   Lucifer threw his fist into Balthazar’s jaw, sending him backwards, but not to the ground.  A jarring blow to the head landed him on his back.
 
   Lucifer watched Balthazar rolling on the ground in obvious pain, but the angel did not cry or beg for mercy.  This left him unsatisfied.  He wanted tears.  He wanted to hear Balthazar’s pathetic pleas as he swore to behave himself.  Unleashing the darkness inside of him, he pummeled Balthazar until he had to stop to take a breath.
 
   Balthazar bit his tongue and refused to cry out in pain.  He would not give Lucifer the satisfaction.  Truth be told, Aeries’ beatings were far worse, though he would never admit it to either of them.
 
   Angry that Balthazar remained silent, he sought another way to hurt him.  He leaned down next to the bleeding angel and smiled cruelly at him.  “You are disposable, Balthazar.  All the Predznak are.  You can easily be replaced, just like the Fallen within my domain.  Ask me how many Fallen reside in Hell and I cannot tell you the answer because I do not know.  They are killed for one reason or another and are replaced.  The same is true of you.  If I killed you right now, they would find another to become the Angel of Vengeance.  That is why your Master has not come for you.  You are not important enough to matter to her.  She must know by now how pathetic you are.  You have fallen victim to your own temptation.  Even now, you are trying to find a way to seek retribution against me.  Why would she want someone as pitiful as you?  She will leave you here to rot because there is nothing special about you.  The fact of the matter is even I do not want you.  You are of no use to me,” Lucifer lied.  He very much wanted control of the Predznak so that he could destroy the Mortal Realm and finally return to Heaven to be with Father.  Nothing else mattered to him.  The sooner he broke the will of the Predznak, the sooner he could go home and forget about Hell.
 
   Balthazar shook with rage.  He wanted nothing more than to drive a sword through Lucifer, but he was not in a position to do so.
 
   Lucifer wiped his bloody knuckles on Balthazar’s green tunic and stood up.  “That is what I thought.  You cannot find the will to stand up for yourself.  How tragic,” Lucifer sighed.
 
   He stepped onto the dais and prepared to take his seat.
 
   Balthazar’s mind splintered.  “I am not pathetic!” he roared, spraying blood from his mouth.  Though he could barely move, he forced himself off the floor and lumbered toward Lucifer.
 
   Lucifer was prepared for the act of defiance, hoping for the chance to finish Balthazar off.  He leaped off the dais, grabbed the sword from Aganon’s hands, and spun to face Balthazar.  He grasped Balthazar’s shoulder and pulled back his sword, lining up his strike with Balthazar’s chest.
 
   “Enough!” a voice resounded through the Throne Room, bouncing off the rounded walls.
 
   Lucifer was shocked by the defiant command and stopped the sword just as it touched Balthazar’s flesh.  He wanted to know who the next recipient of the sword would be.
 
   Alazar, Elrick, Rayan, Tristan, and Haydn strode into the room.  Their presence was enough to stay Lucifer’s hand.  He might be able to fight some of them, but with Death, Hunger, Agony, Fear, and Distrust present, it was a losing proposition, even if Sacha stayed out of the fight.  Regardless, he needed to maintain the upper hand.
 
   “I suggest you take this wretched thief from my sight before I kill him.  You are in charge of him, Alazar; I expect you to keep a better watch over him.  He is to show me respect, not challenge me by taking my possessions.  I will have you in chains for his crimes.  Control him, or you will be the one to suffer!” Lucifer sneered, hoping that Alazar was smart enough to understand his warning.  
 
   “Take Balthazar to his room,” Alazar said quietly to Rayan and Tristan, who immediately complied.  “I’m not interested in whatever lies you have concocted today since I see Sacha standing the corner without any injuries.  I can only assume that he was the informant.  I will make sure that you are not bothered by us again, Lord Lucifer,” Alazar bowed his head ever so slightly to Lucifer and turned on his heel.
 
   “I will hold you to that, Alazar.  Serena has been lonely and has missed you deeply since you have been away in the Mortal Realm.  I would hate to see you punished by her again for one of your brother’s mistakes,” Lucifer chuckled.
 
   Serena clapped at the thought of chaining Alazar to her bed again.
 
   Alazar suppressed a shudder and said nothing.  He motioned for Sacha to follow him.  He left the Throne Room and grabbed Sacha by the tunic, practically dragging him to the Annex.
 
   He strode into Balthazar’s room and saw Balthazar lying down as Rayan tended to his wounds.
 
   Alazar tossed Sacha into the room and watched him trip and sprawl out onto the floor.  “I will not suffer for whatever game the two of you are playing!”  Alazar shouted at Balthazar and Sacha.  “Resolve this and make sure it does not happen again!”
 
   Balthazar pushed Rayan’s hand away.  “Are you even interested in what really happened?”  Balthazar asked.  He was angry that he was being blamed for taking a beating.
 
   “No, I’m not.  Lucifer does not need a reason to punish us.  Do not give him a reason to do it.  I refuse to take the blame for your selfish games.  You will mind yourself while in Hell.  Do what you will in the Mortal Realm and take your wrath out on the mortals, but do not provoke Lucifer’s wrath.  Next time you will stand alone and face him without me to save your life,” Alazar growled.  He stormed out of the room and slammed the door.
 
   Balthazar hung his head.  “I do not deserve this,” he muttered to himself.
 
   “Actually, you do, Balthazar,” Sacha spoke for the first time.  “We are now even for your attack on me in Sumer.  The best part is that you cannot harm me for this.  Lucifer’s attack mirrored your attack on me, right down to the sword that you almost drove into my chest.  I hope you enjoyed receiving what you doled out,” Sacha said smugly.  He left Balthazar’s room with a skip and a smile.
 
   Rayan shook his head.  “We are falling apart at an alarming rate.  By the time our Master comes, we will not be the same angels who volunteered to serve her,” he frowned.  He picked up his cloth and continued to clean Balthazar’s bruised face.
 
   After Rayan left, Balthazar sat on the ground and searched for anything that remained of his possessions.  Though his vision was blurry, he did find the one remaining sharp item and picked up a block of wood.  Whittling typically calmed his mind, but this time he let his power rise.  He carved the block until a shape appeared.  It became the face of his next target.  He whittled the figure of a woman whose beauty was unsurpassed.  Though he did not know her exact features, he imagined what his Master might look like.  Once she came for them, Anjali would regret leaving the Predznak to rot in Hell with Lucifer, and without a real leader to guide him.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 2
 
    
 
   Wall Penitentiary, Washington, August 1996
 
   “Is everything ready?” Officer Larson asked as he made his final rounds for the evening.
 
   “Yes, sir.  The Breezeway has been cleared of all non-essential personnel.  Visitors are being escorted in by Johansson.  Minimum security is on lockdown and Levels 2, 3, and 4 are cleared and on lockdown.  Jericho is the only prisoner in Level 1.  Honestly, it’s quiet, scary quiet.  The other prisoners usually go nuts when someone is about to be executed, but they all look scared,” Officer Petty said, shaking off a chill.
 
   “I know what you mean.  You can’t hear anyone talking or moving.  It’s as if they’re afraid to breathe.  Normally, I hate when they execute a prisoner, but I’ll be glad to see this one go,” Larson said rubbing his bandaged arm.
 
   “I’m sorry he got a piece of you.  It sucks when they bite.  I have a feeling everyone will cheer when Jericho is gone, including the inmates,” Petty replied.
 
   “The Superintendent tried talking Jericho into choosing lethal injection instead of hanging, but Jericho just stared at him.  He’s got eyes of stone, that one,” Larson shivered.
 
   They turned the corner and entered the long fenced-in walkway to the Interior Breezeway.  Larson was told that they had to use the Exercise Yard for Level 1 prisoners, located in the middle of the prison, because so many relatives of Jericho’s victims had requested to be present for the execution.  Larson didn’t think that was the only reason.  He believed that the Superintendent had chosen the Breezeway because he feared Jericho would try to escape if they used any other location.  The Breezeway was surrounded by 20-foot concrete walls topped with razor wire.  It was used to keep the worst prisoners contained and away from the general population prisoners.  Two guard towers were located at either end.  The guards were required to buzz everyone in and out of the room.  It was the most secure location that could hold a gallows.
 
   “Did you see what he did to the priest?  I don’t think I’ll sleep tonight,” Petty whispered.
 
   “Yeah, and that was through the bars.  Can you imagine if the priest had gone into the cell like he wanted?” Larson asked.  He had been on the job for ten years and had witnessed the depravity of the criminally insane, but Jericho was worse than all of them combined.  The man was pure evil; it practically bled from his pores.  He had attacked every single officer in the facility at least once, though he was never without restraints.  If there were a Hell, he would certainly be headed there soon.
 
   “At least he’s back in isolation.  I’m glad I didn’t pull the short straw.  I don’t want to escort him to the gallows,” Petty replied nervously.
 
   Larson nodded in agreement as they walked up to the wooden platform and watched the final preparations.
 
   “How’s our boy doing?” a man to Larson’s left asked as he approached them.
 
   “Special Agent Turner, good to see you again, though I wish it were under different circumstances.”  Larson shook hands using his good hand.
 
   Petty quickly shook Mike’s hand and excused himself to run through the roster of approved visitors.
 
   Larson couldn’t explain why seeing Mike Turner put him at ease, but it did.  Mike was tall and muscular, though he wasn’t physically imposing.  He always looked ready for a fight.  The scar on his face and buzz cut brown hair made him look intimidating, especially since he never smiled.  He had a reputation for hunting down the worst criminals.  He had captured Jericho at the height of his killing spree, making him a hero in Washington and Oregon.  He was the only visitor that Jericho had during his stay.
 
   Despite being an FBI agent, he’d never seen Mike wear a suit.  Seeing his trademark brown leather duster, jeans, and red thermal shirt, one might mistake him for a bounty hunter.
 
   “I can’t think of anything better to do today than watch Jericho get what is coming to him,” Mike shrugged.  “That looks pretty nasty.”  He motioned to Larson’s arm.
 
   “It’s healing.  I hate to admit it, but you’re right.  I won’t be sad to see him go.  I have no idea how you managed to capture him.  God bless you,” Larson tipped his head.
 
   “Trust me; he didn’t go down without a fight,” Mike frowned.
 
   Larson nodded absently and looked up at the unusually tall wooden platform.  It was higher than a typical gallows, because Jericho was a very tall, very large man.  They didn’t want his feet hitting the ground, which would be embarrassing, not to mention unprofessional.  Hanging was not an efficient means of death.  They didn’t want any room for error.  Larson was hoping for a quick snap rather than watching Jericho suffocate to death.
 
   Larson scanned the courtyard to make sure that security was tight enough to keep out anyone crazy enough to seek revenge.  “I’ve never seen someone cause as much damage as this guy.  He somehow evaded or killed every officer that pursued him.”
 
   Mike crossed his arms and turned to examine the crowd gathering behind them.  “I wouldn’t be surprised if someone tried to kill him before the rope gets him.  He still has a lot of enemies.  Felix Monroe started rebuilding his gang once Jericho was incarcerated.  He has made a vow to end Jericho.  If anyone could fulfill a blood vendetta, it’s Monroe.  He has deep pockets and everyone here has a reason to hate Jericho.”
 
   Larson watched the guards move the visitors into a line behind the officers on duty.  “I hear you.  I read Jericho’s file.  The rivalry between Jericho and Monroe was epic.  How a low-level drug dealer left for dead in the streets became one of the most notorious drug lords is beyond me.  Jericho tortured and killed half of Monroe’s Southenders, personally.  Jericho and Monroe were ruthless.  They did everything they could to destroy each other,” Larson shook his head.  He hated knowing that so many had died all because of a stupid conflict between two people.  “The file says that you had Jericho on the run for six months.  Tell me, how did you finally get him?” Larson asked, curious about the capture.  Jericho’s encyclopedia sized police file hadn’t said much about the capture, only that Jericho had been transferred to three different facilities until they found one that could hold him.
 
   “He got sloppy and I got lucky.  There’s not too much to tell.  Thankfully, the rest of Jericho’s Ash Street Boys are dead.  There’s no one left to try to rescue him,” Mike shrugged.  “Monroe finished them off.”
 
   Larson wondered what Mike had done to capture the maniac.  He knew Mike was not one to brag about his captures.  He was practically a legend, yet no one knew much about him, only that he was good at his job.
 
   “Well, I’m glad that you got him,” Larson patted Mike on the shoulder.  He excused himself to speak to Petty who was signaling that he was needed.
 
   “Me too,” Mike muttered, looking up at rope swinging slowly the wind.
 
   Mike checked his watch and gazed up at the clear night sky.  He slowly backed out of the amassing crowd into the shadows against the wall to the right of the guard tower.  He still had business to attend to.
 
   Jericho sat in his cell, grateful for the quiet.  He didn’t need to hear all those idiots going on about priests and last rites.  He just wanted to get it over with.  If he couldn’t escape, as he’d tried to do every day since arriving in this hole, then he would find another way out.
 
   He looked up at the single light bulb in the ceiling protected by a metal mesh cover.  Like anyone would want to break it.  Who wanted to sit in isolation in the dark?  He passed the time by counting the cracks in the gray concrete floor.
 
   “Enjoying your moment of silence?” Mike asked.  He passively watched Jericho through the bars.
 
   “How did I know that you would show up?  Get me out of here,” Jericho growled, not bothering to look up.
 
   “Why would I do that?  Your reign of terror is finally at an end.  It’s time for you to move on to greener pastures, or the Realm of Fire, whichever comes first,” Mike chuckled.  He casually leaned against the wall across from Jericho’s cell.
 
   “I don’t get it, one minute you’re telling me how great it would be to get back at Monroe for trying to kill me by starting my own gang and the next you’re waiting for me to die.  I rose to power with my Ash Street Boys, just as you suggested.  I was selling more product, making more money, and killing more of Monroe’s men.  I owned his territory.  I was on top and the nearly all Southenders were dead.  The next thing I know Monroe is killing my entire crew to get even with me.  Then you helped me hunt down each of the Southenders responsible for my crew’s death.  Now I’m sitting behind bars because you turned on me.  I don’t get you Mike.  What’s your game?” Jericho turned and looked at his teacher for the first time.
 
   “I merely suggested that Monroe had wronged you by leaving you in a vacant lot to die with three bullets in your back.  I helped you amass enough loyal members to build your empire, so that you had enough manpower and resources to kill Monroe.  You’re the one who went on a rampage to honor your fallen friends when things turned bloody.  You tortured and killed every Southender responsible for killing your men.  Then you killed anyone who had ever known the Southenders, even though they had nothing to do with your fight.  Innocent men and women died because you enjoyed the bloodshed.  You’re the one who took it too far.  Now, you have nothing to show for it.  You could have walked away with all the money you made, but instead, you made the deaths of your crew personal.  You wanted payment in blood.  Sadly, you’re the one sitting in jail waiting to die while Monroe sits in his fortress making even more money than you did.  I gave you the gun and taught you how to use it so that you could hurt Monroe for leaving you alone to die in the street.  You are the one who pulled the trigger and killed everyone who stood in front of the gun,” Mike replied innocently.
 
   “Bullshit!  You’re the one who taught me how to kill someone with my bare hands.  You told me that the death needed to fit the crime.  If I hadn’t gone after Monroe, my friends wouldn’t be lying in the ground.  This is all your fault!” Jericho lunged at the bars and tried to grab his mentor.
 
   Mike was unmoved by Jericho’s emotional outburst.  “No.  You misinterpreted my lessons.  I never taught you to kill innocent people.  I never taught you how to kill using your teeth, an impressive skill, I’ll give you that, but one that you employed yourself.  I asked you if you wanted to hunt down the one responsible for trying to murder you and you said yes.  I merely gave the means and the instruction to do so.  It was your choice to accept my help.  Just because someone knows how to kill doesn’t mean that he should use that knowledge.  It’s not my fault that you made the wrong choice.  Besides, I told you that the punishment must fit the crime, an eye for an eye.  You crossed the line when you started to kill for fun.  You murdered people who never laid a hand on you or your crew,” Mike replied calmly.
 
   “You listen to me, you sick son of a bitch; you should be the one swinging from that rope tonight.  You’ve done worse things than me,” Jericho snarled and banged his head against the bars, opening a large gash on his forehead.
 
   “It’s my job to push people to their limits; it’s their job to withstand.  God doesn’t like it when people waste their lives seeking retribution against everyone they believe has wronged them.  They spend all their time plotting and planning to hurt others rather than forgiving their enemies and living a life of peace,” Mike sighed, as if he’d said the words a thousand times.
 
   “You made me into a killer and you know it.  I never killed anyone until you came along,” Jericho snarled.  The blood trickling down his face made him look crazed, but Mike already knew that the man was a lost cause.
 
   “You never killed when you worked for Monroe, but you would have.  Trust me, if he hadn’t shot you, he would have put a gun in your hand, eventually.  He would have ordered you to kill someone to prove your loyalty to him.  I never told you to kill the police officers who were trying to capture you or the prison guards.  I certainly didn’t tell you to kill all the innocent bystanders during your shootouts with Monroe’s crew.  I taught you how to find the guilty and make them suffer.  You were proficient with that task.  The rest you did without a thought or a care, well, I take that back, you enjoyed most of it.  I didn’t turn a thumb-sucking mama’s boy who lived in a basement into a bloodthirsty fiend who left a swath of destruction in his wake in two states.  That was your decision.  I taught you how to seek vengeance, and instead you became a mass murdering psychopath,” Mike sneered.  He was annoyed that Jericho had crossed the line.
 
   “I’m going to kill you!” Jericho screamed.  He bit the bars and threw his body against the unyielding metal.
 
   Mike shook his head at the pitiful display.  “I had such high hopes for you.  You were an excellent student, but I should have seen it coming.  You were always a little too good, a little too eager to learn.  There’s a fine line between want, obsession, and need.  You wanted to get even with Monroe.  You desired it.  Unfortunately, murdering has become a need and you crossed over into the sin of hunger.  You can’t go two minutes without wanting to kill someone.  Personally, I was pissed when you traipsed into Illness’ territory and became obsessed with torturing your victims for fun, but in the end, you fell victim to need, which is why I pulled the plug,” Mike pushed himself off the wall and slowly approached the raving lunatic.
 
   “You want me to seek vengeance?  I will hunt you down and kill you, no matter what it takes.  Do you hear me, I will kill you!” Jericho was foaming at the mouth while the blood from his face soaked the front of his prison issued orange jumpsuit.
 
   “Good luck with that.  Seeing as you’re headed to Hell and there is no way I’m going back there again, our paths will never cross,” Mike snickered.  He carefully took off his duster, and draped it over his left arm.  Throwing back his shoulders, black shiny wings sprang forth from his shoulder blades and extended to their full length.
 
   Jericho stopped swearing and stared at the man he’d known for years.  He was speechless.  He didn’t know what to make of the wings.  There was no way that Mike Turner could be an angel, unless he worked for the devil.
 
   “When you see Lucifer, tell him that Balthazar, the Angel of Vengeance, sends his regards.  Then you have my permission to eat his face off, which you’ll probably enjoy.  Regretfully, I won’t be there to watch.  It’s time to receive your reward for a life ruined by revenge.  Enjoy the Realm of Fire; you deserve what’s coming to you,” Balthazar tipped his head to Jericho, grateful that he would never see him again.  He tucked his wing back into his body and put on his coat.  Turning his back to Jericho, he disappeared.
 
   Jericho couldn’t believe that he’d been set up by an angel.  Of all the fucking dirty tricks, he couldn’t think of anything worse.  He laughed when he thought about the best way to kill the Angel of Vengeance.
 
   He rubbed the blood off his cheeks and forehead with his sleeve and straightened his hair.  The joke would be on Mike, once his deal was complete.
 
   A shadow moving across the wall caught his attention.  He turned to face the green cinder blocks and watched the shadow increase in size.
 
   “You’re late.  I thought you weren’t going to show up,” Jericho huffed.  He watched the shadow pull away from the wall and thicken.  It swirled until it resembled smoke.  It wasn’t exactly solid, but it was dense enough to repel the light.  It had no real form but it scared the shit him out of him, which was saying a lot.
 
   “I had to wait for your guest to leave.  There was no point in spoiling the surprise.  Have you changed your mind?” the smog hissed.
 
   “No.  I’m ready, as long you hold up your part of the bargain,” Jericho smirked.  He didn’t trust the creature, but he was out of options.
 
   “I promise you, I will keep our bargain.  You will die, and I am sure you know where you will end up, but I swear to you, I will bring you back.  You will walk in the Mortal Realm again.  Once I make a deal, I cannot go back on it.  You will have your grand escape.  All you have to do is sign the contract and we can proceed,” it said in a deep unsettling voice.  The fog creature pulled a scroll from within itself and extended it to Jericho.
 
   “And the other things I asked for?” Jericho wanted to make sure that he was getting everything he wanted.
 
   “Yes, as aforementioned, all of your requests will be upheld,” the creature said, sounding bored.
 
   “Good.  What no pen?” Jericho asked.  The thing must be stupid.  He wasn’t allowed to have any possessions with him, and definitely no sharp objects.
 
   “Ink will not suffice.  It is a blood contract.  Just sign on the X.  That will do,” the figure replied coldly.  It floated in midair, waiting for Jericho to process the information.  Of course, the stupid mortal had not bothered to read the contract.  They never did.
 
   Jericho rolled his eyes at the creepy black mass.  He hated making a deal with something that didn’t have legs, but he was desperate.  It gave him the chills every time the thing spoke.  It sounded polite, but there was a sinister quality to its voice that made the hair on the back of his neck stand up.  He knew the creature was evil if it could bring him back from the dead, but it didn’t matter.  He had to find a way to kill Monroe and the large ball of fog was the only one offering to help him.
 
   He unrolled the scroll, wiped the blood from his forehead, and pressed down on the X at the bottom.  “It’s done.  I had better come back,” he growled.
 
   The creature extended a wisp of smoke and took the scroll.  It disappeared into the thickest part of the smoke.  “The deal is complete.  You will have everything that you requested.  It will take time, but do not fear, you will return,” it snickered.
 
   The smog dissipated and became a shadow on the wall as footsteps echoed down the hallway.  The clanging of keys sounded loud in the silence.
 
   Jericho tried to sound tough, but he felt anxious about working with the creature.  “I swear I will find you if you fail,” Jericho yelled.  He was nervous that the thing would betray him.  He vowed to find a way to kill it if it backed out of their deal.  He wasn’t afraid of dying; he was afraid of staying dead.
 
   “Do not fret.  I am bound to help you now.  Oh, and one more thing,” the creature whispered as it slid across the wall to the ceiling.  “When you see Hades, punch him in the jaw for me.  I owe him one.”  The shadow was gone and the cell door opened with a reverberating clang.
 
   Officers Cahill and O’Hare were mad that they had to clean the blood off of Jericho before escorting him to the Breezeway.  When they saw the gash on his head, they expected to have to drag Jericho kicking and screaming to his death, but Jericho walked calmly down the hallway without a word.
 
   Cahill was still sporting a black eye from the elbow Jericho had thrown at him earlier in the week and was tempted to do the same to him.  The lunatic had damned near his cracked skull.  He managed to restrain his anger and decided that Jericho wasn’t worth it.
 
   Approaching the gallows, O’Hare looked up at the night sky, which had been clear and moonlit moments before, to see rain clouds gathering at an alarming rate as thunder rolled in the distance.  The wind picked up and roared through the Breezeway.  The temperature dropped, causing the crowd to huddle in their jackets.  Despite the extreme weather they were known to have in Washington, this storm was unusual.
 
   The guards attending the execution looked anxiously to one another.  They’d all been on edge during the years that Jericho had occupied their facility.  Most of them expected something bad to happen like a riot or an attempted breakout, or worse, a break in, but no one had expected a freak storm.
 
   Balthazar reappeared along the back wall of the Breezeway and squinted up at the sky, concerned about the sudden onset of a storm.  He’d seen enough strange occurrences in his life to know that the storm wasn’t natural, but he wasn’t sure what was happening.
 
   He thought about what Jericho had said about betraying him.  As much as he hated killing his own student, he couldn’t let Jericho escape.  He hadn’t been lying about Jericho going too far.  Even vengeance had its limits when the killing became more about sport and pleasure than retribution.  He couldn’t let Jericho hurt any more people.  His soul was already destined for Hell so there was little point in letting him continue his war against Monroe.
 
   Jericho pulled away from his escorts and walked up the wooden steps alone.  He stepped on the trap door and stared past the rope dangling in front of him, smiling the entire time.
 
   The hangman, who had been brought in from another town, placed the black canvas bag over Jericho’s head, followed by the noose.  He stepped back and took his place next to the lever, waiting for the signal.
 
   The Superintendent stood in front of the platform and read the list of charges.  “Jericho Rydel, you have been charged with and been found guilty of the following crimes.”  He read through the long list that included murder, assault, kidnapping, torture, theft, drug possession with intent to distribute, purchasing and selling illegal firearms, resisting arrest, and harassment.  When the Superintendent was finished, he said, “It has been determined that you will be executed on this day, August 25th, 1996 at 11:59 pm.  You have chosen the execution method of hanging.  Do you have any final words?”  The Superintendent held his breath.  This was the part that he wanted to avoid.  He knew what Jericho would say.
 
   “Yeah.  Kiss your loved ones goodbye.  I’ll be back to kill you all!” Jericho laughed while the crowd all looked at one another in horror.
 
   The wind continued to pick up and thunder shook the ground.  The clouds darkened and threatened to open up on the crowd.
 
   A stray raindrop hit the Superintendent when he looked up at the impending storm.
 
   Fitting, he thought.  He knew Jericho would find a way to go out with a bang.
 
   Balthazar moved through the onlookers toward Jericho and stood in an open spot.  He wanted a clear shot in case Jericho tried to run, or something came out of the cloud cover.  He had a feeling that Monroe’s Southenders would be the least of his concerns.  He cocked his Smith and Wesson under his duster and held his finger on the trigger.
 
   When the Superintendent nodded his head, signaling the hangman to pull the lever, lightening streaked across the sky and thunder boomed, echoing off the walls.  Aside from a few people jumping at the noise, no one ran for cover.  They’d come to watch the maniac die, and nothing was going to stop them.
 
   The hangman pulled the level while thunder continued to echo through the Breezeway.  Jericho quickly fell through the wood floor.  The rope was stretched tight under his weight and an audible crack was heard while lighting raced and arced through the sky.  There was a sigh of relief from the crowd.  It was over.  The monster was finally gone.
 
   Lightning spread across the sky and struck the platform.  The hangman jumped down and rolled away while the visitors ran for cover.  Flames erupted across the wood planks and set the entire platform ablaze in seconds.  A few officers stepped forward to put out the flames and retrieve the body, but the gallows fell in on itself.  The fire crackled around Jericho’s body, though it didn’t completely consume him.
 
   The Superintendent knew he would have a lot of explaining to do, but there was little to be done about it.  Acts of God were beyond his control.
 
   The skies opened and rain poured down on them, drenching the fires.  The rain continued, but the thunder and lightning passed quickly.
 
   Balthazar looked at the charred remains of his pupil burning among the debris.  The black bag around Jericho’s head had burned away to reveal a smile on his crispy corpse, which did not alleviate his concerns about the strange series of events.  Regardless of the unusual circumstances, Jericho was dead and would return to the fire shortly.
 
   ∞
 
   Derick stood in the Hall of Winds and watched the long line of prisoners entering and exiting Hell though the narrow dimly lit cave.  He didn’t feel bad for the souls entering Hell because he knew they deserved the punishment that awaited them, but he hoped that the souls returning to the Mortal Realm to start a new life understood what a gift it was.  Before he died, he had been offered a choice.  He could die a mortal death and eventually return to the world, or he could become a Nachtghul, a special kind of servant.  He had made the obvious choice.  He chose to stay with the love of his life, Anjali, the Bringer of the Apocalypse, and reside with her in Hell.  He wasn’t bitter or regretful, but he did have a twinge of jealousy that he would never live a mortal life again.
 
   He watched Sebastian, the Gatekeeper of Hell, standing behind his stone podium, reading the message that he’d delivered from Anjali.  He knew the message would piss Sebastian off, but it didn’t matter.  He still had to deliver the message.
 
   “You can tell your Master, Lady Black, that I refuse to stop what I am doing just because she snaps her fingers at me.  I am busy, as you can see.  Tell her that I can’t stop to chat with every inbound prisoner so that she can find her Predznak faster.  I know the prisoner’s crimes.  I don’t have to talk to them.  I refuse to ask them if they’ve had any contact with her angels.  You can stand here and interrogate them, as long as you don’t slow down the line,” Sebastian yelled snidely, causing a scene in front of the Fallen Angels standing guard in the cave.
 
   Derick bit his lip and did his best to ignore the nasty remarks.  He had tried to be nice to Sebastian when he first met him, but realized it was useless.  Sebastian enjoyed hating everyone.
 
   “I would think if the Predznak were under Lady Black’s control, there would be less work for you, Sebastian.  Since most of them no longer tempt the mortals the correct way, they create a lot more inbound souls.  The way I understand it, Balthazar leaves a mass of bodies wherever he goes.  I was told that there was a sharp decrease in murderers and suiciders once Alazar joined with Anjali.  Imagine if all the Predznak were doing their jobs the proper way.  You would have enough time to take a day off,” Derick replied sincerely.
 
   He saw the wheels turning inside Sebastian’s head, though he tried to seem indifferent to Derick’s theory.  Sebastian pretended to look down at his scrolls, but Derick could tell that he was considering Anjali’s request to question the inbound prisoners.
 
   Sebastian huffed out a breath and acted as if he was annoyed.  “Fine.  I can have Xavier question a few souls before assigning them to their realms, if he has time.  I’ll report my findings to Lady Black if I remember,” he sniffed.  He quickly pushed Derick away from his podium and ran past him to yell at Stefano.
 
   Derick nodded his head and tried not to smile.  It was a small victory, but he would take it.
 
   Leaving the Hall of Winds, he looked out over the Realms of Torture.  His transition to life in Hell had been uneventful, but he now suffered from sleep terrors.  He had been the victim of a plot against Anjali orchestrated by Lucifer’s insane ex-girlfriend, Maraquette.  He was still dealing with the trauma of losing his friends to Maraquette’s twisted plan.  She had killed his buddy Wedge and turned his best friend Pete against him.  Aside from his untimely demise from his swan dive off a castle, she was also responsible for him becoming a snack for the mindless killing machines called Shades who roamed the Caves of Darkness.  Every night he relived Maraquette’s evil acts and Pete’s betrayal.
 
   Thankfully, he didn’t have to tell Anjali about his night terrors or explain his fear of inhuman monsters.  As a Nachtghul, Anjali could hear his thoughts and knew what he was feeling.  She could look into his mind and see his troubles.  She would wake him from his nightmares before he screamed if she was with him, or she would call out in his mind and soothe him if she was far away.
 
   It may not have been the version of happily ever after that he’d hoped for when he had fallen in love with her, but he wouldn’t change his decision, if given a choice.
 
   Approaching the fire scorched wooden doors of the Castle of Tears, Derick tried to walk past Bohden, the castle guard, but was stopped.  Bohden was a hard-ass who liked to screw with him.  He made a game of pretending that he had never seen Derick before in his life.  Every time he entered the castle, Bohden interrogated him.
 
   “State your name and your business,” Bohden said in a deep gruff voice.
 
   “Derick, the servant to the Bringer of the Apocalypse, and I’m headed to the Hall of Mirrors with a message for my lady,” Derick replied quickly.
 
   Bohden stared at him impassively.  Depending upon Bohden’s mood, it could take anywhere from ten seconds up to a full minute for him to nod and move ever so slightly to allow him to pass.
 
   The seconds ticked by while Derick counted the square pattern on Bohden’s medieval looking brown leather shirt and pants.  He wore metal gauntlets and armor over his shirt.  Around his waist was a belt that held a sword on each hip and two small daggers down the front.  He was the last line of defense if someone was stupid enough to storm the castle in search of Lucifer or Hades.
 
   Bohden’s eyes snapped up when someone came up the long walkway behind Derick.
 
   Derick looked over his shoulder and saw Garret and Lev, Lucifer’s newest servants, approaching.
 
   Before Bohden could open his mouth, Garret waved his hand and spoke.  “Garret, servant to Lord Lucifer with a message for him.  Let me pass or Lord Lucifer will strip the skin from your body and make you eat it,” Garret sneered.
 
   “Lev, servant to Lord Lucifer, and my answer is the same as Garret’s,” Lev added pleasantly.
 
   Bohden nodded and allowed them to pass, but stepped in front of Derick before he could enter the castle behind Garret.
 
   “I haven’t granted you access yet, boy,” Bohden snapped.
 
   Derick ground his teeth, but remained silent.  Snarky comments would only delay things further, as he had learned.  Why Bohden let Garret get away with threats he couldn’t begin to understand, but Garret was scarier than he was and it was true enough that Lucifer would kill Bohden for delaying his servants.  He vaguely wondered if Dorian and Vincent, Lucifer’s oldest servants, had these kinds of problems.
 
   Another whole minute passed before Bohden finally moved less than an inch to the left to allow Derick to pass.  Annoyed that he had to deal with this nonsense, he brushed past Bohden and stepped inside the castle.  He ran up the stairs until he reached the third floor.  There he found Garret standing in the middle of the staircase with his hands folded in front of him.  He was the only servant who was arrogant enough to wear a suit like Hades and some of the Fallen.
 
   Lev stood on the landing above and appeared annoyed by Garret’s antics.
 
   “Another day in paradise, huh?” Garret chuckled.  His beady brown eyes regarded him shrewdly.  He had a habit of speaking down to everyone like the mob boss he once was.
 
   “It’s better than burning in the Realm of Fire,” Derick replied calmly.  He enjoyed reminding Garret of his time spent in the Realms as punishment for succumbing to Alazar’s temptation and committing suicide.
 
   “Listen to me, boy.  They are going to do everything within their power to demean you.  It’s just like prison.  You have to kick their asses if you want to earn their respect, or you have to know something that they don’t want you to know.  You need to do whatever you can to make them fear you or respect you.  You won’t last long if you don’t learn that,” Garret shrugged indifferently, though he sounded like he was mildly concerned for Derick.
 
   “Won’t Lord Lucifer strip the skin from your body and make you eat it if you’re late?” Derick said mockingly.  He saw the small flicker of fear in Garret’s eyes at the mention of Lucifer.
 
   “Garret, Derick’s right, we don’t have time for this,” Lev said matter-of-factly.  He folded his arms and huffed.
 
   “Fine kid, have it your way.  Keep licking their boots and kissing their asses.  One day, it will get you killed,” Garret replied.  He turned to walk up the stairs, but instead kicked out his leg and hit Derick square in the chest.
 
   Derick tumbled backward, unable to catch his balance.  His back hit the steps and he slid down the stairs to the lower landing.  The back of his head was throbbing, but thankfully, he wasn’t bleeding.
 
   He looked up to see Garret leaning over him.  “Sometimes it helps to know that someone has your back.  I’ve learned my way around this place.  I understand how the Fallen think and what motivates them.  I can help you survive here.  Stick with me and I can make things a lot easier for you,” Garret said wryly.
 
   Derick wanted to punch Garret until he bled, but instead closed his eyes so that he didn’t have to see two blurry Garrets.  “What happens if I don’t accept your help?  Are you going to kill me in my sleep or break my kneecaps?  The sooner you realized that you are a lowly servant and no longer in charge, the happier I will be,” he sighed.  He opened his eyes and watched Garret’s smile fall.
 
   Garret stood up and glared at him.  “I like you kid, I just wouldn’t want to be you,” he said in a threatening tone.  He took the stairs two at a time and disappeared around the bend to the fourth floor.
 
   Lev was still standing on the landing.  He seemed unamused and almost apologetic.  He shook his head and ran up the stairs behind Garret.
 
   Forcing himself off the floor, Derick brushed himself off and rubbed the back of his head.  He imagined what Anjali would do to Garret if she knew what had happened, but stopped when he realized that she might overhear his thoughts.  He didn’t want her involved.  He’d dealt with enough bullies in his life.  He knew that Garret would eventually piss off the wrong person and Lucifer would have to end him.
 
   Grateful that no one had seen him get his ass handed to him, he trudged up the stairs and stepped onto the third floor where the Halls of Mercy and Torment were located.  He turned to ascend the staircase to the fourth floor when a voice called out to him.
 
   He turned and saw Malcolm quickly walking toward him.  Perfect!  Now the Lead Punisher of the Realms was going to screw with him.  This was not his best day.
 
   “Servant, I need a word with you.”  Malcolm caught up with Derick and motioned for him to continue up the staircase.
 
   “Yes, Malcolm?” Derick replied dutifully and bowed his head.  Malcolm wasn’t considered a Lord, but he still had to show him respect.  He didn’t know what Malcolm wanted, so he braced himself for the worst.
 
   Malcolm was quiet until they reached the top floor and entered the rotunda.  Derick expected to be taken to the Throne Room or even the Hall of Mirrors, but instead Malcolm entered the Annex, where the Predznak, or just Alazar, resided.  Whatever Malcolm needed to say must require privacy since no one sane dared to enter the Annex without permission.
 
   Malcolm made sure that they were alone and leaned in to speak.  “I want your opinion of Garret.  I heard your exchange on the staircase.  Please skip all the pleasantries and speak the truth.  Know that what you say to me will remain in confidence.”
 
   Derick raised his eyebrows at the question.  He had no idea if Malcolm was setting him up, but he knew better than to trust anyone in Hell.
 
   “I don’t trust him,” Derick said blatantly.  He couldn’t get in trouble for admitting a simple fact.
 
   “Me either.  He’s had dealings with some of the Overseers of the Realms.  I don’t know what he is up to, but I don’t like it.  Azazel let too much go on when he was Lead Punisher and he was demoted because of it.  I take my job seriously and I don’t want Garret inferring with the Fallen.  I don’t need my ass chewed out because of some suicide servant,” Malcolm said disdainfully and ran his hand through his short brown hair.
 
   “Okay.  Why are you telling me this?” Derick didn’t understand why Malcolm was confiding in him.  They rarely spoke to each other aside from relaying messages from their Masters.
 
   Malcolm hesitated and put his hand over his mouth, debating what to say.  “Look, I don’t put my trust in people easily, but I respect your Master, Lady Black.  From what I have seen, she wants what’s best for Hell.  As you know from personal experience, Lord Lucifer’s servants have a tendency to cause all kinds of problems.  I don’t need some scumbag servant pitting the Fallen against each other.  You seem like a stand-up kid.  I’ve seen the way you look at Lady Black.  You care about her.  You would do anything for her.  Garret only cares about himself.  I need someone to keep an eye on him when I can’t.  Do you think you can do that for me?”  Malcolm hated asking for favors from servants, but he couldn’t trust the other Fallen, especially if they were in league with Garret.
 
   “You want me to spy on him?”  Derick knew he should walk away, but he couldn’t.  Lucifer’s former servant Caleb was responsible for throwing Anjali into the Realms of Torture behind Lucifer’s back and Aganon had been working for Maraquette.  Aganon had been the one who pulled him off the tower into the ravine.  If Garret was up to something, it was best to put a stop to it quickly.
 
   “In a manner of speaking, yes.  You don’t have to go overboard, but listen to his conversations if you are nearby, or make note of anything strange.  I would rather have him terminated before he does something wrong.  Lady Black has power over Lord Lucifer’s servants.  If needed, she can end Garret,” Malcolm said bluntly.  He didn’t like eliminating Lord Lucifer from the equation, but he was also guilty of allowing his servants too much rope to hang themselves with.
 
   Derick shrugged.  “I can handle that.  I definitely don’t want him hurting Lady Black.”
 
   “Agreed.  Between you and me, things are better with her in charge.  She keeps Lord Lucifer stable.  Stable keeps heads firmly on bodies and boots out of asses.  I like stable.  I remember life before Lady Black when a homicidal devil threw a Heavenly Angel into the Realm of Fire under my watch.  I was lucky that the Council didn’t throw me into the fire as punishment alongside Lord Lucifer.  Since taking the throne, Lady Black has kept things like that from happening.”  Malcolm shivered when he thought about Mark’s bright white suit burning in the fire.  He wasn’t fond of their Heavenly liaison to the Council, but the whole incident had been disconcerting.
 
   “Okay.  I’ll let you know if I see anything strange,” Derick bowed his head and turned to leave, but Malcolm’s hand on his arm stopped him.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell Lady Black about your altercation with Garret last week, since I’m assuming she doesn’t know?  I saw him walking away while you were sitting on the ground.  I know he hurt you, so don’t deny it.  Had you told her, she would have crushed his lungs, or at least I assume she would have.  I see the way she looks at you when she thinks no one is watching her.  She cares very much about you.  At the very least, Garret would have been sent to the Hall of Torment for a few days,” Malcolm asked, curious about the Nachtghul.  It had been a long time since he’d met anyone willing to sacrifice himself for another.
 
   Derick ground his teeth together.  “I don’t want to run to her every time someone picks a fight with me.  Garret hit me just to see what I would do.  He likes having power over people.  He gets off on it.  The servants have to deal with each other, so I decided to handle it myself,” Derick replied, trying to hide his chagrin.
 
   “You understand the game better than I thought.  I give you credit.  Perhaps you will survive longer than everyone expects.  The Fallen are all taking bets on how long you will last.  I think you have potential, but you need to toughen up if you want to survive here,” Malcolm said grimly.  The kid didn’t need to know that he expected him to hang around for a long time.  He’d seen Lady Black’s power personally.  Someone would have to be suicidal to touch her pet.
 
   “Tell me why I should trust you,” Derick said quickly.  He didn’t want to find out that Malcolm was plotting against him just to win a bet.
 
   Malcolm tapped his foot and flexed his jaw.  “Azazel was infamous for punishing the Overseers for no reason.  He too got off on having control over people.  Yes, the Lead Punisher needs to maintain control, but he made all of us hate him.  He cornered me one day and broke my arm, stomped on it until I couldn’t feel it anymore.  I begged him to stop, but he wouldn’t.  He kicked me in the ribs and told me that I was worthless.  I asked him what I did to deserve his wrath.  He told me that he was bored.  He gave no further explanation.  He left me bleeding on the floor until Talya found me and brought me to my room to heal.  Every day I have wanted to kill Azazel for what he did, but I know it won’t change anything.  It won’t make me feel any better.  That’s why you didn’t hurt Garret.  You are allowed to use Hell Fire outside of the realms, yet you didn’t light the bastard on fire.  That takes restraint.  I would know.  You are a good person, Derick, which will get you killed in Hell, but at least you will die knowing that you didn’t become a monster like Azazel or Garret,” Malcolm replied softly.  The sadness in his eyes spoke volumes and corroborated his story.
 
   “I’m sorry for what happened to you.  Doing the right thing seems to have worked for you since you’re Lead Punisher now instead of Azazel,” Derick said sincerely.
 
   “To a degree, yes, but I still have to watch my back,” Malcolm nodded.  He walked past Derick and entered the rotunda.  He stopped and looked over his shoulder.  “Was it worth becoming a Nachtghul?”
 
   Derick hesitated for a moment.
 
   “That’s what I thought.  Making a grand sacrifice for someone you love sounds romantic and poetic, until you have to wipe the blood from your wounds and breathe through broken ribs.  I learned that when I volunteered to be become a Fallen to better serve Heaven and Father.  Hell isn’t a day at the beach, Derick.  Watch your back and find a way to be useful beyond being a messenger pigeon,” Malcolm winked.  With that, Malcolm left the Annex and headed down the staircase.
 
   Derick hung his head and swore to himself.  Maybe he had more allies than he thought.  Of course, now he had agreed to spy on Garret, which might be more dangerous than it sounded.
 
   “What was that all about?” Alazar called out as he walked through the Annex.  He’d heard voices and wanted to see who was stupid enough to loiter in his hallway.
 
    “Malcolm thinks that Garret is up to something,” Derick grimaced, deciding it was best to be vague.  If Alazar thought Garret was planning something, he would attack Garret without Lucifer’s consent, causing major problems for Anjali.
 
   “Of course he is.  I told you that he was trouble.  That’s why I tempted him to jump off a bridge.  I meant, why did you let Garret hit you?  I heard what Malcolm said to you.  Why didn’t you tell me or Anjali?” Alazar watched Derick shift uncomfortably.
 
   Thankfully, before Derick could answer, Anjali walked through the rotunda past the Annex and headed for the stairs, though she didn’t acknowledge them.
 
   “Where is she going in such a hurry?” Alazar muttered to himself.
 
   Derick was happy to divert Alazar’s attention, but debated what he should say about Anjali.  “She’s been upset.  I think she’s angry that she can’t find Balthazar.  She said she went through something similar when she was looking for you, but I can tell that even Lucifer is worried.  He keeps trying to calm her down, but it just makes her more agitated.”
 
   Alazar nodded, lost in thought.  “I’ve noticed her mood swings.  I had hoped it would pass, but I agree, I think it’s getting worse.”
 
   “She has been spending more and more time in the Realm of Nightmares.  She said that she has an overwhelming need to seek retribution so she has been working out her aggression on the VIP prisoners.  I’m worried that something is wrong.  She doesn’t sleep.  I understand wanting to find Balthazar, but I can feel the tension radiating off of her.  Her mind is a jumbled up mess of emotions, though she tries not to let me see her thoughts.  I get the sense that any little thing will set her off and someone will get hurt,” Derick said quietly, hoping that Alazar didn’t dismiss his fears.
 
   “I will speak with her.  Hopefully, I can talk some sense into her,” he nodded.
 
   “What do you think Balthazar will do to her if he finds her first?” Derick asked, even though he knew the answer.
 
   Alazar chuckled grimly.  “Honestly, I don’t know.  The Balthazar I knew would have peeled the flesh from her body and locked her away from anyone that she cared about so that she would understand his pain, but that was a long time ago.  I have no idea what he will do now.  The weird thing is, he never cared about her.  He never longed for her the way the rest of us did.  I don’t even know why he volunteered to become a Predznak in the first place.  He never spoke about it.  There’s no telling what he will do.”
 
   Derick didn’t like the idea of Anjali searching for Balthazar, but he knew he couldn’t stop her.  They were meant to be together.  She needed all her angels to help her end the world one day.
 
   “I’ll check on her and see if I can help in some way.  Keep an eye on her and let me know if you see any further signs of distress,” Alazar said.
 
   Alazar entered the rotunda to follow Anjali, though he wasn’t looking forward to a trip to the Realm of Nightmares.
 
   “Sure,” Derick threw his hand in the air.  He was mad that he was once again relegated to messenger boy.  Sometimes he felt that no one respected his abilities and treated him like a five year old.  Just because he was new to this world didn’t mean he was helpless.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 3
 
    
 
   Anjali descended the stairs into the vestibule of the castle.  She ignored the two guards, Ioden and Dane, standing in front of metal doors safeguarding the most horrific place in Hell, the Realm of Nightmares.  Pulling up the metal bar holding the doors closed, she opened the heavy doors.  The sound of millions of voices screaming out in pain echoed through the vestibule and made Ioden and Dane shudder.
 
   Entering the realm, she walked down the seemingly endless hand-carved spiral staircase until it opened up into an enormous cavern under the castle.  At the bottom of the stairs, she entered the narrow, craggy hallway and grabbed one of the torches lining the walls.  Taking a deep breath, she entered the labyrinth of honeycomb cells that housed the Vicious and Infamous Prisoners, dubbed the VIP Room.  It was home to heinous murderers, despots, and souls that had lost their humanity long ago.  These souls would never be reincarnated and enter the Mortal Realm again.  Having suffered in the Realms of Torture and refusing to learn from their mistakes, they were condemned to this wretched existence.  This was their final stop for all of eternity.  She and Lucifer now shared the responsibility of making sure these prisoners suffered relentlessly for all the terrible crimes they had committed life after life.
 
   Footsteps on the staircase heralded the approach of someone else, which was odd.  The realm was off-limits to the Fallen.  Lucifer was the only person who dared to come to this place, unless there was a prisoner missing from his cell.  Azazel, when he had been Lead Punisher, would babysit the realm when Lucifer was too altered to accomplish his tasks, but it had been a long time since Azazel had been in charge of the realm.  She held her breath, waiting to greet her uninvited guest when she saw Alazar’s pale face appear in the dimly lit tunnel.
 
   “What’s wrong?  Why are you here?” Anjali was startled to see him.  The Angel of Death would certainly be affected by the sins of the worst prisoners in Hell.  It was dangerous for anyone unaccustomed to the concentrated evil that seemed to bleed from the walls to spend any length of time in the realm.
 
   Alazar put his hand on her cheek and looked into her eyes.  “It has been a few days since we’ve spoken.  I have been occupied in the Mortal Realms tempting the mortals.  I came to check on you,” he lied as best he could.  Deception wasn’t one of his strongest qualities.  He preferred a straightforward approach, but feared she would dismiss his concern.
 
   “Derick sent you, didn’t he?  I was too lost in thought to hear your conversation in the Annex, but I felt Derick’s uneasiness.  I know he is worried about me, but I’m fine.  You should go.  I appreciate that you want to help me, Alazar, but you shouldn’t be here.  I can handle things on my own,” she smiled, grateful that she had someone to watch over her.
 
   Alazar appeared sheepish as he kicked the dirt floor.  “I’m sorry.  I suck at lying, especially to you.  I should have told you that I was worried, but I knew you would dismiss me, just like you did to Derick.  We have both noticed your erratic behavior.  You haven’t slept and you spend your time in this dank hole punishing the prisoners.  I know you want to find Balthazar next.  I know you have been trying to get inside his head to understand his motivations so that you can figure out where he is, but you’re allowing the vengeful side of your power to consume you.  You are the Master.  You needed to be in control.”
 
   She hated admitting her weakness to Alazar, but she trusted his advice.  “I don’t know how to find Balthazar and I can’t stop thinking about him.  I was a wreck when I was looking for you, but this is different.  I feel like I’m on edge, it’s as if my skin is too tight.  I’m looking for any reason to lash out.  I don’t know what to do.  I’ve been spending a lot of time trying to purge this need for retribution against the wicked.  At least these prisoners deserve my wrath, but you’re right, I’m letting it consume me,” she replied as she looked around at the worst prisoners in Hell.
 
   Alazar nodded.  “I’m glad that you are being responsible and punishing those who deserve it, but you need to find a way to stop.  I’ve told you everything I know about Balthazar, or knew about him.  I don’t know what else I can tell you.  I wish I had the key to finding him.”  He was sympathetic to her plight, but Balthazar was nearly impossible to find.  He knew how to blend into the Mortal Realm almost as well as Deception.  He liked interacting with the mortals and exploiting their pain so that he could find his next pupil.
 
   “Yes, you’ve told me that he is ruthless.  Once he finds a temptee, he will go to any length to push them to seek retaliation against someone that has wronged them.  Deceit, theft, adultery, violence, and even murder are all within his understanding.  He inserts himself in a person’s life and befriends them under the guise of helping them exact revenge until they are satisfied that the crime has been avenged.  He believes in an eye for an eye and will teach you how to remove the eye.  I understand all of that, but what makes him choose a temptee?  You tend to be less picky with your victims.  People who are cocky and arrogant are your preferred types of temptee.  What about Balthazar?  What makes him choose a target to tempt?” Anjali asked.  She looked into Alazar’s eyes, no longer fearing the icy gaze of Death.
 
   “He likes victims who have suffered from violent crimes or lost a loved one to senseless acts.  He would attend public stonings or hangings and tempt the people throwing the stones or heckling the condemned.  People who have been victimized love watching criminals get what is coming to them.  There are plenty of people who want revenge for something but can’t get it for themselves, so they lash out against criminals that they can punish.  I remember there was a stoning of a man who had beaten and raped countless peasant women, which wasn’t a crime back then, until he killed a favorite female slave who belonged to a Baron.  There were more women in the crowd than men.  Balthazar found at least ten temptees in the crowd that day and trained them all,” Alazar explained.  He remembered how talented Balthazar became at tempting his victims.
 
   “None of this is news to me.  I understand vengeance better than you think, but I usually try to rise above it.  I have to find a way to deal with this feeling.  If I don’t find Balthazar, I don’t know what I will do.  There has to be something else you can tell me.  You said that the two of you didn’t get along in the beginning.  The way you speak of him, it sounds like you didn’t care about him.  Why not?” Anjali asked.  She needed to understand Balthazar the angel, not his temptation. 
 
   “We mostly avoided each other in Heaven.  We all had our duties and sometimes ours conflicted.  The Angel of Determination and the Angel of Meekness didn’t play on the same side of the street.  I made sure that the angels had backbones and found the internal strength to do difficult tasks.  Meekness was like a child.  He immediately backed down from a threat.  He submitted faster than anyone I know.  Honestly, if Meekness was your angel, he would have lined up to bow to you; instead you got Vengeance who didn’t want a Master,” Alazar replied, disappointed that he had allowed the Predznak to fall to pieces without Anjali.
 
   Anjali thought about the Angel of Meekness.  She knew that the Predznak had changed their entire personalities and abilities to take on their new roles.  Alazar was no longer Determination.  Though there were times when she could see it take hold of him, like a reflex memory, though it didn’t rule him.  It was possible that Balthazar still had traits from being Meekness.
 
   Alazar hung his head.  “Balthazar will try to kill you because of me.  When I stormed out of Hell, I stupidly vowed to kill you so that we would all be free from having a Master.  I was screwed up at the time.  I should have never demanded your head.  Unfortunately, Balthazar swore that he would complete the task if I failed,” Alazar groaned.  He felt guilty for allowing Vengeance to make that vow.  He could kick himself.
 
   “Alazar, I don’t blame you.  Balthazar would have come for me eventually.  As you said, I failed to show up as promised.  If he was in pain and suffering from his temptation, then I deserve to face him and explain my actions,” Anjali said putting her hand on Alazar’s cheek.  She constantly regretted not being there for her angels.
 
   Alazar took her hand and kissed the back of it.  “If Vengeance had his head on straight, he would punish you for not claiming him.  He shouldn’t want you dead.  You didn’t kill any of the Predznak and you don’t deserve the punishment of death.  He should want to cause you the same pain that he endured, but death for your supposed crime isn’t the proper retribution.  He’s under the influence of the evil that resides inside the mortals that he’s tempted, just as I was.  He pushes most of his temptees to kill instead of exacting a suitable revenge.  He’s gone too far.  I should have seen that years ago when he first crossed the line, but I failed as a leader.  I was too distracted to think clearly.  I was responsible for him in your absence, and I allowed this happen.  Can you forgive me, Anjali?” Alazar asked.  Tears filled his eyes when he thought about how far his brother had strayed from their mission because he hadn’t been a strong enough leader.
 
   “I have already forgiven you for your descent into madness.  I forgive you for what happened to Balthazar.  You did the best you could in my absence.  You were never meant to be his Master,” she said sympathetically.  She kissed his forehead and ventured further into the realm.
 
   Alazar bowed his head.  He was grateful for her compassion, but he knew that he was to blame for what had happened to the Predznak in her absence.
 
   Alazar looked around at the crying prisoners screaming for mercy and grimaced.  He hated the Realm of Nightmares, but he knew Anjali shouldn’t be alone when she was so vulnerable.  He didn’t want her to do something she would regret.
 
   Catching up to her in the dim maze, he wracked his brain for any bit of information he could give her about Balthazar.  “I don’t know what Balthazar is waiting for.  He has a lot of patience, but he should have come for you by now,” Alazar said, lost in thought.  
 
   “Regardless of when he comes for me, I will offer him the same choice I gave you, Alazar.  Either he joins me, or I will end him and find a new Angel of Vengeance.  I only hope that he is able to forgive me and see past his need for revenge,” she replied evenly.  She prayed that Balthazar would see reason and forgive her.
 
   “If you can control this need for vengeance, then I know you can teach Balthazar how to do it as well,” Alazar put his hand on her shoulder.
 
   Grateful that Alazar had faith in her, Anjali turned her attention to the prisoners.  Alazar trailed behind her quietly as she traveled along the dirt-covered stone steps and passageways evaluating the effectiveness of the prisoners’ punishments.  The countless men and women contained in the cramped cells weren’t physically tortured like in the regular realms.  Instead, these prisoners experienced extreme illusions, which made them believe they were being harmed or tormented.  They didn’t need bars and chains to contain them.  Their minds were too consumed by pain to contemplate escape.
 
   Climbing higher through the elaborate network of tunnels, she entered the newcomer section.  The newly arrived souls needed a lot of attention in the beginning to figure out what type of illusion they best responded to.  She would experiment to find the proper mix of fear and pain.  Thankfully, it wasn’t every day that someone new was added to the realm.  Someone had to be truly sick and depraved to be sequestered from the rest of humanity.
 
   The latest prisoner had come in a few weeks prior.  He was a murderer that enjoyed taking lives and cared nothing for the sanctity of life.  He had stalked his victims and had made a game of inflicting agony.  Some people were numb when they killed.  They no longer cared about the world and wanted to eliminate anyone close to them.  Others found joy in watching their victims take their last breaths as their eyes glazed over.  Jericho Rydel was one such prisoner.  The maniac had murdered countless mortals throughout his multiple lives that spanned over four hundred years.  His name and face may have changed with each reincarnation, but his tainted soul had remained unaffected by his trips to Hell, and he continued to destroy everyone and everything he touched each time he resided in the Mortal Realm.
 
   When Jericho had first arrived in Hell, it was determined that he would enter the Realm of Fire for fifty years before moving on to the Realms of Frost and Burning Seas, but he hadn’t lasted a week before leading a riot in Fire.  The psycho had broken free of his blazing prison and led a mob of prisoners to riot with him.  He’d taken Zel hostage and had nearly taken Gresham’s head; not an easy feat for a mortal, but he was cunning and strong.  Azazel and Hades’ girlfriend, Katarina had ended up in the fire pit until Alazar and Hades subdued Jericho and freed Zel.  Lucifer himself had personally dragged Jericho down into the Realm of Nightmares and made sure that he was well cared for in his new cell.  Apparently, it was not the first time that Jericho, or Pieter, or Gregor, or any of his previous incarnations had broken free of the Realm of Fire.  Jericho had been warned that this was his last chance to redeem himself, but his bloodlust was too strong to save him from eternal damnation.
 
   Turning the corner to check on Jericho, she froze when she couldn’t locate him.  She quickly looked around to get her bearings.  The tunnels were disorienting since hundreds of prisoners were crammed tightly in each corridor.  More than twenty souls occupied any 18’ x 18’ section of wall.
 
   She retraced her steps and counted the prisoners around her.  She was in the correct place, but Jericho was gone.  Panicking, she stopped to think.  He could have been moved to the Hall of Mercy or Torment, but it was risky moving Nightmare prisoners.  Lucifer would have needed a really good reason to move him.  Having been with Lucifer in the last twelve hours it was unlikely that he had any interest in moving Jericho.  He would be too busy sulking and crying in his room.  Hades would have mentioned if Jericho were in Mercy or Torment since the brute had nearly broken Hades’ jaw during his capture.
 
   “What is it, Anjali?” Alazar grabbed her shoulders, trying to calm her.
 
   “Jericho is missing,” she said as her voice shook.
 
   Alazar vehemently shook his head.  “No, there is no way that Jericho escaped from the Realm of Nightmares.  He’s talented, but he isn’t good enough to escape this place.  You must be confused.  All these tunnels and walls look the same.  Check again,” Alazar said frantically.  The thought of a mass-murderer loose in Hell set his teeth on edge.
 
   “I’ve already looked, Alazar.  I know these tunnels like the back of my hand.  He’s gone,” she whispered, afraid to speak too loudly in case any of the prisoners could hear her.  Her hands shook when the reality of the situation came bearing down on her.  Jericho had escaped the Realm of Nightmares and was now roaming free in Hell.
 
   Alazar anxiously looked around the crowded wall space for Jericho’s familiar sneer.  He finally kicked a small space of unoccupied wall and growled.
 
   “He’s gone,” Alazar huffed.
 
   Anjali took off at a dead run and made her way back up the staircase.  She burst through the doors and startled Ioden and Dane.
 
   “Did anyone take Jericho Rydel from this realm?  Or better yet, how are you still breathing with a crazed killer on the loose?  Jericho would have attacked you both,” she asked, out of breath.  She looked at the confused guards who stared at her wide-eyed, unable to speak.
 
   “My lady, no one has come or gone from here except you and Lord Lucifer in the last day.  No prisoner has entered or exited since Jericho arrived a few weeks ago,” Ioden replied.  He appeared to be very worried. 
 
   “How is that possible?” she muttered to herself.
 
   Dane cleared his throat to speak.  “My lady, this is the only entrance to the realm.  Begging your pardon, but no one comes or goes without our notice.  You may ask Philippe or Jadice if they saw anything on their shift, but they are required to report any prisoner transfers,” he said defensively.
 
   “Then we have a huge problem.  Jericho is missing.  No one goes in or out of Nightmares except for Lord Lucifer, Lord Hades, or me.  Are we clear?” she said authoritatively.  She turned before they could answer.
 
   She sprinted up the staircase dreading her next conversation.
 
   Entering the Hall of Misery, Hades’ domain, she cringed when she saw Hades lounging smugly on his black leather throne.  He was going to be livid.  “A prisoner from the Realm of Nightmares has escaped.”
 
   Hades rolled his eyes and sighed.  “I figured it was only a matter of time before you let one of the lunatics escape.  Please tell me it isn’t one of the despots.  I hate having them on the lam.  They always put up the most resistance,” Hades said sounding amused.  He gave the appearance of being laid back, but she knew that Hades was serious about escapes, at least when he wasn’t using them as a diversion.
 
   “It’s Jericho,” she stated.  She watched Hades snap forward in his throne, nearly breaking his neck.  He no longer appeared bored.  He was fuming.
 
   “Of course it had to be him.  I’m going to see to it that the Shades make his acquaintance.  You have no idea how much of a pain in the ass this soul is.  I hate him more than I hate you,” Hades barked.
 
   “I would ask if he was part of another plan to distract Lucifer, but I’d like to believe that you and I are beyond that unpleasantness.  Alazar would gut you if you tried to kiss me again.  Lucifer would eat you alive,” she snickered.  She hated thinking back to when Hades had tried to take her as his servant and force himself upon her, before she knew that she was the Destroyer and could bring down a world of hurt upon him.  He had released a few of the saner Nightmare prisoners to distract Lucifer while he tried to seduce her.
 
   Hades flinched.  He had been tricked by her beauty and been foolish enough to try to take her for himself.  While he still had a love/hate relationship with her, he wasn’t stupid enough to challenge the Angel of Death and the Angel of Darkness for the hand of one of the most powerful beings ever created.  He valued his life too much.
 
   “Don’t flatter yourself sweetheart...Lady Black.  You’re not that pretty.  Besides, if I were going to let the maniacs out as a diversion, I wouldn’t have chosen one of the worst souls I have seen in a long time.  He was pulled from Fire for a reason.  If Jericho did escape and no one else is missing and there are no riots, something is very wrong,” Hades lied gracefully.  He would do anything to take Lady Black into his bed, except face Lucifer’s wrath.  He would have his ass chewed out, but at least he would die with a smile if he bedded her.  Letting Jericho free would only cause his balls to be forcibly shoved down his throat before dying by Lucifer’s hands.
 
   “What do we do now?” she asked bleakly.  She had never personally dealt with a prison break before.  She’d certainly seen prisoners break loose from the realms, but she’d never had to find an escapee.
 
   “We clean up your mess,” Hades said snidely.
 
   He summoned his servant Jared and ordered him to inform Vaughn and Sebastian of the escape.  Vaughn had been the hunter of the Neveran, or the Faithless Angels when he resided in Heaven.  Now he was in charge of tracking down escaped souls and immortal prisoners from the Hall of Shadows, regardless if they hid within the confines of Hell or had fled to the Mortal Realm.  The prisoners, who had been captured by him, called him the Höllenhund, or Hellhound.  Vaughn was very good at his job and notorious for making sure the soul never wanted to escape again.
 
   Anjali tapped her foot, annoyed that Hades was blaming her.  “I spoke to Ioden and Dane and neither of them have seen anything unusual.  Lucifer was the last one in the Realm of Nightmares, but I know that he went straight to his room once he left the realm.”
 
   “It’s possible that Jericho is still in Nightmares.  We will have to search the entire section, which will take forever.  Sebastian will put the Hall of Winds on lockdown to make sure that Jericho doesn’t leave, if he does manage to escape Nightmares.  I will inform Zivan to double his guards in the Caves of Darkness until Jericho is located.  You’d better pray that Jericho doesn’t leave Hell.  He will kill again if he reaches the Mortal Realm,” Hades said, buttoning his dark gray suit jacket over his red tie.  He was suddenly all business.  He descended his dais and looked her square in the eye.
 
   “Trust me, I know.  I’ve been inside this maniac’s mind and it isn’t pretty.  I fear what will happen even if he remains in Hell,” she replied bluntly.  She hated letting Hades see her fear, but she knew that he would understand.
 
   Hades sighed.  “I hate saying this, but you need to inform Lucifer.  I usually don’t tell him about a breakout until after it’s contained, unless necessary, but he needs to know.  Hold off on telling Mark until we know for sure that Jericho has left Hell.  I don’t need Michael freaking out on us if it turns out that Jericho is still lurking about.  I hate lectures from the Council on how to do my job,” Hades sniffed.
 
   Anjali hesitated.  “I’m afraid that Lucifer will be of little use.  He’s occupied.”  It was their code word that meant Lucifer was crying in his room.
 
   Hades threw back his head and grumbled.  “You’ve turned him into a sniveling child, haven’t you?  You have the worst timing.  I knew that your little game of making the devil happy would bite me in the ass.  We are going to have to wait until he is filled with rage again before he can confront Jericho.  He will be no match for Jericho until the darkness overtakes him.  It looks like the Destroyer is going to have to fill the devil’s shoes for the time being.  If Jericho makes it to the Mortal Realm, I’m tasking you with finding and capturing him,” Hades snapped, jabbing his finger into her shoulder.  He knew it wasn’t her job to hunt down escapees, but he wanted her fair face far away from him so that he could think clearly.
 
   “Why should I have to hunt him?  Isn’t that what Vaughn is for?” she exclaimed.  She knew she sounded childish, but she had enough to do without tracking down a mass murderer.
 
   “As you said, you have been inside Jericho’s mind.  You understand his methods.  You have seen his crimes.  Use that knowledge to find him,” he replied matter-of-factly.  He waved his hand, acting as if it were a simple task.
 
   “You saw how long it took for me to find Alazar, and I’m supposed to know him better than anyone else.  I don’t really think I’m qualified for this task.  Besides, escaped souls don’t have corporal bodies anymore and have to possess someone; otherwise, they are no more than spirits roaming the Mortal Realm.  How am I supposed to find a possessed mortal?  I have no experience with that,” she snorted.
 
   She tapped her foot trying to ascertain Hades’ sudden faith in her.  He usually considered her an inept child.  Why would he suddenly believe that she was competent enough to locate a deadly prisoner?  She wanted to know what new game he was concocting.
 
   “So you finally agree that you aren’t equipped to be in charge of Hell.  It took you long enough.  Understand this, Lucifer and I have hunted down plenty of escapees.  It’s part of the job description darling...Lady Black.  If you can’t handle something simple like finding a missing soul, then how do you expect to rule the third throne and make the really hard decisions?” Hades sneered.  He was goading her just to watch her squirm.
 
   He had never agreed to her being one of the Heads of Hell and it was time to drive the knife a little deeper.  He decided to use her lack of confidence to his advantage.  If he could guilt her into stepping down, or prove that she was incapable of carrying out her responsibilities, he could ship her off to the Mortal Realm and be rid of her and her flawless skin.
 
   Anjali didn’t like where Hades was going with the conversation.  She’d never had to prove herself before.  She had become one of the Heads of Hell because of a deal between her father Gabriel and Lucifer.  She’d never earned the title or responsibility, nor had she volunteered and made a sacrifice like Lucifer and Hades.  She knew it was a point of contention for Hades.  Though she understood his reasons for not liking her and wanting her gone, she knew it was time to prove her worth beyond sleeping with Lucifer and keeping the devil’s rage in check.
 
   “Fine.  I will go to the Mortal Realm and learn what I can about him.  Even if Jericho is still in Hell, it might give us some insight into his mind.  I saw his crimes, but I don’t know much about his personal life.  There has to be a reason beyond his distaste of the fire to stage an escape; otherwise, everyone in the Realm of Fire would rebel.  There has to be something stronger than self-preservation making him fight.  Search for him here and I will research his past in the Mortal Realm.  Send Jared to me if you find him.  Maybe if I learn more about his mortal life, I can find the key to breaking his will and subduing him permanently,” she smirked.  She liked the idea of putting Jericho in his place and making sure that he never rebelled again.
 
   Hades was nervous when he saw the wild glint in her eye, but let it pass.  It might be best to give her someone tangible to release her wrath upon, other than him.
 
   “Then what are you waiting for?  Leave.  We will search for him here and perform a prisoner count in the realms to make sure that he didn’t take any of the souls with him.”  Hades strode past her and stopped at the entrance of the hall.  “The faster we find him, the better.  You don’t want to know what happened when his previous incarnation escaped from a realm.  Let’s just say that I had to bury a few of my kin.  I don’t want a repeat of that.”
 
   Anjali knew Hades was right.  Regardless of her reservations about hunting Jericho, she had to find a way to subdue him quickly.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 4
 
    
 
   Leaning against the pool table in the smelly bar, Balthazar waited for his turn.  One more ball and he would claim victory over the inebriated mortal who had foolishly challenged him to a game in an effort to show off in front of his tight-clothed girlfriend.  The woman kept winking at Balthazar every time her boyfriend turned his back on her, though he wasn’t the least bit interested in her.
 
   He was too busy keeping an eye on the door waiting for one of his temptees to check in with him.  He made a point of knowing where they were at all times.  Meting out vengeance was a marathon, not a sprint, when it was done properly, so Balthazar liked to make sure his temptees were properly motivated and heading in a direction that would help them achieve their goals.  This particular temptee had once been a noble man, but one pointless, violent crime had changed him dramatically.  He had begged Balthazar to help him seek his revenge and Balthazar had been more than happy to oblige him.
 
   Turning his attention back to the game, Balthazar stiffened when the girlfriend intentionally wiggled against him pretending not to have enough room to pass without touching him.  He had half a mind to drag her back to her family and let them see what a disgrace she was with her cleavage popping out of her red dress.  She was dangerously close to flashing her backside to the entire bar when she leaned over to get the waiter’s attention.
 
   He could never understand why a woman had to flaunt her body to get the attention of a man.  In Heaven, the female angels had been modest and covered down to their feet, yet they were considered attractive.  They didn’t wear makeup and trashy clothes to catch a male’s attention.  They would smile sincerely and laugh, which was more beautiful to him than a thousand scantily clad pinup girls.
 
   Balthazar shook his head at the sad display before him.  The drunken man didn’t have a clue that his girlfriend was eager to leave his side and enter the bathroom with any attractive man in the bar to engage in sex.
 
   Ignoring the woman, Balthazar leaned over the table to line up his shot.  He tuned out all the sounds in the room, including the football game that was blaring over at the bar.  Pulling back on the cue, he focused on the ball.  He was about to win the game with the eight ball in the left corner pocket when a breaking news story on the TV made him snap to attention and stare at the screen.
 
   The newscaster announced that the Wall Penitentiary in Washington State was on lockdown due to an intruder attacking the prison.  The camera showed office workers filing out of the administrative buildings into the parking lot and then panned over to a team of tactical officers rushing into the building.  Most of the people in the bar ignored the news report and continued with their daily lives, but Balthazar couldn’t take his eyes off the screen.  He had stood in that very prison three weeks ago and now it was under siege by an unknown assailant.  It was too much of a coincidence to ignore.
 
   He threw down a hundred dollar bill on the table as an apology for leaving the game abruptly and left out the back door.  He would find his temptee once he checked out the prison and eased the queasy feeling in the pit of his stomach.
 
   ∞
 
    Anjali arrived in the parking lot of the Wall Penitentiary and tried to get her bearings.  The large white concrete building didn’t look like a prison until the large imposing gates on the side of the parking lot came into view.  There were a few guards stationed at what looked like the entrance to the administrative offices in the front, but the show of force on the prison entrance was impressive.  Tall, sturdy fences wrapped in barbed wire adorned the side entrance and were monitored by a guard tower a few feet above it.  Uniformed officers with rifles and side arms were busy patrolling the gates and keeping a watchful eye on the visitors coming in and out of the building.
 
   Anjali was grateful that that Sebastian had quickly given her the details and location of Jericho’s death.  He normally enjoyed ignoring her for as long as possible and playing games for information, but as soon as she had said Jericho’s name, Sebastian turned over every last detail that he was privy to.  Death by hanging was a rare form of punish which Jericho had specifically requested, though she hadn’t been able to figure out why.  She hadn’t gotten too far into her assessment of the creep to truly break his will and make him cry like the other prisoners in the Realm of Nightmares.
 
   Donning her mortal attire, jeans, a black T-shirt with a Punisher logo and her brown hiking boots, she decided to gain access to the Administrative Building, claiming that she was a relative looking for information on Jericho.  If that failed to gain her entrance to the building, she was prepared to flirt with one of the guards and ask him about Jericho’s hanging.  She needed to know if anything strange had happened during his life or death to make him want to come back again so quickly.
 
   Walking through the parking lot, she was startled by shrieking sirens that echoed through the paved lot.  She shook off the defending sound of the air raid siren and looked up to see a swarm of people wearing office attire running in terror from the building.  Her heart sank as she thought about the reason for their fear.  Jericho had returned home.
 
   The guards at the front of the building herded the screaming workers away from the building as the Special Operations Response Team vehicles rolled up to both entrances.  Anjali admired their efficiency, having witnessed riots in the Hell before.  Seeing the SORT team’s weapons and riot shields sent the workers into a frenzy as they pushed each other in an effort to escape the impending gunfire.  She waited until the SORT teams entered the building, brushing past the civilians.  Using the chaos as cover, she slipped past the guards and made her way into the building.
 
   There was a flurry of motion in the lobby as officers directed the masses of people out the doors, yelling for them to remain calm.
 
   Anjali rolled her eyes.  A mass murderer had returned with a killing vendetta.  Remaining calm was not a priority.  Running as fast as possible was more advisable.
 
   Sliding against the walls to avoid the panicked workers, Anjali made her way around the edges of the lobby.  She overheard yelling on the officers’ walkie-talkies and radios.  There was talk of a large unarmed intruder making his way up to the sixth floor.
 
   Anjali spotted a large staircase to her left and carefully dodged a group of screaming women to reach it.  As her foot hit the first step, the sound of gunfire erupted through the walkies and above her on the staircase.
 
   “Damn it, bullets are only going to make him madder,” she growled.  They might hinder the mobility of the body Jericho had inhabited, but it wouldn’t kill him.  Jericho’s soul needed to be removed from the host mortal before he could be stopped.  It saddened her to know that the poor mortal he had hijacked wouldn’t survive once Jericho was removed.  The mortal’s body would be filled with bullet holes.
 
   Maneuvering up the stairs, Anjali ducked around an officer yelling at her to evacuate the building.  He tried to grab her arm, but she darted up the stairs before he could catch her.
 
   “I left my purse in my office, I’ll be right back,” she yelled to the officer.
 
   More gunfire and what sounded like a bubble wrap popping had Anjali sprinting up the stairs two at a time.  Depending on how well trained the SORT team was at handling an escaped prisoner of Hell, she was going to need backup.
 
   She opened her mind to Derick and called to him.  I need you.  The prison is under attack.  It has to be Jericho.  Bring Alazar.
 
   Derick acknowledged her, but Anjali couldn’t reply to him.  She was too shocked to speak when she found the source of the popping noise.  The stairwell on the fourth floor was lined with dead bodies.  Civilians and tactical officers were lying motionless on the ground.  The civilians looked like they had died quickly from wrenched necks or shattered bones.  The tactical officers hadn’t been so lucky.  They had been ripped apart by some kind of wild animal.  Arms and heads were everywhere, some still holding guns.  It took a moment for Anjali to process the carnage.  How could a soul kill this many people in a matter of minutes?  She quickly looked around for survivors, but knew better.  Jericho wouldn’t leave anyone alive.
 
   Swallowing back bile, she tried not be sickened by the sight.  She had seen terrible things done by the prisoners in Hell, and had terrible things done to her, but the irrational violence used against the mortals overwhelmed her.  Jericho knew no bounds and needed to be put down permanently.
 
   Derick and Alazar appeared in the parking lot and headed toward the Administration Building.  They were blocked by officers forming a perimeter around the building and parking lot.
 
   Alazar looked around trying to decide the best course of action.  Anjali needed him to help contain the situation, and not kill anyone in his path.  He needed to remember that he was there to assist Anjali, not tempt the sea of mortals gawking at the building to commit murder or suicide.  The urge to tempt them was overwhelming as fear opened their minds to such a suggestion, but he pushed away the need to tempt.  He, ironically, was there to save people.
 
   “Shouldn’t we join Anjali?” Derick asked as he followed Alazar through the growing crowd being ushered behind the police barriers.
 
   Alazar shook his head.  “She’ll call if she needs help.  She wants us here because she can’t be in two places at once.”  He stopped when he saw the prison yard filled with orange jumpsuits.  “Shit.”
 
   Derick turned and saw the reason for Alazar’s perturbed look.  Hundreds of prisoners were running from multiple exits into the large fenced in area used for exercising.  They were slamming themselves against the high fences, trying to knock them down or climb them.
 
   Derick was startled when warning shots were fired in the air from the guard tower.  The guards were trying to maintain order from a distance, but the prisoners continued their escape plans.
 
   “Jericho’s using the other prisoners as a distraction,” Derick whispered nervously.
 
   Alazar chuckled darkly.  “That’s his favorite thing to do.  He makes you look one way while he’s running in the opposite direction.  I hate when the escaped souls are smart.  We are definitely going to need Vaughn.”
 
   “They are going to tear down those fences and I doubt they have enough guards to stop them all.  What can we do?” Derick asked as he watched the guards swarming the fences and threatening to shoot anyone who touched the fence.
 
   Alazar knew a mortal prison riot wasn’t his problem, but he didn’t like the idea of murderers running free in the streets.  “I’m going to buy the guards some time and thin the herd a little.  You stay here and keep out of trouble.  Stay in contact with Anjali to see if she needs anything.  If bullets start flying, leave.  Anjali will be pissed at me if you are full of holes.”
 
   Alazar disappeared before Derick could reply.  He reappeared inside the fences along the wall of the prison.  He ignored the prisoners trying to escape and focused on the violent prisoners who had gathered in the middle of the yard.  They were more interested in killing one another than worrying about escaping.  There were plenty of blood vendettas that needed to be settled.
 
   Looking around, Alazar recognized a couple of the prisoners and swore.  He had personally tempted at least five of the inmates.  Though he no longer enjoyed pushing people beyond their breaking point, he knew it was the only way to keep things from turning into a bloodbath when the riot guards arrived.  They would be completely outnumbered, even with tear gas and weapons.  He reminded himself that most of these guys were Hell-bound and that he shouldn’t feel bad about sending them there a little earlier than scheduled.  It could save a few lives if he played things right.
 
   Alazar ducked and weaved through the fists and splattering blood and entered the middle of an expanding mosh pit where the prisoners were kicking and punching anyone around them.  He grabbed as many prisoners as possible and took possession of their eyes.  He showed them the forest, the beach, or the mountains and told them how easy it would be to find peace.
 
   Derick was mad that Alazar had left him in the parking lot and told him to go stand where it was safe.  He was capable of more than just relaying messages.  He ran to the fence to make sure that Alazar was safe.  He watched Alazar tempt one prisoner at a time just by looking at them.  The prisoners he’d tempted quickly found inventive ways of committing suicide.  He’d never witnessed Alazar tempt before.  He had a newfound respect for the angel.
 
   Derick quickly conveyed what he was seeing to Anjali.  Alazar is eliminating the violent prisoners.  The guards are slowly entering the courtyard in riot gear.  They are going to be majorly confused about the self-inflicted suicides since these guys just broke out of prison, but it should help them regain order.
 
   Good, since I have bigger problems here, she replied.
 
   Anjali quickly entered the sixth floor hallway, and was met with more carnage.  The smell and sting of tear gas let her know that she was getting closer to Jericho.
 
   Gunfire rang out in a room to her left.  She deftly stepped over the piles of tactical officers and guards and carefully approached the room.  Just as she reached to open the door, wood and glass exploded into the hallway and a black blur flew in front of her face, smashing into the wall next to her.  A tactical guard slid to the floor and slumped over.  There was no way that the man had survived the impact.
 
   A roar to her left made her jump back just before three more flak jacket-clad officers formed a pile on top of the first officer.
 
   She carefully looked around the corner of what remained of the door jam and saw a large, disheveled figure staring at a man dressed in a dark police uniform.  The officer held his hands held out defensively in front of him.
 
   “I was doing my job, Jericho.  You have to understand.  The court sentenced you.  I had no choice but to carry out your sentence.  Trust me; I wanted you out of my facility.  I would have transferred you if I could have,” the uniformed man babbled, trying to save himself.  Anjali assumed that he was in charge of the prison.
 
   Taking in the sight of the towering man in front of the officer, something seemed off.  Jericho had been hanged in an orange jumpsuit, which his soul wore upon entering Hell.  He also had a ligature mark around his neck from the hanging.  The enormous man standing with his back to her had both a jumpsuit and rope marks, but he was covered in dirt clumps and grass.  His jumpsuit was blackened as if he’d been thrown into a BBQ pit.  The strangest thing was the smell.  He didn’t smell like cinder and smoke like the inhabitants of Hell, but like rotting flesh.  She wondered who in the world Jericho had possessed.
 
   “Like I give a shit?” Jericho sneered.  His voice was garbled and thick as if it hadn’t been used in a long time.
 
   He reached over the desk and grabbed the officer by the neck.
 
   “Enough, Jericho.  It’s time to go back to where you belong,” Anjali stated.  She watched the hulking mountain turn to face her, but she wasn’t prepared for what she saw.
 
   The man facing her looked like a rotting corpse that had been burned alive, but he looked like Jericho, not a stranger.  His neck was bent at an unusual angle and he had trouble controlling the movement of his head.  His head flopped to the opposite side when he moved his shoulders to look at her.  His face was charred on one side and his top teeth were exposed under his left cheek.  His arms were gray, which was typical for a soul, but not for a possessed mortal.  She couldn’t understand why he looked mostly like himself and yet sickeningly deformed.
 
   “Nice jeans babe, but I like the dress better,” Jericho chuckled.  “I’m not going back to the realms.  You can tell Lucifer that I’m coming for both of you once my business here is done.”
 
   He swung his tree-limbed size arm at her and caught her in the chest.  She was thrown into the wall with a surprising amount of force.
 
   Before Anjali could regain her senses, a voice called out Jericho’s name from the hallway.  She shook her head and tried to focus.  She saw a man with short brown hair and cold brown eyes standing in the demolished doorway.  The scar across his brow and cheek was his least intimidating feature.  Though he was dressed like a cowboy in a long leather duster, blue thermal shirt, and jeans, she knew that he was not a cowboy.  His face resembled the hand-drawn sketch that she kept by her bedside table, but he looked older and more battle hardened.  What had happened to her Angel of Vengeance?  More importantly, what in the hell was Balthazar doing here?
 
   Jericho roared and threw the prison official at Balthazar with an enough force to knock Balthazar back into the hallway, breaking the officer’s body when he landed on Balthazar.
 
   Anjali pushed herself off the ground and tried to stand.  She had to stop Jericho before he killed anyone else.
 
   As she steadied herself, a desk collided with her face.  She crashed to the ground and smacked her head on the linoleum as the mahogany desk exploded into wooden confetti all around her.  She tried to move, but her body had taken the impact of the desk explosion.  She’d been in plenty of fights before, but she’d never seen anyone move as fast as Jericho or cause so much pain in such a short amount of time.
 
   She rolled to her side and got to her knees.  She stood, though barely, and wiped away some of the wood shards.  “When the hell did he get so strong?” she muttered to herself.
 
   Pain radiated through her nose and skull.  She put her hand to her nose and pulled it away to find it dripping with blood.
 
   Dazed, Anjali stumbled into the hallway, but couldn’t see Jericho.  He was gone.
 
   She watched Balthazar push away the body of the mortal and heard him swear.  He rubbed the back of his head and looked up at her.  She saw the exact moment when Balthazar figured out who she was.  Instead of being overjoyed to see her, he looked even more pissed, if that were possible.
 
   “Anjali,” Balthazar growled when he saw the face that resembled the figurine he had carved all those years ago in Hell, right down to her expressive eyes.  It was the face that had eluded him for countless millennia, though he had never laid eyes on her until this moment.
 
   “I have to find Jericho and stop him!  Help me or get out of the way!” she yelled, frustrated that she didn’t have time to stop and talk to Balthazar.  She needed to stop Jericho.
 
   “I can only assume that you have finally taken your place at Lucifer’s side if you are hunting down Jericho.  It took you long enough,” he sneered.
 
   She sighed and shook her head.  “I promise you that we will talk, but right now I need to stop Jericho from taking any more innocent lives.”  She brushed past the tall brick wall of an angel in front of her, determined to get to Jericho.
 
   “Talk?  If you wanted to talk, you should have been there when I was sentenced to live in Hell,” he said coldly.  He snatched her arm and threw her into the wall with enough force to break the wall and propel her back into the demolished office.  All thoughts of stopping Jericho were gone from his mind.  He had more important things to deal with now.
 
   The breath was knocked from her lungs as pain tore through her back and neck.  A number of bones had snapped along the way, but she was more concerned about the angel standing over her, picking her up by the throat.
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you,” she gasped.  She tried in vain to pry his hand off.
 
   Balthazar looked at her questioningly.  “Hurt me?  You aren’t strong enough to hurt me.  Jericho got in a lucky shot, but there is no way that you’ll be able to harm me.”
 
   He couldn’t believe his eyes.  After all the long years waiting for her, he finally had his Master in the palm of his hand.  He would savor his victory over her and kill her slowly.  Overwhelmed by all the possible ways to kill her, he decided to render her unconscious until he could find the best way to seek his revenge.
 
   Anjali summoned Hell Fire in her palms and thrust one hand into Balthazar’s face and the other against the hand gripping her throat.
 
   Balthazar howled and dropped her.  He couldn’t believe that she was fighting dirty.  He stepped back and waved his burnt hand around, swearing.
 
   Landing on her knee, she swung her right arm up and punched him in the groin.  When he doubled over from the impact, she punched him in the throat with her left hand.
 
   “I’m sorry Balthazar, I didn’t want it to be like this, but I have to stop Jericho.  Please understand.  I know you are angry with me, but I will come back to speak with you,” she said, trying to drag air into her burning throat.
 
   Balthazar dropped to his knees and glared at her.  Stupidly he hadn’t expected her to fight like a girl, though he should have expected nothing less from his treacherous Master.  He wouldn’t lower his defenses again.
 
   She limped around Balthazar, but he reached out and grabbed her arm.  “You’re not going anywhere until I fulfill my oath,” he growled.  He snatched his small push dagger from the lining of his coat and drove it into her rib cage as he pulled her off balance.  He stood up and took her falling body into his arms.
 
   Anjali gasped as the short, blunt dagger sliced through her side, narrowly missing the edge of her heart.  Confused, she looked into Balthazar’s eyes.  How could one of her own angels betray her like this?  She knew the answer before she could blink.  She hadn’t found him in time and he had finally become a Rogue.
 
   Balthazar looked into the face of the woman who had forsaken him and his brothers.  She had condemned them to live with the cruelest angel in Hell.  She had allowed them to tempt the mortals without guidance, and worst of all she had allowed his brothers to suffer from their own temptations.  He had thought about his revenge against her for so long.  He waited to feel something:  satisfaction, relief, glee, or anything resembling happiness, but instead, he felt cold inside and empty.
 
   “I’m sorry, Balthazar.  I should have been there for you,” she whispered.  She put her hand on his face and tried to focus on his scar so that she wouldn’t lose consciousness.
 
   He was befuddled by her words.  She was apologizing for not being there for him.  It was the last thing he expected to hear from her.
 
   Balthazar didn’t have time to make sense of her apology before a man appeared behind Anjali and quickly pulled her from his arms.  Before Balthazar could move, a metal chair collided with his face and he was thrown backwards to the ground.
 
   Derick grabbed Anjali from Balthazar and planned to take her back to the Hall of Mirrors to heal, but she shook her head when she heard his thoughts.
 
   “I can’t leave Alazar and Balthazar alone.  They’ll kill each other,” she pleaded with Derick to stay in the room.
 
   Derick was furious, but knew she was right.  He dragged her into the hallway to keep her away from the fight, though he turned her so that she could watch her angels through the demolished wall.
 
   Looking up through the blood running into his eyes from the cut on his scalp, Balthazar locked on to the most fearsome blue eyes that inhabited the Mortal Realm.  Alazar, his former leader, was standing over him, and he was furious.
 
   “It took you long enough to find her, Balthazar.  You must be slowing in your old age,” Alazar quipped, though he was careful to keep his distance from his vicious brother.
 
   “So much for vowing to kill her, my fearless leader,” Balthazar retorted, wiping the blood from the corner of his mouth with his uninjured hand.
 
   “I know you vowed to kill her if I failed to accomplish the task, but there’s been a change of plans.  If you touch her, you will finally have your chance to fight me.  You may have bested Aeries, but you never had the opportunity to stand against me.  You caught me off guard last time.  Trust me when I say there is no way that you will walk away from this fight,” Alazar said evenly.
 
   Balthazar ached to beat Alazar into a bloody heap; so much so, that he was willing to forget about his Master for the moment.  He was going to get even with Alazar for all the pain inflicted upon him when he was forced to stay in Hell to await their Master.  He had survived beatings from Lucifer while he was helplessly strung up.  He’d watched his brothers turn on him and each other as the sins of the prisoners permeated their souls and made them heartless.  He never had a moment’s rest in all the years he waited in the pit of despair, all because he listened to Alazar’s speeches about how life would be better once Anjali came for them.  His leader had failed him so many times; he could barely contain the rage inside.
 
   “I’m not sure how or why you caved, Alazar, but deep down I always knew you would side with her.  Despite all that we suffered, I knew that once she showed up, you would roll over and beg to be claimed by her.  You always thought that I was the pathetic one,” Balthazar snickered.
 
   “Pathetic?  You really want to call me names, Meekness?” Alazar asked mockingly.
 
   Balthazar let his power rise as the agony he had endured in the absence of his Master rose to the surface.  He used all the pain he had suffered while trying to survive Lucifer’s torture sessions and unleashed it upon his worthless leader.
 
   “Here’s a name for you, Alazar.  Baby Blue Eyes,” Balthazar snapped.  He stepped to his left in an attempt to draw Alazar closer.  He kept the sides of his duster open and his hands at the ready to pull a weapon.
 
   Alazar stiffened when he heard the name spoken aloud, a name that a Predznak would not dare to utter unless he was suicidal.
 
   “Don’t, Balthazar!”  Alazar growled.
 
   “That was Serena’s pet name for you, wasn’t it?  She would drag you by your hair and strap you to her bed in the Den of Horrors.  How quickly you have forgotten the degradation you suffered while our Master frolicked in the Mortal Realm slaughtering hundreds of innocent mortals, leaving us to fall into madness under the weight of our temptations.  Most days I was surprised that you didn’t hang yourself in your bedchamber with your own bedding.  Now you are protecting the very person whom you swore to kill.  You promised that you would avenge us, which was the only reason I let you walk out on us and your duties that day in Hell.  I told you that I wouldn’t seek you out and kill you because I expected you to fulfill your oath and kill our negligent Master.  Now, here she is, alive and breathing.  Join me brother, and together we will end Anjali.  We can finally be free of our servitude and live our lives as we see fit.”  The words flowed from Balthazar’s mouth as he wove his power through Alazar’s brain, invoking the memories that would force him to remember the humiliation and desperation they had felt in their Master’s absence.  Balthazar had a millennia’s worth of deplorable images to draw upon as he created the rising need to strike out against the one responsible for their suffering and end her.
 
   Alazar watched Balthazar moving closer using subtle body shifts while keeping his voice even and monotone.
 
   “Are you kidding me?  You’re trying to tempt me?  That is the stupidest thing you have ever done.  You must be desperate if you’re trying to turn me against Anjali.  You have much to learn, Balthazar, and I’m going to enjoy watching her teach you the real meaning of being a Predznak,” Alazar laughed.
 
   Alazar stepped back toward Anjali in an effort to shield her from his unhinged brother, in the event that he was cavalier enough to attack her again.  He knew that she was badly injured since she hadn’t mopped the floor with Balthazar yet, or at the bare minimum retorted with a witty reply.
 
   Balthazar raised his eyebrow and stood up straight.  He had failed to tempt Alazar, which was odd since he had done it before, though in more subtle ways.  He’d never blatantly used his power against him, but had made subtle suggestions.  Alazar was obviously stronger now that he had joined with Anjali, which made him rethink his options.
 
   Balthazar jumped at Alazar, but quickly pulled back, testing Alazar.  Alazar had never been one for hand-to-hand combat.  This battle would be easily won and his Master would be dead.
 
   Alazar knew he was outmatched and at a disadvantage since he shouldn’t use his power against Balthazar.  Alazar stepped to his right and tracked Balthazar’s motions.  He’d seen Aeries train thousands of Celestial Warriors and mortals for battle; sadly, he had never thought to pay attention to the lessons.  Aeries and Balthazar were the warriors; Alazar was the badass who tempted his enemies from afar.  He cursed himself for not learning the nuances of fighting and swordplay.
 
   Balthazar moved to his right, but quickly leaped forward intending to kick the left side of Alazar’s chest.  Alazar blocked Balthazar’s heavy boot, though barely.
 
   Balthazar glared at Alazar, surprised that his kick had been stopped.  “I should have killed you the day you led us into Hell.  Every day you promised that she would come.  Every year you told us not to lose faith.  I burned and drowned in the realms because of your false promises.  I swore to myself that I would make you pay for keeping us in Hell!” Balthazar yelled.  He punched the side of Alazar’s neck, and swung quickly to catch Alazar’s knee with his boot.
 
   Alazar grunted and faltered, but remained on his feet.  He blocked two more blows before hobbling backward trying to put more distance between them.  He tried to keep pressure off his knee, but knew he had to keep moving.
 
   “I believed in the Council and in Gabriel, Balthazar.  They said that Anjali would come for us.  I had to have faith for all of us.  Do you think I enjoyed watching my brothers suffer under Lucifer’s tyranny and Serena’s abuse?  No!  I hated it.  On top of that, I had to watch all of you lose your minds as the darkness invaded your souls.  I wanted to leave as much as you did, but I wanted Anjali to come for us.  It’s true.  I wanted her to help us.  If we left, I knew it would take longer for her to find us.  Look at us now.  Do you see how hard it has been for her to find us?  I did the best I could, given the circumstances,” Alazar pleaded with Balthazar, hoping to reach the rational part of his brain.
 
   “You were a fool!” Balthazar shouted.
 
   “I was a fool.  I admit it.  I am sorry for all that you suffered in Hell under my command, but you must remember that I suffered right alongside you.  I put myself in harm’s way so that you and the others might be spared.  I intentionally pissed Lucifer off to draw his ire.  I keep Serena occupied to spare the others.  You were stronger than most of us.  Lucifer had to capture you in your sleep and lock you in the Hall of Torment to punish you.  Serena was too afraid of what you would do to her, so she left you alone.  You were spared from the pain and humiliation that I endured.  I accept that I failed you, but I did my best to protect you, all of you,” Alazar said, trying to catch his breath and bracing himself in case his words fell upon deaf ears.
 
   Balthazar stood in front of his former leader and contemplated his next move.  Images of Alazar yelling at him and condemning him for being feeble plagued his mind.  He remembered the look of contempt on Alazar’s face when he abandoned him and walked out of Hell.  He was filled with anger as he thought about Alazar commanding Aeries to beat him until he couldn’t breathe.  Alazar’s grand speech did nothing to quell the rage in his chest, the rage that demanded that Death pay for his crimes with his life.
 
   “Your words kept me hostage in that vulgar, demeaning cesspool of darkness.  I refuse to listen to them anymore!”  Balthazar drew his throwing knives from his coat and widened his stance.  It wouldn’t kill Alazar, but it would take some of the fight out of him.  He stood a better chance of defeating Alazar and Anjali if they were too busy plugging up the holes in their bodies.  The boy holding Anjali was clearly not a fighter and posed no threat to him.
 
   Anjali struggled to see around Alazar.  She was losing so much blood that it was hard to stay lucid.  She struggled to stay awake knowing that if she passed out, one of her angels would no longer be alive when she regained consciousness.
 
   Pushing Derick’s hands away, she tried to get to her knees.  “Balthazar, don’t do this is.  I want to help you.  You’ve suffered too long without anyone to care for you.  Please, stand down and we can sort this out,” she whispered, too drained of energy to speak loudly.
 
   Balthazar heard Anjali’s weakened voice.  Instead of rejoicing in his imminent victory, something in his chest burned and ached.  He couldn’t understand the feeling at first; perhaps it was regret?  His leg nearly moved forward toward Anjali of its own accord, but he locked his knee and forced himself not to move.
 
   “Let us help you, brother,” Alazar said softly as he put his hands up, following his Master’s lead.  If she commanded him to end Balthazar, he would do it without question, though he wouldn’t enjoy it.
 
   Balthazar’s head snapped up and he stared at Alazar.  “I’m all too familiar with your idea of helping people.  I don’t need to go down that path again.”
 
   Balthazar threw his favorite knives at Alazar’s chest before Alazar could blink.  Alazar doubled over in pain, not being fast enough to dodge the knives.  Though he’d rarely lost his calm since joining with his Master, Alazar let his frustration be known when he locked his eyes on Balthazar’s and forced his power to rise.  He wouldn’t kill Balthazar, but it didn’t mean he couldn’t scare the shit out of him.
 
   Balthazar saw the hypnotic blue light emanating from Alazar’s eyes and knew immediately that he was no match for Death.  He had no defense against his brother’s power, aside from killing him.  He knew from experience that he couldn’t withstand Death’s icy gaze, so he had no other option but to abandon the fight.  He disappeared, leaving his enemies to lick their wounds.  He would see them again soon.
 
   “That’s right, run!” Alazar shouted to the ceiling, sounding more confident that he was.  “Balthazar has always been a coward at heart.”
 
   Alazar grunted and pulled the fucking knives out of his chest one by one.  He turned to look at Derick, who was trying to help Anjali to her feet while applying pressure on her ribs, trying to stem the bleeding.
 
   “You okay?”  Alazar knelt down next to them.  He could see the anger lurking in her eyes.  He knew that she was outraged that Balthazar had attacked him and was frustrated that she couldn’t stop him.
 
   “I’ll live, but Balthazar won’t,” she sneered.  She reached out and touched Alazar’s bloody chest.  “How about you, are you okay?”
 
   “The bastard threw my own knives at me.  Well, the knives I gave to him as a present when he defeated Aeries for the first time.  What a jerk.  I warned you that you that he was single-minded in his pursuits,” he grumbled.  He shoved the knives into the back pocket of his black jeans.  He tried to put pressure on his chest wounds, but he was bleeding from too many places, so he gave up.
 
   “I swear to you, I will kill him for what he did to you,” Anjali’s eyes were shifting from bright blue to black, which made Alazar nervous.
 
   “Before you destroy the rest of the building, calm your anger.  We have to get out of here before the mortals see us,” Alazar said.  He could hear the tactical teams in the hallway clearing the rooms one by one.
 
   “Agreed, but we have to find Jericho quickly,” she gasped as when she tried to move.  “Something’s very wrong with him.  Jericho’s soul wasn’t inhabiting someone else’s body, it was inhabiting his own body,” Anjali grimaced.  She leaned against Derick’s outstretched arms for support.
 
   “What is she talking about?  That’s impossible.”  Alazar frowned at Derick, expecting an explanation.
 
   Derick shrugged.  “I don’t know.  She showed me an image of a guy, but he looked like Jason from Friday the 13th without his hockey mask.  It couldn’t have been a living human.  Look at the door.  It splintered apart and the men in the hallway were crushed upon impact.  I don’t think they’re getting back up.  Something weird happened here.  Jericho is strong, but not that strong,” he motioned to the motionless tactical team lying in the hallway.
 
   “No, they won’t be getting back up,” Alazar replied sadly.  “I don’t know what’s going on with Jericho, but it doesn’t change the fact that he has to be dragged back to Hell.  I’ll search for Jericho.  Anjali, you need to rest.  Aside from the hole in the side of your chest, it looks like you might have a concussion and a broken nose.  You need to heal before you confront anyone.  Balthazar will think twice about engaging you directly until he studies his defeat.  He’s a planner and will need time to devise a new strategy,” he said.  He didn’t like seeing Anjali so pale.
 
   Anjali slowly cleared the cobwebs from her brain.  “You’re not going anywhere near Jericho until I know what is going on.  I need to know what we’re up against.  I know what I saw.  I need to speak to Lucifer and Hades.  Besides, you’re just as injured as I am.  You need to heal, that’s an order.  Our Balthazar problem can wait until I sort out this Jericho mess, but I promise, he will pay for what he did to you.  I’ll confront Balthazar once I find Jericho.”
 
   “Hopefully this will help,” Derick said.  He pointed to a large binder filled with papers in the hallway.
 
   “You found his prison file,” she smiled.
 
   “Yes, my lady, though to call it a file is an understatement.  It’s more like a compendium, it’s so thick,” Derick snorted.
 
   “Good work,” she nodded.  “Alazar, I assumed the prisoners were contained on the other side of the prison.”
 
   Alazar nodded while examining her face and wiping the blood from her nose and chin with a corner of his black T-shirt.  “Of course I took care of them, though I’m not looking forward to hearing Sebastian complain about the sudden influx of prisoners headed for the Realm of Fire.”
 
   Anjali put her hand on Alazar’s shoulders and nodded slightly.  “Thank you, both of you.  We have what we need, let’s go home.”
 
   Together they turned and disappeared, returning to the Hall of Mirrors.  Concerned about Alazar’s injuries, she sent him to rest, despite his protests.  Derick tried to steer her toward her room, but she was too upset about Jericho’s unsettling appearance to rest.  Instead, she insisted on seeing Lucifer and Hades immediately.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 5
 
    
 
   Anjali shuffled into Lucifer’s Throne Room as gracefully as she could, intending to question Lucifer.  He was always truthful with her when the darkness had been stripped from him.  It was easier to make him confess his dark deeds when he was sobbing about his horrific acts.  Something was very wrong with Jericho and lies would only hinder her investigation and lead to more innocent deaths.  She needed to know why it looked like Jericho had just crawled out of his grave.  It was impossible, as Alazar had said.
 
   Derick stayed close by her side in the event that she lost consciousness.
 
   Consumed by her thoughts, she stopped short when she realized that Hades was sitting on his throne, holding court without Lucifer.  Her blurry vision was made worse by the roaring flames in the large fireplace behind the black marble dais, so she couldn’t immediately identify the group standing in front of him.
 
   “Slip on a rock and hit your head, my lady?  And what the hell are you wearing?” Hades scoffed from his metal throne next to Lucifer’s Skull Throne, though he seemed to catch his faux pas.  He never insulted her in front of the Fallen.  They might quip with each other, but they had long ago agreed to never show dissent in front of the others.  It was a sign of discordance, which was dangerous.  The Fallen could stage an uprising if they felt that the Heads of Hell were divided and unable to maintain control.
 
   “No, my lord, I was hit with a desk, a wall, and finally a dagger.  Thank you for the concern,” she replied weakly.  She wanted to flip him off, but she was seeing too many Hades to flip off the right one.  She had forgotten to change back into her infamous black dress, but she was in too much pain to care.
 
   Hades was off the dais and in front of her in a heartbeat.
 
   “Who did this?” Hades snapped.  He sounded mad, which could have been part of his act since they had company, but she knew Hades didn’t like outsiders attacking anyone from Lucifer’s domain, not even her.
 
   “I’ve confirmed beyond a shadow of a doubt that Jericho is in the Mortal Realm.  He was rampaging through the prison that carried out his death sentence.  He released the Death Row and general population prisoners, though Alazar maintained control until the mortals were able to mobilize.  Instruct Sebastian to post more guards lest the influx of homicidal souls tries to overtake the Hall of Winds.  Jericho also killed most of their tactical men.  I have no idea if they will end up in Heaven or Hell, but they could cause problems if they tangle with the Death Row inmates,” Anjali explained quickly, though the world was spinning and she was having a hard time breathing.  “Oh, and I found Balthazar, who was less than pleased to make my acquaintance.”
 
   Without saying a word, Hades helped her to her Fire and Ice Throne.  He turned to his servant Jared and ripped off the back of his dark blue T-shirt.  He held the balled up shirt against her face and put pressure on her broken nose to stop the bleeding.  He then ripped off the rest of the shirt and pushed it against her bleeding ribs.  He silently motioned for Derick to apply pressure to both areas.
 
   Anjali was surprised by Hades’ sudden acts of kindness, but in Lucifer’s absence, it made sense for Hades to pretend to care about her.  She probably would have done the same in front of the Fallen.
 
   “Lev, warn Sebastian immediately about our new guests in the Hall of Winds.  Run!” Hades snarled.
 
   Lev leapt off the dais and ran out of the Throne Room.
 
   “Jericho isn’t the only prisoner missing, my lady,” Hades said curtly.  He stepped down and stood in front of the group huddled around the dais.
 
   “He’s the only one that I saw,” Anjali replied, confused by his statement.
 
   She tried to focus on the angels standing before her, trying to figure out what was happening.  When she was able to make out the faces, she saw that she was surrounded by most of the Overseers of the Realms.  They must have been reporting their counts of the prisoners in their realms.
 
   “Well, I’m telling you that there are others missing and you won’t like it once you know which realms they escaped from,” Hades looked grimly at her over his shoulder.
 
   She squinted and looked down at the terrified faces staring back at her.  Hades was correct.  Based on the realms represented, they had bigger problems than one Nightmare prisoner.  Cyrus, Espen, Tharin, Mattias, Vasha, and of course Azazel, were standing before her, which meant that the Realms of Thorns, Burning Seas, Frost, Drowning Seas, Monsters, and Fire, respectively, were missing prisoners.  That meant they were dealing with conmen, thieves, abusers, influencers or drug dealers, rapists, and murderers.
 
   Malcolm was standing alongside them nervously refusing look at Hades, his eyes were fixated on the floor.  He twitched every time Hades moved or spoke.  It would ultimately be the Lead Punisher’s ass in trouble for the mass breakout.  She felt bad for Malcolm.  He was excellent at his job and she had a gut feeling that this wasn’t his fault.
 
   Anjali straightened her shoulders and pushed Derick away.  She didn’t want to appear helpless in front of the Overseers.  “From the looks of it, Jericho took the prisoners that would cause the most damage in the Mortal Realm.  We need to find the prisoners from Fire and Monsters quickly.  They will be the ones eager to inflict pain upon the helpless mortals.  The other prisoners will have to settle in before causing trouble,” Anjali said as she ignored the looks from the Fallen who were clearly surprised to see her in such disarray.
 
   Hades turned on the Overseers and started yelling at them.  “I have seen incompetence before, but this is absurd!  How could you let these volatile prisoners escape?  Your main purpose in this abysmal hole to keep the evil souls contained!  For this, I shall run you through and let you rot in the Hall of Torment for a month!  You will be lucky to survive this incident with your heads still attached!” Hades bellowed.
 
   The Overseers were smart and fell to their knees in subjugation, hanging their heads in shame.
 
   Mattias, the Overseer of Drowning Seas, spoke up, but braced himself in case Hades decided to take his anger out on him physically.  “None of us saw them escaping, my lord.  I swear that I personally saw Sullivan Marshal drowning yesterday.  He’s difficult to miss with a giant spider web tattooed across the top of his skull.  I remember him because he caused trouble when he first arrived three years ago.  He attacked every Fallen that I had on rotation.  It took time, but we finally broke him.  He was completely subdued, until now.  I swear I didn’t see him escape, Lord Hades.”
 
   Malcolm spoke up, trying to quell Hades’ anger.  “My lord, no one in the Hall of Winds saw anything unusual.  Even the Bhakṣaka in the Caves of Darkness were questioned to no avail.  None of those prisoners have been turned into Shades, so they didn’t try to escape through the old tunnels.  We have no explanation.  I take full responsibility, but we are at a loss as to how this many prisoners escaped unseen,” Malcolm said warily.
 
   Azazel, who was the calmest of all the Overseers, spoke up.  “My lord, I hate to say it, but it must have been someone on the inside who helped this many prisoners escape.  As you know, it has happened before.  Malcolm would have no experience with this, but you and I have dealt with this in the past,” he quickly bowed his head and acted concerned.  As the Former Lead Punisher, Azazel had suppressed many riots and breakouts.
 
   Malcolm flinched when Azazel called him out for being inexperienced, and implying that he couldn’t handle the problem.
 
   Hades turned his cold gaze on Azazel.  “If you have a plausible theory, then speak.  I need something more substantial beyond mere accusations.”
 
   Azazel cleared his throat and stepped forward.  “My lord, Jericho escaped from Nightmares, which complicates matters.  Normally a prisoner from the lesser realms like Thorns or Claws breaks loose and frees the prisoners in the infamous realms.  The Realm of Nightmares has one way in and one way out.  If the guards didn’t see anything, then it poses the question of how Jericho escaped.  Even if one of the escapees entered Nightmares, they would never be able to find Jericho in the Labyrinth before going insane.  Aside from Malcolm, and me, none of the Fallen are allowed access.  Ioden and Dane didn’t see anything unusual, which implies that it had to be someone on the inside.  Jericho had to have been released by someone higher up,” he said as he looked at Anjali.
 
   Despite the pain in her side, Anjali stood up, and removed the shirt from her bloody face.  “Are you implying that I had something to do with this since I oversee Nightmares?” she snarled.  She was afraid that Azazel would accuse her since she and Lucifer were the primary punishers in Nightmares.  She already looked incompetent by not capturing Jericho and having her face smashed in; she didn’t need to be questioned by a Fallen.
 
   Azazel immediately bowed.  “I apologize, my lady.  I didn’t mean to imply that you had anything to do with this.  Perhaps Alazar saw something.  I have noticed him skulking about, reacquainting himself with the Overseers and the other Fallen.”
 
   Anjali flashed a warning look at him.  “Now you’re implying that the Angel of Death allowed Jericho to escape.”
 
   Azazel backpedaled quickly when he saw her eyes turning black.  “Of course not, my lady, I simply meant that he may have witnessed something.  It’s just that we haven’t seen anything like this in a long time.”
 
   “But you have seen it before,” Anjali questioned.  She noticed a look of fear pass over the faces before her.  They were keeping something from her.
 
   Hades stopped his verbal assault on Espen and stared at Azazel.  “That was a very long time ago and no longer possible.  I won’t listen to fairytales because you are too stupid to figure out the answer.  Search again and question every Fallen in this domain until you find the truth.  I don’t care if everyone has to spend a week in the Hall of Mercy being interrogated.  The answer will find its way to your meager brains.  Fix this!” Hades roared until the stone walls shook.
 
   The Fallen all bowed and scurried from the Throne Room, while Hades paced wildly in front of the dais.
 
   “Who else escaped?” she asked as she sat down on the dais to make the world stop spinning.  She had gotten up too quickly and nearly vomited.
 
   “What does it matter?” Hades huffed.
 
   “I don’t know if it matters until I know the names,” she replied harshly.  She wanted to end the conversation and the yelling so that she could clear her head.
 
   Hades pulled out a folded up scroll from his suit pocket and threw it at her feet.  Derick quickly retrieved the scroll and handed it to her, annoyed that Hades was back to being his usual grumpy self.
 
   Opening the paper, she blinked a few times and quickly scanned the list of names.  The last name on the list made her review the names again more carefully.  “Shit.”
 
   She handed the list to Derick.  Look at the last name on the list.
 
   Derick read the names.  He cleared his throat and begrudgingly bowed his head to Hades, just as he was taught.  “Lord Hades, these are the names of Jericho’s known associates.  I saw the names in a file that I took from the prison.  They all use code names, but they match your list.  Spider, aka Sullivan Marshal, worked for Jericho as an enforcer.  The last name on the list is Jericho’s cousin or brother or some relation.”
 
   “One of them must have broken free and released the others,” she grimaced.  She was disturbed that Jericho’s gang had orchestrated such an elaborate escape, but was relieved to know how it had happened.
 
   Hades raised his eyebrows.  “Not bad for your first mass breakout.  I commend you on your sleuthing skills.  It seems that you missed out on a rewarding profession.  The problem is we still don’t know how they did it and where they went.  If you figure that out I might actually give you a pat on the back,” Hades said dryly.
 
   “It’s better than what you came up with,” she said snidely.  “We need to inform Lucifer of what is happening.”
 
   Hades shook his head.  “No, not yet.  He is no condition to do anything about it.  We are on our own until he is vicious enough to scare a confession out of the Fallen with a mere look.”
 
   Anjali hung her head.  She knew Hades was right.  A crying Lucifer would pardon the guilty, or worse, show his fear in front of the Fallen.  They needed to wait before informing Lucifer.
 
   Hades finally stopped pacing and turned to look at her.  He forced himself to inspect the bloodied and bruised Destroyer sitting on the dais like a small child who had been beaten up on the playground.  It pained him to see her like this.  He knew she must be in serious pain since she was still wearing her mortal clothing, something she never did while in Hell.
 
   “Come here and put your hands on my shoulders,” Hades said sharply.  He tapped his foot knowing that he would regret this on many levels.
 
   Anjali looked at him as if he was stark raving mad.  “What?”
 
   “Don’t question me, just do it,” he said bluntly.  He stood up straight and squared his shoulders in front of her.
 
   Confused by his command, she did as he requested, though Derick protested vehemently in her mind.
 
   I swear I will kill him if he harms you.  Derick balled up his fists and sized Hades up.
 
   She stood up carefully and waved Derick off.  She stepped down off the dais and put her hands on Hades’ broad shoulders.
 
   Hades held his breath as the Destroyer stepped close to him and touched his shoulders.  Her damned tight shirt, while less gratuitous than her dress, was not helping his senses.  He locked his gaze on her face and took a deep breath.  “Hold on tight.  This is going to hurt like a bitch.”
 
   He placed his hands on the sides of her head and positioned his thumbs over her nose.  He steadied himself and quickly popped her cartilage back into place.  He couldn’t stand the sight of her nose askew and bloody.  She dug her fingers into his shoulders and let out a guttural swear.  He knew that she would think that he fixed her nose to cause her pain, which he allowed.
 
   Anjali doubled over and almost vomited.  She felt Hades’ hand on her shoulder, trying to keep her from falling over.
 
   “That is the last bit of kindness I will ever show you,” he muttered under his breath.  He ascended the dais and threw himself into his throne.
 
   She recovered from the pain and removed the tears from her eyes.  “I would say thank you, but I know that you enjoyed that too much.”
 
   “Now tell me what the hell happened to you.  I assume that most of this damage was caused by Balthazar.  I think my insides still have a few bruises from our more interesting fights,” Hades said, looking at his cuticles.  He was surprised that Balthazar hadn’t hurt her worse than this.
 
   “Jericho hit me with a desk, the rest was Balthazar.  He broke a few of my ribs throwing me through a wall.  Luckily, that pain is being dulled by the hole in my chest from a small dagger.  He attacked Alazar, but he ran when Alazar’s power rose.  I don’t care about Balthazar right now; I’m more concerned about Jericho,” she snapped.
 
   She straightened herself and pretended that she was no longer in pain.  She hated being injured around Hades.
 
   “If I were you, I would find Balthazar and put an end to all of this,” Hades sneered.
 
   “What are you talking about?  Balthazar is not the one slaughtering mortals,” she replied.  She couldn’t understand where he was going with this.
 
   Hades shook his head and sighed.  “You poor creature, you must have hit your head pretty hard.  Let me break it down for you; Jericho is working with Balthazar.  You have been searching for Vengeance for months and lo and behold, he suddenly appears just as Jericho destroys the prison that put him to death.  Interesting timing, don’t you think?  Even with your muddled mind, you should be able to connect the dots.”
 
   Anjali stared at Hades and considered his theory, but something felt wrong.  If they were working together, Jericho wouldn’t have thrown the prison warden at him so violently.
 
   “No, they weren’t working together, that much I know,” she said, shaking her head.  “Hades, you have to listen, there was something wrong with Jericho.  He was abnormally strong.  Lucifer told me that escaped souls are stronger than mortals because of their rage and agony from the realms, but it was beyond that.  He crushed grown men like they were twigs.  The mortals were helpless to subdue him.  They shot tear gas at him, yet he ignored it.  He was able to snap the warden’s neck with one hand.  The weirdest part was that he looked like Jericho.  I know it’s not possible, but his neck was broken and it looked like him, or mostly like him.  He was charred from a fire.  I can’t explain it.”
 
   Hades shook his head vehemently.  “No.  You have a concussion.  You don’t know what you saw.  Sometimes the souls are vain and possess a mortal that has similar features to their old ones.  They choose tall hosts with the same build or hair color.  I can’t explain why he chose a body with so much damage, but there is no way it was his original body.  They can’t possess corpses.  Balthazar is cunning; he probably planned this whole thing and provided him with a similar body.  He distracted you long enough for Jericho to get away.  I’ll admit that I don’t understand why he would release Jericho, but he is certainly worthy of such a trick.  He was probably working with one of the Fallen, which means that I now have a lot of angels to interrogate.”
 
   “He smelled like death.  I know what a corpse smells like Hades,” she said, tapping her foot and rolling her eyes at him.  “I swear to you, it looked like his body crawled out of its grave and started walking.”  She was offended by his refusal to listen.  She knew she sounded crazy, but Hades needed to understand the terrifying truth.
 
   “No!  They can only possess the living.  Their former bodies are useless to them.  You are mistaken.  I will not hear any more of this!” Hades yelled.  He rose from his throne and stormed past her.
 
   “I’ll prove it to you when I drag his worthless corpse here and toss him on your throne,” she snarled.  She was annoyed that he thought she was stupid.
 
   “No.  You will not pursue him.  Vaughn is in charge now.  He knows how to handle Jericho and the other prisoners.  With Lucifer out of commission, you are needed here.  As you said, you have no experience with this kind of thing.  Besides, you did what I asked.  You confirmed that Jericho is missing.  Congratulations.  Now get out of that ridiculous outfit and help me maintain order.  You will assist with the inquisition until Lucifer is functional,” Hades ordered.  He didn’t want to admit that he wanted her out of harm’s way.
 
   “I’m not going to let Vaughn deal with Jericho alone.  You didn’t see him tear through that prison.  Vaughn may be good, but this is beyond his skills, I assure you,” she said, afraid that Jericho would obliterate Vaughn.
 
   “Vaughn has captured the worst that Hell has to offer.  He knows how to fight, unlike you, and he knows how to track escapees, unlike you.  He is excellent at blending into the Moral Realm and finding his targets.  The Destroyer need only worry about the living mortals, not the souls of the deceased who have crawled out of their realms,” Hades said, squaring his shoulders.
 
   “You told me that I was responsible for the souls in Nightmares, so I’m going to find him.  Let Vaughn subdue the others and drag them back to Hell.  I need to protect the mortals that I should be concerned about,” she said.  She walked past Hades, tired of the conversation.
 
   “I’m ordering you to stay!” he bellowed.
 
   “I don’t take orders from you.  You’re not Lucifer!” she said as she spun around and glared at him.  Her anger was making her power rise, which eased her pain.
 
   “Be thankful that I’m not,” Hades said quietly and strode out of the Throne Room.  Turning back, he yelled, “Do what you think is best, my lady, but I won’t be here to put you back together next time.  You have Lucifer to stroke your ego.  Let him praise you for your foolish quest.”
 
   “I thought you would be delighted to see me fail,” she quipped.
 
   “Normally I would, if we didn’t have a gang of murderers and rapists on the loose in the Mortal Realm.  If you insist on going to the Mortal Realm, then search for Jericho’s men.  I’m assigning Vaughn to find Jericho.  I will make sure he brings help in the event that Jericho is as dangerous as you say.  Oh, and be of some use to me and inform Mark.  You can deal with Council’s outrage.  I’ll be busy locating the deplorable Fallen who thinks it’s funny to release killers upon the world and beating the truth out of them.”  He turned abruptly and left.
 
   Anjali closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  She accepted Hades’ order, begrudgingly and prepared for her conversation with Mark.
 
   ∞
 
   Balthazar quietly walked through the prison hallways and avoided the black body bags pushed against the walls.  Medics and officers were running around trying to understand the full scope of the chaos and reestablish order.  They ignored him as he walked around trying to make sense of his encounter with Anjali. 
 
   He hated running from a fight, but even Aeries knew when a strategic retreat was necessary to win the war.  He considered his encounter with Anjali a training exercise since he hadn’t expected to meet her here of all places.
 
   Shaking his head, he felt how most of the mortals looked, shell-shocked and hollow.  He had been within striking distance, yet his Master was still alive.  His dagger should have hit its mark and drove straight through her heart, but somehow he missed.  He never missed.  Anger poured through him at his ill-timed incompetence.  He had hit Alazar with pinpoint accuracy from a distance, yet he’d had Anjali in his arms and still couldn’t kill her.  That thought stopped him.  Why couldn’t he kill her?  Was it a simple miscalculation, or was he mentally and physically unable to carry out the task?  He wasn’t sure, but he needed to find out.  He wanted her dead, but maybe his vow to Father wouldn’t allow him to kill her.  If that were the case, he would have to be more creative with her death.
 
   The smell of blood and tear gas in the air brought him back to his current problem.  Jericho was back from the dead and wreaking havoc in the Mortal Realm.  He wasn’t exactly surprised by Jericho’s act of desperation, but he was mad.  He had done his duty and tempted Jericho to seek revenge and led him down the path of the unworthy, but that’s where it was supposed to end.  Jericho wasn’t supposed to come back and take up his fight again.  He was meant to suffer for his crimes and for his lack of faith in Father, so that he could be reborn into this world and strive to lead a good life and receive his heavenly reward.  Jericho had broken the rules and needed to be stopped.  Though it wasn’t his job to hunt down a prisoner of Hell, he felt partially responsible for creating the monster.
 
   Deep down, Balthazar knew that he wasn’t a Rogue.  He didn’t want innocent mortals to suffer without knowing that their murderer would be punished for his actions.  Just because he didn’t want a Master didn’t mean that he was willing to turn his back on Father.  Perhaps if he helped capture or kill Jericho, the Council would be more willing to listen to his grievances and release him from his duties as a Predznak.  He would prove to them that he was still loyal to Father and was tempting the mortals, as was intended.  Perhaps they would allow him to fulfill his duties in other ways.  He certainly knew enough about Jericho to find the bastard and put him down.  Yes, this situation could work to his advantage.
 
   It didn’t matter to him that the prison had been attacked, but he was ultimately a creature of habit.  Devastation and violence had always drawn him in.  Finding new victims was easy when the carnage level was high.  He couldn’t stop himself from returning to observe the aftermath.  He would find a new temptee, get what he needed to stop Jericho, and move on with his day.  He sure as hell wasn’t here to revisit the scene of his defeat and relive the battle with his Master.
 
   It would serve no purpose to think about his hands around her throat or the feel of her hand on his face, her soft, warm hand that had eased the numbness, ever so slightly.  No, he was at the prison because with so many innocent people died during a seemingly senseless act.  He knew that someone would cry out for vengeance.  Unfortunately, he might have to wait until the names of the deceased were released so that he could find their families and tempt them.
 
   From the corner of his eye, he saw Officer Larson rush past him and skid to a stop.  “Mike?  Man, I’m glad to see you.”
 
   Balthazar was surprised to see Larson, and though he didn’t want to admit it, he was relieved that he was alive.  He deserved better than to be torn apart by Jericho.
 
   “Larson, what the hell happened here?  I came as soon as I saw it on the news.  They are saying that it was a riot, but this is worse than anything I’ve seen.  What happened?” Balthazar asked.  He played dumb to see how much Larson knew.
 
   “Not here,” Larson murmured.  He looked around and directed Mike through the corridor and down the stairs.  He ducked into a small office and closed the door behind him.
 
   Larson took a handkerchief out of his back pocket and wiped his eyes and face.  “Damned tear gas is killing me.”  He tucked the handkerchief away and looked around the room.
 
   “I can tell that something strange happened.  Just tell me.  You know I’ve seen some weird shit in my day,” Balthazar said patiently.  He watched Larson struggled to form an explanation.
 
   “You won’t believe me, Mike.  They’re already trying to put a spin on it.  They’re coming up with some bizarre cover story, but I swear to you, I know what I saw,” Larson said, shaking his head.  He leaned against the wall, tempted to pull out his cigarettes.
 
   “Who did this?” Balthazar put his hand on Larson’s shoulder and shook him a bit.
 
   He stared at the ground.  “Jericho.”
 
   Balthazar couldn’t help himself.  He allowed his power to rise and looked into Larson’s eyes.  “That’s not possible.  I heard his neck break, same as you.  He’s dead.  He can’t come back.  Are you sure that it wasn’t someone that resembled Jericho?” he asked, trying to sound reasonable.
 
   “Mike, I know what I saw.  He broke through the doors like they were cardboard.  Guys flew through the air like they were dolls.  There was no remorse, no joy, just killing.  I wouldn’t have believed it unless I saw it for myself.  There’s already talk of destroying the surveillance tapes.  No one wants to admit what they saw,” Larson whispered.  His hands were shaking as he wiped his face.
 
   “I know you want to believe that it was him, but it must have been a copycat or a relative that looks like him,” Balthazar suggested.  He tried to put a believable story into Larson’s head’s.  He wanted Larson to choose his own truth, rather than crafting truth and handing it to Larson.
 
   “Petty’s dead and so is O’Hare.  The Superintendent had his neck snapped.  Petty was my friend, Mike.  O’Hare might not have been my favorite person, but he didn’t deserve to be thrown down the stairwell.  The only reason I’m standing here is because I ran.  I saw the SORT guys dropping like flies and I saw Jericho in the middle of the hallway.  He stared me down and laughed.  I know that laugh and the dead look in his eyes.  Mike, he was burnt from the lightning.  How could he have survived that?  When I went to sleep that night after the hanging, I thought about the snapping sound and I felt safe for the first time in years knowing that I didn’t have to see that bastard again.  It’s like a nightmare out there.  Everyone is freaking out.  No one wants to say his name.  They’re afraid they’re invoking the devil,” Larson voice wavered as he spoke.  He shook his head, pulled out his cigs, and lit up.
 
   “I need to see the tapes.  Whoever is responsible for Petty’s death needs to pay.  I can help you find him.  You know it’s what Petty would have wanted,” Balthazar said smoothly.  He could taste Larson’s desperation for the truth.  A few more steps and Larson would be begging him to help find the killer responsible for his friend’s death.
 
   Larson scratched his chin.  “I could get fired.”
 
   “Those guys out there on the floor deserve the truth and need to know that this won’t happen to anyone else.  They gave their lives to protect everyone in this prison.  All the office workers and civilians out in that parking lot are safe because Petty and O’Hare did their jobs and tried to stop that maniac, regardless of who he was,” Balthazar said.  He sought out the familiar words to tempt Larson.  “We can’t let the man who murdered them get away with this.  We need to stop him.”  Balthazar hesitated.  He wanted to end there, but something told him to continue.  “Or I could go after Jericho alone.  It’s up to you.  I can find justice for all of them.  Tell me what you want to do.”
 
   Larson looked around and slowly blew out a puff of smoke.  “Tapes are downstairs.  Keller owes me one.  I think he’ll let me see them.  Give me a second,” he said, throwing his cig on the ground and crushing it with his foot with more force than intended.
 
   He ducked out the room and disappeared down the hallway.
 
   Balthazar looked down at the flattened cigarette.  A few more words and Larson would be on the long road of vengeance and his life would be ruined.
 
   He stopped and blinked.  Something felt different.  He looked down at his hands and he could feel his fingertips.  Instead of being numb, they felt warm.  It occurred to him that he hadn’t forced Larson to pursue his own personal justice; he had given him a choice.  He wasn’t sure why he had offered Larson a choice, but it felt like the right thing to do.  It seemed like it an eternity since he had actually offered a choice.  He typically shoved a gun or a knife into the hands of his temptee, and forcibly shoved them onto the path of darkness.  He couldn’t remember the last time he had actually offered his temptees a choice.
 
   Five minutes passed before Larson returned and directed him to a small room off the main entrance.  The room was filled with computer monitors and control boards laid out across a long counter top.  The security officer on duty was nowhere to be seen.  Larson closed the door and stood guard.  “Keller set up the footage from the time Jericho broke through the gates in Cell Block B until he jumped out a third story window in the Administration Building.  You’ve got ten minutes.”
 
   Balthazar grabbed the nearest chair and looked at the different monitors.  He leaned forward and focused on the images.  Each camera showed him the same thing; a deformed beast rushing through the prison like a tornado.  He paused the image on Camera 7, which gave him the best view of the monster and pushed the print button.  He grabbed the grainy black and white photo from the printer.  He stared at the photo, even though he knew it was Jericho.  He put the photo in his pocket for later.
 
   He resumed playing the footage until motion on Camera 3 drew his attention.  Prisoners were filing out of Cell Block C into the Exercise Yard, but instead of jumping the fences, they dropped to the ground and stopped moving.
 
   “What the hell happened there?” Balthazar muttered.
 
   “That’s another strange thing.  If the ghost of Jericho wasn’t bad enough, having prisoners committing suicide in the yard added another level of evil.  The guards said they’d never seen anything like it.  The inmates weren’t fighting each other or trying escape, they were killing themselves.  It’s like they knew something unholy was coming for them and knew it was the only way to escape it,” Larson said as he made the sign of the cross.  He was visibly shaking and refused to look up.
 
   Balthazar focused on the screen until he saw the cause of the impromptu suicides.  Even on the black and white screen, he could practically see the sky blue eyes of his former leader.  Shaking his head at Alazar’s theatrics, he was about to turn off the monitors when something even more disturbing caught his eye; Anjali.
 
   Staring at Anjali’s image on the monitor, he flushed.  He hadn’t really taken in her appearance or her form.  He had recognized her eyes, or rather, the power that lurked in them, but he hadn’t noticed her features.  Truth be told, she was attractive, though on the short side.  He chuckled when he recognized the Punisher logo on her T-shirt.  Apparently, she had a warped sense of humor, which he found intriguing.  How this small girl had managed to fend him off before Alazar came to her rescue, he couldn’t explain.  He would have to keep Alazar away from her if he wanted to finish off his Master.
 
   He couldn’t understand why Anjali had personally hunted Jericho.  Had Jericho been a normal escaped soul, he would have expected to find Vaughn, if he was still alive, or some other unfortunate Fallen hunting for the soul.  Jericho, being as evil as Lucifer, certainly warranted the VIP treatment.  It seemed that Lucifer had sent someone even more vicious than the Höllenhund to capture Jericho.  If Lucifer had faith in her skills, then he would tread more carefully during their next encounter.
 
   Hearing Larson shift nervously behind him, he focused on the immediate problem.
 
   “I see what you’re talking about.  I can’t explain it, but it’s definitely Jericho.  He tricked the devil himself and escaped death.  He did warn everyone that he would be back.  He must have planned the whole thing, though I have no idea how he orchestrated the lightning.  If anyone could cheat death a second time, it would be Jericho.  Don’t worry.  I’ll make sure that there’s no possibility of a third escape.  Will you be joining me?” Balthazar asked evenly, trying to sound indifferent.
 
   Larson hesitated and looked at the ground.  He let out a long breath.  “I want Jericho to pay for what he’s done, but I believe in our justice system.  We will capture him, and he will return to prison.  I have faith that he will pay for his crimes,” Larson replied.  He stood up and shook off what seemed like the last of his doubt.
 
   Balthazar nodded.  “I’ll get him and he will pay.”
 
   Larson held out his hand and shook Balthazar’s hand.  “Thanks, Mike.  I feel better knowing that you believe me about everything that happened.  You stopped him once; I know you’ll do it again.”
 
   Balthazar nodded.  He decided not to tempt Larson any further since it would be a waste to train him to hunt Jericho.  There wasn’t enough time to prepare Larson and Jericho needed someone stronger than a newbie to stop him.  Larson would never stand a chance of stopping Jericho.
 
   “Make sure that you keep this between us,” Balthazar said quietly.  He put his hand on Larson’s shoulder and left the room.  He was slightly relieved that Larson hadn’t pursued the offer to help him find Jericho and seek revenge for his fallen friends.  Larson had resisted the temptation, which brought an unexpected grin to his face.
 
   Pushing aside Larson’s small victory, he focused on his next task.  It was time to put all the pieces into play and make sure that no one, except him, came out alive.  Despite Anjali’s concern about finding Jericho, he knew exactly where Jericho would go.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 6
 
    
 
   Before leaving Hell, Anjali had summoned Mark to inform him of the multiple high-level escapees running free in the Mortal Realm and then rested her aching body for a short time to heal.  Her conversation with Mark could have gone better.  She had heeded Hades’ warning and left out her walking corpse theory.  She had simply told Mark the facts as she knew them and let him fill in the blanks.  Mark was anxious that so many had escaped unseen, but was kind enough not to lay blame.  He did ask her if she was all right once he took stock of her injuries.  It was nice having someone show genuine concern for her, but she waved it away.  She didn’t need him tattling to Michael that she’d had her ass handed to her by a Nightmare prisoner.
 
   She decided against telling Mark that she had found Balthazar.  She had mistakenly condemned Alazar as a Rogue and Michael had nearly killed him.  No, this time she would take care of her own problems and kill Balthazar, if needed.  First, she had to try to break through his anger and see if her angel was buried underneath it.  It bothered her that Balthazar had greeted her with hatred.  Alazar had seemed relieved when they first met, until he sliced her hand open.  Though she had been prepared for a merciless killing machine, as Alazar had described him, she had secretly hoped that Balthazar would lay down his weapons and embrace her.  Sadly, that hadn’t happened.  She thought about wearing body armor during their next encounter.
 
   She sighed and thought about Jericho.  Having read through Jericho’s entire file, including the section on his known associates, she decided to start her search in Paradise, Oregon.  It had been home to one of Jericho’s more notorious gang members, Cecile Beckerman, aka Beck.  His men were creatures of habit, so it stood to reason that they might go back to places that they knew well.  Beck could have relatives in town that he might try to contact, or worse, kill.
 
   Beck had escaped from the Realm of Monsters or the Realm of Don’t Drop the Soap, as she had once called it, where the rapists and molesters were punished.  He worried her the most since he had a rap sheet longer than Jericho’s.  He was a triple threat.  On top of being sadistic with women, he was an abuser and a murderer.  Unfortunately, he had been a monster long before Jericho had taken him under his wing.
 
   Derick had gone on ahead to Jericho’s cousin’s last known address a few towns away on the outskirts of Hermiston.  William Rydel, or Rye, had been recruited after Jericho had survived an attack by his former employer, a drug dealer named Felix Monroe.  Once Jericho had recovered, he started his own drug operation to rival Monroe’s operation.  Jericho and Rye had hired small town thugs and brought them to Portland, where they set up their drug business that supplied Portland, Olympia, and Seattle.  The Ash Street Boys had made a name for themselves by killing Monroe’s men while building their own drug empire.
 
   Taking on the persona of Annie Blackwood, Anjali appeared on the outskirts of Paradise and walked around to get a feel for its one-road-in and one-road-out layout.  It looked like it had once been a mining town, but had since become a run-down truck stop.  There was a bar, a tattoo parlor, a motel, a gas station, and a convenience store along the main street.  Nothing seemed out of place or appeared to be on fire so she relaxed a little.  She wasn’t sure how the locals would respond to questions about a man who had been dead for three years, especially a sadistic man like Beck, but she had to give it a try.  She decided that the locals in the bar or the tattoo parlor would probably be her best bet since she doubted that the flower shop employees would be of much help.
 
   She paused and looked at her clothing.  She wanted to blend in as much as possible so she kept the jeans, but changed into a red and black flannel shirt over a black T-shirt and black leather boots.  She pulled her long black hair into a ponytail and put on sunglasses to hide her blue eyes.
 
   She walked inside the dingy bar and saw a group of people, mostly men, sitting around drinking and watching the game on TV.  Every single one of them turned and watched her walk up to the bartender.
 
   “Can I help you Miss?” the bartender asked politely.  He was amused by the small slip of a girl walking into his bar.  He could tell she was pretty, even with the sunglasses on.  He hoped that she didn’t cause trouble with his patrons, for the lack of a better word.  He hadn’t yet reloaded his shotgun from the last time the boys had gotten out of hand.
 
   “I’m looking for a man who may have come to town in the last twenty-four hours.  He’s dangerous and unpredictable.  Have you seen or heard anything strange in the last day or so?” Annie asked.  She figured it was best not mention that the fact that he was an escaped prisoner of Hell.  She gave the bartender Beck’s general description, but avoided showing him a photo since Beck was technically dead.
 
   “Sorry Miss, I haven’t seen your boyfriend.  Did he run out on you?” he asked, concerned.
 
   She could tell that he was a good man with no real sins to speak of.  He actually seemed to feel sorry for her.
 
   “Something like that,” she smiled shyly.  She looked around at the men staring at her.  Some were curious; others had plans of becoming her next boyfriend.
 
   “Forget about that loser, honey.  I’ll be your guy,” the man closest to her chuckled.  He tipped his Stetson and winked at her.  He smelled of alcohol and had not led a good life.
 
   “No thank you,” she murmured.
 
   She turned back to the bartender.  “If you do see anyone who fits that description, please call the police immediately.  He’s wanted for murder.  It’s best to stay clear of him,” she said, not wanting to see the nice bartender harmed.
 
   He nodded and smiled.
 
   “Maybe I can help you,” a man to her right said.  He stood up and blocked the exit.  According to his badge, he was the local law enforcement.
 
   “Unless you’ve seen someone committing sickening crimes, it’s not likely.  I do appreciate the offer, Sheriff Grady,” she said, tapping his gold name badge.
 
   “Nope, everyone around here’s been on their best behavior, at least in the last day or so.”  He chuckled at his joke, as did a number of men in the bar.  “What are you?  Don’t tell me you’re a bail bondsman or a bounty hunter.”  He looked her up and down incredulously.
 
   “Don’t worry, Sheriff, I can handle myself,” she smirked.  She quickly brushed past him and walked out of the bar.
 
   Everywhere she went people underestimated her, which pissed her off to no end.  If they only knew what lurked inside of her, they wouldn’t be fooled by her slender exterior.
 
   She stood in the middle of town and looked around deciding which way to go.  She had no idea if Beck was in town, but she had to make sure that his hometown was safe.  She walked east along the main road to see if she could sense anything out of the ordinary.
 
   As she got further away from the bar, an uneasy feeling settled in her chest.  Something told her to go back to the bar.  Not that she wanted to speak to the sheriff or enlist his help, but something was begging her to go back.  She ignored the feeling and kept walking.  Beck wasn’t sane enough to sit with his former neighbors and share a beer with them in his newly hijacked body.  It was doubtful that he would try to blend in.  He would have walked into town and made a scene, if Jericho’s files were correct. 
 
   The sun had started to set and the air turned chilly in the mountain town.  She walked around what must have been considered the “bad” part of town, though there hadn’t been a good part of town.
 
   When she heard footsteps echoing through the empty streets, she quickly turned down a side street and doubled back to the main road to avoid the locals.  She turned the corner and stopped when four men blocked her path.  Two of them were stumbling around drunk and laughing.
 
   She ignored them and tried to maneuver around them, but the men fanned out and kept her from moving past them.
 
   “Hey there, honey.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “Why don’t you join us?”
 
   “We’re looking for a good time.”
 
   “Evening, gentlemen.  I was just leaving.  Now, if you’ll kindly excuse me,” she said.  She shifted to her left and planned on taking out “Hey there honey,” if needed.  He was barely able to stand as it was.
 
   The two sober guys stepped closer to her with lustful looks on their faces.
 
   “I think you should stay,” one of them smiled as he adjusted his belt.
 
   She wanted to wipe the smug look off his face with her fist.  She’d taken enough crap in the last twelve hours; she didn’t need one more person disrespecting her.  She imagined igniting him with Hell Fire and smiled.
 
   Derick suddenly spoke up in her mind.  What’s wrong?  I can feel your power rising, which means you must be pretty pissed at something.  Are you upset about Balthazar? It’s not your fault that he attacked you.  Please remember that.
 
   I’m concerned about Balthazar, but that’s not the problem.  Some local assholes are trying to hit on me.  I have it under control.  She sent him a smile and a wink.  She was grateful that Derick had called out to her and eased the tension building inside of her.  She didn’t know why the need for vengeance was rising inside of her, but since facing Balthazar, she felt unsteady.
 
   He smiled back.  Try to leave them in one piece.
 
   She removed her sunglasses and raised her eyebrow at the overconfident jerks.  “I’m really not interested in what you have in mind.  Apparently, you have never learned how to be nice to a woman.”  She cocked her hip and stood her ground.
 
   “Aww baby, don’t be like that.  We know how to be real nice to women, ain’t that right boys?” one of them called out.  They nodded to each other and licked their lips.
 
   The sound of gravel crackling behind her was the only warning before a man grabbed her around the chest and lifted her off her feet.  She didn’t bother to struggle.  She wanted to see how this played out before she called Alazar.  If they were planning to rape her, they would face the Angel of Death and see who committed suicide first.  If they were just messing with her, she would light their pants on fire and leave.  None of them were murderers, though they certainly weren’t altar boys.
 
   “Our friend here knows how to show a woman a good time,” one of the drunken guys called out.
 
   The idiot behind her was strong and breathing heavily into her ear.  He pressed himself tightly against her.
 
   “It’s been too long,” the new man grunted.
 
   Looking down at the man’s arm, she froze.  His arm was gray and his skin was peeling off in sections.  She could swear that she saw a bone sticking out near his elbow, though it could have been the streetlights casting shadows.  The stench coming off him was enough to make her gag.
 
   “Beck, I presume,” she replied.  She dug her heels into the ground to stop him from pulling her down the side street, but he lifted her higher.
 
   She threw her head back and connected with his nose, but he merely laughed it off.
 
   “I don’t know who you are, but we’re about to become fast friends,” Beck laughed.  His voice sounded like Jericho’s, rough and graveled.
 
   “Sorry, you’re not my type, but my friend Vasha sends his love,” she growled.  She intentionally mentioned the Overseer of the Realm of Monsters to get his attention.
 
   Beck stopped dead in his tracks.  He threw her face down on the street and roared.
 
   His four friends caught up to them and formed a circle around her, caging her in.
 
   She rolled to her side and looked at Beck for the first time.  She had to blink to make sure that she wasn’t hallucinating.  He was tall and broad-shouldered with short dark hair and bleak eyes.  His most disturbing feature was his decaying skin.  His face, neck, and arms were gnarled and grizzled.  He resembled a Shade from the Caves of Darkness, but he was intelligent and had the ability to speak.  This was no soulless zombie, but a walking corpse with his mind still intact.  There was no possible way that Beck’s soul had found a zombie replica of himself.  Hades was definitely lying to her.
 
   “I remember you.  Where’s your dress, honey?  You were certainly the highlight of my day when I saw you walk past the realms,” he chuckled.
 
   “Disgusting,” she grimaced.  “Thankfully, I don’t remember you.”
 
   She got to her feet as the guy to her left edged closer.  He ran at her, but she ducked and flipped him sideways over her back.  He was dazed when he hit the back of his head on the asphalt.
 
   Beck launched himself at her, but stumbled backward when a loud noise boomed through the narrow street.
 
   He looked down at his chest and tilted his head.  He put his hand over a hole in his chest.
 
   “You okay?” a voice called out from behind her.
 
   Annie turned, expecting to see the sheriff, but instead, she saw a tall, handsome man with light brown spiky hair, holding a gun out in front of him, aiming at Beck.  He walked slowly and deliberately toward them, aiming at Beck’s friends, testing to see if they would advance on him.
 
   “Who the hell are you?” Annie called out.  She didn’t need another mortal tangled up in her mess.  She vaguely remembered seeing him sitting in the back of the bar drinking a beer.
 
   “Nice to meet you too, sweetheart,” the stranger yelled.  He fired another shot at Beck, who had taken a step forward.
 
   Annie jumped when she heard the gun go off.  She had thought for a second that he was firing at her until she heard Beck grunt.
 
   “I’m going to kill both of you!” Beck yelled and ran toward Annie.
 
   Mr. Trigger Happy fired three more shots at Beck, but Beck ignored them and swung his thick arm at Annie’s face.
 
   Annie ducked under his arm and kicked Beck’s stomach, expecting him to fall to his knees.  Instead, Beck grabbed her around the waist and threw her over his shoulder.  He turned and ran up the street before she could break his hold on her.
 
   Looking up, she saw Mr. Trigger Happy fighting off the four men, though he had put his gun away.  She was impressed by his fighting skills.  He had two of the men laid out before he disappeared from her view when Beck turned off the street.
 
   Beck smashed through a plate glass storefront and ducked into an auto body shop that was closed for the night.
 
   With the mortals out of view, she was finally allowed to do things her way.
 
   “Enough of this,” she snapped.  She elbowed Beck in the back of the neck and landed on her feet.
 
   “Put the dress back on and I’ll make this fast,” Beck winked.
 
   “You really don’t want to piss me off,” she sneered.  She held up her palm and let her Hell Fire rise.
 
   Beck taunted her by making a kissing sound.
 
   “Tell me where Jericho is, and what he’s planning, and I’ll go easy on you,” she lied.
 
   “Wouldn’t you like to know?” Beck smirked, showing off three missing teeth on the right side of his jaw.
 
   She threw two fireballs, one at his head and one at his pants.  She needed him incapacitated and back in Hell before the good-looking mortal with the gun showed up.
 
   The fire ignited Beck’s pants, but it dissipated from his face without causing him pain.  Confused, she sent two more fireballs at his chest.
 
   Beck stuck out his chest and laughed.  “That kind of tickles.  Is it supposed to hurt?”
 
   Confused, she swore to herself.  She had no idea why Hell Fire didn’t hurt him since he was still under Hell’s authority to be punished.  She waved her arm and extinguished the flame on his pants since it did nothing but expose more of his decaying skin.
 
   “I’m going to make you scream,” Beck said cruelly.  He picked up a tire and threw it at her, but she deflected it with her power.  It bounced off the blue sedan next to her.
 
   She used her power and tossed Beck into an engine block, face first.  Lifting him into the air, she tossed him into a wall of toolboxes.
 
   He sprang to his feet, unfazed by the attack.
 
   “I’m going to enjoy sending you back to the Realm of Monsters, then Fire, then Frost.  I’ll make sure that Vasha, Azazel, and Tharin treat you well,” she chuckled darkly.  She noticed that he flinched whenever she mentioned the Overseers’ names.  It was good to know that the Overseers were doing their jobs and traumatizing the prisoners.
 
   Beck growled and backed up, putting a ‘93 blue Buick Century between them.  She thought he was going to run, but instead he picked up the Buick and sent it flipping side over side directly at her.  She disappeared and reappeared behind him while the car smashed into the blue sedan, sending them both crashing through the waiting room wall.
 
   Picking up a metal bar from a floor jack, she swung it at him.  The bar collided with his arm and cracked it off at the elbow.  The arm flew through the air and skidded across the broken glass toward the far wall.
 
   Beck was stunned.  He balled up his remaining fist and tried to punch her.
 
   Dodging his blows, she countered by hitting him with the bar in the face and sternum, trying to push him back, but was like hitting a piñata.  She heard the bones in his neck, face, and chest cracking and his skin was coming off everywhere, but it did nothing to slow him down.
 
   She ducked under his fist and spun to put some distance between them.  His fist punched through the drywall of an interior office, which was laid to waste when he pulled his arm free.
 
   Realizing that the fight was going nowhere, she waited for him to turn and rammed the metal bar through his heart.  She expected him to fall to the ground and stop moving, but he glanced down at the bar and laughed.  He slowly pulled the bar out with his remaining arm and winked at her.
 
   “I’d prefer you unconscious anyway,” Beck snickered.  He swung the bar at her head, but she dropped to the ground a second before it hit her.  She was thankful that she had anticipated the move.  He was too fast for her block the bar.
 
   Annie was completely confounded and scared.  She had never seen anything survive a direct hit through the heart.  Knowing from experience that no one could live without a heart, unless they bound themselves to someone powerful, she was at a complete loss.  She needed to find another way to kill him.
 
   With no other options left, she disappeared and reappeared behind him.  She jumped on his back and tried to drag him kicking and screaming into Hell with her.
 
   She got her arm around his thick neck and managed to get him into a chokehold.  She attempted to disappear with him, but she couldn’t pull him with her to Hell.  It was as if his feet were locked in concrete.  She tried to disappear again, but he wouldn’t budge.  Her body shifted through space and she could see the Hall of Mirrors for a split second, but Beck vanished from her sight.  He was somehow tethered to the Mortal Realm.
 
   “Damn it,” she muttered.  “What is wrong with you?  Why can’t I drag you back to Hell?”
 
   She was about to call for Alazar when Beck grabbed her arm.  He ran backward and smashed her into a metal beam.  
 
   “I don’t know how I’m here, but I’m not going back to Hell.  I promise you that,” Beck snarled.
 
   The breath rushed from her lungs and pain exploded in her head and back.  She felt the metal beam buckled under his strength and she was certain that one or two of her ribs had snapped.  Dazed, she let go of Beck and slid to the ground.  She shook her head, trying to clear her vision.  Pain tore up her back and into her neck.
 
   Beck knelt down in front of her and took his time exploring her body with his eyes.  His mouth curled into something resembling a sneer and filled his distorted face.  He reached out to put his hand on her leg, but he stopped before he touched her.  He looked down at his chest and grunted in pain.
 
   Annie could see that something had pierced Beck’s chest through his back, but she couldn’t tell what it was until he fell onto his back and passed out.  A bone, possibly an ulna or a radius, was protruding through his chest cavity, more specifically, through the remnants of his heart.
 
   Beck’s head lolled to one side.
 
   Standing behind Beck, she saw Mr. Trigger Happy staring down at him with a frown.  He slowly counted to ten, and then looked up at Annie.
 
   “Did he hurt you?” he asked sympathetically.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” she shrugged.  She got to her feet and pretended to dust herself off, not wanting to look weak in front of the mortal.
 
   She tried to ignore his curious pale green eyes as he took in the demolished shop.  He seemed amused at first, and then annoyed.  He straightened his stance and squared his broad shoulders.  His full lips pressed into a firm line.  Staring at his lips, her mind went blank, and her pain dissipated.  Suddenly all she wanted to do was kiss the handsome stranger.
 
   “I guess you’ve never dealt with one of those before,” he said, raising an eyebrow at her.  He seemed to be challenging her fighting skills.
 
   Snapping herself out of her unusual fantasy of taking the stranger in her arms, she tried not to look embarrassed by her lust-filled thoughts.  “No, but I take it that you have,” she smiled, grateful for the assistance, though confused by his aggressive stance.  He clearly was not having shameful fantasies about her.
 
   “It’s my first time killing one, but I’ve heard about them.  Word of advice, if you do manage to rip a piece off use the bone to stab them through the heart.  I can see that you tried to stab him with something.  It was a good shot, but as you can see, it didn’t work.  I’m not sure how you lasted as long as you did, but I’m impressed,” he gave her an arrogant half-smile and winked at her.
 
   The cocky mortal with the mind-bogglingly gorgeous body was starting to get on her nerves.  Yes, he had saved her, but he didn’t have to be so condescending about it.  “Who the hell are you?” she asked bluntly.
 
   “Calin.  Who the hell are you and why the hell are you in a town like this, alone?” Calin glared at her and raised his eyebrow.
 
   It was obvious that Calin already knew more about Beck than she did, so she decided to forego the helpless mortal act.  “I’m Annie and I came here to find him.  What are you doing here?”  
 
   Calin chuckled and shook his head slowly, but didn’t answer her.  He turned and walked out through the shattered glass window.  He stepped over the windowsill and looked at her from the corner of his eye.
 
   “He’s going to need burying, unless you want everyone in town to see him.  Oh, and I took care of his friends for you.  They won’t be bothering you again,” Calin said, sounding pleased with himself.  He gave her another half-smile and tipped his head.
 
   Her dislike of the smug, gun toting, zombie-killing mortal increased exponentially with each passing second.  She didn’t care how nice he looked in his broken in jeans; she wanted to punch his pretty mouth.
 
   “I didn’t need your help.  I could have handled those idiots.  They were so drunk they would have fallen over by themselves,” she retorted.  She didn’t know why he set her teeth on edge, but she wanted to belittle him after his remark about her being alone.  Putting her hand on her hip, she glared at him.  She knew that she should be thanking him for his assistance with Beck, but she couldn’t bring herself to do it.
 
   “After what happened in here I believe that, but I figured it was best to keep them from helping the giant undead monster that was kicking your ass,” Calin laughed and pointed to the wrecked building.  “I think I saw a shovel over in the corner.  Have fun.”
 
   Calin walked out into the darkness and was gone.
 
   Annie gritted her teeth and forced herself to ignore Calin’s slights.  Every hint of desire for the ruggedly handsome mortal burned away as her anger rose.  She wanted to go after him and ask him why he was being a jerk, but rooted her feet to the floor.  The arrogant mortal was the least of her worries.
 
   Hefting out a breath, she forced herself to focus on the pile of skin and bones formerly known as Beck.  She crouched down to examine his face.  Though his eyes and cheeks were sunken in, he definitely resembled the photo from the police file.
 
   A bone through the heart; how could that kill him and not a metal bar?  Taking a closer look at the bone, she realized it was the piece of arm she had detached earlier in their fight, which made no sense.  She had never heard of anything like this before.
 
   Realizing that she was out of her league, she thought about Calin and his ability to kill Beck.  Maybe she needed his help after all.  If Jericho and the rest of his crew were anything like Beck, she needed more info.  She hated the idea of asking him for help, but her pride meant nothing compared to saving the mortals.  One undead monster terrorizing a town would be terrible, but five would be a disaster.
 
   Peering out into the distance, she saw where the town ended and the wilderness began.  It was as good as any spot to bury the corpse.  Once Beck was in the ground, she would attempt to interrogate Calin for information about Beck.
 
   The stupid shovel was in the corner, just as Calin had said.  She carefully picked up the corpse by the collar of his dirty shirt and dragged the putrid-smelling Beck to the edge of the city.  The weight of the man did not help the pain of her cracked ribs, which was back in full force now that she had stopped thinking about how firm Calin’s body was and how much she wanted him to comfort her.
 
   Deciding that she was far enough out when the lights from the town were nothing but a dot in the distance, she tossed Beck down and started digging in the sandy soil.  She needed to burn off her extra anger from being attacked in the street before she went back to make those men cry.  A few minutes into her digging, something white in the corner of her eye caught her attention.  She looked to her left and saw a group of souls gathering around her.  Confused by their odd behavior of grouping together, she put her shovel down and inspected them.
 
   At least twenty souls had gathered to stare at Beck’s body.  While souls could see her and were often afraid of her, none of them paid any attention to her.  They appeared borderline violent as they stared and pointed to the corpse.
 
   Annie shrugged off their strange behavior and kept digging.  A few feet into the soil, her shovel hit something hard.  She crouched down and moved the soil with hands, trying to figure out what she had hit.  She didn’t want to start digging in another place unless absolutely necessary.  She was losing time as it was.
 
   She touched something thin and hard.  Pulling it free from the sand, she saw that she was holding a rib bone.  It could have been from an animal, but a feeling in her gut disagreed.
 
   Taking a step back, she waved her hand and parted the soil.  Her stomach sank when she realized why all the souls had gathered.  Dozens of women and men were buried haphazardly next to each other in small separate graves.  They were dressed in ripped clothes, or nothing at all.  Alongside of them were their personal possessions like purses, wallets, and backpacks.
 
   She moved more soil until it was clear that this town was hiding a very large secret.  Beck was most likely responsible for the deaths, but a few of the bodies had very little decomposition, which told her that Beck had been dead longer than they had.
 
   She had the overwhelming urge to summon her Angel of Death and command him to level the town, but the image of the kindly bartender made her stop.  Not everyone in the town was a murdering psychopath and the locals may not have known what was going on.  She calmed her rage and decided not to call for Alazar.
 
   She waved her hand and covered the graves.
 
   “I’ll make sure that everyone knows what happened to you, all of you,” she said to the souls.
 
   Out of respect, she buried Beck further into the wilderness and made sure that his arm bone stayed embedded in his chest.  She had no idea if it mattered or not, but didn’t want to find out the hard way.
 
   Staring at the glow of the small town, she knew she had to find Calin.  Her mystery man seemed to have more answers than her own people did, or at least answers he was willing to share.
 
   She disappeared and reappeared at the edge of town.  She had seen Calin at the bar and hoped that he was still nearby.  Walking up the same side street from her earlier fight, she noticed various pools of blood.  Calin had certainly beaten the four men into the ground.  She wondered who he was and how he could fight like this.  Yes, the men deserved to be taught a lesson, and she had thought about lighting them on fire, but the bloody mess in front of her implied that Calin had hurt the men more than necessary.  She hadn’t been kidding about them being so drunk that they were hardly a threat.  It bothered her to think that Calin had roughed them up too much.  She needed to be wary of the stranger.
 
   She continued up the street and pondered what she should say to him.  Begging was out of the question.  Asking politely wouldn’t do much for a hardened man like Calin.  She could force him to help her, but he might see it as a challenge and refuse to tell her anything.  Telling him the truth might be her best bet since he obviously knew what type of creature Beck was, but she doubted that Calin would want to help the Bringer of the Apocalypse.  Instead, she decided to appeal to his sense of right and wrong.  He had clearly been mad at the men who had jumped her and seemed pissed that a woman was hunting a dangerous creature by herself.  Yes, she could play on his morals, depending on how many he had.  If that failed, she would resort to flirting, which she sucked at, especially with a conceited man.
 
   Turning onto the main street, Annie stopped short when she saw red and blue flashing lights reflecting off the dark buildings.  Beck’s friends were leaning against the sheriff’s car with ice on their faces and makeshift bandages covering different parts of them.  They were bruised pretty badly, which confirmed her theory about the excessive beating.
 
   What surprised her was seeing Calin lying face first on the hood of the sheriff’s car with his hands behind his back, handcuffed.  The sheriff was slamming Calin’s head against the metal hood and yelling at him.
 
   “I told you to leave, but you didn’t listen.  Now it’s too late!  You had your chance to run, but now I have to deal with you,” Sheriff Grady snarled in Calin’s face.
 
   The four men chuckled and took turns spitting blood on the ground.
 
   “That’s right, boy, you should have run,” one of the men laughed.
 
   “Now we’re going to make you pay for what you did to us.  You should have minded your own business.  You could have walked away, but you were too stupid to listen,” another one chuckled.
 
   They sounded like they were going to enjoy repaying Calin for their bruises.  Annie suddenly didn’t feel so bad for them.  Calin had been right to pound their faces into the ground.  These men were beyond redemption if they were willing to kill an unarmed man for interfering with Beck’s plans, regardless of the beating he had given them.  The unmarked graves suddenly made sense.  She wondered if the sheriff had killed the people in the older graves, or simply looked the other way while Beck had done it.  He undoubtedly was responsible for the more recent murders since the other men weren’t guilty of murder, yet.
 
   Seeing Calin at Grady’s mercy made something deep inside her snap.  Pure, undiluted hatred flooded her senses and demanded to be acknowledged.  She was reaching for her ring before she understood what she was doing.  Her power would have ripped the town and Grady apart.  She had no idea why she wanted retribution against for Grady for harming Calin, but it was clear and sharp in her mind.  Yes, the mortal had helped her and she owed him, but this frightening feeling went beyond that.  The need to rip Grady’s head off his body grew until her foot moved forward without her consent.  She closed her eyes and tried to breathe through the sensation.  Killing the mortals wasn’t her priority.  She had to calm down before she made things worse and unleashed her destructive side.
 
   Annie stepped into view in the light of the dim street lamp.  “Evening, Sheriff.  What’s going on here?” she asked politely, though she was still trying to rein in her temper.
 
   Sheriff Grady squinted at her and seemed surprised to see that she was still alive.
 
   “Well, now, young lady.  I thought you had left our fine town.  How is it that you’re still here?” Grady eased up on Calin, but kept an arm against his back.
 
   Calin grunted and shifted his head.  He was furious when he saw her.
 
   “It seems that I forgot something, or rather someone.  Now, if you’ll kindly let my friend go, we can move on and leave you to patch up your boys,” she motioned to Beck’s friends.
 
   “I’m afraid I can’t do that, Miss.  These gentlemen are pressing charges against Mr. Jones.  He assaulted them without cause.  That’s grounds for arrest around these parts,” Grady said, tilting his head to get a better look at her.
 
   “Actually, he was protecting me.  Your boys were getting out of hand and Mr. Jones stopped them.  One of their friends grabbed me from behind and that one over there with the ice pack on the back of his head came at me.  I should be pressing charges, but I’m wagering you already know that,” she said, leveling Grady with one of her patented Destroyer stares.
 
   Fear flashed across Grady’s face briefly, but he quickly smiled and released Calin.  He stepped to the side and put his hand on his holstered gun.
 
   “Boys, did you assault this pretty little girl?” Grady asked.  He didn’t look like he cared if they had.
 
   “No, sir, I’ve never seen her before.”
 
   “Nope, I only saw Mr. Jones’ fist hit my face.”
 
   “It must have been someone else who bothered you, ma’am.”
 
   “Wasn’t us.”
 
   “See?  They have no idea what you’re talking about.  I suggest you move along before you get hurt,” Grady said with an edge to his voice.  He took an aggressive step forward and flipped the thumb break on his holster.
 
   “Calin, it’s time for us to leave,” she said, ignoring the sheriff.  She took a step closer to the police cruiser.
 
   Calin tried to speak, but the sheriff pulled his gun and shoved the barrel into the back of Calin’s head.
 
   “Mr. Jones stays.  I’m more than happy to keep you here, but I’ll give you one last chance to leave, Miss,” he cocked the revolver behind Calin’s head and dared her to move.
 
   Calin was eerily calm, though she could practically feel his anger rising.  She assumed that he was planning to make the sheriff regret putting a gun against his head.
 
   She smiled and put her hands up.  “Fine, Sheriff.  I’ll go,” she nodded.  She slowly backed up the street and into the shadows.  “Good luck,” she said to Grady, knowing the Calin would find a way to get even with him.
 
   The four men popped up from the car and surrounded Calin as she backed away.  The sheriff let Calin up and they dragged him off the main road into an alley behind the closed tattoo parlor.
 
   Once Annie was out of the light of the streetlamp, she disappeared and reappeared behind the tattoo parlor.
 
   The men threw Calin down on the ground face first.  They circled him and taunted him about his girlfriend leaving him to die.  The sheriff stood off to the side and watched.  He holstered his gun and crossed his arms.
 
   “You’re lucky I let that pretty little girl go.  I wasn’t in the mood to clean up two bodies,” Grady chuckled.
 
   “You shouldn’t have let me go, Sheriff,” Annie said as she grabbed the back of Grady’s neck, and slammed his face into her knee.  He staggered back and she punched him in the face.  She felt his nose shatter from the impact.  He fell on the ground, bleeding and swearing.
 
   The four men were startled when they saw her, but were undeterred by her attack on Grady.
 
   Two of recently sobered men ran toward her, while the other two focused on Calin.
 
   Annie punched the first guy to reach her in the throat and kicked the second one in the gut.  The first one fell to the ground, choking and grasping his throat.  She hadn’t hit him hard enough to crush his throat, but he would be out of commission for a while.
 
   The second guy recovered and swung wildly at her.  She blocked his arm, though just barely because of her newly cracked ribs.  She punched him in the collarbone hard enough to break it, and listened to him cry for his mother.
 
   “How dare you attack an unarmed woman!  What would your mothers think?” she snickered at them.
 
   The first man glared at her and fished out a switchblade from his jeans pocket.  “I don’t know how you survived Beck, but I’m going to make you bleed,” he sneered.
 
   Annie knelt down in front of the man and allowed the darkness inside of her be seen through her eyes.  She opened her hand and created a small fireball to show him exactly who he was dealing with.  “Drop the knife or I’ll make sure your afterlife is filled with flames just like these,” she whispered quietly so that Calin didn’t hear her.
 
   The man turned stark white and dropped the knife.  Tears welled up his eyes.  He started shaking and stammered an apology.
 
   Once she was satisfied that the man would forever be haunted by what he had seen, she went to help Calin.  She wasn’t surprised to see that the other two men were already bleeding from fresh wounds, though Calin’s hands were still bound.  They were staggering around, looking for their buddies to back them up.  Calin finished one off with a roundhouse kick to the temple and swung his foot to catch the last man in the knee, dropping him straight to the ground.  Both men screamed out in pain and didn’t get back up.
 
   Annie watched Calin assess the situation and seemed satisfied that his assailants were out of commission.  He took a deep breath and shifted his shoulders with a grunt.  Calin groaned and the handcuffs dropped to the pavement behind him.  Annie heard a cracking noise just before Calin’s hands appeared in front of him.  She decided that he wasn’t necessarily arrogant, but highly confident in his abilities, which made his high cheekbones and full lips seem slightly more attractive and bearable.
 
   Taking in Calin’s appearance for the first time, she noticed that he too was trying to blend in.  He was wearing jeans, a blue flannel shirt, brown boots, and a loose brown jacket.  The jacket covered an empty shoulder holster.
 
   “Thanks for the distraction,” he said, finally acknowledging her.  He picked up the handcuffs and tucked them into his jacket pocket.
 
   Annie’s mouth was agape.  She couldn’t understand Calin at all.  She had disabled three men to his two and yet she was nothing more than a distraction.  Forget about his cheekbones and amazing eyes, she was going to choke him to death.
 
   “Did you learn that neat little trick with the handcuffs in prison, or do they have a merit badge for that in Boy Scouts?” she snickered.
 
   Calin smirked and walked over to Grady.  He rummaged through his pockets and found the keys to the patrol car.
 
   Grady swore and spit at him.
 
   Calin took Grady’s badge and put it in his back pocket.  “If you try to follow me or harass me in anyway, I will come back here and shoot you and your boys.  I don’t think you want that,” Calin said coldly, locking eyes with Grady.
 
   “You won’t make the town line alive,” Grady snarled.  He couldn’t wait to see the look on Mr. Jones’ face when Beck got a hold of him.  Beck would enjoy killing him.
 
   Calin punched him in the eye, knocking him over.  “That’s for putting a gun to my head.  Say another word and I’ll just shoot you now,” Calin replied sinisterly.
 
   Annie shivered when she heard the tone of his voice.  She knew he was serious.  As much as she hated Grady, she couldn’t allow Calin to murder him in front of her.  It was one thing for her to seek retribution since it was technically her job, but it was another to watch Calin kill someone.  He would have to choose his own path, but something in her chest burned at the thought of Calin becoming a murderer.
 
   Calin walked back down the alley and left the men to tend to their wounds.  Annie watched Grady slowly get to his feet.  He looked like he was about to taunt Calin, so she kneed him in the groin.
 
   She knelt down next to Grady and whispered, “I should let him kill you and save this town the trouble of dealing with you, but I have bigger plans for you and your boys.”
 
   Grady didn’t chuckle this time.  She allowed him to see the real Destroyer for a brief second, just long enough for him to wet himself.
 
   Annie caught up to Calin and saw him pop the trunk of the cruiser.  He sifted through the trunk and pulled out four handguns of varying sizes, two knives, and a wallet.  He threw the keys and Grady’s badge into the trunk and slammed it shut.
 
   He placed two of the guns in his shoulder holster, one in a back holster on the inside of his jeans, and one in his right ankle holster.  The knives were tucked away in his pant pockets and his wallet was inserted into his other back pocket.
 
   “You certainly like guns,” she said matter-of-factly, crossing her arms, trying to figure out who this guy was.  It was doubtful that he was a cop since a badge wasn’t among his possessions.  The sheriff had asked if she was a bounty hunter or bail bondsman, so she labeled Calin a bounty hunter for the time being.
 
   “Yes, I do,” he replied without looking at her.  He walked past her and head back toward the bar.
 
   “You’re welcome,” she mocked his original tone when he had helped her with Beck.
 
   “I had everything under control.  You should go home,” he said curtly.
 
   Tapping her foot, Annie contemplated her options.  She still needed to convince Calin to help her, which annoyed her to no end.  Every time he opened his mouth, he insulted her.  She was back to wanting to choke him.  Taking a deep breath, she pushed away her anger and reminded herself that she needed him.
 
   Running to catch up with him, she found him jumping into the bed of a beat up blue and white Ford pickup truck that looked like it was from the late 70’s.  It had been cleaned up and repaired at some point, but was starting to fall apart again.  It was parked on the side of the bar in front of a row of neon beer signs.
 
   Calin was crouched down in front of silver metal chests that lined the three walls of the truck bed.  She watched him deftly unlock one of the boxes, even though it was too dark for him to see the combination numbers.  He swapped out the magazines from the guns in his holster.  She couldn’t see what was in the metal chest, but she assumed he had more guns stored away.
 
   The sheriff had called him Mr. Jones, which didn’t suit him.  She doubted that Calin would have given the sheriff his real ID.
 
   Calin noticed her standing next to the truck watching him.  “What?  Do you want to give me a kiss for saving you?” he asked, sounding serious.
 
   Annie was stunned.  Though she was insulted by his question, her stomach did do a little somersault at the thought of kissing the handsomely arrogant mortal.
 
   “You didn’t save me,” she retorted.
 
   Calin shook his head.  “Well, you certainly didn’t save me,” he said in a dismissive tone.
 
   “Are you kidding me?  I took out three of those men.  If I hadn’t been there, the sheriff would have killed you,” she said, suddenly wanting to slap him.  How could this mortal make her so angry?
 
   “Technically, I took them out first, and I finished off the big guy,” he said.  He locked the box and jumped down.  He secured the tailgate and stopped to look at her.
 
   “I got the sheriff,” she pouted.
 
   “Actually, you almost got me shot by the sheriff.  I was doing just fine before you pissed him off.  Besides, you’re the one who started the trouble by walking through this town alone, unarmed, in that outfit.  Those men saw you as prey and they took advantage of your vulnerability,” he sneered.  He crossed his arms and condescendingly lowered his head until he could look directly into her eyes.
 
   “This outfit?  Are you serious?  Are you implying that I was asking for it?  Since when do jeans and a flannel shirt say come rape and kill me?” she yelled.  That was it!  She was going to slug him!
 
   Calin hung his head and rubbed the back of his neck.  He shifted uncomfortably and let his arms drop to his sides.  “No.  I didn’t mean that.  No one deserves to be attacked, but you made it too easy for them to surround you.  You were an easy target because you weren’t aware of your surroundings and you had no way of fighting them.  Sure, you got the drop on the sheriff and you sucker punched the boys because they didn’t expect you to fight them, but you got lucky.  I still don’t know what happened in the mechanic’s shop.  By all rights, you should be dead.  Consider yourself lucky and go home to where it’s safe,” he said.  He brushed past her and unlocked the driver side door.
 
   Go home to where it’s safe.  Was he kidding?  The man had no idea who he was talking to.  She vaguely wondered what Calin would do to Hades if Hades tried to remove his head.  She almost burst out laughing.  Calin would undoubtedly shoot Hades, which would amuse her to no end.
 
   Stepping around the driver’s side, she grabbed the door before he could close it.
 
   “What are you?” she asked.  Her question sounded nastier than intended.
 
   “Your hero?” he asked condescendingly, as if she was supposed to swoon or something.
 
   “You are so full of yourself,” she growled.  She took a deep breath and focused.  “Look, you seem to know what that big guy was.  I’m looking for more of them, but as you said, I’m unarmed, alone, and wearing this outfit.  I admit that I’m a little out of my element.  I can’t believe I’m saying this since your ego doesn’t need to be any bigger, but I could use your help,” she muttered the last part, mad that he was her only hope of taking down Jericho and his crew.
 
   Calin leaned his arm against the wheel and rubbed the tips of his fingers together while he pondered her statement.  He was backlit by the cabin light, so she couldn’t see his face clearly.  He sat like that for so long that she was about to walk away and deal with Jericho herself.
 
   “Get in,” he said.  He closed the door and started up the engine.
 
   Without hesitating, she ran around to the passenger side and jumped into the truck.
 
   “Which way?” Calin said gruffly.
 
   “West,” she said as she settled into the uncomfortable blue bench seat.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 7
 
    
 
   Calin and Annie drove in silence for a long while.  She had noticed a number of guns strategically placed throughout the truck cabin.  There was a ceiling rack and a rack attached to the front of the blue bench seat that each held rifles and shotguns.  She really wanted to know what he did for a living.  She doubted that he hunted animals, unless they attacked him first.
 
   He wasn’t a murderer, which put her mind at ease, but she still didn’t think he was a cop.  Deception, anger, agony, and desire, which translated into obsession, were his primary sins.  He was Hell-bound, but she wasn’t sure why.  The more she studied him and thought about their encounters, the more baffled she became.
 
   Aside from his gun lust, she found out that he was a man of few words.  She thought of a thousand questions to ask him, but in the end remained quiet.  The more questions she asked the more lies she would have to give him in return.  She didn’t want to lie any more than she had to.  She was dealing with too many problems to come up with a clever cover story.
 
   “What was up with the sheriff?  You know more than you’re letting on,” Calin asked, breaking the silence.  He peered at her from the corner of his eye.
 
   “I didn’t realize that he was crooked until I saw you handcuffed on the hood of his car.  I’m assuming he jumped you,” she said, leaning closer to see if he had any bruises.  “You don’t seem like the kind of guy who goes along peacefully.  Why didn’t you kick his ass before he arrested you?”
 
   “I try not to piss off law enforcement whenever possible, though I would have gladly made an exception for our dear sheriff.  Unfortunately, he was standing in the street with a shotgun aimed at me when I got back to the main road.  His buddies were still stumbling around, but he was smart enough to keep his gun on me while they stripped me of my weapons and cuffed me.  I could have easily dropped them again, but the sheriff was all too eager for a reason to shoot me,” Calin said, rubbing the stubble on his chin.  He seemed pissed that the sheriff had ambushed him.
 
   “Why was he arresting you?  I noticed that he took your wallet, Mr. Jones,” she said sarcastically, knowing it was an alias.
 
   Calin tapped his thumbs on the wheel.  She could tell that he was debating how much he wanted to tell her.  “I had a run-in with him before you arrived.  It was implied that I should get my ass out of his town by sunset, or else.  When I arrived in town this morning, I stopped at the general store to get a soda.  His buddies were bragging about something major happening tonight.  I saw them harassing the female clerk.  She didn’t say anything to me, but she looked scared.  I decided to hang around to see what was going on.  Grady gave me a hard time when I decided to grab a beer as an excuse to stay in town.  He noticed that I was carrying, which isn’t illegal here, but he gave me a hard time anyway, despite seeing my Concealed Handgun License.  Putting the hurt on his guys and seeing their decomposing secret was enough for Grady to want to kill me, and drag me out to wherever you buried the corpse.”
 
   “The sheriff is guilty of many things,” she hesitated to tell him the whole truth, but decided to trust him.  “I found…something when I buried Beck.”
 
   “What did you find?  And how do you know the monster’s name?  Who are you?” Calin asked, looking her up and down.
 
   Annie grimaced.  These were the kinds of questions she had wanted to avoid.  Calin had put himself in danger to help her, even though she was a stranger, so she felt that she owed him some details about her quest.
 
   “Beck was a convicted rapist and murderer.  He was responsible for multiple deaths when the drug gang he ran with clashed with a rival gang.  I’m trying to track down his leader Jericho and four others that worked for him.  I took a chance that Beck might come back to his hometown to deal with any unfinished business.  My hunch paid off.  I need to meet up with my friend a few towns over.  He’s checking out another location where Jericho’s associates might be hiding,” she explained.  “As far as the sheriff is concerned, you’re not the first person that he’s had to make disappear.  There were a number of old and new graves on the edge of town.  I assume Beck killed some of them, but I’m not sure if Grady killed the recent bodies, or if he’s covering someone else’s tracks.  Whatever is happening in that town won’t stop until the sheriff is dealt with,” she replied darkly.  There were so many interesting ways to get even with the sheriff and she pictured each and every one of them.
 
   “Damn.  I knew there was more going on there,” Calin said, clenching his teeth.
 
   She couldn’t stop herself from asking the question that had been nagging her.  “Would you have killed the sheriff if he had spoken to you?”
 
   Calin hefted out a breath.  “I said I would shoot him if he said anything else, I never said I would kill him.  You really have a low opinion of me, don’t you?”
 
   Annie felt slightly embarrassed by his response.  “Honestly, I wasn’t sure what you would do.  I don’t know anything about you and you sounded like you meant it.”
 
   Calin shook his head.  “Trust me, every part of me wanted to finish him off, especially since he was so eager to shoot me in the head, but I wasn’t about to kill him unless I had a good reason.”
 
   Annie nodded.  She agreed with him, though if Grady had killed Calin, she would have destroyed Grady, which surprised her.  Calin wasn’t anyone to her.  Yes, he’d helped her, but he was a stranger.  Despite everything, the thought of seeing Calin dead made her chest tighten as tears burned her eyes.
 
   Taking a breath to calm down, she wiped her tears away.  “Don’t worry.  I have a few friends that will make sure that he gets what he deserves,” she replied evenly.  She didn’t want to think about why Calin dying had made her upset, so she focused on Beck’s victims and getting revenge for them.
 
   Calin raised an eyebrow at her.  “These friends of yours, was it their bright idea to leave you alone and weaponless in a town where there might be a revenant?”
 
   She snapped her head around.  “A what?”
 
   He made a disgusted noise in the back of his throat and abruptly pulled onto the dirt shoulder.  He violently threw the truck into park and shifted in the seat to glare at her.  “Do you really have no idea what attacked you?  You obviously know something since you’re hunting for a dead guy, but why don’t you know what a revenant is since it just kicked your ass?” he yelled and threw his hands around, clearly frustrated by her ignorance.
 
   Annie’s mind was hazy as she looked into his green eyes.  All she wanted to do was lean forward to touch the stubble on his cheeks, or his supple lips.  She couldn’t remember what he had asked her.  In fact, she couldn’t remember much when she felt the heat pouring off his body.  She didn’t want to hunt down souls; she wanted to learn everything there was to know about Calin.
 
   “Fine!  Don’t tell me!  Lord knows I have my secrets, but if we are headed off to find more of the undead, you’d better tell me right now.  I’m not about to walk into a horde of revenants without a heads-up,” he said, grabbing the steering wheel and shifting in his seat.  He scratched the back of his head absently, trying to calm himself.
 
   Annie tried to get control of her mind and her body, but it was difficult.  Her skin tingled and her nipples beaded tightly whenever she looked at his mouth.  She was upset that he didn’t react to her the same way, though it did help her rein in her lustful thoughts.  Taking a deep breath didn’t help matters when the scent of his cologne hit her.  His musky scent made her mouth water.
 
   She closed her eyes and tried to focus.  “I truly don’t know what I’m walking into.  It’s not like I was given a detailed summary on all the types of monsters that Beck might be.  I have his police file and not much more.  I just know that he’s walking around when he should be dead.  As far as I know, my friend who is looking for the others hasn’t found anything.  Even he doesn’t know about revenants,” she said truthfully.  It was the best answer she could offer him.
 
   Calin threw his head back and appeared lost in thought.  She half-expected him to toss her out of his truck and drive off without her, which made her sad.  She wasn’t ready to leave him yet.
 
   Wiping his face with his hand, he settled into his seat.  He pulled back onto the road without a word.
 
   Calin was silent for a long time, which made her uncomfortable.  She was used to knowing Derick’s thoughts without asking him.  Alazar was blatant about his moods and opinions, so he was easy to read.  Calin was a brick wall when it came to his thoughts and emotions.  It made her twitchy.  She desperately wanted to know what he was thinking.
 
   He unexpectedly reached down and rummaged through a box of CDs by her feet.  He pulled one out and pushed the CD into the jerry-rigged player.  A grating, discordant sound blared from the radio causing her to jump.
 
   Instead of relaxing to what he must have considered music, he seemed tense, maybe even agitated, but not in a rocking-out kind of way.  The lyrics were difficult to understand, but she caught “Let me do what I want.”  “No one cares.”  “I don’t want restrictions.”  “We are the hunted."  The last part made him grip the wheel tighter.
 
   The song added a new layer to Calin, aside from his terrible taste in music, he felt like he was alone in the world.  Looking at the shotgun overhead, she realized that he might actually be hunted by something.
 
   She looked out the window at the passing blackness.  She was mad at herself for asking Calin for help.  She was putting Calin in danger, though she got the impression that he would welcome the challenge.  The problem was she still didn’t know how to track the prisoners.
 
   Calin turned down the music and cleared his throat.  “I’m sorry.  I’m not used to being around other people.  I spend a lot of time alone.  My manners are a little rusty.  So, I know that you are looking for a group of men who might be revenants by yourself and your partner left you alone.  What else should I know about you?” Calin asked, sounding annoyed.
 
   That was certainly a loaded question.  She had no idea where to begin.  She could give him Michelle Black’s life story, the mortal girl from New Jersey who had lived a simple life, plagued by nightmares of Hell only to find out that she was the Bringer of the Apocalypse and destined to live in Hell with Lucifer, due to a deal made by her father, the Archangel Gabriel.  Either that, or give him Annie Blackwood’s story about how she had tracked down her Angel of Death in Romania and had to protect a group of Spirit Experts who had been lured there by Lucifer’s crazy ex-girlfriend, who had made a pact with Death to kill her.  Option number three sounded much saner.  Tell him that she was a bounty hunter and that she liked moonlit strolls and walks on the beach, and hunting escaped souls from the Realm of Nightmares.
 
   “I have no experience with guns, or weapons in general.  I hate knives.  Hence the reason that I am unarmed,” she flinched when she remembered Hades trying to take her head with his knife.  “Bad things happen when I lose my temper.  I don’t appreciate being underestimated and I don’t like being treated like I’m helpless.”  She let her frustrations tumble out before she could censor herself.
 
   Calin swore under his breath and tapped his thumbs against the steering wheel.  “I see.  If you have no experience with weapons, then how are you going to hunt down these creatures?  How can I not treat you like you’re helpless when you are and you’re too stubborn to admit it?  Unless you turn into a giant green rage machine when you’re angry, I can’t imagine what kind of bad things you can do when you’re pissed.  Lady, I think it’s time that you looked in the mirror and see what I see.  You’re an innocent, naive, petite woman who can throw a punch, if given plenty of time, but that pretty face of yours is going to land your ass in serious trouble.  If you really think that those men back there were dragging you off to have a tea party, then you’re more delusional than I thought,” Calin cleared his throat and muttered to himself.  “Though, I’ll admit you were pretty intimidating when you threatened Grady when he had me pinned on the hood.  I felt him flinch.  The problem is sweetheart, you’re all bark, and no bite.”
 
   Annie closed her eyes and tried not to yell.  “Stop the truck,” she said calmly.
 
   “What?  I’m not going to leave you in the middle of nowhere at night,” Calin huffed.
 
   “You think I’m innocent and sweet just because I have a pleasing face and a small frame.  You couldn’t be more wrong.  I’m not interested in your help if you’re doing this just to keep me safe.  I’m not worried about my safety; I’m worried about all the people who are in danger because of these ruthless maniacs.  Trust me when I say, I know they’re dangerous, but I don’t need you trying to hinder me and wrapping me in bubble wrap because you think I can’t handle myself.  Now, pull the truck over.  I am more than capable of walking the rest of the way,” she said, keeping her anger in check.
 
   Calin was clearly the type of guy who would put himself in harm’s way to protect a woman, which was noble, but something she didn’t need.  He had admitted as much when he mentioned Beck’s friends harassing a female clerk.  She needed someone who was willing to help her fight a revenant, so that she could figure out how to drag its soul back to Hell, not push her out of the way to save her.
 
   Calin appeared surprised by her fierce tone, but didn’t pull over.  “I’ll get you to your partner and we’ll part ways,” he replied curtly.
 
   She tapped her foot, eager to get away from Calin.  She had half a mind to disappear from the truck, but she didn’t want to give him a heart attack.  While he was arrogant, he was a good guy, or at least had good intentions.
 
   Calin was perplexed by the woman sitting excruciatingly close to him.  He could tell that she was trying to act tougher than she was.  He had expected her to be carrying a weapon of some kind, given her attitude, but had quickly dismissed the idea when he didn’t see a holster.  Her tight pants didn’t leave room for anything else.  He had hoped that she had some kind of weapon hidden in her black boots, or even her vast cleavage, but now he knew for sure that she was unarmed.  He couldn’t understand her need to prove that she could handle herself.
 
   It was pure luck that he had heard the revenant yelling since he had been headed in the opposite direction after he left the bar.  She hadn’t even screamed for help, which infuriated him.  There had been no attempt to run, even after he shot Beck to distract him.  Hell, she hadn’t even asked him to help her, though she was out numbered.  She had stood her ground in the middle of four men and a revenant and allowed herself to be captured and dragged away.
 
   He had gotten tangled up with the assholes in the street and was freaked that he couldn’t get to her faster.  He had been relieved, but surprised to find her alive.  Seeing her sitting on the ground, he wanted to pick her up and comfort her, until she opened her damned mouth.  She had no way of killing the revenant, yet she was actually mad at him for saving her.  The only evidence of her strength had been her survival of the revenant’s attack.  The woman was intolerable and completely ungrateful.
 
   He shook his head when he thought about the sheriff’s reaction to her.  Her anger had been real and had almost gotten him shot.  Maybe that’s what she meant when she said that bad things happen when she was mad.  Her sharp tongue got her into trouble because she didn’t have the good sense to shut up.
 
   He did not understand this woman at all, and it drove him crazy.  He needed to understand her more than he needed to breathe.  He was being stupid as usual, but he couldn’t leave her in town with Grady.  He felt guilty for walking away from her.  He should have immediately insisted that she come with him before Grady and his goons regrouped, but looking at her did amazing things to his anatomy.  Things he didn’t have time to think about or act upon.  He hadn’t been kidding about her outfit.  Anyone with eyes could see how stunning this woman was, regardless if she was wearing a potato sack.  If she thought she could hide her curvy body and phenomenal breasts under a flannel shirt, she was more ignorant of her appearance than he thought.  He laughed when he realized she was probably thought she was fat.
 
   When he had asked if she wanted to kiss him as a way of thanking him, his heart had nearly beat out of his chest.  His stomach was in knots at the thought of pulling her close and touching her lips.  The other women he had saved normally grabbed him and groped him, though he hadn’t been interested in them.  He obliged them to stave off the loneliness for a while, but none of them had made him feel the way he did when he looked at Annie.  Her blue eyes made him forget what he was saying, which was why he had to force himself to stare at the road.  He had too many things he needed to deal with.  He didn’t have time to explore Annie the way his hands were demanding him to do.
 
   Annie broke the silence, knowing that her time with Calin with now limited.  She needed information, and fast.  “Okay, so you know how to kill a revenant, but what are they, and how do you know about them?” she blurted out.
 
   Calin frowned.  This was why he hated talking about himself.  Now he had to figure out what he could say that wouldn’t scare her.  “I’ve been told about them.  That’s all you need to know.  They are souls who have inhabited their original bodies after dying, who are seriously pissed off.  They are strong, evil, and you don’t want to get near them.  The only way I know to kill them is to drive a bone from their body through their heart.  Of course, that means you have to find a way to rip a piece of them off.  They may look like they’re about to splinter into piles of dust, but they are durable and it takes a lot to hurt them.  The best you can do is attack them when they’re distracted and hope for the best.  I don’t know much more than that.”
 
   “Have you ever encountered one before this?” she asked holding her breath.  She didn’t want to think about him fighting one of those things alone.
 
   “No,” he replied quickly.
 
   She tilted her head.  It still didn’t make any sense to her.  As soon as she returned to Hell, she was going to have a serious talk with Hades.  He had to know about the revenants.
 
   Afraid of what they might find when they joined Derick, she relayed Calin’s description of the revenants to Derick and how best to kill them.
 
   “Mind telling me how you knew about this Beck guy?  Why would you go looking for a dead guy who was walking around, especially if you don’t know about revenants?” Calin was dying to know what secret Annie was keeping from him.
 
   “I was told to look for him.  That’s all you need to know,” she replied vaguely.
 
   ∞
 
   Derick stood in front of a white farmhouse and checked the address against the police file.  The house was dark.  He appeared inside the living room to look around.  Someone definitely lived in the house, but he had no idea if it still belonged to Rye’s family, or more specifically, his widow.
 
   He moved to the wall next to the TV and found pictures hanging in various frames.  None of the people in the photos looked like Rye.  He was about to give up when he saw a pile of mail sitting on the hutch next to him.  They were addressed to a Margery Rydel.  Turning back to the photos of a woman kissing a handsome man, he knew that Margery had moved on after Rye’s death.
 
   Derick disappeared and hid in the detached garage a few feet from the house.  If Rye was back in the Mortal Realm, it was possible that he would pay his widow a visit, especially if she had a new lover.
 
   Watching the moon rising higher in the sky, he knew it was getting late.  The owners of the house were bound to be home soon and he was glad that Anjali was quickly approaching town.  He had an uneasy feeling as he stared out into the yard.  The moon was brighter than usual since it was a Harvest Moon.  Even without his night vision, he could clearly make out every object in the yard.
 
   The sound of a truck backfiring made him jump.  A black 4x4 pulled into the dirt driveway and a man and a woman jumped out.  The man stumbled a bit and laughed.  He was tipsy, as was the woman.  They were dressed in elegant clothes and had probably come from a party or a fancy restaurant.
 
   They made their way into the house and flicked on the lights as they entered each room.
 
   Derick watched the couple groping each other as they made their way upstairs.  He felt sleazy for watching them, so he focused on the yard and the first floor of the house.
 
   A scream pulled his attention to the bedroom window.  Something crashed through the glass, rolled down the eave, and landed ungracefully on the ground.
 
   Derick rushed out of the garage and stood over what appeared to be the boyfriend.  His face and chest had been slashed apart.  He had most likely died before he hit the ground.
 
   He relayed the information to Anjali who ordered him not to enter the house.  She was a few minutes away.
 
   Derick looked around deciding what he should do.  Even though Anjali would be mad at him, he couldn’t let the woman fight off a potential revenant alone.
 
   He quickly appeared inside the bedroom and saw the woman backed into a corner crying, scared to death.  In front of her was a mangled, reanimated corpse.  Whatever had happened to Beck and Jericho had definitely happened to Rye too.
 
   “Hey!” Derick called out, standing on the opposite side of the bed, hoping to draw Rye’s attention.
 
   He was mad that he hadn’t searched the entire house before the couple came home.  He knew he was responsible for the boyfriend’s death.  There was no way he was going to let Margery die too.
 
   Rye turned to face him.  Derick had expected to see a disfigured corpse, but he had underestimated the extent of the damage done when Rye had died in a car accident during a shootout with Monroe’s men.  Rye was missing an eye and part of his skull.  His left side was partially crushed, yet he was very nimble for a dead guy.
 
   Rye snarled at Derick and dove over the bed to tackle him.  Derick froze when he saw the monster coming at him.  He was reminded of the Shades who attacked him the Caves of Darkness.  He wanted to run, but thankfully, his survival instincts had kicked in at the last second.  He grabbed Rye, spun him, and threw him to the ground, but Rye held on and took Derick with him.  The two of them wrestled on the floor.  Derick tried to hold down Rye’s arms, while Rye snapped his teeth at him.
 
   “Are you sleeping with the whore too?” Rye snarled.
 
   Derick ignored the repulsive smell coming off Rye and punched him repeatedly in his deformed chest.  He tried not to wretch.  Despite being withered and mangled, Rye was heavy and solid.  It was like fighting a healthy 250-pound man in excellent shape.  It felt like he was hitting a flimsy cardboard box.  He landed a solid punch to the remaining half of Rye’s skull, though Rye didn’t seem to register the pain.
 
   “Once I kill you, I’m going to make her pay for cheating on me.  I’m going to kill her slowly,” Rye hissed.
 
   “Margery get out of here!” Derick yelled, hoping that the stunned woman would use the distraction to run.
 
   Unfortunately, the woman was too traumatized to move, and remained cowering in the corner, crying.
 
   “I’m going to kill you!” Rye roared.  He broke free of Derick’s grip and jumped to his feet.
 
   Derick rolled his feet and tried to put some distance between them.
 
   Rye grabbed a TV and threw it at Derick, though Derick was able to deflect it with his arms.  The TV smashed against the wall and clattered to the ground.
 
   Rye stalked back toward Margery, not realizing that Derick had blocked the TV.  Derick knew he had to get Rye out of the house before he hurt the woman.
 
   He ran at Rye full force, lowered his shoulder, and propelled both of them out of the already broken window.  They both tumbled through the air and landed on the lawn.
 
   Rye popped to his feet, unfazed, while Derick shook off the pain in his shoulder and side.  He had definitely broken something, but knew it wouldn’t kill him.
 
   “You can’t stop me,” Rye laughed.  He lowered into a crouch and prepared to tackle Derick.
 
   The sound of a shotgun blast made Rye pause.  Looking down, he saw a hole in the right side of his chest.  He looked over his shoulder at the man who had shot him and laughed.
 
   “I may not be able to stop you, but you just pissed off the Bringer of the Apocalypse.  Your odds of making it out of here aren’t good,” Derick smirked.
 
   Derick watched Annie jump out of Calin’s truck and kick over the mailbox.  She pulled the wooden post from the ground and ran toward Rye.  He didn’t need to hear her thoughts to know that she was angry that he had gone into the house alone.  She hated when he was injured and he knew that she would take her anger out on Rye.  Rye was about to get his teeth handed to him.
 
   Annie swung the post at Rye’s face and kicked him in the knee, forcing him to the ground.  She drove the post through his stomach and staked him to the ground.  She knew it wouldn’t hold him forever.
 
   She saw Calin running toward them, training his gun on Rye’s head, but he kept his distance.  She had repeatedly told Calin to leave once they got to the house, but he had vehemently ignored her.
 
   “You’ll never send me back!” Rye roared as he pulled at the post, trying to free himself.
 
   “Move and the pretty man with the shotgun will remove more of your head,” Annie sneered.
 
   She jammed her hand through the disgusting decayed flesh and grabbed one of Rye’s ribs.  She put her foot against his chest and pulled with all her strength.  She managed to snap off a long piece of rib bone.
 
   Rye clawed at her leg and tried to knock her over, but Calin shot Rye in the head, drawing his attention briefly.
 
   “I did warn you,” she chuckled.  “Tell me where Jericho is.”
 
   Rye was afraid for the first time.  “I won’t talk.  Jericho will kill me.”
 
   “No.  I plan on doing the honors of putting you back in the ground,” she replied, knowing that she couldn’t torture the answer out of something that didn’t feel pain or fear consequences.  Killing him and keeping the mortals safe was her main priority.
 
   She held the rib bone with both hands and forcefully dropped to her knees.  The bone impaled Rye’s heart and he howled in anger.
 
   She scrambled away from his flailing arms and watched him tremble and shake as his body shut down.
 
   Rye’s head finally rolled to one side and he stopped twitching.
 
   “Don’t go near him yet.  Sometimes they don’t die right away,” Calin said.  He still had his shotgun aimed at Rye’s head as he stepped closer.  He shot Rye point-blank in the head, spewing bone and skin everywhere.
 
   Rye’s body relaxed and he was gone.
 
   Annie stood up and walked over to Derick to inspect his wounds, ignoring Calin.
 
   “I told you not to confront him,” she said.  She was irate, but relieved that Derick was safe.
 
   “I know, but I couldn’t watch him kill Margery.  It’s bad enough that I let her boyfriend die,” Derick motioned to the body lying a few feet from them.
 
   Annie sighed, knowing that Derick felt guilty.  “I know.  I’m just glad he didn’t hurt you too badly.  Let me see your shoulder.”
 
   Derick caught Calin’s amused expression and stopped Annie from touching him.  Calin was clearly entertained by the fact that Annie was fussing over him.  He was embarrassed that Calin thought he needed Annie to kiss his boo-boos.
 
   I’m okay.  Mr. Trigger Happy thinks I’m a pansy.  I know you’re concerned about me, but I’m okay.  Please don’t make me look like a baby in front of him.  Calin won’t respect me, Derick pleaded.
 
   Annie grumbled.  You just fought a revenant and threw yourself from a window, for which I’m going to kick your ass later.  I don’t think you look weak, but I understand.  I agree, Calin has archaic ideas about gender roles.  I’ll look at your shoulder later to see if the bones need to be set.
 
   Thank you, Derick nodded.
 
   Calin walked up behind Annie breaking up her silent conversation, which probably appeared strange to Calin.  He cleared his throat, waiting to be introduced to Derick.
 
   “Calin, this is Derick, my partner.  Derick, this is Calin.  He was kind enough to give me ride while explaining how to kill our friend here,” she said, pointing to Rye.
 
   Derick extended his hand to Calin.  “Thank you for helping Annie.”  He was surprised when Calin grabbed his hand and squeezed it tightly.
 
   “So you’re the moron who let this pretty little girl walk into a dangerous town, alone, without any weapons, and with no way of contacting you for help.  I wondered what you’d look like,” Calin looked like he wanted to shoot him.  He assessed Derick, and looked him up and down, still squeezing his hand, like a vice.
 
   Derick shrugged off the moron comment and the imposing handshake.  He straightened up so they were closer to eye level, though he was an inch shorter than Calin.  He used his new immortal strength to squeeze Calin’s hand hard enough to make him let go first.
 
   Annie was about to tell Calin to leave Derick alone, but decided to let Derick handle things before she finally punched Calin in the mouth.  She turned her attention back to Rye to examine his corpse, hoping to learn more about her revenant mystery.
 
   Satisfied that he’d shown Calin that he wasn’t a pansy, Derick took his place next to Annie.  “She’s capable of handling herself, I assure you.  I would never let her go into a situation where I thought she would be in real danger,” Derick replied.
 
   Calin shook his head.  “Then I guess you’re both stupid,” he said, continuing to glare at Derick.
 
   Derick was about to get in Calin’s face and interrogate him, but a scream from the house made him turn.  A shadow passed across the window and Margery screamed again.  Before anyone could move, a dark figure jumped from the second floor.  It landed spryly on the ground and took off at a dead run.
 
   They watched the figure run across the yard with Margery tossed over his shoulder.
 
   “Shit, there are more of them,” Annie yelled.
 
   “Let’s go,” Derick said, pulling Annie’s arm.
 
   “I’ll get the truck,” Calin shouted.  He looped his shotgun over his shoulder and ran.
 
   “Derick and I will search on foot.  I don’t know how far you’ll get in the truck if he makes it to those woods,” Annie shouted, keeping up with Derick.
 
   Calin nodded and hopped into his truck.
 
   “Which prisoner is that?  He doesn’t seem to fit the description of anyone on the list,” Annie said to Derick when they were alone.
 
   “Not sure.  The first one didn’t fit Rye’s description based on the police file.  Rye was in a car accident, but he didn’t die in the accident.  It said something about internal bleeding.  The revenant lying on the ground was missing half of his head.  It must not have been Rye,” Derick said, running alongside Annie, trying to find their new target.
 
   “They must have missed him during the count.  Hades will be pissed when he hears that more have escaped,” Annie grimaced.  She didn’t like the idea of having an unknown escaped soul.
 
   Vaughn will never be able to find them all if they are spread out seeking their own revenge, Derick said, aggravated that he hadn’t known about the second revenant.
 
   Revenge?  Annie picked up the word in Derick’s mind.  I hadn’t really thought about what they were doing.  I figured they might go back to their old lives for various reasons, but maybe you’re right.  They are seeking revenge.  Calin said that the men who attacked me in town were expecting something big to happen tonight.  I don’t think Beck went back there to rape and kill random women; he went back with a plan.
 
   Yeah, but what was he planning? Derick pondered.
 
   I have a feeling that the sheriff will know.  We’ll deal with him later, she said, grinding her teeth.
 
   Are you okay to search on your own?  How is your shoulder?  she asked.
 
   It hurts, but I’ll be fine.  You head left and I’ll go right, he said.
 
   Annie and Derick fanned out over the expansive property while Calin drove over the rough terrain, trying to shine his headlights over the area.  Leaving the headlights on, Calin jumped out of the car and joined Annie.
 
   “Any luck?” he asked gruffly.
 
   Annie was fascinated by this take-charge side of Calin.  She shivered when she heard the commanding tone of his voice.  On some level, it appealed to her.
 
   “He’s too fast.  We thought we heard muffled cries over there, but couldn’t find anything,” Annie replied, pointing toward the north side of the yard at the edge of the woods.
 
   Calin nodded.  He clicked on a small flashlight and searched the ground.  He found footprints and slowly followed them through the woods.  Annie and Derick silently followed Calin waiting for him to speak.
 
   Derick watched with curiosity.  He had never seen anyone track a person before, except on TV.  He admitted that he was a little envious of Calin’s abilities.
 
   “The tracks stop here.  I can’t tell if he jumped up into the trees or if he tried to throw us off by increasing his strides.  I saw the way he jumped from the window without any effort.  He might have been able to leap far enough to get to a fallen branch or rock to avoid leaving prints.  I suggest we each take a direction,” Calin said, pointing at both of them.
 
   “How are we supposed to find you if we spot Rye?” Derick asked bluntly.
 
   “Just yell and I’ll find you.  Please tell me that you have some kind of weapons experience and are carrying a gun, or at least a knife, because from the looks of it, you’re useless,” Calin snickered.  He stepped up into Derick’s face and raised his chin challengingly.
 
   “I did manage to fight off a revenant and got him out of the house before he killed the woman,” Derick stared Calin down, unimpressed by his aggressive stance.  He’d stared down Lucifer, on more than one occasion.
 
   “You got yourself thrown off a roof,” Calin said snidely.
 
   “Enough of this, whatever it is, boys.  Right now we have a woman to save.  Focus,” Annie said, pushing them apart.
 
   They both nodded, but didn’t back down.  She finally pushed Calin away and dragged Derick in the opposite direction before breaking off and heading north.
 
   Annie was grateful to be out of Calin’s view.  She disappeared and took to the trees.  Popping from tree to tree, she tried to cover as much ground as possible.  Derick, who had gone east, did the same.  He was mumbling under his breath about what a dick Calin was, but focused on locating the woman.
 
   Annie’s trail ended when she came across a deserted street without out any houses in sight.  The odds were good that Rye would want to hide somewhere quiet to deal with his widow, though she had no idea of his intentions.  She couldn’t figure out why two revenants would want to attack Margery.
 
   Standing at the edge of the road, she contemplated the second revenant problem.  Why hadn’t he been listed with the other escapees?
 
   While she contemplated her next move, she divided her attention and processed what Derick was seeing.  Focusing on his field of vision, she noticed something unusual.
 
   Was that a woman’s high heeled pump that you just passed?  Annie immediately appeared next to Derick.
 
   They both turned and searched for the item Annie had seen.
 
   Derick bent over a held up a green pump.  “She was wearing green.”
 
   “We’re close,” Annie smiled.  She appeared in the highest tree she could find and looked out into the distance.
 
   Derick ran ahead and searched for more tracks.  Do you think Rye will kill her?  He felt horrible that he hadn’t protected anyone in the end.
 
   The death of the boyfriend wasn’t your fault.  You didn’t know the revenant was there, she replied sympathetically.
 
   I should have checked the entire house.  I’ll bet Calin would have found the revenants, he growled.
 
   Derick, we are out of our element here.  You acted bravely when you fought Rye.  I know how much you hate the Shades.  You didn’t let your fear of these things keep you from saving Margery from the first revenant.  I’m very proud of you.  All that matters now is finding her, she said softly.  Wait, I see a building, maybe a barn, off to the left.
 
   They both disappeared and reappeared next to the building.  It was a large red barn at the edge of a fenced-in property.  The cows and horses in the pens a few yards away were mooing and whinnying.  The horses were rearing and scratching at the dirt.  Something had spooked them.
 
   Annie crept up to the door and looked inside.  The barn was dark, but she could make out two figures crouched in the corner.  She hoped that they weren’t about to bust up a couple of teenagers groping each other.
 
   Slipping into the barn, she saw Margery sitting on the floor with her hands up in front of her.  She was silently sobbing.  Rye was standing over her, but wasn’t in an attack position.
 
   “Step away from her, Rye,” Annie said calmly.  She put enough space between herself and Rye in case he jumped at her.  Derick was close by her side, but gave her room to move.
 
   “He was going to kill her,” Rye hissed.  His voice was garbled and scratchy, but he sounded upset.
 
   “Who?” Annie asked, confused by his statement.
 
   “Nox.  That’s why he went to the house,” Rye replied, but didn’t turn around.
 
   “Why would Nox want to kill Margery?” Annie asked the obvious question.  She realized that she might have been wrong about Rye seeking revenge on his widow.  He might have been trying to save her.
 
   “Because Margery never loved him.  She loved me and chose me.  Nox had always been jealous.  We had a second chance to come back and the first thing the bastard did was go after her,” Rye hissed in disgust.  He kept his eyes on Margery who was shaking.
 
   “Nox is dead and Margery is safe.  Rye, you have to tell me, why are you here?  How did Jericho do this?  What is he planning?” she asked quietly.  She slowly approached Rye, hoping that he didn’t try to hurt Margery, though he sounded sincere when he spoke. 
 
   “I don’t know how I came back.  I just woke up in the dark.  I dug my way out of a wooden box and the next thing I know I’m standing in front of my worthless cousin.  Jericho always said he would find a way to come back.  He swore that Hell couldn’t keep him, though I don’t know why he brought me back.  I don’t care about him.  I only wanted to find Margery and kill Nox.  It’s good that he’s dead, but I was afraid that there might be others with him.  I had to get her out of there.  She was the only one who could understand what Jericho had turned me into.  She knew the real me,” Rye crouched down and hung his head.
 
   “Maybe Jericho wanted to help you?  Maybe he didn’t want you to suffer in Hell,” she suggested.  She needed to keep Rye talking.  He had to have some idea about Jericho’s plans, even if he hadn’t put all the pieces together yet.
 
   “If you think that, then you don’t know Jericho.  He’ll make me hurt people again,” Rye whispered.  He sounded like he might be crying, but it was hard to tell.
 
   “I can make sure that doesn’t happen.  I can protect you.  Just tell me what he is planning,” she replied sincerely.  She carefully placed her hand on Rye’s shoulder and pulled him around to face her.
 
   The second Rye looked at her, she saw the recognition in his eyes.  Sadly, she had overplayed her hand.
 
   “I won’t go back to Hell!” he yelled and swiped at her face, but Derick grabbed his arm before he could get close enough. 
 
   Derick pushed Rye against the barn wall, but Derick underestimated his strength when both of them broke through the wooden wall.
 
   Annie pulled Margery from the ground and grabbed her around the waist.  She quickly disappeared and brought her back home.  Not bothering to explain to the confused woman what was happening, Annie returned to find Derick madly punching Rye in the face.  Rye punched him back and tried to throw Derick off him.
 
   She went back to the barn and grabbed some rope and an axe.  Grabbing Rye’s right wrist as he tried to push Derick off, she threw her knee into Rye’s chest while Derick grabbed the rope and tied it around Rye’s wrist.  Derick rolled to the side and pulled the rope tight, trapping Rye’s right arm.
 
   Annie stood up and stomped her foot on Rye’s stomach to keep him from moving.
 
   “What is Jericho planning, Rye?” she shouted, prepared to take his arm and end him.
 
   Rye laughed.  “Jericho will kill me.  If I talk, he will bring me back again just to kill me.  I’m not saying anything,” he laughed, crazed by the thought of Jericho tormenting him for eternity.
 
   Annie let out an exasperated breath and shook her head.  She had no choice but to swing the axe at his shoulder.  His arm came off with a sickening crunch.  
 
   Derick grasped the detached arm, dove through the air, and drove the exposed shoulder bone deep into Rye’s heart.  The impact popped his collarbone back into place.  It hurt like Hell, but it would help him heal faster.
 
   They both stepped back and watched Rye madly trying to pull the arm out of his chest with his remaining hand.
 
   Slowly he gave up the fight and his head lolled to the side.
 
   A gunshot reverberated across the yard.  Annie jumped back.  She didn’t need to look up to see who had shot Rye in the head.
 
   Calin approached from the woods and stared down at the corpse.  With his gun still aimed at Rye’s head, he kicked Rye’s arm, but the revenant didn’t move.
 
   Calin lowered his shotgun and then rested it against his shoulder while looking up at Derick.  “Good to see you came in handy after all.”  He turned to look at Annie.  “I’m not even going to ask how you managed to get here so fast.”
 
   She simply shrugged and headed off toward the woods.  She turned and looked at Calin over her shoulder.  “I saw a shovel in the barn.  You should bury him before the locals see him,” she chuckled.
 
   Derick patted Calin on the shoulder mockingly.  “Thanks for the assist, buddy.  Oh, and I didn’t fall off the roof.  I grabbed the revenant and dove out the window to save the woman,” he sniggered just before he disappeared into the tree line.  He left Calin standing with his mouth hanging open in disbelief.
 
   Twenty minutes later, Calin was sweaty and covered in dirt, but happy to see his truck where he’d left it.  He was excited to see Annie leaning against it, until he saw Derick standing next to her.  He admitted that he had underestimated the two of them.  He had no idea who the hell they were, but they were fast and strong, even if they were naïve and untrained.
 
   Across the yard, he noticed that the other revenant was gone and the mailbox had been put back together, though it was lopsided.  The dead boyfriend was lying on the ground with a sheet over him and the woman was sitting on the front porch, smoking a cigarette.  She had a vacant expression and appeared to be in shock.
 
   Annie watched Calin approach Margery and speak quietly to her.  She knew that Calin couldn’t leave Margery without making sure she was okay.  She had a feeling Calin would help give her a good story for the police.  How would anyone believe that her dead husband saved her from a jealous dead man intent on killing her and her new boyfriend?
 
   I have a theory about Jericho, Derick said, keeping an eye on Calin.  I have been poring over Jericho’s file and no matter where I turn, I see Felix Monroe’s name.  They hated each other so much that they nearly destroyed a city to kill each other.  What if he still wants revenge against Monroe?  It would make more sense to bring his men along.  You said that Beck was afraid of Jericho.  Rye and Nox said the same thing.  Rye didn’t even like Jericho and ran off to save his widow.  Why would Jericho go to the trouble of releasing them from Hell unless he needed them?  
 
   Yes, but he attacked the prison alone.  Why not bring the others? she asked, intrigued by his theory.
 
   Rye said that he climbed out of his grave and the next thing he saw was Jericho.  After that, he left to follow Nox back here.  Maybe the revenants all woke up in their graves in different places.  Jericho was buried in a cemetery not far from the prison, according to his file.  He had no family to claim his body.  It makes sense that he stood up and headed right for the prison before the others met up with him, he suggested.
 
   You are a clever boy.  I have a feeling Beck ran from Jericho.  Though he was afraid of Jericho, he didn’t seem like he was in a hurry to return to him.  Maybe Jericho’s plan wasn’t as thought-out as we believed.  I think you’re right about Jericho going after Monroe.  I saw his obsession when I was trying to figure out what kind of punishment to give him.  It would explain his need to escape Hell, aside from just plain hating it.  I think that’s what has been fueling his rage during this life.  He needs to defeat Monroe, she said, looking at Derick with pride and mentally hugged him.
 
   Derick blushed at her praise.  He was just happy to be of help to her.  Calin’s comments about being useless had bothered him.
 
   Ignore Calin’s comments.  He doesn’t understand who or what we are.  He’s taking his anger out on you because I haven’t been very forthcoming with information about my quest.  Don’t let him get to you.  I know how valuable you are.  I couldn’t live without you.  You know that, she smiled.
 
   What do you see in him?  Derick’s comment was more critical than he intended.
 
   I see a man who is haunted by something and is intentionally alone, yet he goes out of his way to help women in need.  Yes, he arrogant, but it’s because he’s confident.  I’m not sure where he learned to fight or shoot, but he is good at both.  How many people do you know that would run down a revenant in the middle of the night with two strangers?  Better yet, who here even knows what a revenant is?  There’s more to this guy and I want to know how he has this kind of knowledge.  She knew that Derick was jealous, but she didn’t want to call him out on it.  She’d never taken an active interest in other men, aside from Lucifer.
 
   So you’re going to stay with him?  Derick couldn’t hide the disgust from his voice.
 
   If he lets me stay.  I already told him that I didn’t need his assistance, so I’ll need to smooth things over.  I need you to go back to home and tell Hades about Nox.  He needs to figure out which realm he’s from.  It must be a lesser realm since the Overseers from the major realms had all reported in.  She felt bad that she was sending Derick off to deal with Hades, but Hades wouldn’t have the guts to hurt Derick.
 
   Fine.  Derick didn’t like the idea of her spending more time with Mr. Trigger Happy, but he agreed that the guy needed to be watched.
 
   While you’re speaking to Hades, find out what Vaughn is up to.  I need you to figure out where Jericho’s other men might go.  I’ll keep heading toward Portland, unless you find a reason for me to hunt down someone else.  She watched Calin put his hand on the woman’s shoulder, trying to comfort her.
 
   Something inside of her reacted violently when she saw Calin touch the woman.  Suddenly, she wasn’t very fond of Margery.  She shook her head and pushed the feeling away, not knowing where it had come from.
 
   Derick stood up straight when he saw Calin walking toward them.
 
   Calin scowled at Derick, but spoke calmly.  “Thankfully, she didn’t call the police.  I politely requested that she wait until after we leave.  I told her it was better to lie about a random attacker.  She agreed that she shouldn’t mention her dead ex-husband coming to kill her.  I gave her our condolences for her boyfriend Jonathan.”
 
   “Rye didn’t come here to kill her.  He was trying to save her from Nox.  There were some complicated emotions involved in all of this, but I don’t think Rye was planning to hurt her.  Granted, I don’t know what he was going to do, but he didn’t freak out until I approached him.  Regardless, there are two less revenants walking around, which I feel better about,” Annie replied.  She spared a glance over at Margery and hoped that she could recover from the trauma, now that Calin was far away from her.
 
   “I’m not even going to ask how you know all of this,” Calin sighed, finally turning to look at her.  He shook his head and walked around to the driver’s side door.
 
   “Calin, I know I said that I didn’t need help, but I was wrong.  I’m definitely in over my head here.  I didn’t even know that Nox was a part of this.  That means there are probably more revenants.  Derick is going to do more research, but I want to keep moving.  Can you take me to Portland?  I think the source of the trouble will be headed that way,” she said, hoping that he didn’t refuse her.
 
   Calin paused and looked at her over the hood of the truck.  He contemplated her and then looked to Derick.  After a long moment, he nodded his head and jumped into his truck.
 
   He’s so damned unreadable and dramatic.  Watch yourself with him.  I don’t trust him.  Derick groused.
 
   Don’t worry.  I’ll be careful.  Watch yourself with Hades.  Remember to bow and be respectful, even if you want to punch him in the nose.  She placed her hand on his shoulder and smiled.
 
   “Here’s your backpack.  Take your cell phone this time.  I have mine turned on and charged.  I’ll call you if I find anything,” Derick said loud enough for Calin to hear.  He handed her a brown leather backpack, the same kind that she had with her in Romania when they first met.  He had conjured it using his power, though he had been careful not to let Calin see it.  Rather than a cell phone, he had packed a few useful mortal items to help her keep up appearances.
 
   “Thank you.  I’ll call if there are any problems.”  She smiled at him and sent him an image of her hugging him.  She knew he was intentionally reminding her of their time together in Romania by giving her the backpack.
 
   “Be careful,” he winked.  He turned his attention to Calin.  “Don’t hurt her or I will find you.  Got me?”
 
   “I thought you said she didn’t need anyone to keep her safe,” Calin smirked, raising his eyebrow.
 
   “She can keep herself safe.  I mean, don’t do anything to hurt her or the last thing you’ll see will be a pair of blue eyes staring into your soul.”  He narrowed his gaze at Calin, who had locked eyes with him.  Though he knew Calin wouldn’t see him as a threat, he gave him his best intimidating look.  He’d been practicing it ever since he’d first met Hades.
 
   Calin seemed unfazed by the threat, but Derick smiled to himself because he knew Calin wouldn’t understand his threat.  He meant that Alazar’s blue-eyed gaze would be the thing he saw before he died.
 
   Chicks dig assholes, you must love this guy.  That must explain why you care about Alazar.  Derick watched the woman he loved with all his heart jump into the truck with a dangerous man and closed the door for her.
 
   I care about Alazar because he’s a part of me, just like you.  Don’t worry about Calin.  I can handle him, if needed, she replied.
 
   Calin broke the staring contest with Derick first and backed the truck out of the weeds.
 
   Derick remained fixed to the lawn until the truck disappeared into the distance.  He wondered what Calin thought of Anjali, though it wasn’t too hard to guess.  Even if Anjali wasn’t gorgeous, Calin would be attracted her to aggressive side; the side that didn’t worry about her own safety, but was focused on kicking the crap out of the most dangerous thing in the room.  He was worried that Calin’s “man against the world” vibe would draw Anjali right into his arms.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Crix slipped into the east side entrance of the abandoned Liberty House Department Store, making sure that he hadn’t been followed.  Every cop in the city knew where Felix Monroe had set up his drug operation, but they weren’t stupid enough to orchestrate a raid on the building.  Still, Crix wasn’t high enough in the organization for Monroe to care about.  He’d be sleeping in a cell for a long time if the cops decided to pick off a few of Monroe’s “known associates” to make a good show of things to the public.
 
   Most of the cops had been paid off and the rest didn’t want to waste their time bringing Monroe before the judges who worked for him.  It had taken a long time, but Monroe had built his empire and no one was crazy enough to stop him.  No other drug dealer had the balls to set up shop anywhere near the city.  Since Monroe was the only game in town, there was a lot of competition when positions became available in his gang.
 
   Crix unzipped his green hoodie, pulled up the front of his shirt, and turned back and forth to show Marshal “Marz” Zalinsky, and Terrance “Thyl” Hill, that he didn’t have any weapons on him.  Then he bent over and pulled up his pant legs to expose his calves.  They had stopped frisking the dealers because sometimes the stupid ones kept needles in their pockets.
 
   Passing inspection, he pushed past the two thugs and made his way to the stairs.  He hated the jerks.  They thought they were cool because they had full automatics.  He laughed, knowing that they would be the first ones killed if the cops did raid the place.
 
   Crix weaved his way through the empty metal clothing racks and strategically placed mannequins wearing street clothes.  They creeped him out, but they would distract the cops once the tear gas and smoke grenades filled the room.  Monroe had survived enough attacks by rival gangs and cops to know a few helpful ways to survive.
 
   Brushing past August “Briz” Brisbane, who was guarding the landing to the second floor, Crix turned and sprinted up to the second floor.  He wished he could toss the psycho and his sniper rifle down the stairs, but he knew that Briz would get up and shoot him.
 
   As he approached the second floor, he heard the typical sounds of grunts and thuds.  A cheer went up, indicating that someone had just lost a fight.  Even though Monroe hated stoners and burnouts, he did allow his men to unwind, as long as it didn’t become a problem.  This often led to inflated egos and increased testosterone levels.  The crew would often challenge each other to a fight as a way of proving their strength.  Depending on the importance of the fight, it sometimes led to a chain of command change.  If someone had their ass completely handed to them, they would lose everyone’s respect and be dropped from the “inner circle,” as Monroe called it.
 
   Monroe was as paranoid as they came, which was why he had lasted as long as he had.  Plenty of people had tried to put a bullet in the asshole’s head, but they weren’t lucky enough to take him out.  He only trusted a few people to maintain order.  Jimmy “Tort” Tortolavich, Johnson “Tiny” Folster, Candice “Kandy” Kelly, Kent Malloy were the only ones he trusted to run the operation.
 
   Crix avoided the mob of onlookers as the crowd dispersed.  He could see that Eyo had been the loser of the fight, which put a smile on his face.  Eyo was bleeding out onto the floor, though no one bothered to pick him up.  He’d been causing trouble and getting into everyone’s face.  He thought he was better than everyone and was always losing his temper over stupid things.  Monroe must have heard about how he’d knifed Lyle in the side and finally sent Tiny after him.
 
   Tiny stepped up to Crix and held out his palm.  Despite having a small cut on his lip that dripped blood onto his white T-shirt, Tiny was all business.  Aside from being a badass former Ultimate Fighter, Tiny was the moneyman.  All deals went through him.  If someone was stupid enough to come home short on cash from the day’s transactions, Tiny made sure that person never came home short again.  A fist to the eye or the gut was usually enough incentive to make sure that Monroe made money every day.
 
   Crix pulled the wad of cash from a pouch under his hoodie, as Tiny pulled out his ledger.  Every ounce of weed, coke, heroine, and ecstasy pills were accounted for before leaving the building, while every penny that came back in was matched up.  All the dealers were held accountable for their sale price and their transactions.  If you didn’t meet your quota for the day, you would be lucky to be given anything to sell the next day.  Too many dry days and you ran the risk of being shut out or killed.
 
   Handing over the cash, Crix knew he had nothing to worry about.  He knew how to handle his product and how not to get caught.  He’d made friends with a number of frat guys from different colleges in the surrounding towns and made sure that they were the life of their parties.
 
   He counted the drops of blood that fell from Tiny’s lip as Tiny counted the money and calculated his profit margin.  He’d counted seven drops before Tiny lifted his head and closed his ledger.
 
   “Boss wants to see you before you leave,” Tiny said, handing him his cut of the profits.
 
   Crix cringed.  It was rare for Monroe to summon the lower level men to his office.
 
   “I really gotta run.”  Crix shifted nervously.  He eyed Tiny’s Colt on his hip.  He knew that saying no to Monroe could cost him his life.
 
   “Not really an option, but don’t worry.  You’re doing a great job here.  It’ll be quick,” Tiny shrugged nonchalantly.
 
   Crix begrudgingly trudged up the steps behind Tiny.  Tiny nodded to Tort as they passed him on the third floor and headed up to the fourth floor.  It was best not to linger on the third floor.  He hated being around the chemists or the guards who were placed throughout the third floor.  The chemists were watched to make sure that no one stole from Monroe.  Monroe had no mercy on anyone he thought was selling on the side.  They would end up in the ocean with a bullet through the back of their skull.
 
   On the fourth floor, Tiny glared at Malloy and his new protégée Gree.  Instead of standing watch with other hired guns, they were playing dice and making bets in the corner.  While the drug dealers hung out on the second floor, the fourth floor was for Monroe’s personal army.  Monroe considered it the last line of defense if anyone was stupid enough to come after him.  The entire fourth floor looked like a mercenary’s wet dream.  Row after row of metal gun cabinets lined the walls, filled with everything from rifles, to shotguns, to handguns.  Though he’d never ventured into the fourth floor, he knew that they had some impressive weapons to play with if things got real.
 
   Malloy saw Tiny’s grim expression and quickly put the dice in his pocket and stood at attention as they passed.
 
   “Monroe’s in a mood,” Gree said, as Tiny walked past him.
 
   “He’s always in a mood,” Tiny replied.
 
   Crix followed Tiny up to the fifth floor where the staircase ended at a metal door.  Tiny knocked on the door and they stood there a few minutes before the door slowly opened.
 
   A stunning blonde wearing nothing but a purple bra, panties, and heels stood in the doorway and glared at them.  Strapped to her left ankle was a 6” Buck Knife.  Crix had been told by Briz that Monroe’s beautiful girlfriend Kandy was ex-military and straight up crazy.  She looked phenomenal in her underwear, which was all he cared about at the moment.
 
   Kandy looked him up and down, like she planned to strip search him.  Instead, she stepped back and let them enter.
 
   Crix looked nervously around the room.  The fifth floor had once held the offices of the department store, but all the interior walls had been knocked down, leaving the exposed brick outer walls.  Next to Monroe’s large mahogany desk in the far corner was a folding table that held a ceramic bowl and a lighter.
 
   He saw Monroe sitting with his feet up, staring out the tall dingy windows. 
 
   “You wanted to see Crix, boss?” Tiny called out.  He stood in front Monroe’s desk and waited to be acknowledged.
 
   Kandy planted herself on the corner of the desk and leveled Crix with a nasty look that made him twitch.  As hot as she looked in purple, he wasn’t stupid enough to keep looking at her.  Even if Monroe wasn’t possessive of the blonde, he would never think about touching her.  She was the scariest and the most intimidating woman he’d ever met.
 
   Monroe looked over his shoulder at Crix.  He smirked and quickly stood up.
 
   Monroe was tall and slim with brown curly hair and brown eyes.  He was only a few years older than Crix, but looked more mature in his black suit.  Despite looking like a friendly businessman with his cocky smile and confident strides, Crix knew that Monroe was bat shit crazy and notorious for double-crossing his friends.  Of course, he had learned that the hard way when he witnessed Monroe run over the dealer who had taken Crix under his wing and shown him the trade.  The guy had tried to make a side deal to sell product from one of Monroe’s competitors in Seattle.  Thankfully, Crix had taken Monroe’s rules of loyalty seriously.  He had immediately told Tiny what was going on.  Needless to say, the guy didn’t survive the attack.
 
   “Ah, young Christopher, good to see you.  It’s been awhile.  Tiny tells me that you are making your way up the ranks.  Congratulations.  It’s nice to see young men that are motivated to be successful, especially ones who have proven their loyalty.  I wanted to make sure that you were happy with my little organization here,” he said in a friendly tone, holding out his hand to Crix.
 
   “Yes, sir.  I’m well taken care of here.  Thank you.  Any problems I have, Tiny and the guys take care of them,” Crix nodded and shook Monroe’s hand.
 
   “Yeah.  I heard about the trouble you were having with the Harbor Gang.  I heard that Malloy and his men took care of them for you.  How’s the arm doing?” Monroe asked as he stepped back and put his hands in his pockets.
 
   Two months ago the Harbor Gang, the latest up-and-coming gang stupid enough to challenge Monroe, had tried to rough up Crix and a bunch of the other dealers one morning as they came in for the daily count.  The jerks had jumped them and beat them with baseball bats and tire irons.  He ended up in the hospital for a week with internal bleeding and a broken arm.  Monroe had retaliated quickly and had their headquarters blown up in the middle of the night.  The Harbor Gang ended up in the morgue and no one had taken their place since.
 
   “It’s better,” Crix nodded shyly.
 
   “Good to hear.  We take care of our own.  You know that,” Monroe smiled.  He walked over to the table and pulled it across the room.  “Tiny tells me that you’re consistent.  You’re smart and careful.  It sounds like you’ve made some good contacts in a short amount of time.  You’ve doubled your profits this month.  Above all, you’re clean and don’t touch the product.  Excellent work!”
 
   Monroe stood behind the bowl and grabbed a few papers from the edge of his desk.  He crumpled them up and tossed them into the bowl.  He took the lighter and carefully lit them on fire.
 
   Crix stepped back.  He’d heard stories from some of the other guys about Monroe’s weird ritual.  Honestly, he thought they had been screwing with him.  He had no idea that they were telling him the truth.
 
   “Don’t be scared,” Tiny said quietly.  He stepped closer to Crix, and held his hands up, to show him that it wasn’t meant as a threat.
 
   “Don’t worry, Crix.  This won’t hurt, much, and you don’t have to do it if you don’t want to.  I promise,” Monroe said calmly.
 
   “What is this?” Crix asked, afraid that he was about to die.
 
   Monroe chuckled.  “It’s a symbolic ritual to prove your loyalty to me, nothing more.  The other guys have probably told you all sorts of messed up things, but it’s nothing.  Consider it a way of giving me peace of mind that you are loyal to me and my people.”
 
   Crix stared at the flames in the bowl and swallowed.  He knew he should have never started dealing drugs, but he had been so desperate for the money.  Now he was being asked to prove his loyalty to a psycho.
 
   “It’s just a little blood and a few words,” Monroe said comfortingly.  “It’s a guarantee for you too.  It means that we have your back, till the end.”
 
   Crix looked to Tiny, who was passively watching him with his hands folded in front of him.
 
   “How much blood?”  Crix’s voice cracked, though he tried to look brave.
 
   “That’s the spirit.  Just a drop or two, that’s all,” Monroe smiled and held out his palm.
 
   Crix took a deep breath and held out his hand to Monroe.
 
   Monroe smiled broadly and grabbed his wrist.  He pulled a pocketknife and flipped it open.  Crix’s hand was pulled over the bowl as Monroe positioned the knife over his palm.
 
   “Do you swear that you will serve me and do all that I ask?” Monroe said as his smile faded.
 
   “Yes,” Crix squeaked and then cleared his throat.
 
   “Do you swear your loyalty to me above all others?” Monroe asked.  His eyes reflected the flames of the fire in the bowl, taking on a reddish glow.
 
   “Yes,” Crix said more bravely than before.
 
   “Say it,” Monroe hissed.
 
   “I swear my loyalty to you above all others,” Crix said quickly, afraid of what Monroe would do if he didn’t say it.
 
   “You belong to me now!  You serve me and no one else!” Monroe declared.  He pushed the tip of the blade into Crix’s palm until blood welled up on his skin.  Taking out a second knife, Monroe quickly cut his own palm.  Monroe turned their hand over at the same time.  Blood dripped from both their hands into the fire.
 
   Crix flinched from the pain, but didn’t pull his hand away.
 
   Monroe let go of his hand and pulled out a handkerchief to wipe the blood off the knives.
 
   Tiny stepped around and handed Monroe a bandage.  He turned to help bandage up Crix.
 
   “Good job, Crix.  Now you’re one of us.  Go celebrate,” he said.  He smacked Crix on the shoulder and smiled to Tiny, who put his arm around Crix’s shoulder and herded him toward the door.
 
   Crix put pressure against the bandage and nodded to the crazy son of a bitch.  He was glad that he had survived with his hand still intact.  Despite Tiny’s arm around his shoulders, he practically ran to the door.  He needed a drink, fast.
 
   Tiny escorted Crix to the door and let him out, but stayed in the room.  The door closed and he turned back to Monroe, who was cleaning up the extinguished fire bowl.
 
   “Happy now?” Tiny asked sarcastically.
 
   “What?  I knew he was a solid kid.  I didn’t doubt him,” Monroe shrugged indifferently.
 
   “Then why put him go through that?” Tiny asked.  He had no idea why Monroe insisted on testing the men with his barbaric rituals.
 
   “It reminds them of who’s in charge and keeps their egos in check.  I don’t need another uprising,” Monroe said as he threw himself into his leather chair.
 
   “It didn’t stop Jericho from turning against you,” Tiny reminded him as he stepped up to the desk.
 
   Monroe scowled.  “Don’t say that piece of shit’s name.  He’s dead and I never want to hear his name again.  Are we clear?” he yelled.
 
   Tiny nodded his head silently.
 
   “I should have known better than to trust Jericho.  I treated him like a brother and he betrayed me.  I told you how he repaid me for all that I did for him.  You weren’t around back then, so you don’t get it.  Putting a bullet in his back was the hardest thing I have ever had to do and then the son of a bitch had the balls to get back up and challenge me.  I curse the day I ever met him.  He may have claimed to be loyal, but he certainly wasn’t.  He got what he deserved,” Monroe looked away and stared out the windows.
 
   Tiny knew he had to change the subject before Monroe’s mood darkened even more.  He didn’t need Monroe losing his temper over an old enemy.  No good would come from him dwelling on the past.
 
   “Yes, sir.  All the day guys have cashed out for the night.  Phee was short again.  He said he was stiffed by one of his long time clients.  It’s the second time this week that he’s been light.  He’s been acting squirrely lately.  I think he’s keeping the cash,” Tiny tensed up, ready for a fight in case Monroe disagreed with him.
 
   Tiny took his job seriously, not because he liked Monroe, but because he feared him.  If Monroe thought someone was slacking on the job, he would pull the trigger himself and make an example out of the guy.  Three years as a Southender seemed more like a lifetime.  Tiny had seen Monroe do some crazy things to his enemies.  Even if he wanted to leave, he knew too much at this point to ever make it past the lobby alive.  He was in deep and the only way to survive was to make sure that the operation ran without an incident.
 
   “Deal with Phee.  I hate thieves,” Monroe said matter-of-factly.
 
   Tiny grunted in agreement.  He pulled out the various cash piles from his multi-pocketed vest along with his ledger and lined up the stacks of cash on the desk.
 
   “Give Crix Phee’s territory and see how he does with it,” Monroe said waving his hand.  He turned to Kandy and held out his hand to her, though his eyes remained focused on the darkened windows.
 
   Kandy slid off the desk and sank to her knees in front of Monroe.  Tiny stared at the desk, trying not to watch Kandy unzip Monroe’s pants and suck on him.
 
   Tiny shifted uncomfortably as Monroe put his hand in Kandy’s hair.  It was the only reaction that Monroe had to prove that he enjoyed her mouth on him.  His face remained passive and uninterested.
 
   “I’ll let Crix know tomorrow,” Tiny nodded.  He hated when Monroe showed off.
 
   “Did you take care of our other problem?” Monroe ran his finger across his chin, lost in thought.
 
   “Eyo has been put in his place.  I doubt he’ll last the night,” Tiny said as he tried to ignore the sucking sound, but his body didn’t listen to his protests.  He tried in vain not to watch Kandy’s ass wiggling around, enjoying the fact that he was uncomfortable.
 
   “Make sure of it.  I don’t want problems later.  Find someone to replace him,” Monroe spoke as if he’d just asked for a glass of water.  He didn’t care how many people were killed, as long as his domain was secure.
 
   Not one to question orders, Tiny nodded and turned to leave.
 
   “One more thing, Tiny,” Monroe said, finally looking up.  He picked up a stack of hundreds and threw it at him.  “Get a new shirt.  That one has blood on it.  I don’t want you wearing jeans and T-shirts; I want you in a suit.  It’s time to upgrade our appearance.  We are businessmen, after all,” he winked.
 
   Tiny caught the money and looked down at his stained T-shirt and jeans.  He hated the idea of a suit, but he tucked the money away.
 
   “Businessmen?” Tiny asked incredulously.  Apparently, Monroe hadn’t seen his crew in a while.  Mercenaries, drug dealers, chemists, and all around losers could hardly be classified as businessmen.
 
   “Yeah.  I like the way Crix is working.  He’s not standing on a street corner pushing.  He’s being smart about it.  He’s inserting himself into social circles and finding the rich kids.  I want to do the same with the dealers.  We are going to start targeting organizations and businesses.  We’re going to sell to rich idiots who want to have a little fun.  I want everyone from multi-billion dollar companies to the members of the PTA.  To do that, we can’t be street thugs anymore.  I want guys like Crix, who have half a brain in their heads, who know how to work their angle.  That’s the only way to strengthen this business.  I’m tired of selling to worthless burnouts with no money.  I want to sell to the people who are rolling in so much money, they are eager to throw it at me.  Understand?” Monroe smirked.
 
   Tiny was surprised by the sudden decree, but he saw the look in Monroe’s eye.  He had a plan and would kill anyone who disagreed with him.  “Got it boss.  Whatever you want.”
 
   “Good.  We’ll start weeding out the bottom feeders and start searching for new talent.  Don’t make it obvious at first, but quietly hand out the pink slips.  Let me know if you need more muscle to help you,” Monroe said quickly as he finally turned his attention to Kandy.
 
   Tiny nodded his head and walked out the door, grateful to be away from the madman.  High class dealers.  What would the man think of next?
 
   With his business taken care of, Monroe pulled Kandy from his lap, and pushed his tongue into her warm mouth.  He stood and pushed her ass against the desk and slid his hand under her bra, making her gasp.  His other hand traveled down to her panties, his favorite.  He pulled the tiny bows on her hips causing the material to float to the ground.  Pushing her up onto the desk, he tugged her knees apart and pushed himself into her.
 
   He was lost in the sensation of her body when movement to his right made him stop.  Turning his head, he was met with cold metal against his temple.  He removed his hands from Kandy’s body and raised them in the air.
 
   “Give me a reason why I shouldn’t pull the trigger,” said the man standing behind the gun.
 
   “Because it’s not polite to shoot an old friend,” Monroe said.  He slowly pushed the gun barrel to the side and smiled at the man.
 
   The man lowered the gun and stepped around the desk to face Monroe.
 
   Monroe backed away from Kandy and zipped himself up.  He slapped her face and pushed her off the desk.  He was pissed that his bodyguard had failed to warn him about the intruder.
 
   “It’s been a long time, Mike.”  Monroe settled into his chair and watched Special Agent Turner sit in the black leather chair opposite him.  “Someday you are going to have to tell me how you manage to get past my well-paid guards and my expensive security system every time you visit,” he motioned to the security monitors along the far wall.
 
   “Someday,” Balthazar said.  He looked at his former student and shook his head.  “I did warn you that women were nothing but trouble.”  He motioned to Kandy who looked like she was about to flip him off or shoot him, but looked to Monroe for her orders.
 
   Balthazar was impressed by his former student.  He’d turned a snotty college dropout into drug lord in just a few short years.  Of course, he wasn’t pleased that he’d become a drug lord, since he had encouraged the kid seek revenge against his parents by making something of himself and earning enough money to shove it in his rich family’s faces, the ones who cut him off because of his bad grades and love of partying.  Unfortunately, Monroe had spiraled out of control once he started associating himself with drug dealers.  He saw the kind of money that he could make and took it a step too far.  He hired former military and professional hit-men and strategically killed his competition.  In less than two years, he had taken over Southeast Portland.
 
   Balthazar had tried to eliminate Monroe through various methods over the years, but he was a survivor.  He had tried sending the police, aggressive vigilantes, and rival gangs up against Monroe’s crew, but none were successful until he sent Jericho after him.  Every day their gangs clashed until they were both on the verge of extinction, but Monroe played his ace and Jericho’s reign of terror came to an end.  Monroe’s business had been thriving ever since and Balthazar had moved on to more interesting temptees.
 
   “I haven’t seen you since they put Jericho in an orange jumpsuit.  I’ll be honest with you, Mike; I always wondered which side you were on.  I know you were tipping off Jericho.  I had some of my best men in his gang,” Monroe said.
 
   Monroe had paid top dollar to some nasty associates to find and kill Special Agent Turner once things with Jericho heated up, but no one could find the elusive FBI agent, not even the feds he supposedly worked for.
 
   “I’ve always been on your side Felix, you know that.  We were friends long before Jericho came along.  That’s why I’m here,” Balthazar said, ignoring the chesty blonde, who was thankfully tying her panties back on while deciding on the best way to kill him.
 
   “You have news for me?” Monroe asked quickly.  He hated when people used his first name, but he let it slide since he knew Mike was more heavily armed than he was.
 
   “Jericho is back from the land of the dead and is headed straight for you,” Balthazar waited patiently for Monroe to stop laughing.  “I know what you’re thinking, but Jericho escaped death once.  Why is it so hard to believe that he could do it a second time?”
 
   Monroe slammed his hand down on the desk and yelled, “Because the son of a bitch died of a broken neck and was finished off by lightning.  I heard it directly from O’Hare’s mouth.  Jericho didn’t survive.  I personally went to his grave, left flowers, and did a little dance.  It was such a glorious day that I threw a party!”  He paced behind his desk trying to figure out what game Mike was playing.  He had half a mind to shoot him on the spot.
 
   Balthazar stood up and held out the picture from the prison’s security cameras.
 
   “You heard about the riots at the prison?  This photo was taken during the chaos.  I was there.  I saw the aftermath.  O’Hare and plenty more officers are dead.  Does he look familiar?”  Balthazar watched Monroe pace until he finally glanced at the grainy black and white photo and sighed.
 
   “I can’t tell who that is,” Monroe waved his hand dismissively.
 
   “Take a closer look, Felix.  I personally spoke to the officers who survived the attack.  They know what they saw and I believe them,” Balthazar pushed the photo closer to Monroe.
 
   Tapping his foot and sneering at Mike, he grabbed the photo and tilted his head back and forth, examining the photo.
 
   Balthazar saw the exact moment when disbelief turned into acceptance.
 
   Monroe swallowed harshly and dropped the photo on the desk.  “Only Jericho could be cocky enough to come back from the dead, again.  He should have stayed dead down on Ash Street.  At least I get another chance to send him to Hell.”
 
   Balthazar didn’t bother telling him that Jericho had already been in Hell and let Monroe believe that Jericho had somehow survived the noose and the lightning.
 
   Balthazar knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that Jericho would come for Monroe.  Dangling Monroe in front of him as bait would give him plenty of opportunity to distract Jericho and kill him.  Both of his temptees would be dead, and there would be two more murderers suffering in Hell.  Vengeance was a messy sin, so he often made sure that his temptees met an untimely end once their revenge had been achieved.  There were no happy endings for people who destroyed countless lives in pursuit of their own personal justice.
 
   Balthazar let his power rise to tempt Monroe.  “That’s why I’m here, Felix.  Your new hideout is impressive, but you know Jericho, he won’t be subtle and knock on the front door.  I suggest you bring in more help.  He won’t stop until you are dead in the ground.  He will destroy everything that you have achieved here.  He needs to be stopped, once and for all.  Need I remind you of his treachery and what he took from you?”
 
   Monroe pinched the bridge of his nose and closed his eyes.  “I appreciate the warning, Mike.  Of course, if I find out that you’re lying to me, I’ll kill you.”
 
   Monroe opened his eyes, but Mike was gone and so was the photo.  He shook his head.  He had to find out Mike’s secret so that he could eliminate him.
 
   He turned to Kandy and put his hand on her face as a way of apologizing for hitting her.  He was still pissed that she hadn’t seen Mike coming, but he needed to smooth things over if he wanted to finish where they’d left off.
 
   He kissed Kandy on the knuckles and moved around the desk to pick up his stacks of bills.  Walking up to the plain brick wall along the opposite side of the room, he smiled.  To the untrained eye, the wall was made of solid brick and looked like it was part of the adjoining building, but to the inner circle, it was Monroe’s hiding place if he was ever raided.  He had created a faux brick wall and installed a steel panic room where he slept and kept his stash of guns and money.  He had enough food and supplies to last over a year.  When it was sealed up, no one would suspect that he was tucked away inside, least of all the ghosts from his past.
 
   He pushed a series of bricks until part of the brick wall slid to the side and revealed a metal door.  Entering the code on the keypad, he stepped back and allowed the metal door to open.  Once inside, he put his thumb on the scanner of the safe and carefully arranged the stacks of money and smiled at his impressive retirement fund.  If Jericho did come after him, all he had to do was hide out until the dust settled.  He had skilled men and better weapons this time.  He didn’t have anything to fear from his former henchman.
 
   Stepping out of his panic room, he crooked his finger and beckoned Kandy to join him.  He walked backwards until his legs touched his bed.  He grabbed her and pulled her into his lap.  The door slid closed, sealing them both in.  He could outlast Jericho from the safety of his bedroom and have fun doing it.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 9
 
    
 
   Annie was lost in thought.  First, she had been surprised by Balthazar’s appearance, and then blindsided by the revenants.  She hated feeling out of control.  Having one of her Predznak attempt to kill her was nothing new, but Balthazar had been so quick to drive a blade into her chest.  It saddened her to see how determined he was to fulfill his vow to kill her.  Even worse, he had made Alazar his target.  At least Balthazar hadn’t been trying to kill him since the blades weren’t aimed at Alazar’s heart.  She needed to get a handle on both of her problems before anyone else died.
 
   “Where the hell did you find that guy Derick, the want ads?” Calin asked impatiently.  He rolled his eyes as he drove down the dark country road.  He was jealous of the way Derick looked at Annie.
 
   “Romania,” she chuckled.
 
   “I don’t get you.  You run around in the dark rescuing people from monsters and you don’t even seem disturbed.  I admit that I underestimated your ability to kill a revenant, though I still don’t know how you managed to break its rib and pierce its heart.  It was impressive, but it still doesn’t explain why you’re doing it,” Calin huffed.  He was frustrated that he couldn’t figure out this woman.
 
   He’d nearly had a heart attack when Annie jumped from the truck and ran toward the revenant.  He was stunned when she had the presence of mind to pin it to the ground before killing it.  When he saw her standing over the second revenant, his heart stopped when she swung the axe at its arm.  She looked intimidating and not the least bit bothered by what she was doing.  She was incredible and sexier than anyone he’d ever seen.  Though it felt wrong admitting it, he was falling for her.
 
   “You’re the one running around in the dark with an unarmed woman searching for monsters that aren’t his problem.  You don’t seem disturbed.  Most men would have left me for dead once they saw Beck grab me in the street,” she replied.  She liked that Calin had focused on killing the revenants instead of trying to push her out of the way.
 
   “I’m not most men,” he winked.  “Now, tell me what’s going on.  If I’m going to hunt more revenants, I want to know why you are and Derick are searching for them.  I know you were surprised that there were two of them.  Who told you to hunt them and why?”
 
   Annie hung her head, irritated that she couldn’t answer him honestly, even if she wanted to.  “That’s the problem; I don’t know why this is happening.  I only have bits and pieces of information.  I’m frustrated and annoyed that I’m running around without knowing who my target is.  I can tell you that I was tasked to find the former gang members of Jericho, a drug lord from Portland, who is undoubtedly a revenant too.  I knew a few of them were here, presumably causing havoc, but I assume there are more of them.  I was surprised that I found Beck, but after locating him, I had high hopes of finding Rye, or William Rydel.  Nox was a surprise, obviously.  I honestly have no idea how many more there are, but I’m tired of searching blindly.  I want to find Jericho and force him to tell me how many there are.  Then, I will kill the rest of them.”
 
   Calin thought about her explanation.  He knew she wasn’t lying since he could hear the anger in her voice.  He wanted to ask her who in the world had tasked her with finding revenants, but knew that she would avoid the question.
 
   “Why do you think this Jericho guy is in Portland?” Calin asked, happy that she was finally giving him some details.
 
   “His old nemesis is there.  Before becoming a revenant, Jericho and his former boss Monroe battled each other, trying to gain control of the Southeast section of Portland.  Their rivalry was epic.  That’s the only reason I can think of as to why Jericho would become a repulsive walking corpse.  I’m assuming that he came back to kill Monroe.  Nothing else makes sense,” Annie replied.
 
   “You’re sure that Jericho is a revenant?” Calin asked carefully.
 
   “Yes.  I may not have understood what he was at the time, but I saw the walking corpse that is Jericho.  I was told to leave Jericho alone and find the others, but I’m done playing.  I want this over with,” she said, rubbing her head where the desk had collided with her skull.
 
   “Fine.  Let’s find this Jericho guy and put an end to this,” Calin nodded.  He felt better now that he could form a plan of attack.
 
   “Are sure that you want to stay with the woman who just admitted that she has no idea what she is dealing with?” she asked sarcastically.
 
   Calin looked her up and down pretending to mull over her question.  He knew he would follow this brave, crazy woman anywhere.  It wasn’t just her breathtaking smile that warmed his heart, but the way she looked at him.  She hadn’t been afraid of him when he had shot Nox in the head.  She seemed glad that he had her back.  He liked working as a team, though he would have been happier if Derick hadn’t sucked up all her attention.
 
   “I guess I could stay with you a little longer, if you need me,” Calin shrugged indifferently.  His pulse raced at thought of Annie needing him.  God was he flirting?  He never did that.  He didn’t even know that he could flirt.
 
   “I need you,” she said with more emotion than she intended.  She bit her lip, afraid that she would scare him off.
 
   Calin shifted in his seat and suppressed a smile.  Apparently, she had finally taken an interest in him based on her throaty reply, which made him impossibly hard.
 
   “I can spare a day or two,” he nodded.  His muscles relaxed once he verbally committed to stay.  He hadn’t realized that he had tensed up, afraid that she would dismiss his offer to go with her.  The pressure in his chest eased up now that he could breathe again.
 
   “Good.  Now, tell me how you know about revenants and how you can fight like you do,” she asked quickly.  “I highly doubt you’re a cop and while Boy Scouts can track footprints and fire shotguns, they can’t fight revenants.  You seem to be a hybrid gunslinger and do-gooder.”  The question had been gnawing at her.
 
   “If you want to play twenty questions, you have to answer too.  Deal?” Calin knew he had her cornered.  He was dying to know how she had gotten mixed up in tracking down the undead and was desperate to know who she really was.
 
   Annie hesitated, but she knew that he wouldn’t talk if she didn’t.  “Deal.”
 
   Calin asked the first question that came to mind.  “Are you and Derick together?”
 
   She was surprised that it was his first question, but she could answer that one easily.  “Derick is very important to me.  I care very much about him.”
 
   Calin assumed they were together once he saw Derick gaze at her longingly.  There was definitely more than a work relationship between them.  He definitely had to find a way to convince her to dump the loser.
 
   Annie countered with her own question.  “Do you have a girlfriend?”
 
   “No.  I travel too much to keep a girlfriend,” Calin answered without hesitation.  For the first time in his life, he was happy that he was single.
 
   Satisfied with his answer, she responded to his next question, which was why she was hunting dangerous dead men.
 
   “It’s not something I expected to be doing today, but it needed to be done.  There are others searching for Jericho and his crew, but I knew that they needed help.  No one seems to know the full extent of what is happening.  I’m just trying to keep innocent people safe,” she replied as she pulled her legs up on the seat and put her chin against her knees.
 
   “Were you scared tonight?” Calin asked softly.  He doubted that she had been scared based on the determined look on her face during the entire encounter, but he couldn’t help but ask the question when she looked so small sitting in the seat.
 
   “I don’t scare easily.  If you do see me afraid, run and don’t ask questions.  It means that something terrible is happening,” she sighed.  “Were you afraid?”
 
   “I don’t scare easily either, though I was surprised by the second revenant.  I don’t like being caught off guard,” he replied gruffly as he shifted in his seat.
 
   “That’s because you are a control freak,” she laughed.  She liked that Calin’s walls were finally crumbling, allowing her to see a glimpse of the real Calin.
 
   He raised eyebrows at her.  “And you’re not?  I noticed that you were the one calling the shots back there.  As strong and brave as Derick was, he looked to you for guidance.  I thought you were going to slap him when you yelled at him for engaging Nox without you.”
 
   “First of all, I didn’t yell at Derick, nor would I ever slap him.  I was mad that he could have been seriously injured.  He acted impulsively, even though I know why he went into the house.  Second of all, I have more experience with unusual things.  Derick is brave, that’s for certain, but he doesn’t have as much fighting experience as I do,” she replied.  She was sad when she thought about how innocent Derick had been before she turned him a Nachtghul and brought him into Hell.
 
   “You don’t have any fighting experience,” Calin pointed out.
 
   “I have more than you think.  I may not have the technique or the skills that you have, but I can hold my own beyond being lucky and throwing a knee or a punch, given plenty of time,” she said, throwing his criticism of her back at him, annoyed that she had to defend her abilities.  She could rip the world apart with a wave of her hand, and yet he was acting like she was a cuddly teddy bear.
 
   Calin winced when he heard the pain in her voice.  He had belittled her and he had been mean about it.  He meant what he had said; he was impressed by her courage and strength.  He just didn’t like the idea of being rescued by a woman.  
 
   “Sorry about that.  I’m not used to needing help.  I’d like to believe that I could have handled the sheriff and his boys, but the truth is I was a little worried that he would shoot me in the back before I disarmed him.  I owe you a thank you,” he said sincerely.
 
   Annie relaxed into the worn out blue seat.  She was grateful that Calin could be a reasonable man when his pride wasn’t bruised.  She too had been snide and had allowed her pride to get in the way.  
 
   “You’re welcome.  I’m grateful that you killed Beck since I was running out of options.  I wasn’t concerned about the men in the street, but I’m glad that you kept them from ganging up on me.  I shouldn’t have dismissed you when you came to help me.  I was just afraid that you would get hurt.  I didn’t want an innocent bystander getting killed because of those creeps,” she said.  She closed her eyes and thought about what she would have done to them if they had hurt Calin.
 
   Calin saw Annie cuddled into the seat and allowed himself to really look at her.  How this beautiful, headstrong, smart-mouthed woman ended up in his truck, he would never know, but he was grateful for the company.  He’d spent too many nights alone.
 
   The heater had finally kicked in and had warmed the cab faster than usual.  He shrugged off his coat and put in the seat next to him, making sure that it didn’t touch Annie.  She looked peaceful and happy.  He didn’t want to disturb her.
 
   Annie opened her eyes when she felt the seat shift.  Oddly enough, she didn’t think that Calin would do anything bad, but she was curious.  She had let her guard down around him, which was uncharacteristic of her.  Of course, if he wanted to hurt her, he had plenty of opportunity when they were in the truck earlier.
 
   She saw that Calin had removed his jacket and blue flannel shirt.  He was left wearing a light blue short sleeve T-shirt that showed off his defined chest muscles.  He was strong and graceful during a fight, even while handcuffed.  He had to train a few days a week to move as confidently as he did.
 
   Something written on the inside of his wrist caught her attention.  He had the name Elizabeth tattooed in script on his right wrist.  She wondered who Elizabeth was since he didn’t have a girlfriend.  Despite her earlier streak of jealously, something told her not to be jealous of the woman on his wrist.  She had a feeling it was the reason he was traveling alone.
 
   “I think the question goes to me,” she yawned as she shifted to get comfortable.  “What is your profession?  What kind of person travels alone in a fully loaded moving armory and knows about creatures that even I have never heard of?” she asked.  She knew that this was the most important question of all.  If he lied and said that he was a salesman or an electrician, she would never be able to trust him.
 
   Calin let out a long breath.  She had finally asked the wrong question.  He debated for a few minutes about what he should say.  Looking at her sitting in his truck with trust in her eyes patiently waiting for his response, he knew he couldn’t lie to her, but he wasn’t ready for her to run away from him yet.
 
   “For a profession, I mostly work odd jobs.  I bartend or clean tables, I paint houses or wash store windows, anything to make a few bucks to survive.  The rest of the time, I do what I have to do,” Calin stated.  He prepared to pull the truck over and let her out this time.  It was the question that always ended the conversation with a beautiful woman.
 
   Annie rolled his answer around and around.  Since he was armed to the teeth, he definitely felt that he had to be prepared for anything.  He certainly knew how to kill souls who had reanimated their corpses, but she wasn’t sure why he felt the need to do so.
 
   “And what is it that you have to do?” she asked, beyond intrigued by the man sitting next to her.
 
   “It’s my question now,” Calin replied, sidestepping her question.  “You are obviously not a bounty hunter or bail bondswoman since you’re hunting dead people.  What do you do as a profession?” he asked quickly.  He was surprised that she hadn’t freaked out and demanded that he stop the truck, which told him that she was hiding an even bigger secret than he was.
 
   Annie didn’t think that being the Bringer of the Apocalypse qualified as a profession since she didn’t make any money doing it, so she couldn’t answer honestly, or so she lied to herself.  “I too have to do what needs to be done,” she sighed.  She was intentionally as vague.  It was against their rules to tell mortals about Heaven and Hell, though she had a feeling that he already knew the Cliff’s Notes details of her world.
 
   Calin thought about her answer.  He had seen her drive a wooden post through a man and take an axe to another.  She certainly wasn’t squeamish.  She hadn’t even hesitated when she impaled the revenant.  He’d seen the confidence and resolve in her eyes.  For some bizarre reason, despite her earlier comment, he thought that she might be the one issuing the orders with Derick.  Regardless of who was ordering her to chase after dead men, she certainly had some level of authority and the strength to carry out her mission.
 
   Afraid to ask her any more questions that might prompt her to question him further, he decided to stop the interrogation for now.
 
   They drove along in companionable silence.  He saw Annie rubbing her eyes as she took his coat and balled it up so that she could rest her head against the window.
 
   “If you need me to drive, I’m more than happy to,” she said as she snuggled into his coat.
 
   “I appreciate the offer, but nobody drives my baby,” he said, patting the dashboard lovingly.
 
   “Men and their machines,” she chuckled quietly.
 
   Looking at the time, he decided it was best to pull over and rest for the night.  They were still a long way from their destination.  He saw a sign for a motel about two miles up the road at the next exit.
 
   Annie was surprised when they pulled into a motel, though the O was burnt out and it was just a MTEL.  She was grateful for the opportunity for some alone time so that she could return home and question Lucifer.
 
   Calin parked the truck and watched Annie hand his coat back, though part of him wanted her to keep it.  He needed to remember to pull one of the sparkplugs once she was settled in her room.  He didn’t need to wake up with no truck and no girl.  Even though he trusted her, he had learned the hard way not to trust his own instincts.
 
   Wouldn’t be the first time, he sighed.  He always tried to learn from his mistakes, except when it came to women.  He had crappy luck with them, yet he kept trying.  He still couldn’t figure Annie out, but he refused to stop trying.
 
   Annie shoved money for her room into Calin’s hand while he spoke to the desk manager.  He looked offended, but she walked away before he could protest.  She didn’t want to burden the waiter/housepainter/gun enthusiast any more than she already was.
 
   She took her key from Calin, who had gotten them adjoining rooms and left him to rummage around his truck for his possessions.
 
   “Good night,” she said.  She leaned in and stood on her tiptoes to give Calin a quick peck on the cheek.  “I really do appreciate everything you’ve done for me, even if doesn’t seem like it.  I’m not used to showing weakness or asking for help.  Where I’m from, doing either can have serious consequences.”
 
   She turned and walked down to room number eight with her backpack on her arm.
 
   Calin watched Annie enter her room, unable to move or speak.  Though she had briefly made contact with his skin, the kiss had jolted straight through his body.  He had never experienced anything like that in his life.  His mind was a complete blank.  He had no idea what to make of it.  Every cell in his body wanted to grab her and kiss her lips, but just couldn’t move.  Retreat was the only option, until he could sort out what had happened.
 
   Annie waited a good hour before returning to the Hall of Mirrors.  She was afraid that Calin might come and check on her, but thankfully, he let her be.
 
   ∞
 
   Appearing in the Hall of Mirrors, Anjali was surprised to see Garret waiting for her.  She knew that Lucifer must have been looking for her.  It gave her hope that he had finally stopped crying in his room.  She was afraid that Hades had told him about the escapes and he might be back to angry Lucifer faster than usual.
 
   “Lord Lucifer is requesting your presence,” Garret mumbled snidely and turned to leave.
 
   “What, no bow?  I don’t even rank a bow around here?” she snapped.  She hated Garret, though she didn’t exactly have a reason for her hatred.  He was an arrogant weasel who thought he was above everyone, but she expected nothing less from the former mob boss.
 
   Despite her eagerness to see Lucifer, she knew that she had to discipline Garret before he caused problems.  She had learned the hard way what happens when the servants of Hell weren’t afraid of someone.  They turned on them.
 
   Garret turned and glared at her defiantly.  He smirked at her as if he would rather eat nails than bow to her.  “I’m sorry, Mistress.”
 
   Anjali recoiled when she heard him use the demeaning nickname that Lucifer had called her when she first arrived in Hell.
 
   She stepped forward aggressively until her face was less an inch from his.  She allowed the darkness inside of her to rise to the surface so that the servant could see the turbulent storm that clawed at her daily.  She had to restrain herself from choking the life out of him.
 
   “I’m not sure how you know that name, but if you ever utter it in my presence again, I will make it a practice of peeling the skin from your body every morning.  Do you understand me?” she sneered.  Tired of feeling helpless, she let Garret see exactly how powerful she was.
 
   The color drained quickly from Garret’s face and he quickly grabbed the floor.  “My apologies, Lady Black.  It won’t happen again,” he stuttered.  He walked backwards out of the room, hunched at the waist until he made it to the safety of the rotunda.
 
   “It’s about time someone put Garret in his place.  Will Lucifer be mad that you yelled at his servant?” Derick asked as he approached her from the door behind her throne, leading to their private staircase.  He had been in his room researching Jericho.
 
   “No.  Lucifer insists that I’m mean to them.  He wants them too afraid of me to consider harming me after Aganon tried to kill me.  Is something going on between you and Garret that I should know about?  It’s not like you to want me to take my wrath out on someone, even a servant,” she asked, concerned that Derick was happy about her threatening Garret.  She watched his reflection in the mirrors and gauged his reaction.
 
   Derick hesitated, grateful that she didn’t know about his fight with Garret.  “He’s been giving Malcolm a hard time.  Malcolm asked me to keep an eye on him.  He thinks Garret is up to something.”
 
   “I don’t doubt that.  Garret is a snake.  Lucifer made a mistake in choosing him as a servant just to get even with Alazar.  Stay away from him when I’m not around,” she replied.  “Garret said that Lucifer wants to see me.”
 
   “I haven’t seen Lucifer.  I reported to Hades when I came back.  He told me that Vaughn hasn’t reported in yet.  He seemed concerned, but tried to hide it.  He was extra cranky, which is saying a lot.  I was about to tell him about Rye and Jeffrey Knoxlan aka “Nox,” but Azazel stormed in and I was dismissed.  Hades waved me away,” Derick said.
 
   “Okay.  Keep searching through Jericho’s file.  We need to know about his other known associates since they keep popping up,” she said.  She squeezed his hand and left the hall.
 
   Storming into the rotunda, she turned toward the walkway to Lucifer’s Throne Room, and saw Hades walking toward her.  She was pissed at him for lying to her about the revenants and keeping vital information from her.
 
   Before Hades could get a single snide comment out of his conniving lips, she punched him in the jaw.  He stumbled back, having been unprepared for her assault.
 
   “What the hell was that for?” he yelled.  He wiped his mouth and found blood on his hand.  “Have you lost your mind?”
 
   “That’s for lying to me.  I know that omitting the truth and lying are completely different things to you, but to sane people they’re the same thing.  How dare you keep the truth from me!  Why didn’t you tell me about the revenants?” she growled.
 
   Hades went from perplexed to murderous in the span of a heartbeat.  He grabbed her by the roots of her hair, twisted her arm, and forced her into the Annex.  Hissing in her ear, he told her to keep her mouth shut.
 
   He kicked in the closest door on the right and threw her inside.
 
   Anjali stumbled into the room and nearly fell face first, but caught herself on a wooden table and staggered to her feet.  She was angry that he had hurt her, but for the first time since she had arrived in Hell, she actually feared Hades.  Though he had tried to kill her, she had never been afraid of him.
 
   “How do you know that word?” he spit the question at her and invaded her space until she could feel his breath on her cheek.
 
   She swallowed harshly and tried to control her shock as tears came to her eyes.  She didn’t know why she was so upset.  “I don’t need to know the word; I’ve seen them.”
 
   She sniffled and regained her confidence.  She was justified in her anger since he was the one who was hiding the truth from her.  Had he told her what was going on, she could have been better prepared to fight the monsters and an innocent mortal might not have died.
 
   Hades stared at her stunned, as if she had punched him again.  “You’re wrong!  I told you.  You had a concussion and weren’t seeing and thinking clearly.”
 
   “I’m not talking about Jericho; I’m talking about Beck, Rye, and a third soul named Nox, who was not on your list.  Jericho was just the beginning.  I seem to be running into them at every turn,” she said, glaring at him.
 
   Hades closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead.  He muttered a few swears words under his breath.  Opening his eyes, he took a step back.  “What I’m about to say doesn’t leave this room.  Swear to me!”
 
   Taken aback by his intensity, she nodded her head and braced herself.  “I swear.”
 
   Hades saw fresh scratches on her arms and legs.  She needed to know the truth, as much as he hated to admit it.  “I promise you that I didn’t know.  Yes, I may’ve had my suspicions, but I didn’t have proof.  You’re right; Jericho and these men are not the typical escaped souls.  They have become something else entirely, but before you punch me again, you should know I didn’t intentionally lie to you.  You have to understand, this should not be happening.  It should be impossible.  I don’t know what has changed, but I didn’t want to consider the possibility without serious proof.  You have no idea how bad this is.”
 
   “I want to know how they became revenants,” she said, crossing her arms defiantly.
 
   He quickly put his hand over her mouth and hissed at her.  “Don’t say that word!  Right now, I have the vast majority of the fools out there convinced that they are completely inept.  They think that the counts are screwed up because they have grown complacent.  They don’t know what is really happening.  If you keep saying the R word, you’re going to create mass pandemonium.  That’s something you really don’t want to witness.  Sebastian is the only one who knows the truth and that’s only because he is a pain in the ass.  He’s too anal to believe that his counts are off, but he has been instructed not to say anything.  We need to keep this quiet until the problem is solved,” Hades said in a low, harsh voice.  He slowly removed his hand, waiting for Lady Black to get with the program.
 
   “Does Vaughn know?” she asked.  She understood his need to keep things quiet, but was still pissed that he had kept her out of the loop.
 
   Hades grimaced.  “I can’t contact him.  He and his group are missing.”
 
   “What?  How do you expect to solve the problem if Vaughn is missing?  I have no idea how to find these things and killing them is difficult.  I can’t do this alone, Hades,” she snapped.  She scrubbed her face with her hand, annoyed that she now had a bigger mess to deal with.
 
   “Killing them won’t solve the problem,” Hades replied quietly.  He looked at the ground and avoided her gaping stare.
 
   “What aren’t you telling me?” she asked slowly.  She stepped closer to him and put her hand on his chin to raise his eyes to hers.
 
   Hades gritted his teeth.  “The original six missing souls are just the tip of the iceberg.  You located an unidentified soul because more have gone missing.  I don’t know how many, so don’t ask.  The souls aren’t the problem; it’s the thing controlling them that I’m worried about,” Hades said as he looked into her eyes and let her see his fear for the first time ever.
 
   Anjali blinked a few times and stepped back.  She had never known Hades to be afraid of anything except for perhaps Lucifer, but she could feel his fear rising.
 
   “What’s controlling them?” she whispered, knowing that she didn’t want to hear the answer.
 
   “You’ll have to ask your Master that question,” Hades said, abruptly turning and walking toward the door.
 
   “Fine, I’ll talk to Lucifer, but tell me, can this be stopped?” she asked.  She had to believe that there was some hope of rectifying the situation.
 
   Hades looked over his shoulder.  “The reason I told you to stay here before was because this is outside of your scope.  You were created to deal with the living.  You command angels to tempt the mortals, but they have to be alive and a part of Father’s domain.  These creatures are no longer under Father’s command, and hence, they are lost to even you, Destroyer,” he said, placing his hand on the doorknob.  “Don’t speak of this to anyone except Lucifer.  He was too busy weeping to listen to me earlier.  Perhaps you can snap him out of his doldrums, though since you’re the one who put him there, I won’t hold my breath.  The one person who can fix all of this is of no use to anyone right now.  I hope it was worth it to give him a moment’s pleasure.”
 
   Hades quietly left and closed the door behind him.
 
   Anjali looked around the room and tried to control her chaotic thoughts.  What the hell was she going to do?  Hades was right, Hell Fire, one of God’s greatest weapons, held no power over the revenants.  If Lucifer did hold the key to this mystery, he was in no shape to battle them.
 
   She let out a deep breath and cleared her head.  The scope of the problem was overwhelming and she had no idea what to do.  Once the revenants were dealt with, she decided to take Derick to a quiet island resort and forget about everything for a few days.
 
   Gripping the wooden chair next to her, she prayed for the strength to continue doing what was necessary.  When she looked up, she was surprised to see a small hand-carved wooden figurine resembling Alazar staring at her.  She stepped closer to examine the ornate figurine.  Someone had painstakingly carved every last detail of his breathtaking face, including his intense eyes.  Next to him were eight other figurines that resembled the other Predznak, everyone except for the Angel of Vengeance.  That’s when it dawned on her which room she had been pushed into:  Balthazar’s.
 
   She had never ventured in the rooms of the Predznak, except for Alazar’s, out of respect for her angels.  It felt strange invading their personal space since it was their only home away from Heaven, after being forced into Hell.
 
   Examining the figurine, she would expect the Angel of Meekness to carve amazingly detailed pieces, but it seemed strange for Vengeance to do as a hobby.  Alazar had mentioned that Balthazar had focus issues and would obsess over targets while forgetting about everything else.  Perhaps he had carved as a way of shifting his focus.  If he needed time to clear his head and walk away from his temptees, this certainly was a good distraction.  Given his accuracy with knives, it seemed to be an excellent choice for a pastime.
 
   She looked around the room and took stock of his belongings.  Every piece of furniture in the room from the table she had nearly fallen over to the headboard on the bed was handmade and ornately carved.  It seemed that Vengeance had tried very hard to distract himself.  He had carved an entire three-dimensional Japanese village, including villagers.  In the far corner of the room near the solitary window was a wooden display cabinet that housed hundreds of small figurines.  She didn’t recognize their faces, yet she had a feeling that they were his temptees because their style of clothing varied greatly and included different time periods.  Roman soldiers in armor, peasants in rags, and ladies in fine dresses all stood frozen in time on his shelves.  She knew that each one of them had fallen victim to the need for revenge and had descended into Hell.  It gave her a greater insight into her angel as she looked at their faces.  No one was beneath the lure of retribution, and age and gender were irrelevant.
 
   Sitting down on the bed, she touched the dark blue hand-woven sheets and wondered what he dreamed about when he slept.  He had undoubtedly dreamed of how best to kill her based on his warm welcome.  She was sure that he had sat in this cell and imagined how he would hurt Lucifer and make him pay for debasing him.  According to Alazar, Lucifer had apparently thrown exactly two punches at Balthazar when he arrived in Hell.  Balthazar had caught both of Lucifer’s fists and head-butted him violently until Lucifer lost consciousness.  It was understood from that point on that Balthazar wasn’t to be psychically harmed, unless clasped in Celestial Bonds while asleep or caught off guard and tossed into the Hall of Torment.
 
   Merely being in the room caused her power to shift and stir, making her restless.  She had feelings of frustration, weakness, impotence and sadness tinged with resentment and rage.  The need for vengeance grew inside of her until her hands balled into fists.  Balthazar’s power had permeated the room while he had carved his figurines.  It was overwhelming and disorienting.
 
   Anjali threw herself from the bed and forced herself to settle down.  She would be damned if she allowed vengeance to control her.  She needed to be above the pettiness of it.  Yes, she was meant to seek revenge against the faithless mortals in the name of God when the time came, but it wasn’t personal for her.  She was merely the means to an end.  She herself shouldn’t be tempted by the need to lash out and hurt the mortals.  When it was time for an Apocalypse, she needed to be level headed and have no other choice but to unleash her power.  Only when the mortals had gone too far would she eradicate them, but not because she personally hated them or wanted to kill them.  It would because they truly had no chance at redemption.
 
   When the world was filled with men and women like Jericho, she would start the end of days, not because she wanted to, but because she had to.
 
   She spun around and looked at the curio cabinet.  Jericho.  A chill ran through her when she thought about Jericho’s file.  It read like a handbook on how to seek retribution against an enemy.  Jericho had gone from a drug-dealing street thug to a man hell-bent on ruining and destroying a rival gang after Monroe had tried to kill him.  He had started a turf war to get even with Monroe.  He was a trained killing machine worthy of Aeries, if the files were to be believed.  Son of a bitch.  Hades had been close to the truth, but didn’t understand that Jericho wasn’t working with Balthazar, but had been trained by him.  Instinctively, she knew that Balthazar was behind Jericho’s sudden rise to power during his mortal life.  She had always known that Jericho was vengeful, but he took it to a whole other level, a level worthy of the Angel of Vengeance.  It had never occurred to her that one of her angels had a hand in creating the psychopath.
 
   Now a former temptee of Vengeance was wreaking havoc in the Mortal Realm and she had no idea how he had become a revenant.  Her problems were piling up by the second.
 
   ∞              
 
   Lucifer heard a soft knock on his door and knew immediately that the light of his life was on the other side of the door.  He needed to stay away from her so that the darkness could build inside of him, but he craved her too much to resist her any longer.  He had hoped that she would be strong enough for the both of them and stay away, despite summoning her.
 
   He ventured closer to the door, afraid to open it.  He was desperate to see her and feel her body against his so that he could feel true happiness, but he knew it would take longer to return to his throne and rule mercilessly, as was needed.
 
   “My love, please don’t tempt me.  I mourn the loss of you, but I must be strong.  I have a duty that I am neglecting.  I have already been selfish and basked in your love.  Please leave me so that I can fulfill my duties,” Lucifer pleaded with her.
 
   “My Lord, we have a serious problem that I need to speak to you about.”  He could hear the fear in her voice and knew that something terrible had happened.
 
   He pulled open the door and waited for her to enter.  He kept his distance and tried not to look at her beautiful face.  Wiping the tears from his eyes, he tried not to hate himself for all of his terrible deeds.  She needed him.  He tried to calm himself so that he could help her.
 
   “What has happened?” he asked.  He walked over to the fireplace and watched the flames mingle and dance, wishing that it was their bodies intertwining.
 
   Anjali took in Lucifer’s appearance and frowned.  Instead of the merciless tyrant she had come to know in her time in Hell, Lucifer was a sobbing mess.  His long wavy hair was tangled in knots, mostly from pulling at it during his fits of self-hatred.  It was darker than the brilliant blonde she had seen only two days ago, but wasn’t even close to his typical brown color.  His bright blue eyes had dulled to a navy blue, closer to Hades’ eye color, but still not the black eyes of the devil.  He was halfway between his Heavenly self and monstrous demonic self.  This Lucifer was still wallowing in guilt from his deadly deeds.  Sadly, she needed the devil to help end this dilemma.
 
   “I need to know what a revenant is, and before you tell me that they don’t exist or are impossible to create, understand that I have killed two of them and been attacked by a third in the last two days.  I’m here for answers.  Hades is intentionally keeping me and everyone else in the dark.  I’m tired of being lied to.  I want answers!” she yelled.  The volume of her voice grew until she was practically shouting.
 
   Lucifer cringed when he heard her yelling.  He was responsible for what was happening and knew that she would finally hate him for eternity once he told her the truth.
 
   “There are souls inexplicably missing from the realms?” he asked softly.
 
   “Yes.  They are in the Mortal Realm inhabiting their original bodies and they are killing mortals,” she replied harshly.
 
   “Did they hurt you?” he asked.
 
   “Aside from a few broken bones and a concussion, I’m okay,” she sighed.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said, letting out a breath.  “You have to understand, I was in terrible agony at the time.  You know that I have done appalling things, things that I should be punished for, but aside from wanting to unleash all the creatures imprisoned in the Hall of Shadows, this might be the worst thing I have ever done,” he quietly confessed.
 
   Anjali tapped her foot, annoyed by his declaration.  She hated when he kept secrets from her.
 
   “I know you didn’t let Jericho escape from the Realm of Nightmares intentionally, so don’t condemn yourself,” she said, trying to make him feel a little better.  He blamed himself for global warming when he was like this.
 
   “Jericho escaped?” Lucifer turned and looked at her, confused.  Fear was radiating from his eyes.
 
   “Yes, along with a number of his former colleagues,” she said, bracing herself for more crying, but instead Lucifer shook off his sadness as anger crept into his features.  She hoped it was enough to force the devil to rise to power.
 
   “Leave it to that bastard to find a way to become a revenant,” he sneered.  He paced in front of the fireplace, contemplating the news.  He finally settled and put his hands on her shoulders.  Looking into her eyes, he spoke sincerely.  “Know that I never meant for this to happen.  I was out of my mind, consumed with pain.  It was after Serena died and the Predznak had abandoned their posts in Hell.  I feared that you would never come, especially with the Predznak gone.  I was losing hope and I needed to find a way to lessen my agony while still serving Father and doing His will in Hell.  The only way to find peace was for me to literally purge the darkness from my soul.  When I feel Father’s light inside of you, it destroys the darkness inside of me, but before you came to me, I could only purge it from me by sheer force of will.  It was excruciating and draining.  It felt like my soul was ripping apart, but it was the only way to stop myself from destroying everything.  Unfortunately, when I purged the evil, it gathered outside of my body and became something else.  From my anger, pain, wrath, jealousy, and hatred an entity was created that was wholly evil.  The Syankas were born,” Lucifer hung his head in shame.
 
   Anjali knew about some of the horrific things he had done in his loneliness, so she wasn’t surprised by what he said.  His was not an easy life.  
 
   “I’ve never heard of a Syanka.  How does it create revenants, since I’m assuming it’s responsible for what’s happening.  Most of all, how do I kick its ass?” she asked, slightly relieved to have a name and an enemy to fight, though she didn’t like the idea of going up against the darkest parts of Lucifer.
 
   “The Syankas are formless creatures that look like shadows or black smoke.  They have a consciousness and a plan, but sadly, they don’t have an ass to kick.  You can’t fight them with fists or weapons.  They were not made by Father, so they are not a part of his domain, and our Heavenly weapons are useless against them.  Unfortunately, it gets worse.  There was a reason why I needed to purge the darkness from me at the time.  I was on the verge of wanting to destroy everything, which as you know, happens from time to time.  I had been conceiving of a plot to destroy the mortals, which is why I tried to rid myself of the evil.  I was planning to create an undead army of servants who would do my will.  When I inadvertently created the Syankas, I gave them a purpose.”  He couldn’t raise his eyes to see the disappointment on Anjali’s face.
 
   As much as she wanted to hate him, she still felt compelled to offer him comfort.  She knew the burdens that he carried as the devil.
 
   “You tried to do the right thing, but it didn’t go as planned.  I certainly can understand that.  What happened?” she asked.  She grasped his hand and rubbed his palm.
 
   He chuckled softly.  “It seems there is little I can do to make you hate me, aside from taking my wrath out on you, which I hate myself for.”  He carefully looked up and saw the sorrow in her eyes.  He loved this woman so much and her compassion never failed to surprise him.
 
   “As you know, I have the power to make deals with the souls in the realms and bind them to me as servants.  You and Hades have the same ability.  We offer the souls a choice.  If they choose us, they are taken out of the natural cycle of life.  Servants are bound to us for eternity, and do not return to the Mortal Realm, unless we release them.  That power transferred to the Syankas.  They are able to make deals with the souls and pull them from the Realms of Torture.  In the beginning, the Syankas listened to me and I was able to control them and keep them from wreaking havoc, but over time, they grew more powerful and independent.  The evil inside of them was too much for me to control.  They used their deals to pull souls out of the realms at an alarming rate.  Then it got worse.  The Syankas escaped to the Mortal Realm.  Since they are not a part of Father’s domain, they were able to bend our laws and did the unthinkable.  They summoned the souls they had made deals with to the Mortal Realm and forced them into their original bodies.  The souls rose from the dead and carried out the will of the Syankas, who wanted to destroy the Mortal Realm.  Hence, revenant armies were created,” he whispered.
 
   The idea of a revenant army didn’t sit well with her since it conflicted with her own purpose.  She was meant to wage war on the mortals once they were too far gone to love God.  She didn’t need these creatures interfering with the balance of things.  If they managed to raise the dead and kill the mortals, she would be without a purpose.
 
   Anjali was frustrated that she didn’t know anything about this, but she knew Lucifer’s shame would prevent him from voluntarily telling her about what he had done.  “The revenants are strong, really strong and damn near impossible to kill.  What kind of deal does a Syanka make?  Who in their right might would want to come back as the undead?”
 
   “You’ve seen the souls when they first enter the realms.  They are angry, disoriented, and in unimaginable pain.  They don’t know how to deal with what is happening.  They blame Father for their shortcomings and rage against us because we are carrying out their punishment.  The Syankas choose souls who have recently been sent to Hell.  They make deals with them because they are filled with rage.  That rage makes them strong.  Their bodies are already dead and can feel no pain.  They can walk and talk because it is the will of the Syankas.  Once they left Hell, the Syankas started tempting the living, just as I do from time to time.  The Syankas make deals with the living, and when they die the contract is enacted and they return from the dead.  The Syankas want to destroy the Mortal Realm so that Father will suffer and feel the loss of his beloved mortals, just as I have felt for thousands upon thousands of years.”  He shook his head and wished he had never created the foul things.
 
   “I’m grateful that you have looked for ways of dealing with your burdens, but now we have to deal with this problem,” she said, smoothing out his tangled hair.
 
   “I’m sorry that you were caught unaware by the creation of these revenants.  Why didn’t Hades tell you about them?” he asked.  He was concerned that Hades was failing in his duties.
 
   “Because I didn’t want to admit it,” Hades said from the doorway, which had been left open a crack.
 
   Lucifer turned and leveled Hades with his famous sneer.  He stepped in front of Anjali and blocked Hades from her view, which meant Lucifer, regardless of his tears, wasn’t happy that Hades was intruding on them.
 
   “You should have informed me immediately and you should have told Anjali.  I ordered you to give her whatever information she needs or requests.  Need I remind you that she is in charge of the Angel of Death and will one day possess the Angel of Vengeance.  You would be a fool to mark her as an enemy, any more than you already have.  I need my servants to be able to work together.  You may need each other someday,” Lucifer growled.  He advanced on Hades and looked like he might punch him.
 
   Hades chuckled and stood his ground.  “This from the angel who keeps important secrets from the Destroyer, the very same woman who you decreed should be third in the line of succession.  Need I remind you how you lied to her about her true identity when she first arrived here?  Are you kidding me?  I told her to speak to you since I’m not the one who created the abominations that are currently putting her out of a job.  I don’t know how one of the Syankas freed itself, but if this continues, there won’t be enough mortals left to create an Apocalypse.  She should be tearing your still beating heart from your chest,” Hades sneered, unconcerned about Lucifer’s rising anger.
 
   Lucifer was about to speak when she stepped between them and held out her hands to both them to keep from them from continuing this avenue of blame.  “I don’t care about the hows and whys, I want to know how to capture or kill the Syanka that is commanding the revenants.  Let’s stop it before this thing creates an army,” she said, looking to Lucifer for an answer.
 
   Lucifer looked down at her and sighed.  “That is a difficult question to answer.  They were all captured by Michael and his Warriors and were locked away deep in the ground.  Unfortunately, the Council didn’t tell me how they managed to contain the Syankas,” he scowled.
 
   “How many did you create?” she asked, bracing herself.  Knowing the extent of Lucifer’s rage, there could be millions.
 
   “Nine.  It took a great deal of power to do what I did.  It almost killed me,” Lucifer explained.  “Though I only created nine, there were more in the end.  You see, darkness begets darkness.  It’s like a plague.  They spawned more creatures as their evil grew.  They are cunning and unpredictable.  There were at least twenty, but the Council decided not to tell me the exact number in the event that I lost my mind and tried to command them,” Lucifer replied, though he wouldn’t look at her.
 
   “Can they be killed?” she asked quickly.
 
   “Technically, I could take them back inside of me, though it would be difficult.  They came from my darkness, so theoretically, I could find a way to destroy them, but Michael and the Council wouldn’t allow it.  They believed that absorbing the Syankas would make me too powerful.  Because of their fear, I wasn’t given the opportunity to try.  I was never told where their prison is located,” Lucifer said.  He turned back to the fireplace and stared at the flames.
 
   Lucifer seemed like he wanted to help, but even she wasn’t willing to allow Lucifer it consume creatures so evil that they could break the natural order of their world.  She didn’t want him completely insane and powerful enough to destroy everything.  For once, she sided with the Council’s decision.
 
   Looking to Hades, she knew that they were truly on their own.  If Lucifer tried to help them, he could exacerbate the situation.
 
   “We need to figure out why and how the Syankas made deals with Jericho and his men,” she said to Hades.
 
   Hades threw his hands up in frustration.  “I have no way of knowing if all the escapees are Jericho’s men since we have stopped our counts, but I’m assuming they are based our your encounters.  I don’t understand how Jericho is raising his cohorts.  I’ve researched the prisoners that I do know about and they all died at different times over the last few years.  It’s not typical for a Syanka to make a deal and then wait so long to pull the soul from the realm.  They don’t make things personal.  They wouldn’t be interested in making deals with gang members and then waiting to spring them.  They don’t plan like that, or at least they never have before.  In my previous encounters with them, they chose the mortals that can cause the most damage, but they chose them at random.  This is uncharacteristic behavior for them,” Hades rubbed the back of his head, ignoring the urge to throttle Lucifer.  It never failed to amaze him the amount of problems Lucifer could rain down upon him.
 
   “I guess we have to find the Syanka and ask it what it’s doing.  Any ideas on how to find it?” she asked.
 
   Hades rolled his eyes.  He hated even discussing this.  He was still partially in denial.  “I suggest staying close to the revenants.  The Syankas will be busy making new deals, but ultimately they will call their soldiers together, once they are ready to attack.  Michael managed to stop the Syankas before their army was complete, but I know he lost many good angels.  I hate saying the words aloud, but we will need to inform the Council and allow Michael to do his job,” Hades muttered.  The Council didn’t trust anyone in Hell and would ultimately accuse them of releasing the Syanka.  He wasn’t looking forward to standing in the Realm of Fire for the next few centuries.
 
   Anjali ground her teeth and looked at the ceiling.  “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but let’s try to get a handle on this before we call in the Sword of God.  I saw how he and his angels handled the Maraquette problem and I still haven’t forgiven Michael for attacking and subduing me during my search for Alazar.  I agree that he needs to know, but give me another day or two to better understand the scope of the problem.  You know that I’ve killed three of them so far.  If the Syankas are just getting started, I might be able to get ahead of them.  I have to find Jericho.  I believe he will have the answers we need.”
 
   Hades raised his eyebrow.  He was surprised that the Destroyer was unwilling to run to the Council and raise the alarm.  His respect for her grew, marginally, but it grew.
 
   “Fine, but if this turns on us, know that I will inform the Council that it was your decision to keep them in the dark,” he smirked and quickly left the room.
 
   She turned to Lucifer and put her hand on her hip.  “Anything else I should know?”
 
   Lucifer cringed at the question.  Thousands of years of evil deeds and she would have to ask him that.  “Don’t trust the Syankas.  They have one purpose, and only one purpose.  They want to seek vengeance because Father makes His angels suffer.  We punish the wicked and are surrounded by evil day in and day out without Father’s love.  The Syanka will go to any length to hurt Father.  They have my memories and my cunning.  They will use both to destroy everyone who tries to stop them.”
 
   She nodded her head and gently put her hand on his shoulder.  “I understand.”


 
   
 
  

Chapter 10
 
    
 
   Calin paced around his dingy motel room.  What the fuck was he doing?  How had he ended up in Oregon with a woman hunting revenants?  Because he was a sucker, that’s how.  Despite the hard-ass facade he had built to keep people away, he was nothing but a softhearted fool underneath.  Even after the numerous mistakes he’d made, he was still willing to help a woman in trouble, even though he was constantly kicked in the balls as a reward for his efforts.  He’d sworn at least ten times that he’d never do it again.  Yet, here he was killing revenants with the most captivating woman he’d ever met.
 
   He thought back to the first time he saw her at the bar.  He’d been anxiously awaiting nightfall to figure out what the local boys were up to while nursing his Sam Adams and playing with his chicken wings.  He pretended to watch the game on TV, but instead he was trying to identify anyone who looked like they might start some trouble.  It was likely that at least one of the guys in the bar would have some information or possibly be a part of the action.  Ignoring the sheriff’s warnings, he had pressed his luck by staying in town.  Something told him to park his ass in the seat and wait.  So he did.
 
   Before he knew what had happened, a pair of incredibly sexy blue eyes were staring straight through his soul and had made him forget why he was there.  When his brain finally restarted, he saw Annie standing toe to toe with Grady, staring at him like she was going to enjoy punching him.  Part of him wanted to drag her out of the room and warn her to get out of town, but the rest of him was too caught up in watching every fluid motion of her body and noticing how her shiny her hair was.
 
   Embarrassingly enough, his entire body noticed her.  His cock was rigid as he imaged what it would be like to kiss the lips that were politely telling Grady to go to Hell.  He wanted to take her to his bed and introduce himself.  Desire had never overruled his senses before, so it took longer for him to understand what was happening than it should have.
 
   She was out the door before rational thought started to win out.  Every instinct screamed at him to follow her.  He kicked himself for falling for her beautiful face and being too stupid to resist her.  He’d never wanted a woman so badly in all his life.  The women he hooked up with were young and naïve or being paid by the hour.  Even though he’d tried to care about a few of them, it never felt right inside.  He always felt like he was lying to himself.  Of course, the rest of the women had their own agendas and had taken advantage of his kindness, or his stupidity, however you looked at it.
 
   Then, of course, there was his mission, which was always his priority.  He would run out of town whenever he got a hot lead and forgot about the woman.  Annie was different.  She made him want to stay in one place for more than a few hours and enjoy a sunrise or a sunset.  She was vulnerable, yet tougher than any woman he’d ever met.  Sadly, he believed he could die a happy man with her by his side, which could never happen.  He still had unfinished business to deal with.
 
   He laughed when he thought back to the auto body shop.  He had saved her from a fucking revenant and she yet had the gall to yell at him and dismiss him.  He hadn’t expected a thank you, but he wouldn’t have minded a little bit of gratitude.  Most women fell into his arms, grateful for his assistance, but, of course, the one woman he was desperate to kiss looked like she wanted to take a swing at him.  Perhaps she was right about her anger.  Maybe she punched a lot of people, and got herself into a lot of unnecessary fights.
 
   And what the hell was up with that loser Derick?  He had been seriously hoping that her partner was a woman.  The guy looked like he should be in an expensive watch ad, not hunting revenants.  Derick had confidence, which he respected, but he was surprised that Derick had warned him to stay away from Annie.  That right there was a sign that Derick loved her, a lot.
 
   He needed to get a grip.  He couldn’t let this woman affect him so much.  Why did he tell her that he would help her?  Because he was stupid, that’s why.  He was forever rushing into situations that could get him killed.  He was used to the weird and unexplained, so killing a horde of revenants should be a breeze after what he’d fought.  The problem was, while Annie was beautiful, he hadn’t fallen for her blue eyes, red lips, or black hair.  He had fallen for her fearlessness and courage.  It took guts to stare down a revenant without flinching.  Even when she had threatened the sheriff, looked like she wanted to rip the sheriff’s arms off when he pulled his gun out.  He vaguely wondered what she would have done to the drunken assholes if he hadn’t been there.  After surviving Beck in the trashed auto body shop, he had a feeling she would have dropped Grady’s boys on the pavement easily.  Even Grady had flinched when he saw her anger.
 
   The thought of Annie fighting Grady made him uneasy.  He didn’t like the idea of seeing her hurt.  Yes, she could handle herself, but his stomach turned when he thought about someone punching her, or worse, pulling a gun on her.  Suddenly, the room was closing in on him.  He needed to get fresh air.  The woman was making him lose focus.  He ran outside and continued pulling at his hair and pacing in the parking lot.
 
   He put his foot up on the bumper of his truck and leaned his head against his arm.  He needed to leave.  He needed to get far away from her.  He tried to convince himself that he had more important things to deal with.
 
   ”I thought you were headed to Sacramento,” a voice said from behind him.
 
   “Detour,” Calin replied without looking up.
 
   Shit.  He wasn’t in the mood for this.
 
   “Hmm.  Do you remember the last time you were detoured?  You’re lucky to still have the use of your hand,” the voice said mockingly.
 
   “Why do you even care?” Calin growled as he turned to face the dark corner of the building where the voice was coming from.
 
   “I care because I have spent a lot of time training you.  Somehow, you have managed to get no closer to your target.  It has been a long road, Calin.  I would think you’d want to finish it.  You’re wasting your time on detours,” the voice from the shadows replied.
 
   “Maybe I’m tired of searching.  Maybe I want something more,” Calin said.  He knew he sounded tired.  He ran his hands through his hair.  He needed a vacation.  He needed Annie.
 
   “Tired of searching?  Are you the man who was hell-bent on avenging the death of his little sister?  You don’t sound like the person who begged me to help him.  You swore that you would do whatever it took to find the one responsible for her murder and send him back to Hell.  Yet every time I turn around, you’re not where you’re supposed to be.  You end up helping some woman or killing something that isn’t your business.  I didn’t train you so that you could help the hopeless.  I trained you because you wanted vengeance,” the man said coldly.
 
   Out of the darkness came the man he knew all too well.  He was gruff in appearance with a long scar across his face, though women would consider him ruggedly handsome.  He had cold brown eyes that could cut through steel and a sneer that could scare the devil himself.  He wore his trademark dark brown leather duster that doubled as his weapons vault.
 
   “Mike, I haven’t forgotten what I set out to do.  I will avenge her, it’s just, well, I’m no closer to finding the bastard.  I’ve killed every monster I’ve found along the way so that I can hone the skills you taught me.  I’ve found every other creature that I‘ve set out to find, except for him.  For all of your training and my skills, I can’t find the damned thing!” Calin shouted angrily.  He’d wasted his whole life searching for Bitsy’s killer and he had nothing to show for it except scars and broken bones that hadn’t set properly.
 
   “I told you, vengeance is a dark, lonely road that takes patience and time.  You’ll find him, I know you will, but not if you keep deviating from your course.  What was it this time, a brunette or a blonde?”  Balthazar sneered.
 
   “Neither actually,” Calin said, averting his eyes.  He smirked when he thought about Annie.  She was nothing like the women he’d been with before.  Besides, her hair was black as midnight.
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding.  Need I remind you what happened the last time you entertained a woman?  She stole your weapons and set her enormous and highly jealous boyfriend on you.  You were in the hospital for a week.  At least you got your weapons back.  You never think with your head, or rather the head you’re supposed to think with.  Women are a distraction that you don’t need.  You’re better off drowning yourself in a bottle for a week than letting another woman make a fool out of you.  They will ruin you, mark my words,” Balthazar sighed.
 
   “I know.  You’re right.  I’m getting my head in the game right now.  I decided that before you arrived anyway.  I’ll deal with her and I can be in Sacramento by tomorrow night.  I’ll track down that lead you gave me,” Calin sighed as leaned against the truck.
 
   He knew Mike was right.  He was being stupid as usual, letting a pair of boobs sway him.  He had a job to do and he wouldn’t stop until it was done.  God, they were amazing boobs.  Sadly, it felt like his heart was tearing half.  He wanted to find the bastard who’d murdered his kid sister, but he couldn’t find the strength to leave Annie.
 
   “There’s my boy.  Now, there’s been a change of plan.  There’s a guy out near Portland.  He has the information you need to find your target.  He has firsthand knowledge of the one responsible for Elizabeth’s death.  Find him, interrogate him, and send him back to Hell,” Balthazar said, watching his best pupil process his orders.  He knew that this new woman would be a distant memory come sunrise.
 
   “How do you know that this is the right guy?” Calin was tired of chasing his tail.  He wanted results.  He didn’t want any more rumors and hunches.
 
   “He’s recently escaped from Hell.  Here, take this.  This will help you,” Balthazar handed Calin a photo.
 
   Calin put the photo into his back pocket without looking at it.  He knew if he committed his next target’s face to memory, he would leave without Annie immediately.  “What do I need to know about him?”
 
   “He attacked a prison and they lit him on fire during his rampage.  Needless to say, he’s dangerous and needs to be stopped.  Many innocent people will die if he remains on the loose.  It’s a stroke of luck that he knows about the one you’re searching for.  Find him and he’ll lead you to your target,” Balthazar lied.  He shrugged his shoulders casually as he allowed his power rise, waiting for Calin to take the bait.
 
   Calin’s heart wasn’t in it, but he felt that he owed it to Mike to continue on.  They had both invested so much time and energy to avenge Elizabeth’s brutal death.  “I’ll find him.”
 
   “Good.  I assume this distraction of yours won’t be a problem anymore,” Balthazar tilted his head toward the motel.
 
   “No,” Calin replied quickly, though he couldn’t look Mike in the eye.  Even then, he was thinking about Annie, not about jumping in his truck and leaving.
 
   “Glad to see that you’re back on track.  If you run into trouble, you have my number.  Call and I will be there,” Balthazar said, putting his hand on his shoulder.  “I know you can do this, Calin.  This is what I have been training you for.  This is your chance to settle the score.  This is as close as you’ve been to finding her killer.  Find this guy and get your answers.”
 
   Calin looked up at the face he’d known for years, the face he trusted.  “Okay.”
 
   “Get some rest and prepare yourself.  He’s going to be tough to bring down, but you have all the skills and weapons you need to do it.  Good luck,” Balthazar said, stepping back into the shadows.
 
   Calin stared up at the cloud-covered moon.  He needed to stop thinking about this woman.  He’d searched too long to give up now.  He had made a vow and he was going to keep it.  Now he just needed to find a way to tell Annie that he was leaving.  He owed her that much.
 
   He walked up to door number eight and lifted his hand to knock on Annie’s door.  This was going to be hard, but he had to do it.  At least she could call Derick to come get her.  It eased his conscience a bit, but not much.  He mentally kicked himself as he pictured Derick coming to her rescue.  He was sure Derick was just waiting for the opportunity.  He suddenly had the urge for some target practice, with Derick’s head.
 
   He stood frozen like an idiot in front of her door.  He couldn’t do it.  He couldn’t walk away.  Technically, he was now headed to Portland, too.  What was the harm in driving her since it was no longer a detour?  It gave him plenty of time to come up with an excuse to leave her.
 
   Feeling like a jerk, he slunk back to his truck and hopped in.  He thought about leaving immediately and avoiding the entire Annie problem, but he couldn’t turn the key in the ignition.  Frustrated, he punched the seat a few times, threw his shoulders into the corner of the cab, and stretched his legs out across the seat.  Sleeping in his truck always made him feel safer than sleeping in a motel.  Maybe after a few hours of rest he would be able to think clearly.  It had been a stressful and yet interesting day.  Perhaps the morning would bring a new perspective on his problems.
 
   ∞
 
   Returning to the motel, Annie looked around her rented room.  The red digital clock informed her that it was 2:00 a.m.  Figuring that Calin would be asleep, she looked at the bed.  She was tired, despite her head swimming with Lucifer’s confession.  She’d never slept away from Hell since embracing her destiny and wasn’t looking forward to it.
 
   The room smelled like old cigarettes, which was close enough to smoke and soot, she figured.  She didn’t like being exposed in the Mortal Realm and considered returning home, or calling Derick to stay with her.
 
   She stood up and squared her shoulders.  She was a big girl and didn’t need her Nachtghul to tuck her and give her a kiss goodnight.  After all, it was only one night.  She hoped to find Jericho quickly and stop the Syanka from enacting its plan so that she could get back to her search for Balthazar.
 
   “Oh, I like him.  He’s one of those salts of the earth kind of guys.  The question is why is he sleeping in his truck?  I bet he makes a break for it before sunrise and leaves you high and dry.  Derick hates him, of course, which means I’ll deal with this kid personally if he hurts you.  I’ll bet he’s a jumper,” Alazar said from behind her.
 
   Turning, she was surprised to see Alazar peeking out the window through the long curtains.
 
   “Calin would never jump.  He might be the first person to ever pull a gun on the Angel of Death,” Anjali snickered as she shed her Annie persona and donned her black dress.  
 
   “I’ve had guns pulled on me before.  It never ended well for the person holding the gun.  Just ask Garret,” he smirked wickedly.
 
   Annie nodded.  It was no wonder why Alazar hated Garret.
 
   “What brings you to the Pacific Northwest?  Shouldn’t you be resting?” she asked as she walked over to close the curtains so Calin wouldn’t see Alazar.
 
   He bowed his head to acknowledge his Master.  “I ran into Derick when I returned home from tempting the mortals.  He told me about the revenants you encountered.  I’m glad that you managed to kill a few of them, but I don’t like the idea of you hunting these things.  You should have summoned me,” Alazar crossed his arms, clearly annoyed that she hadn’t called him for help.  “That and I was curious about Mr. Trigger Happy.  I want to meet him.”
 
   “His name is Calin and I get the impression that he could kill an angel if he had to, so stay away from him,” she said forcefully.  “I didn’t summon you because this isn’t your problem, Alazar.  You were created to tempt, not to hunt immortal creatures.  As a Head of Hell and Overseer of the Realm of Nightmares, it’s my responsibility to stop Jericho.  To do that, I have to kill this Syanka.  I could use your advice on how to kill a shadow monster,” she said as she sat down on the bed and rubbed the back of her neck, trying to relieve the tension in her head. 
 
   “Just because I’m the Angel of Death, doesn’t mean I know how to kill everything.  I never had to fight revenants or Syankas, though I would have helped you earlier tonight.  Lucifer created the Syankas after I left Hell, though I did hear about the aftermath from the revenant war from Maraquette,” he said sheepishly.  He knew talking about his affair with Lucifer’s crazed ex-girlfriend bothered her.
 
   “Vaughn is missing and I’m at a loss.  I want to stop the Syanka, but I wasn’t built for this.  My power would be useless against a formless creature.  I just don’t know what to do,” she sighed.
 
   Alazar sat next to her and pulled her head onto his shoulder.  She was adorable when she was sad, but it broke his heart.  “I know you’re upset about this, but honestly, it’s not your problem.  Call in the Celestial Warriors and let them deal with this mess.  It’s their job.  As much as I hate the pompous jerks, this is what they volunteered for.  They kill the creatures that threaten the natural order of things.  It’s what they live for,” Alazar shrugged, trying to make her feel better.
 
   “Hades said the same thing, but I’m hesitant.  Something feels wrong.  Hades said that the Syankas don’t work like this.  They don’t raise drug gangs.  They go after random people.  I think this has to do with Jericho.  Even if I’m not responsible for his escape, he’s still my prisoner and I have to fix this.  I need to make sure that he can’t hurt anyone.  My only consolation is that once he’s dead, we never have to deal with him again.  He will cease to exist and never burden anyone,” she said.  She put her hand on Alazar’s cheek, hoping that he understood.
 
   “If you’re going to deal with this without Michael’s help, then please be careful.  I don’t know what I would do without you.  I spent so many years wanting you dead and now the thought terrifies me.  You have no idea what I wanted to do to Balthazar when he attacked you,” he growled.
 
   “Balthazar,” she muttered.  “Lucifer said that the Syankas were created to seek vengeance against God.  Releasing the Syankas sounds like something the Angel of Vengeance would do.  If all the mortals were turned into revenants, it would negate my reason for starting an Apocalypse and needing my Predznak.  None of you would need a master and could technically return home.  Balthazar wouldn’t have to kill me, unless he felt like it.  He would be free.  Do you think he released the Syanka from its prison?” she asked.  Her stomach dropped at the thought of one of her angels doing something so unforgivable.  She remembered how angry Balthazar had been when he saw her.  She knew he was capable of nearly anything.
 
   Alazar thought about her question for a moment.  “The Balthazar I knew wouldn’t have attacked the mortals like that.  He believed in doing the job, even if he didn’t want a master telling him what to do.  It would certainly be an efficient way of stopping you from ending the world with your Predznak at your side.  I would have expected him to seek vengeance against you directly, but in a way, by allowing the Syankas to destroy the world before you do, it could be considered an attack against you.”
 
   “I hate myself for not being there for all of you,” she whispered.  She leaned her head against Alazar’s chest.
 
   “It’s not your fault.  I forgave you and I know Balthazar will too, once he understands the truth.  You know that if he did unleash the Syankas, he is lost to you.  He will have to be put him down.  There will be no way to save him.  If he is behind this, then he has become a Rogue,” Alazar prayed that it wasn’t true since he didn’t want to have to kill Vengeance.
 
   “I won’t condemn him and proclaim him a Rogue until I have all the facts.  You almost died because I falsely accused you.  I won’t make the same mistake with him,” she replied quickly.  She knew Alazar would understand her hesitancy in calling for the death of one of her angels.
 
   “Of course not, we will make damn sure that he is responsible before getting the Council involved,” he stated.  He held her close and tried not to remember his flight through the Romanian night sky with Michael when he was about his lose his head.
 
   “I’m heading to Portland with Calin in the morning.  That’s where Jericho’s gang used to operate.  After killing the warden at the prison, I think Jericho will seek revenge against old enemies.  With Vaughn missing, I need Calin to help me track Jericho.  He somehow knew that Beck was a revenant and knew how to kill him.  At this point, I need him as an ally,” she explained.  She pulled away and stood up.  She needed room to pace.
 
   “Derick said that he planned to meet you there.  I can scout the area and get a feel for it, if you want, or I can stay to keep an eye on Mr. Trigger Happy,” Alazar winked at her.  He would do anything to protect his Master.
 
   “No, I don’t need you messing with Calin.  I need him focused.  Besides, you have a job to do.  The world hasn’t been taken over by revenants yet, which means I need you to keep working.  Tempt the mortals and let me handle this problem.  I will call for you if I need back-up,” she said.  She was sad that she had to send Alazar off to rest before he returned to the Mortal Realm to tempt the mortals, but it was important that he continued to do his job.  She refused to allow some evil shadow creature to decide when to start an Apocalypse.
 
   Alazar shivered when he saw the determination and resolve in her eyes.  He never thought that he would follow anyone’s orders, but after pledging himself to her, he followed her every command and did it with a smile.
 
   “Yes, my lady.  I will head to England for a while.  Call me and I will be at your side in seconds,” he replied as he stood up straight.
 
   She nodded and went back to her pacing.
 
   Alazar hesitated, unsure if he should mention something he’d observed while in Hell.  “I know it’s not my business, but since I live in Hell again, it’s technically my business.  A few of the Overseers have been restless and getting out of hand.  Pax requested to move from the Realm of Crushing Stones to the Realm of Claws, but I don’t know why.  Hades agreed for some reason, even though he typically doesn’t allow the Overseers to choose their own realms.  I’m afraid that Hades is too distracted and it’s causing dissent among the Overseers and the other Fallen.  Things like this happen when Hades and Lucifer are looking for a hide to skin when something major like a Nightmare prisoner goes missing.  They turn on each other and blame one another.  Things can get messy.  I wanted you to be aware of the situation,” he said.
 
   “Thank you for letting me know.  Hades wouldn’t tell me there was a problem until there was a sword poised over my throat,” she sighed.
 
   Alazar nodded in agreement and disappeared.
 
   Glancing in the mirror, Anjali realized that she looked as tired as she felt.  Bed was sounding like the best thing for her, though her mind quickly thought of Calin.  She had no idea why he was sleeping in his truck, unless he expected her to steal it and run off in the middle of the night.  It saddened her to know that he didn’t trust her.
 
   Eying her pack back in the dresser mirror, she was curious to see what amenities Derick had packed for her.  She opened it up and laughed when she saw red flannel pajamas with a kitten print on it and a Crunch bar.
 
   Derick started chuckling in her head when she showed him the images of the items and sent him a questioning look.
 
   Sorry, I couldn’t help myself, he snickered.
 
   What is this stuff? she laughed.
 
   What’s wrong?  The PJs are comfortable and practical, he replied innocently.
 
   Right.  I’m sure it has nothing to do with the fact that they would cover my body in a thick, ugly armor that would send men running far away from me, she snickered.
 
   I think they’re adorable, he laughed.
 
   Why the chocolate bar? she asked.
 
   You can console yourself with the chocolate when Calin runs back to his room because he can’t stop laughing at your PJs, he chuckled.
 
   Goodnight Derick, she said, shaking her head.
 
   She quickly changed into the kitten PJs, lay down on the uncomfortable spring platform that passed as a mattress, and turned out the bedside lamp.  Her multiple injuries had thankfully healed, but she was still traumatized by her encounters with Jericho, Beck, Rye, and Nox.  It was the first time in a long time that she had felt afraid.  It wasn’t enough to make her back off, but enough to make her rethink how she would approach Jericho.  A frontal assault was out of the question, so she had to find another way to kill him.
 
   She ran through scenario after scenario until her brain finally gave up and she drifted off to sleep.
 
   She dreamt about a tall cornfield that turned into a field covered in tall weeds.  A young man stood a few feet in front of her beneath an apple tree.  He was dressed in simple clothes, overalls and a green plaid button down shirt.  He was very pale, despite the bright noonday sun bearing down them.  It was impossibly warm, yet she felt a chill when she looked at him.  He was more beautiful than any angel she’d ever seen, but his expression was pained.  He looked like he had the weight of the world crushing down on him.
 
   His features lightened into a smile, then grew stormy as he approached her.  He stood in front of her, but instead of feeling warm; she felt chilly.  She put her hand on his face and it was cool to the touch but not exactly cold.  She liked the feeling after spending so much time in the skin-splintering heat of Hell.
 
   He leaned down and kissed her lips.  They kissed as if they hadn’t seen each other a very long time.  They took the time to relearn the shape of each other’s lips.
 
   Her hands were in his soft, sandy blonde hair.  He pushed her slowly to the edge of an unseen bed and bent her down until she was resting on it.  The sun darkened until it was nighttime, though he didn’t seem to notice.  He never let go of her mouth.
 
   He lay on top of her and she could feel the coolness coming off him like she was standing outside on a damp spring evening.  She felt at peace despite the fire igniting deep inside of her body.  She was not about to rush things.
 
   He lifted his head to smile at her and took in every line of her face.
 
   His smile broadened until his teeth were exposed beneath his lips.  Fangs extended out of his mouth and he growled deeply before he pulled back his head to strike her neck.
 
   Waking from her dream, her eyes flew open and she shivered from the cold sensation permeating her moth-eaten motel blanket.  She stared straight into the strangest eyes she’d even seen.  They were completely black with stark white pupils and black irises.  A man’s pale face was inches from her neck.  Though it wasn’t the face she had been dreaming of, he had the same fangs.  Before she could move, she heard a crashing sound from her left.
 
   The man on top of her turned and hissed in the direction of the door.  Loud explosions rang through the room and sparks lit up the darkness.
 
   The loud gunshots reverberated off the walls and made her jump.
 
   The man on top of her took the impact of the bullets and rolled off her onto the floor.
 
   Calin, shotgun cradled against his shoulder, kept the gun trained on the man as he quickly entered the room.  Walking one foot in front of the other, he kept his back to the wall opposite her.  He quickly scanned the room, taking in everything.  He glanced at her to make sure she was okay.  
 
   She sat up and looked over at the man Calin had shot, confused.
 
   “What the hell is going on?” she snapped as Calin stood over the man.  She threw back the covers and stood behind Calin.
 
   “Stay back!” he shouted at her.
 
   The man twitched and growled on the floor.  Apparently, they hadn’t been kill shots, which was strange since she didn’t think Calin would miss his target.
 
   Calin moved so that he was standing completely in front of her.  The man threw himself off the ground and lunged toward Calin, his fingers extended out like claws.
 
   Annie watched with curiosity, trying to figure out what the creature was.  
 
   Three more shots were fired at close range in the creature’s chest and it was propelled back into the wall.  Calin stood his ground, but frantically looked around the room.
 
   The creature appeared to be dead with its eyes closed, blood pouring from its chest, but she had a feeling that it wasn’t dead yet.  “Is that a vampire?” she asked, having narrowed down her choices based on its amazing resilience to bullets, its inability to change into another form, and its phenomenal strength.
 
   “Get out of here!” he shouted at her.
 
   Calin ignored Annie and turned his full attention to the vampire.  She had some seriously bad luck to not only be attacked by drunken men and a revenant, but to come close to being a snack for the undead.
 
   The vampire jumped to his feet again.  Calin shot the thing in the head before it could slash him with its claws.  He shot it in the heart, just to slow it down.  When the thing stopped moving, he kicked his leg out and broke the nightstand table.  He reached down, never taking his eyes off his target for a second.  He grabbed the wooden table leg, hoping it was sharp and sturdy enough.
 
   The creature opened its eyes and launched itself through the air, but Calin was ready for the attack.  He drove the wood straight into its heart.
 
   The vampire howled and screeched, lashing out at anything near it.  Its claws came close to cutting him, but he jumped back in time.  It finally gasped and slumped back against the wall.  Its eyes were still open, but no one was home.
 
   Calin let out a breath and counted to ten before looping the shotgun strap over his shoulder.  He didn’t hear any screaming behind him, so he assumed that Annie had left as he told her to, or she had passed out.
 
   He turned to see if he needed to get some smelling salts or at least a glass of water to calm her nerves, but he nearly stepped on her foot.  It took a second to realize that she was standing a few inches from him and was looking at him with one eyebrow cocked.  She seemed curious rather than scared.  It wasn’t the reaction he was expecting, but he was glad that she wasn’t crying.  The last time he’d killed a vampire in front of a woman, she had pulled a knife on him.
 
   “So what, you’re a vampire hunter?” she asked calmly.  She wasn’t completely surprised by the revelation, but was still confused as to what he did for a living since his enormous gun collection wouldn’t be helpful when killing vampires.
 
   “Sometimes.  I kill anything that needs killing.  I mostly hunt escaped souls from Hell who possess humans,” Calin shrugged like he’d just told her that he sold paper for a living.
 
   “You hunt escaped souls.  What does that mean?” she asked as the world tilted and no longer seemed real.  The man she’d spent the day with knew more about her world than he should have.  It occurred to her that she might have to deal with him before Lucifer or the Council found out about him.
 
   “You know, prisoners from Hell that have escaped.  An evil soul has to take over the body of a living human since their own body is dead, except for your revenant buddies.  I was told to avoid any that looked like a walking talking zombie and now I understand why,” he rattled off the details like it was old hat.
 
   She blinked a few times, trying to process what Calin was saying.
 
   “I see.  What do you do when you find an escaped soul?” she asked.  It felt like ice was moving through her veins.  She knew he had been trained to hunt something, but escaped souls were the last possible creature on her list.
 
   “You don’t want to know,” Calin shook his head but didn’t elaborate.  He leaned in closer and checked her neck and arms.  “Did it bite you?”  He grabbed her head and tilted her head side to side to check for teeth marks.
 
   “No.  I’m fine,” she said.  She brushed his hands away and stepped around him to look at the carcass.  She had never seen a vampire, though certainly knew of their existence.  They were beyond God’s concern, so they were never imprisoned in the Hall of Shadows.  Instead, they were terminated on sight.
 
   While a vampire bite wouldn’t kill her or turn her, it would have seriously pissed her off.  It might have been enough to set off her anger and allowed her power to rise, which would have been bad for everyone.
 
   Calin was convinced that Annie was in shock.  It happened when people were attacked by creatures that weren’t supposed to exist; then again, she was hunting revenants.  To be on the safe side, he moved her to the bed and made her sit down in the event that she passed out.
 
   He went into the bathroom to pull the shower curtain from the rod before even more blood soaked into the carpet.  He needed to clean up the room before someone came looking for the source of the gunfire.  Grabbing a towel, he wiped the splattered blood from his face.  There was no need in causing Annie any further trauma.
 
   He walked out and looked at the body.  What a mess.  He started by pulling the corpse onto the shower curtain and rolling it up.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked, still trying to get her head around the possessed mortal bombshell.
 
   “Cleaning up,” he replied tersely.  He kicked the vampire in the leg and headed out to his truck for a few supplies.
 
   Watching him work, Annie could tell that he had done this before.  He was efficient with his movements and did everything with a purpose.  He was calm and serious, but kept an eye on her.
 
   She snapped out of her haze and stood up.  “Do you need help?”  She figured that he wouldn’t want help from a girl, but she offered nonetheless.
 
   “I can handle it,” he replied as he dragged the shower curtain wrapped vampire to the broken door.
 
   “I didn’t say you couldn’t handle it, I asked if you needed help,” she said, putting her hand on her hip.
 
   He stopped dragging the corpse and looked at her.  He couldn’t understand how she was so calm.  The floor was covered in blood.  He was dragging a surprisingly dense and heavy corpse that had tried to feed off her and she’d seen him shoot the thing multiple times, including a seriously gruesome head shot, then stake the son of a bitch, and she was standing there asking if he needed her help.  He didn’t know if she was insane or just trying to play it cool.  If she was truly unfazed by all that had happened, he was afraid that he would propose.
 
   “Ok, you can help.  Lift its legs so that we don’t get even more blood on the filthy carpet,” he said, rolling his eyes.  He was curious to see if she was serious about touching the monster.
 
   She walked over and picked up the other side of his bundle like he’d just asked her to help him move a sofa.  She had it in her arms in seconds without any effort.  She looked at him, waiting for him to move.
 
   Calin shuffled backward out of the motel and looked around.  It was still dark and thankfully, no one had come to find the source of the gunshots.  The nearest car in the parking lot was at the other end of the motel.  Hopefully, they had slept through the ordeal.  
 
   Together they carried the vampire across the highway and into the woods.  Calin was having trouble seeing where he was going, but Annie seemed to be doing just fine.  When they were far enough from the road, he dropped the body into a clearing and stepped back.
 
   Annie dropped her side and looked at him.  “Now what?”
 
   He could only see the outline of her in the blackness, but he instinctively knew that she was raising her eyebrow at him.
 
   “Burn it.  You might want to turn around first,” he said.  He crouched down and pulled the shower curtain open.
 
   “Why?”  It was such a simple question.  She spoke like a child who was trying to learn something new, not a woman who was terrified and on the verge of running, or attacking him with a knife.  She was calm as if she was asking him how to fix a car or build a staircase, anything but asking him how to kill a vampire.
 
   “I have to cut the head off.”  He pulled his bowie knife from his back pocket and started to work on the head.  He was surprised when he looked up and saw that Annie was still watching.  She had a strong stomach to be able to watch this.  Maybe there was something really wrong with her.  She didn’t look like she was enjoying the view, more like she was taking notes.
 
   He separated the head, wiped the knife on a nearby plant, and slid it back into his pocket.  He pulled out a bottle of lighter fluid from his other pocket and dowsed the corpse.  He took out his lighter and lit the bottom corner of the vampire’s ugly brown pants.
 
   The flames spread quickly and engulfed the body.  The flames crackled and leapt high into the air.  The fire started to give off a disgusting black foul smelling smoke.  He took a step back and covered his mouth to keep from gagging.  He didn’t want to look like a sissy and vomit.  
 
   The fire was bright enough to cast light throughout the clearing.  He saw Annie standing a little too close to the flames.  She seemed fascinated by what was happening, almost in awe.  The fire light illuminated her face and made her perfect white skin glow.  The light shone in her eyes and made her looked ethereal, like a pagan goddess from the books he’d seen.  Her dark hair shimmered in the light.  She was breathtaking.  He had completely forgotten about the vampire burning into ash and the smell that made a sewer seem like a field full of daisies.  She was amazing and he wanted her, even in those God-awful kitten PJs.
 
   Annie replayed the whole scene over and over again.  She saw every detail.  Calin never appeared to be scared or intimidated.  She hadn’t been scared, but had she still been a mortal, she would have run away screaming her head off.  He took a major risk in saving her.  She wondered if he would have saved her had he known that she was immune to vampire venom.
 
   She knew the answer immediately, yes.  Yes, he would have saved her regardless.
 
   He looked like a warrior from the Medieval Age standing by the fire.  He was steadfast and looked undefeatable while watching the vampire burn.  The light danced over his face and made him unbelievably sexy, though his expression was unreadable.  She couldn’t tell if he liked what he did, or if he did it because he felt obligated to do it.  He looked lonely standing by himself as the firelight died down.
 
   Her heart went out to Calin.  Having to stand over other vampire barbeques by himself couldn’t have been easy, and that was just counting vampires.  He said that he killed whatever needed killing.  She knew that he wasn’t guilty of murder, so he’d obviously killed other creatures from her world.  He seemed tired and worn out, but she didn’t think it was due to the lack of sleep.  She knew that he had killed too many things, alone.
 
   “How did you know that I was being attacked?” she asked, curious since she had been clueless to the fact that a vampire was sitting on top of her.  Of course, her dream should have alerted her to the problem.
 
   “I was in the truck, getting something.  I heard your door open.  I went to check on you to make sure that you were ok when I saw someone in your room through the crack in the curtains.  He’s dead now.  You’re safe,” he lied.  He didn’t want to admit that he was sleeping his truck.  He felt guilty for lying about hearing her door open.  Something had woken him up, almost as if he was being shaken.
 
   It was true that he had looked through the curtain and seen someone.  That’s when he kicked in the door.  He almost died when he saw the vampire attacking her.  Time stood still.  He imagined her lying in her bed, drained of blood.  The vampire never stood a chance.  Even though he’d faced countless creatures, he’d never been as terrified as when he thought she might be dead.
 
   ∞
 
   Balthazar watched from the trees as Calin burned the vampire.  He stayed deep in the shadows and watched his new target standing next to Calin.  He was pissed that the girl had survived the attack, but it was only a first attempt.  He knew he would have other opportunities.  Yes, it was childish to set a vampire on an innocent woman, yet with Calin’s strange taste in women, she was probably far from innocent.
 
   He couldn’t get a good look at Calin’s latest distraction without being seen, but it didn’t matter.  They were all the same.  They brought nothing but heartache and scars.  He knew his boy could handle a vampire and that he should have sent something bigger, but he was short on time.  He’d all but handed the damned vampire a decent meal and the thing screwed it up.  He knew he was going to have to separate the two lovebirds fast.  He could tell that Calin was falling fast for this new piece of tail and it would be harder to get rid of her the longer she stayed.  The boy had a serious problem when it came to women.  It was something he had managed to keep under control until now, but if the boy wasn’t careful one day, one of these hussies was going to do him in.
 
   Balthazar clenched his fists.  He was seething.  He’d invested too much time on the boy; he wasn’t about to let this girl stroll in, bat her pretty eyes at Calin, and make him settle down with the white picket fence.  Calin was his best by far.  He’d outlasted so many of them.  He was a challenge to be sure, but Balthazar wasn’t done with him.  He loved a challenge and he both admired Calin and was frustrated by him.  Either way, the girl had to go.  Calin, with his pain, rage, and longing for vengeance, belonged to him.
 
   Watching the firelight dim, he waited until Calin turned to leave.  He was about to disappear when something made him stay.  The woman, standing in what look like cat-covered sleepwear stepped into his view.  He dismissed her strange choice of clothing and decided to find out what all the fuss was about.  Her beauty couldn’t possibly be enough to keep Calin from his mission.
 
   Long raven hair and blue eyes filled his vision, and he faltered.  Son of a bitch.  It seemed that this woman was beautiful enough to keep Calin chained to her side.  The question was whether or not Calin knew who she really was.
 
   After centuries without his useless Master, she seemed to be popping up everywhere.  He laughed at himself when he realized that he had sent a mere vampire to attack the Bringer of the Apocalypse.  Nothing short of an army of Celestial Warriors could stop the Destroyer.  He was surprised that she hadn’t killed the vampire herself, but he doubted that Calin would have given her the opportunity.
 
   He pondered this new revelation and he ran his hand across his bristled head.  Technically, it changed nothing.  Calin was still a man on a mission and despite her pretty face, he doubted that Calin would desert his mission.  He knew that she would inevitably find Calin, yet her timing couldn’t have been better.  It would be even easier to seek his revenge on his Master now that she’d found Calin.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 11
 
    
 
   Annie turned to follow Calin through the woods now that her lesson in killing vampires was over, but something made her stop.  She felt a tingling sensation in her chest.  Now that the adrenaline from her encounter with the vampire had subsided, her other senses came back into focus.  Someone was watching her.
 
   She disappeared and took to the trees to figure out what was stalking her.  Concerned that another vampire or a revenant was the source of her anxiety, she didn’t alert Calin to its presence.  It was better for him to go back to the safety of his truck and his weapons.  She knew that he would eventually come looking for her, but at least he would be armed with more than a lighter and a knife.
 
   Searching from the top of the highest tree across from her, she spotted her target.  A tall man was peering around a thick tree and staring in the direction that Calin had gone.  His skin wasn’t pale like the vampire they had just torched or decayed like a revenant.  No, he was something else.
 
   Allowing her power to rise to the surface, she tested the air, hoping to feel nothing of consequence.  The man was either another monster or a pervert.  Either way, she would enjoy dealing with him.  What she found amused her.  Vengeance.  It didn’t surprise her that Balthazar was stalking her.  She had expected him to make his presence known at some point.  It occurred to her that he had probably sent the foul creature to announce that the hunt had started.
 
   She silently appeared behind Balthazar, grabbed his shoulder, and threw him with enough force to topple tree after tree until he finally landed in a thicket.  She appeared next to him and put her foot against his throat.  After their last encounter, she knew that she needed to take the offensive before he stabbed her again.  It was time for her angel to listen to her side of the story.
 
   Balthazar was stunned and confused.  He had no idea how he had ended up lying on the ground in pain with a foot crushing his windpipe.  There was no way that Anjali had gotten the drop on him.  It wasn’t possible.  Unfortunately, her red cat-covered pajamas were an inch away from his face.  She had not only spotted him, but had handed him his ass without a sound.  Maybe Alazar was right about him losing his touch.  His bruised ego vaguely wondered if she shared Alazar’s creepy ability to skulk about in silence.  It would explain why he hadn’t heard her.
 
   “Hello, Balthazar,” Anjali smiled.  She titled her head and looked down at her wayward angel.  His duster was open, exposing his personal arsenal.  She counted more than thirty weapons before she gave up and accepted that he could take out a small country with the contents of his pockets alone.  She wondered why he had chosen a short dagger to kill her.
 
   Balthazar assessed the situation.  He thought of at least ten different ways of removing his Master’s foot from his throat, most of which involved breaking various bones in her body, but decided to remain still.  He hadn’t been able to kill her last time, which concerned him.  She, on the other hand, would potentially have the power to end him.  Diplomacy seemed to be the best course of action.
 
   “Hello, Anjali,” he gasped.  She wasn’t crushing him, surprisingly, but had enough pressure on him to make him uncomfortable.  It wouldn’t take much to knock her off balance, pull a knife, and kill her before she hit the ground.
 
   “Why are you spying on me?  Better yet, why did you sic a vampire on me?  What game are you playing?” she asked.  She braced herself in case he tried to throw her off.
 
   “It sucks having to sleep with one eye open, waiting for an unseen enemy to attack, doesn’t it?  That’s what it was like living in Hell, waiting for you to decide to show up.  Perhaps the vampire has taught you that lesson,” he sneered.  He’d hardly slept in the years that he rotted away in Hell.
 
   Anjali chuckled darkly.  “I learned that lesson years ago when Lucifer’s voice whispered lies in my brain day and night, trying to convince me to join him.  Then his whispers turned into a driving force that made me slit my moral wrists.  I was compelled to leave my mundane mortal life, though I was blissfully unaware of the existence of angels, Heaven, or Hell,” she replied.  “I should have come for you, Balthazar, and I would have, if I had known about my destiny, or yours.  Gabriel had hidden me away from Lucifer.  He was afraid to tell me the truth about who I was.  You can imagine my surprise when I awoke at Lucifer’s feet in Hell and he decreed that I was his servant.  Worse still, I found myself suffering in the Realms because Hades was hopeful that I would end my existence and ask a Bhakṣaka to kill me, all because he thought I would distract Lucifer from doing his job.  We’ve all had to deal with hardships, Balthazar.”  She saw the disbelief on Balthazar’s face and waited for him to rebuff her statement.
 
   Balthazar heard the sincerity in her voice and saw the pain on her face when she spoke.  She had plenty of reasons to lie, but he doubted that she would lie about being in the Realms.  It was hard to lie about something as cruel as being burned alive or frozen to death in an endless cycle.  While he might believe her story, it didn’t change the fact that she hadn’t sought him out, even now.  He had found her, both times.  She had been chasing after a revenant, which was the job of a Celestial Warrior, rather than searching for him.
 
   “I’m not surprised to hear that Lucifer lied to you or that Hades hurt you.  I dealt with that for over two thousand years.  How long have you been in Hell, a few centuries?” he countered.  He refused to be softened by her pain.
 
   “I’ve been in Hell for three and a half years and was only allowed out about six months ago.  That’s when I found Alazar.  If you really want to compare battle scars, I should mention that aside from my three years in and out of the Realms, I have sustained life-threatening injuries on two occasions and nearly lost my life.  I’ve been a little busy trying to stay alive.  In between Hades trying to take my head and surviving a Celestial Sword by Aganon’s hands at the request of Maraquette, I have been searching for my angels,” she said.  She needed him to understand that she hadn’t been sitting around tanning and getting manicures.
 
   He raised his eyebrows.  She had an impressive list of enemies and injuries.  Perhaps he had misjudged her.  Sending a vampire after her was a paper cut by comparison, though technically he had sent the creature after a helpless mortal.
 
   “Are Hades and Maraquette still alive?” he couldn’t help but ask.  His power rose when he thought about how she might have sought retribution against them and how she had dealt their deathblows.
 
   “Hades, unfortunately, is very much alive, though I did punch him in the face earlier for keeping information from me.  He’s still an ass, but a valuable one, when he isn’t being an ass.  Maraquette is dead.  I didn’t have the chance to kill her before the Celestial Warriors took her into custody, after I had kicked her ass.  Lucifer killed her before the Shades could feast on her while she was trying to escape through the Caves of Darkness.  It was a mercy kill, which still surprises me.”  She didn’t know why she was sharing the details of her victories, but something felt right about disclosing the information.
 
   “Pity.  You should have finished them yourself,” Balthazar replied coldly.
 
   A shiver when up her back when she heard Balthazar’s tone and saw the gleam in his eyes.  She knew that look and tone.  He sounded like the Angel of Death.  It became immediately clear to her that Alazar had influenced him greatly in her absence.  She decided to change tactics.
 
   “Are you still planning to kill me?” she asked quietly.
 
   She had expected Balthazar to throw her to the ground and shove a blade against her throat, but he remained passive.
 
   “Yes,” he said simply.
 
   “Why do you want to kill me?” she asked, curious about his motives.
 
   She knew that Vengeance had no grounds to demand her head since she hadn’t done anything to him that would warrant a death sentence.  Causing her pain would be a fair punishment, but killing her wouldn’t make sense.
 
   Balthazar faltered.  He didn’t have an answer.  Deep down, he knew that he should kill her.  He felt like he had a million reasons to do it, but looking into her eyes, he couldn’t come up with a true enough answer.  His mind raced in circles as if the answer was but just beyond his reach.  Regardless of the reason, he knew what he had to do.
 
   Frustrated, he growled and twisted her foot until she fell backward.  Jumping to his feet, he pulled his sharpest knife and thrust it into her neck, except his knife didn’t connect with her flesh; it pierced the hard ground where she had been laying.  Whipping his head around, he frantically searched for her, but she was nowhere to be seen.
 
   Roaring to the sky, he slowly turned in circles with his knife out in front of him.  He crouched low and prepared for an attack.
 
   “You can’t answer me, can you?  You have the task burned into your brain, but not the reason why you should carry out the task.  How odd,” she whispered from behind him.
 
   He slashed at the air behind him, but still couldn’t hit her.  Exasperated, he used all his senses to find her.  He employed all the techniques that Aeries had taught him.  He wouldn’t let her sneak up on him again.
 
   “Show yourself!” he shouted through the dark forest.
 
   Movement to his left alerted him to her presence.  Without turning his head, he threw the knife straight at her and disappeared.
 
   Anjali instinctively recoiled from the projectile aimed at her and threw out her hand to stop the knife with her power, but she wasn’t fast enough.  The knife sliced through her left shoulder and embedded itself all the way to the hilt.
 
   Damn it!  He was faster than she expected and had amazing aim.  The knife would have gone through her throat if she hadn’t jerked her body to the side.
 
   Ignoring the intense burning in her shoulder, she braced herself for a direct attack.  She knew he wouldn’t run now that he’d wounded her and presumably slowed her down.
 
   “For the record, I don’t like knives.  I should warn you, if you take try to take my head with one, I’ll do the same to you as I did to Hades,” she said calmly as she searched for Balthazar.
 
   Balthazar stepped out from behind a tree, his curiosity getting the better of him.  “What did you do to him?”
 
   Extracting the knife from her shoulder, she quickly disappeared and reappeared inches from his face.  Before he could blink, she pushed him back against a tree and drove the knife through his left shoulder, pinning him to the tree.
 
   She took advantage of Balthazar’s confusion and stood on her toes so that her mouth was next to his ear.  “When his blade sliced through my neck, my power ripped loose from my body, causing Lucifer’s tower to explode.  Hades was thrown into the rubble.  When he freed himself, he took to the air, but a torrent of rain coupled with devastating winds drove him to the ground.  Once he hit the ground, lightning slammed into his nearly unconscious body.  I told him that we were even for some of the Realms that he relegated me to, but I still have a few more to go.  Oh, and speaking of getting even, I still owe you for the daggers in Alazar’s chest, which I will enjoy driving into your chest when you least expect it,” she smile sinisterly.  Pulling away slightly, she looked him in the eye.  “Now, answer my question.  Why do you want me dead?”
 
   Balthazar’s breath caught in this throat.  The pain in his shoulder was overshadowed by the intense burning in his chest.  His power swelled to the surface.  Her threat appealed to his darkness.  It was almost sensual.  The tone of her voice made his skin tingle and the words she used cause his power to stir.  Though his shoulder was on fire and blood was running down his arm and chest, he focused only on her face and voice.
 
   Without thinking, he put his hand on her cheek.  He shuddered and trembled when he felt the electric current coursing through her skin.  Every instinct told him to join her, to pledge his loyalties to her and her alone.  He needed his Master.  The sensation of being safe and warm filled his mind.  He felt a kind of peace that he didn’t know existed.
 
   His mind blurred as a collage of images swirled and intertwined.  He saw the first mortal he had ever tempted to take up the mantle of vengeance.  It was a man who had lost everything to another man who wanted his wife and was jealous of his accomplishments.  Balthazar had tempted his victim to take his wife back and ruin his enemy’s business, burning it to the ground.  The face of every temptee sped past him, including Jericho, whom he’d found recovering in a hospital bed.  Jericho had vowed to kill Monroe for shooting him in the back and leaving him for dead.  Balthazar promised to teach Jericho how to cripple Monroe’s entire operation and kill everyone who had ever wronged him.
 
   It occurred to Balthazar that he had gone to extreme measures to teach his temptees how to destroy everyone around them.  In the beginning, he had made suggestions on how best to seek revenge, but the revenge had been somewhat justified.  He hadn’t personally turned them into killing machines.  He realized that he had crossed a line somewhere along the way.  He wasn’t just tempting people to seek a false justice for themselves, but to eliminate endless scores of people in a killing spree to satisfy their need for retribution.  He was breaking the will of his temptees and molding them into something dangerous and out of control.  He was creating mindless fiends who only cared about inflicting pain and misery upon everyone.
 
   Pain exploded in his head and tears streamed down his face.  How had he become this horrible monster?  He was no better than Alazar and his fixation on death.  He had trained men and women to become merciless killers.  Why would he allow such a thing?  How had his mind been so clouded by darkness?
 
   Anjali was confused by Balthazar’s tears.  She doubted that they had anything to do with the knife in his shoulder.  His eyes were unfocused and he seemed like he was in a trance.
 
   “Balthazar?” she whispered.  She stepped back and carefully watched his reaction.
 
   Balthazar’s mind suddenly cleared and he could see the forest.  His knees were shaky and his breath was labored.  Brushing away the wetness on his face, he was angry that he had allowed himself to cry.
 
   Seeing Anjali staring at him as if he had lost his mind upset him.  She had done this to him.  She had made him confused and weak.  He refused to be the weak one.  Perhaps she was testing him, seeing how easily he could be swayed from his duties.  She didn’t think he was capable of being a Predznak either.
 
   Suddenly the truth became crisp and clear in his mind.  She was bewitching him.  She was lulling his senses with her words and her body.  As his Master, she would understand his power and know how to appeal to his senses.  She could make him want her, need her, crave her so that he would submit to her.  She was no better than Zacharael or Elrick.  Lucifer used fear and pain to try to make him submit.  His Master appeared smarter.  She would gain his trust by speaking about how she had sought retribution against her enemy, which would obviously appeal to him.  She would use her power to infiltrate his mind and spirit.  She would cripple him and make him beg to be soothed by her.
 
   He used the pain in his shoulder to focus his mind.  He shoved her away and quickly pulled the knife from his shoulder.
 
   “I refuse to let you get inside my head.  I don’t know what you are trying to do, but I won’t allow it.  I won’t be lulled by your power and follow you mindlessly.  It’s just like a woman to manipulate a man into doing her will.  I will never be your servant, and I will never carry out your will!  I do not need a Master!” he shouted.  He gained strength with his declaration.  She would not trick him into submitting to her.
 
   She was perplexed by Balthazar’s declaration about manipulating him since she hadn’t said anything of consequence.  It occurred to her that he must have suffered from Serena’s cruelty if he distrusted women so greatly.
 
   “I’m sorry that Serena attacked you and made fear and hate women, but I assure you, I’m nothing like her.  I swore to Alazar that if she were still alive, I would gut her for what she did to all of you,” she replied sincerely.  Anjali wanted to take her broken angel in her arms and tell him that everything would be okay, but he needed to sort out the truth for himself.
 
   Balthazar frowned.  “Serena never touched me.  She tried to discipline me once, but the second she dragged me to the Hall of Mirrors and tried to chain me to her ceiling, I unleashed my power on the other unfortunate Fallen hanging in the hall and tempted them to seek revenge on her for what she had done to them.  The riot lasted two days.  Lucifer, Hades, Azazel, Vaughn, Crevan, Dmitri, Vadim, and Zivan tried to contain the situation for a long as they could, but in the end, they had to kill the prisoners who had given in to the temptation.  Serena barely escaped with her life.  After that, Lucifer decreed that any of the Predznak who used their power within his domain would be sentenced to death and he would call Michael down to carry out our death sentence.  Since none of us wanted to die by Michael’s hands, we were forced to control ourselves, as best we could.  Serena never looked in my direction again, though she brutally imposed her will upon some of the other Predznak as retribution.  As much as I hated her and wanted to kill her, she isn’t the reason why I hate women, though she doesn’t help my opinion of them.”
 
   She had no idea that Balthazar had fought against Serena so vehemently.  Alazar had told her that Serena never sexually assaulted Balthazar, but she assumed that he had been punished by her.
 
   “I swear, had I been there, Serena would have suffered greatly,” she decreed.  Anjali hated the deceased angel more than she hated Maraquette and Hades combined.
 
   Balthazar saw the glint in her eye.  She was being truthful.  She hated Serena, though it didn’t make any difference to him.  It didn’t change the fact that she hadn’t been there to stop Serena’s sick punishments.
 
   He was about to advance on her and attack her for bewildering his senses when he heard someone yelling in the forest.  It took a second longer than it should have to realize it was Calin.  He was shouting for an Annie, which must have been Anjali’s nickname, confirming that the boy had no knowledge of her real identity.
 
   Snapping out his haze, he threw out his arm and used his power to push Anjali into a nearby tree.  He needed to leave before Calin saw him.
 
   “The vampire was just the beginning.  Next time I’ll send something worthy of you, Destroyer.”  Balthazar bowed slightly and retreated to his remote cabin to regroup.
 
   Anjali rubbed her head, angry that she had allowed herself to be distracted by Calin’s voice.  She had forgotten that he would come looking for her.  She wished she had more time with Balthazar.
 
   She got to her feet and rubbed her throbbing shoulder.  Though she had caught Balthazar off guard, she seemed to have taken the worst of the injuries.  She had no idea how she would explain her bleeding shoulder to Calin or the lump on the back of her head from the tree.  Surveying the area to make sure that Balthazar was truly gone, a flashlight blinded her for a second.
 
   “There you are.  What happened?” Calin asked, sounding relieved.  He stepped through the thicket that Balthazar had landed in.  He was carrying a rifle and his tone implied that he was pissed that he had to double back to rescue her from the dark, scary forest.
 
   She quickly had to come up with an excuse for her injury.  “I tripped and caught myself on a tree branch.  I got dizzy and lost my way,” she said, trying to sound helpless and girly, which was easier after being hit by a tree.  It was a more plausible excuse than telling him that she had been stabbed by the Angel of Vengeance.
 
   Calin’s expression softened when he saw the blood running down the front of her shirt and the wound on her shoulder.  She knew it would take some time for her injury to heal since it was deep, so she didn’t bother to hide it.
 
   He threw the strap of his rifle over his head and held the flashlight in his mouth, so that he could examine her.  Her shoulder had started to heal, but she was still covered in blood.
 
   “Let’s get you back to the motel and clean you up.  Are you okay?”  He tenderly touched her skin to examine the extent of her injury.
 
   “Yes.  I was afraid that you wouldn’t find me,” she said innocently.
 
   Calin chuckled darkly.  “I have a feeling that I would always find you,” he muttered.
 
   They walked back to the motel in silence, though he kept looking back over his shoulder to make sure that she was still with him.
 
   “Let’s get your shoulder patched up before I fix your room.  I need to shower and get some rest.”  Calin motioned for her to go back to the room while he jumped into the truck bed.
 
   She cringed when she saw the demolished room.  The maid was sure to notice the giant blood stains on the carpet and wall.  If that didn’t get her attention, the broken table with a leg missing was sure to draw attention.
 
   Stepping over the pools of blood, she walked into the bathroom and recoiled when she saw her reflection.  She turned as red as her shirt when she realized she was still wearing the kitten PJs.  It was no wonder that Calin hadn’t spoken to her on the way back to the motel; she looked like a five year old in pajamas.  She was mortified.
 
   She realized that Balthazar hadn’t mentioned her choice of clothing either.  She wondered if seeing her dressed in pajamas had baffled him.  It would explain why he didn’t attack her right away.
 
   It was a relief to be close to him.  It felt like a missing piece of her had been found.  Maybe he had felt the same way.  It was possible that he had cried because deep down, he really wanted a Master.  He might have felt her power and been enticed by it since she certainly hadn’t said anything about wanting him to her join with her.  She felt slightly embarrassed when she realized that some of her power must have slipped out when she detailed her encounters with Hades.  It gave her hope that he really wanted to be her angel.
 
   Calin entered the bathroom carrying a small tote bag filled with medical supplies.  When she questioned him silently as to why he carried an entire pharmacy with him, he shrugged abashedly.  This man was more of a mystery to her than Balthazar.
 
   He stared at her shoulder and contemplated her wound.  He put his fingers into the slit in her PJs and pulled the edges apart until the shirt ripped, creating a large opening for him to work.
 
   He sat her on the edge of the small cream-colored bathroom counter and angled her over the less-than-sanitary sink.  He dabbed the blood away and placed his small flashlight in his mouth so that he could get a better look at the damage.  He was serious and professional, which made her uneasy.  He was back to being quiet and detached, as he had been during their first truck ride.
 
   She was surprised when he pulled out a syringe and gave her an injection.  She assumed that it was meant to numb her skin, but it did nothing.  Bracing herself, she had to feel the sewing needle sliding through her skin, which felt strange.
 
   It was strange having someone take care of her after years of being tortured and attacked.  She knew Derick would have sewn her up, if required, but she had never experienced anything like this before.  It made her appreciate Calin on a new level.  He was a cold, hard man, but he cared enough about people to stop what he was doing and patch them up.
 
   He worked quickly, though silently.  His actions were almost mechanical, just like when he had burned the vampire.  She immediately knew that he had done this many times over, though he was probably sewing up his own injuries.  It made her sad to know that he constantly put himself in harm’s way and had no one watching his back or searching for him when he was lost in the darkness.
 
   “There.  That should be good.  I tried to keep the stitches small, but it might scar.  You should really be more careful,” he said.  He taped a stark white piece of gauze over the stitches and backed away without ever looking at her face.
 
   “Thank you, Calin,” she said softly.  She smiled at him, though he still didn’t look at her.
 
   He cleaned the sewing needle with alcohol and packed up all his supplies.  He was halfway out the door before he spoke.  “I’ll be back to fix your door.”
 
   “It’s okay.  I can deal with it.  You go shower,” she sighed.  She tried to stretch her shoulder, but the stitches felt weird in her skin.
 
   He nodded his head.  “You should try to get some sleep.  We have to leave at sunup.”
 
   He was gone before she could reply.
 
   Between Calin and his closed-off emotions and Balthazar’s knife in her shoulder, she felt drained.  She longed to be comforted, but it would raise too many questions if she suddenly disappeared and went back home.
 
   Walking into the bedroom, she snapped her fingers and removed the blood from the carpet.  She waved her hand and put the door back onto the hinges, but made sure it looked a little uneven.  She cleaned up the room as best she could, though she intentionally made sure it wasn’t perfect.
 
   The sound of running water next door caught her attention.  Her mind wandered as she imagined Calin naked with water cascading down his tan muscled body.  She quickly shook her head before her mind went any lower than his chiseled stomach.  She needed to stop this.  Calin was off limits.  She wasn’t even sure if she could trust him.  Someone had told him about her world and she didn’t know what he was doing with the information.
 
   Why was he hunting possessed mortals?  What would be the point?  It wasn’t the concern of mortals.  They certainly didn’t promote that profession at Career Day.  She had no idea what would make him risk his life like that.  Possessed mortals were almost as dangerous as revenants.  They were angry and had their own devious agendas, but they could be contained since the possessed mortal could feel pain and couldn’t get very far on a broken leg.
 
   No, there were too many questions about Calin to find him sexy, or interesting, beyond his knowledge of escape souls.  She needed to be wary of him and keep him at arm’s length.
 
   Deciding that she wasn’t going to come up with any answers, she turned her attention to the bed.  Oddly, she felt safe knowing that Calin was close by.  Sunup would be upon them soon and she needed to focus on finding Jericho.
 
   She snapped her fingers and put on a pink camisole and boy shorts so that she wouldn’t feel like a helpless child.
 
   Better than the kittens, she smirked when she saw her reflection.  She ran her fingers through her hair to tame it and get the knots out.
 
   Calin wrapped the towel around his hips and looked in the mirror.  He looked like crap.  His eyes were puffy and he was worse for wear without sleep.  His shoulder was stiff from dragging that damned carcass through the woods.
 
   He was still on edge after seeing Annie being attacked by a vampire and then losing her in the woods.  Fearing that another vampire had snatched her, he had grabbed his rifle and sprinted back into the woods.
 
   He pondered the shape of her puncture wound for the thousandth time.  He knew a blade wound when he saw one, though he had no idea how that could’ve happened.  She had been so upset and sincere that he doubted that she was lying, but it just didn’t make sense.  He knew that she was keeping secrets from him, but being attacked by a knife in the middle of the woods was a pretty big secret.
 
   It was unlikely that another revenant had found her in the middle of nowhere, especially one wielding a knife.  Even if an enemy had found her and attacked her, why hadn’t she called out for help?  He’d been listening to every sound that the woods made around him, yet he never heard her scream for help.
 
   He reminded himself that whatever was going on with this woman wasn’t his business.  He would drop her off in Portland and get himself back on track.  He had to find the man in the picture so that he could finally complete his mission.  Sadly, the thought of leaving Annie seemed like a bad idea, regardless of his mission.  The woman had seriously bad luck.  It was like the universe was conspiring against her.  He was happy that she was relatively safe for the moment, but any more trouble and he was afraid that she wouldn’t survive.  She was a beacon for dangerous things, humans, and non-humans.
 
   He tried to swallow past the lump in his throat.  His line of work would be dangerous to her.  He had too many unspeakable horrors that he faced daily.  She was too accident-prone to be around him.  He needed to get far away from her.  If she stayed with him, she would definitely die.
 
   He flinched when he realized that he was preparing to leave her behind, just like all the other women.  His intentions had been pure when he first met her, but now it wasn’t safe.  She deserved better than a man who ran around killing evil creatures.  She deserved to be safe and far away from his world, even if she was hunting revenants.  Hopefully it was a onetime thing.
 
   Annie jumped off the bed when she heard a knock on the door that separated her room from Calin’s.  She opened the dead bolt and pulled the door open.  Standing in the doorway was the sexiest thing she had ever seen.  Calin was shirtless, wearing low-slung jeans, and his hair was damp and in disarray.  He looked lost and defeated.  She stopped breathing and her mouth went dry. 
 
   “Hey,” he said, completely devoid of emotion.
 
   “Hey,” she breathed.  She was trying to understand his mood.  His eyes were sad and told her that he wanted to leave her behind, yet his body was begging him to stay, if the bulge in his pants was to be believed.
 
   Annie wanted to reach out and comfort him, but wasn’t sure if he would want that.  He had made a point of keeping a healthy distance between them, even when he had sewn up her wound.  He touched her sparingly and only in a professional manner.
 
   He looked like he was about to say something, but stopped.  His pale green eyes roamed her body until they reached her face.  She gave him time to sort through his thoughts.  She didn’t want to rush him.
 
   Staring at his lean, muscular chest, she counted the scars across his torso and shoulders.  He had definitely hunted things with claws, and teeth.  He had fought a lot of battles and she knew that he had done it alone.
 
   Calin stared at her beautiful face.  Her bright pink skimpy clothing had stopped him dead in his tracks and made him forget that he was supposed to be leaving her, but it was her face that had done him in.  Compassion filled her eyes when she looked at him.  She had stayed by his side the entire time that he was battling the vampire and never once condemned him or feared him.  He typically scared women, at least the ones who had lasted long enough to see who he really was.  They had feared the cold, dead look in his eyes when he hunted.  Some even called him the monster.  He knew they were right.  He was dead inside.  It was hard to admit, but he knew it was true.  For some reason, the amazing woman standing less than a foot in front of him didn’t look at him like he was dangerous or damaged.  She treated him like he was normal and not a killer.  She made him feel alive again.
 
   Without thinking, he leaned in and devoured her lips.  He pulled her into his arms and held her against his body.  He normally didn’t kiss women; it was too intimate for someone who would be gone by the time he woke up, or worse, was left behind when he snuck out to follow his next lead.  He made it a rule to only take them from behind or let them ride him, but he never kissed them.  He fucked and moved on, determined to forget their faces.  It was too painful knowing that he couldn’t keep them.  Annie would be no different, but he couldn’t help himself.  He would deal with the regret later.
 
   Annie was overwhelmed by the force of Calin, not just the strength of his arms, but the passion in his touch and kiss.  He was starved for attention and affection.  He held onto her like she was the only thing keeping him afloat.  She wrapped her arms around his neck and held on to him tightly.  She wanted him to feel safe and desired.  She assumed that this man had seen his fair share of one-night stands.  She personally couldn’t fathom having sex with someone once and never seeing them again.  She cared for everyone that she had ever been intimate with.  She wanted Calin to feel like he was a part of something, that there was more to this encounter than quick pleasure followed by an awkward goodbye.
 
   Dipping his tongue into her mouth, he slowly pushed her over to the low dresser.  She thought he was going to lift her up onto it, but instead he grabbed her hips and turned her so that she was facing the mirror.  He pressed himself against her backside and she saw the hunger in eyes as she stared at his reflection.
 
   Calin ground his unyielding erection against her.  He wanted her to know how much he wanted her.  He looked at her reflection and gazed at her body, lingering on her breasts.
 
   Bending down, he kissed to top of her injured shoulder and slowly glided his lips over her skin.  As much as he needed her, he didn’t want to hurt her.
 
   “Does it hurt?” he murmured.
 
   “No, not at all,” she replied breathlessly.  His hands and lips on her body made her forget about her pain.
 
   He nodded and swept her hair to the side.  He leaned down to nip at her neck, while moving his hands moved to her waist.  He gripped her sides tightly, afraid that she would run.  He was surprised when she braced her arms against the dresser and wiggled her ass against him.  He nearly lost control when she groaned deep in her throat.  She was enjoying the contact as much as he was.
 
   Annie shivered as she watched Calin slowly lick and nibble at her neck.  He slid his hand up her rib cage, pulling her closer against his hard body as his hand went higher.  He slipped his hand underneath her top, took her breast completely in his hand, and squeezed it.  He trailed his teeth along her shoulder and chills erupted everywhere.  Her legs were weak, but he pulled her close with his other hand to help her stand.  He grazed her nipples with his battle worn hands and rubbed against her tight peaks.
 
   Calin couldn’t think straight.  All the thoughts of leaving her evaporated when he tasted her skin.  He wanted to feel her soft body against him, naked.  He buried his face in her hair and took in her scent.  He had expected something flowery and sweet, but instead she smelled like ash and cinder.  The scent of the fire must have clung to her, but instead of being disgusted by it, he loved it.  It was familiar and comforting.
 
   Annie shook when Calin licked across the back of her neck and teased her nipples.  For a man who lived alone and only had temporary women, he was certainly good at seduction.  Then it dawned on her:  he was gorgeous, sexy, and killed monsters.  The women he saved must have jumped at the chance to have sex with him.  He was the bad boy, dangerous and mysterious.  She wondered if he even had to seduce the women.  They had probably hit on him.
 
   Calin peeked around her neck and saw that she was raptly watching him.  Fire burned in her eyes as she watched him nibble along her shoulder.  He could feel her body reacting to him and it made him impossibly hard.  He couldn’t help but rub his bulging cock against her perfect ass.  He moved from one cheek, then the other and nested himself right between and ground against her body until she moaned.  He ran his fingernails over her nipple to drive her mad.  She would be wet for him and ready, yet he wasn’t about to stop taunting her yet.  He wanted her desperate for his touch.
 
   He licked the edge of her ear and she bent back into him.  She let go of the dresser and drove both hands into his damp hair.  She was watching him lick and nipple her earlobe as his eyes met hers in the mirror.  He was enjoying himself and was mesmerized by her unearthly blue eyes, eyes that were only for him.
 
   Annie was in sheer bliss as he tormented her breast and ear.  He was hitting all the places that drove her crazy.  It was like he already knew what she wanted, what she needed.  He leaned his head forward and kissed her cheek when she turned into his face.  His stubble scraped lightly against her cheek.  She turned further to meet his lips.  He pulled at her lower lip and then ran his tongue along it.  She had to clutch at the dresser to control herself.  Anymore of that and she was going to rip through his jeans and take him on the floor.
 
   Calin pulled away from the kiss.  He bit the left strap of her top and snapped it lightly against her shoulder, and then he ran his teeth across her shoulders and bit the right strap just to see her reaction.  He grabbed her waist with both hands, and slowly lifted the silky shirt from her body.  Seeing her bare breasts and rosy peaks made his mind explode.  He rocked himself helpless against her ass and pinned her hips against the dresser.
 
   Annie watched Calin staring at her breasts.  He was enthralled by them.  Without warning, he cupped both breasts while his mouth devoured the sweet spot on her neck.  He pinched and fondled her soft mounds, still keeping her pinned against the dresser.  She was losing all sense of reality as warm liquid rushed through her core.
 
   Calin reveled in the sensation of her perfect skin.  In all his life, he had never imagined a more beautiful woman, a woman that could make him forget all the darkness in his life.  He knew that the other women were just hard fast pleasure.  They had left him cold, or bleeding.  They had never looked at him the way Annie did.  They had never relaxed into his touch.  They typically threw him down, sucked him until he was hard, jumped onto of him, and rode him until they were both exhausted.  There was no love, no caring touches.  Some had been nice, but others had merely fucked him because he was good looking or had saved their ass.  Annie liked being touched by him and craved him.
 
   Calin removed his hand from her right breast, regrettably, and ran it along the edge of her ribs.  The only reason to leave her amazing breasts was the promise of another tempting place.  He lifted his head and locked his eyes on hers.  He smirked at her, knowing that she was as desperate for more just as he was.  He slowly dragged his nails along the skin below her navel and up over her stomach.  She jerked in his arms and groaned.  She was losing control and he enjoyed watching her come undone.
 
   In a few more seconds, she was going to lose her mind and toss him on the bed, but she held on, waiting to see what he was going to do.  She was captivated by him.  He seemed so sure of himself, yet he looked vulnerable, like he was waiting for her to push him away.  She refused to do that.  Her mind was spinning as she watched his hands moving in the mirror.  It was the most erotic thing she had ever seen.
 
   She watched breathlessly as he carefully slipped his hand beneath the waistband of her satin pink panties and slowly lowered his hand through her curls until he grazed the surface of her overly sensitive skin.  She threw herself back into him as her legs lost their strength.  He held on to her and took her weight while grinding his erection into her.  He rolled his finger over her nub and a guttural groan escaped her lips.  His eyes were heavy as he looked at her face and breasts.
 
   His cock was ready to explode.  He had never experienced excitement and anticipation when it came to sex.  He had always known when a woman wanted him.  They usually told him.  Annie was thrilling to him.  He enjoyed every reaction she had to offer.  She was a mystery to him.  He did everything he could think of to please her.  All the fantasies that he had stored up during his lonely nights came to the surface and he unleashed his desire upon her.  He was shaking as he watched her breasts sway when her body trembled from his touch.  He was doing this.  His hands, his fingers, he felt powerful and yet humbled that she would allow him to do this to her.
 
   He covered his fingers with her wetness and slid them up and down through her folds.  She shivered and bucked wildly while he found the spots that made her wild.  He pulled at her breast and lowered his fingers further until they reached the entrance to her core.  He watched her bite her lips, holding back a moan.  Her body was flushed and quivering.  She was holding on to the dresser for support.  He wished that she would hold on to him instead.  He teased her by rubbing the entrance to her core, but didn’t enter.  He went back to licking her neck and plunged one finger inside of her.  She yelled out and she grabbed his ass, clinging to him.  That’s what he wanted.  He wanted her to hold on to him for support.
 
   He was merciless as he alternated between rubbing his finger inside of her and pulling his finger out, only to drive it back inside of her again.  He knew he was pushing her to the point of insanity.  His fingers were sliding in and out of her while she watched his hands move in the mirror.  His body was tense and he was panting.  He was turned on by the feeling of her core clutching his fingers while she rode them.  The silky sensation of her wet core made him sweat and threatened his control.  He rubbed her nipple at the same time as he moved his fingers deep inside of her, driving her into a frenzy.  He knew she was desperate for release when she made little noises of frustration and threw herself against his chest, bucking her hips wildly.  He pushed a second finger deep inside of her and she cried out.
 
   He increased the speed of his fingers and moved his thumb over her nub.  She arched her back, convulsing as she came, screaming his name.  He continued the rhythm until she stopped shaking and sighed.  He removed his hand and placed it on her hip.  He leaned down and put his head against her hair.  He breathed in heavily and kissed the back of her head.
 
   “It’ll be sunrise soon.  You should get some rest,” he whispered.  He was out of breath, but he managed to speak coherently.  He turned and quietly left the room.
 
   Annie stared at the mirror, disappointed that his reflection was gone.  She immediately missed his hands on her body.  She wanted to run to him and beg to take him into her mouth or her body, but she stopped herself.  Calin was a complicated man who had obviously been through too much.  Being alone and having to survive all the battles had taken a toll on him.  She was positive that he wasn’t used to being around women for long periods of time.  Maybe he needed his space.  Maybe this was all he could give her.  As much as she wanted to go to him, she remained in her room.
 
   She leaned against the dresser and sighed.  Damn, the man was good with his hands, but she had already known that.  He handled her like he handled his weapons, with care and expertise.
 
   She fell down on the bed and waited for her body to respond to her will.
 
   It took everything Calin had to walk away from Anne.  He was shaking uncontrollably as he threw himself onto the bed.  Her scent lingered on his fingers.  He didn’t want her reflection.  He wanted her.  He wanted to look down into her face, her eyes and kiss her.  He wanted to see her face beneath him as he sank himself into her body.  He pushed at his throbbing erection with the palm of his hand.  He was in more pain than when he’d been bitten by a creature intent on taking his arm off.  He was consumed with the thought of her, but he couldn’t bring himself to fuck her.  If he had sex with her, no, if he made love to her, he would never be able to let her go.  He would hunt her to the ends of the earth.  He knew he was too dangerous for her.  He was one kill away from being a crazed murderer.  She deserved better.  She had no idea what she was getting herself into.  She had no way of understanding his darkness.  He would corrupt her and destroy her.  Better to end things before they began.  He could still walk away from this, or at least he hoped he could, once his cock finally calmed down and allowed him to move without tearing though his pants.
 
   It was better this way.  He didn’t feel guilty for leaving her unsatisfied.  He could handle the loneliness, the searing agony of losing her, but he didn’t want her upset.  He didn’t want her to miss him.  He could leave as long as her lust was spent and she was over him.  He allowed himself a few minutes to remember the look on her face and the feel of her body when her orgasm tore through her, nearly breaking his fingers when they clamped down on him.  He would never forget her screaming his name in the sexiest voice he had ever heard.
 
   Unable to control his lust, he grabbed his erection and stroked himself as he pictured her mesmerizing breasts.  Her scent on his hand, spurred him on faster.  It didn’t take long to relieve the aching pressure as he thought about the lust in her eyes.
 
   He quickly cleaned himself off with the towel he had left by the bed.  Throwing himself onto the bed, he thrust his hand into his back pocket and pulled out the photo from Mike.  He had to find the strength to leave her before the feeling in the pit of his stomach worsened.
 
   He looked at the photo for the first time and nearly dropped it.
 
   The man in the photo wasn’t a man at all, not anymore.  He stared at what was clearly a burnt corpse that had decided to stand up and walk.  Son of a bitch.  He was now hunting a revenant.
 
   It seemed that he wasn’t leaving Annie’s side anytime soon now that they both had the same objective.  All he needed to do was interrogate this particular revenant before Annie killed it.
 
   ∞
 
   Balthazar appeared in the woods behind his secret woodland hideaway.  He needed to get control of himself before he blacked out.  How had Anjali managed to lower his defenses like that?  Why the hell had he allowed her inside his head?  As angry as he was, he was having a hard time pushing away the emotions she evoked in him.  Was he really lying to himself about not wanting to be her servant?  His pounding heart and shaking hands answered the question for him.  This was the first time that he’d ever felt compelled to accept her as his Master.  He craved it.  He nearly ran back to the motel to find her.
 
   He drew his sword from the sheath on his back and attacked the nearest tree, hacking at the branches and trunk mercilessly.  He chopped and swung wildly, trying to calm his chaotic mind.
 
   Anjali was nothing more than a temptress.  No better than a siren.  No better than her.
 
   Sweat soaked his face and back as wood splinters filled the air.  He roared and yelled, pouring all of his confusion and pain into his death strokes.  He finally fell forward when the tree gave way to his sword and toppled over, taking out three smaller trees in its wake.  He landed on his knees, breathless.
 
   Staring up at the sky, he felt even more lost than before.  Every cell in his body was screaming at him to find his Master.  Whether he wanted to kill her or pledge himself to her, he wasn’t sure, but either way, he refused to budge from his grassy sanctuary.
 
   Despite his thoughts being scrambled and his body exhausted from his Paul Bunyan reenactment, his mind was racing, undeterred by his rage purge.  Why had he been thrown so completely off-kilter just by standing next to her?  No one had ever affected him like this before.  Sure, he’d thought about a different set of beguiling eyes, but they had never made him feel like this.
 
   Lying on the grass, he had little choice but to deal with his traitorous thoughts.
 
   Opening his eyes, he stared up at the moon.  How could a woman make him feel more at peace than he had felt while in Heaven?  The idea went against everything that he knew.
 
   He was completely screwed.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 12
 
    
 
   Jericho paced back and forth through the abandoned section of the old grain processing plant.  Even though he had all the time in the world, he was eager to finish things and start his new life somewhere far away from Portland.
 
   “Most of the guys are here, Jericho, but there’s been no word from Beck, Rye, or Nox.  How much more time are you going to give them?” Spider called from his post on the catwalk overhead.
 
   “We’ll wait for as long as possible for Rye.  As soon as he found out that Nox was gone, he headed straight home.  I hope he kills Nox again.  That crazy bastard never got the hint to leave Margery alone.  You don’t go after your friend’s wife.  I’m not waiting for Beck.  I’ll probably have to hunt him down later.  I knew I shouldn’t have let him blow off steam.  He was unreliable when he was alive.  Now there’s no stopping the pervert.  It could be weeks before he even thinks about coming back.  I knew I should have locked him away until we were ready to move.  God forbid he gives a shit about my plans since I’m the one who got him out of Hell.  Ungrateful wacko,” Jericho shook his head and sighed.
 
   Jericho looked at the group of familiar faces standing in front of him, waiting for him to give the orders.  His loyal men were excited by the idea of finally getting even with Monroe’s crew.  Most of them had died at the hands of their rivals, though some had died during encounters with the cops, or because of sheer stupidity.  They couldn’t wait to get a hold of Monroe and finally have their revenge.
 
   He squared his broad shoulders and addressed his crew.
 
   “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen most of you, but I’m pleased that you are here to witness our final victory over Felix Monroe and his worthless Southenders!” Jericho shouted through the warehouse.
 
   A cheer went up through the crowd, though there were a few who didn’t share in the excitement.  A few of his boys hadn’t been thrilled to come back as walking corpses.  Though they had sworn an oath to him, the losers had barely done anything to help him fight his war when they were alive.  They were lazy and selfish.  They were unconcerned about the money and prestige and more interested in the women and getting high.  Unfortunately, he couldn’t pick and choose whom he wanted to bring back.  The fog creature told him that it would bring back anyone who had sworn a blood oath to him because they had offered their lives in service to him.  He had laughed at the thought of these assholes swearing their lives to him, but most of them did give their lives for his cause, so he didn’t bother to correct the dramatic puff of smoke.
 
   He had his best men at his side again.  Unfortunately, he had to deal with the pathetic wastes of space, just like before except now he couldn’t just put a bullet in their heads to shut them up.
 
   “What’s the plan, Jericho?” Crusher called from his left.
 
   Jericho smirked.  It had been a long time coming and he wanted to savor the moment.  “We kill them all!  Thanks to me, you are bulletproof, immune to pain, and will live forever.  No matter what Monroe throws at us, we will survive.  We will tear his men apart with our bare hands and bathe in their blood.  Monroe can’t stop us!  The cops can’t stop us!  No one can stop us!”
 
   Another cheer went through the crowd.
 
   “What makes you think you can do it this time?” A female voice asked snidely from the back of the crowd.
 
   The one voice that he was both happy and sad to hear echoed through the warehouse.  Of course, she had to appear just as he was rallying everyone behind him.  She always had a way of ruining his best moments.
 
   The reason for his misery strolled up looking good for a dead woman, despite being waterlogged.  Jade stepped up to him and stared him down with her patented bitch stare, the one that made him hard, or had when he was alive.  In life, she had been beautiful, carefree, and deadly.  She had personally killed more of Monroe’s men than his second-in-command Spider.
 
   “Didn’t you hear me, Jade?  Nothing can stop us.  Zane and Dex have been scouting out Monroe’s new hideout and their firepower.  They don’t have anything that can make us bleed.  You weren’t at the prison.  You didn’t see what I did to those tactical guys.  I crushed them like they were paper.  They couldn’t stop me with their tear gas or their bullets.  Monroe doesn’t stand a chance,” Jericho smiled.  He was offended that she would dare question him, but he expected nothing less from his girlfriend.
 
   “Jericho, I’m sick of this shit.  How many years have you wasted on this fight?  Why can’t you let this go?  How many people have died?  Oh, right, let me count…all of them,” Jade waved her hand at the crowd of over one hundred men.
 
   “That’s why we need to end this.  Someone has to make that son of a bitch pay.  He shot me in the back and left me for dead.  He is responsible for the deaths of everyone in this warehouse!” Jericho shouted.  She needed to be reminded of their gruesome past so that she could get her head in the game.
 
   “Almost all of them,” Jade sneered.
 
   Jericho ignored Jade and looked to Spider to get her out of the room before she caused trouble.  “Spider, go help Jade find something dry to put on.”
 
   Jericho wanted nothing more than to backhand her or kiss her, whichever he thought he could get away with.
 
   “Jade’s right, Jericho.  I died once.  I’m back with the living.  I’m cool with walking away and letting things be,” Snub said to his right.
 
   The punk had always been a pain and the last one to step up and do his job.
 
   “Remind me how you died, Snub,” Jericho snorted.
 
   Snub hesitated and then lowered his head.  “Monroe’s dealer Bruck tried to take over my territory and threw me out a window.”
 
   “That’s right.  You died because Monroe got greedy and tried to step on our turf.  You should know that Spider found Bruck and put a bullet in his brain for you,” Jericho replied boldly.  He didn’t need anyone turning against him.  While he believed that he was invulnerable to damned near everything, he wasn’t exactly sure of his limitations.  He didn’t look forward to fighting one of his own undead mercenaries.
 
   A murmur went through the crowd.
 
   “You’re sure that we can’t be hurt?” Welz shouted.
 
   Jericho turned to Spider, pulled his Smith and Wesson from his hip, and shot Welz in the head.
 
   Everyone jumped back, shocked that he had fired on one of his own men.  They all looked at each other with disgust or fear until they realized that Welz was not only still standing, but shaking his head in amazement, unfazed by the bullet.
 
   “Any other questions?” Jericho chuckled.  He handed the gun back to Spider.
 
   “When do we leave?” someone in the back shouted.
 
   The crowd chuckled and punched each other in the arms or shoulders.
 
   “Come midnight, Felix Monroe will be nothing but a name and a date on a tombstone!” Jericho shouted.
 
   The crowd roared and threw their decayed fists into the air.
 
   Now that his crew was on board, he needed to take care of a few details.  Forgetting about his Beck problem for the moment, he turned his attention to his new guests.  He quickly crossed the warehouse and descended the metal staircase into the lower section where the high-powered pumps sat dormant.  The muffled sounds of his prisoners put a smile on his face.
 
   Chained to the thick pipes in the floor were four gagged and blindfolded men.  Despite bleeding from gunshot wounds to the chest, legs, and stomachs, they were actively struggling to escape.
 
   Jericho kicked the boot of their leader and crouched down to get a better look at him.
 
   “You were stupid to come after us.  Once I figure out how to kill you, I’ll send parts of your bodies back to where you came from,” he sneered.  He pulled off the blindfold and removed the gag.
 
   “When I get loose, I’m going to summon the Bhakṣaka and let them eat your corrupt soul, Jericho.  I’m going to laugh my ass off when you turn into a mindless Shade.  You won’t look any different, you decayed sack of flesh, but at least you’ll smell better,” Vaughn growled as he tugged at the chains around his wrists and chest.  He knew that the Bhakṣaka wouldn’t have any interest in the faithless soul of a revenant, but it was the best threat he could come up with.  Threatening to kill a dead man wouldn’t strike fear in his cold heart.
 
   “I would tell you to say hi to Lucifer for me, but you won’t be breathing for much longer,” Jericho snickered as he shoved the fabric back into Vaughn’s mouth.  He tied the blindfold around his head tight enough to cut off his circulation.
 
   Ankor had spotted the angels spying on them and had shot them on sight.  Jericho had recognized the Höllenhund from his previous escape attempts and paid him in kind for the beatings and lashings he had endured once he was caught.
 
   He knew angels were tough, but he hadn’t expected them to heal so damn fast.  They were going to run out of bullets before they drained them of enough blood to do any damage.  No matter how hard they beat the freaks, they all woke up again within a few hours, completely healed.  Vaughn had even taken a shot to the head at point blank range and recovered.
 
   “Boss!  You’re going to want to see this!” Crusher called from the top of the stairs.
 
   Jericho sighed, unhappy that he had to leave his playthings.  He turned to Duke and motioned to the angels.  “Make sure they don’t move.  Keep shooting them in the head.  Maybe we’ll get lucky.”
 
   Vaughn hung his head and tried to ignore the bone-crushing pain.  He refused to give Jericho the satisfaction of letting him know that the bullets burned like a bitch.  He bit the gag and swore to himself.  There was no way that he was going to call for help.  He knew that Lord Lucifer would kill him if he saw him tied up and useless.  Besides, he’d been in worse spots than this before.  Lord Hades had commanded him not to call for the Celestial Warriors, unless he was about to draw his last breath.  Even then, Vaughn doubted that he would call for help.  General Tabbris, his former commander, was the last angel he wanted to see on his deathbed.  His last resort was to wait for Lady Black to find Jericho and beg for mercy from the Destroyer, if he couldn’t escape on his own.  She seemed more reasonable than Lord Lucifer or Lord Hades.  Then again, she would probably snitch to Lord Hades and get his ass in trouble regardless.  Either way, he needed to find a way to escape before Jericho figured out how to kill them.
 
   Jericho took the steps two at a time and headed up to the main floor.  His men had fallen back into their old routines and separated into smaller groups to play cards or dice to pass the time.  Jericho heard them talking about what they missed about their old lives and what they planned to do once Monroe was dead.  The only thing he missed about his old life was the way Jade had looked at him.  He used to be the most important thing in her world.  Unfortunately, that look had disappeared long before she had died.
 
   Ignoring his pathetic thoughts, he headed to the office in the far corner of the first floor.  When he got closer to the door of the office, he noticed that Zane looked more skittish than usual.
 
   “He, it, whatever it is, wants to talk to you, boss,” Zane stuttered.  He fumbled with the doorknob as he tried opening the office door, clearly spooked.
 
   Jericho rolled his eyes.  He quickly strode into the room and saw the dark mass floating in midair swirling and shifting.  The damned thing looked bigger than the last time he had seen it.
 
   “What do you want?” Jericho barked.  He didn’t have time to deal with the puff of smoke, not when he was so close to victory.
 
   “I wanted to make sure you have received everything that was promised to you,” the Syanka hissed, as it grew thicker in the middle of the room.
 
   Jericho thought about asking the thing to disappear and never come back, but he stopped himself.
 
   “Yeah, you’ve done alright so far.  I haven’t killed Monroe yet, but my crew is here.  That’s a start.  There are still a few more things I need, though,” Jericho bit back a smile.  He figured he might as well ask for more since the smoke was asking.
 
   “What do you require?” the Syanka asked passively.
 
   “I could use somewhere nice to hang out when this is all over.  Maybe some beach front property or an island, whatever you can manage,” Jericho shrugged.  He wanted to see how far he could push the ball of smog.
 
   The Syanka shifted and swirled.  “That was not a part of our original agreement.  I promised to bring you back from the dead and raise your men.  I told you that I would give you the means to destroy your enemy.  I did not offer more than that.  Have I given you what you need to kill this mortal?” it snapped.
 
   The Syanka was growing tired of being told what to do by the wretched soul.  It had its own agenda, but needed Jericho to do his part first.  Why couldn’t the Angel of Vengeance have chosen a smarter mortal to tempt?  The mortal was selfish and vain, which was helpful, but he was hard to reason with.
 
   Jericho noticed that the smog grew denser and wider the angrier it got, so he decided to forget about his beachside mansion.
 
   “Never mind.  We’re good.  Monroe will be dead by nightfall.  I’ll deal with the rest of it,” Jericho waved his hand like it was no big deal.
 
   “Very good.  Continue in your endeavors.  I have fulfilled my end of the contract,” the Syanka replied.  It thinned until the wall behind it was nearly visible.
 
   Jericho was afraid to ask the question that had been bothering him since he’d met the creature, but he knew nothing in life, or death, came without a price.  “Yeah, I got what I wanted.  What do you want from me?”
 
   “All in good time, Jericho,” it replied coldly.  The Syanka vanished, leaving Jericho alone to ponder its meaning.
 
   ∞
 
   Jade stared out the window at the setting sun.  It had been a long time since she had seen a sunrise or a sunset.  It was hard to believe that she was finally out of Hell after suffering for so long.  She was relieved to no longer be in agonizing pain, but she didn’t like feeling numb.
 
   “Come here,” Jericho said as he walked up behind her.
 
   “As happy as I am to be out of Hell, I’m not happy to see you, nor will I thank you for whatever horrible thing you did to make this possible.  I still hate you.  Nothing will change that, not even bringing me back from the dead,” she growled.  She pulled away from his outstretched hand.
 
   She was fuming and couldn’t resist the urge to rip Jericho’s head off and set it on fire, just as she had imagined a thousand times while burning in the Realm of Fire.
 
   She turned and grabbed his singed hair with her right hand.  In her left hand was her favorite blade.  Before he could move, she sliced his throat and pulled on his hair, trying to take his head.  Unfortunately, the knife merely skimmed his tough skin without making a mark.  She swore and quickly crossed the room to get away from him.
 
   “Come on baby; don’t be like that.  You know I love you.  I wouldn’t have done half of what I did if I didn’t love you.”  Jericho wasn’t sure that his decayed body was capable of sex, but he needed Jade to forgive him before he could find out.  He knew he could find another woman, but the odds of Jade killing the woman just to piss him off were high.
 
   “You never loved me.  You did all those things because you wanted to, not because you loved me, so forget the lies.  My brother was right about you.  You are worthless.  I should have listened to him.  He told me that I could do better than you and he was right.”  Jade wanted to smash his face in, but knew it wouldn’t hurt him.
 
   Jericho winced.  He was impervious to pain, yet she knew exactly how to hurt him.  “Worthless?  I brought us back from the dead!” he shouted.  He was pissed that even in death, she couldn’t appreciate the power that he wielded.
 
   “Yes, but you’re the reason that we are all dead.  I wanted to leave.  I wanted to run away and start a new life.  You were the one obsessed with taking on Felix and proving that you were better than him.  Guess what, he’s the one still breathing and you’re nothing but a pile of skin and bones.  What kind of life can we have now?  Look at me!  I’m hideous!  You’re burnt to shit.  We can’t go anywhere, even if I could forgive you.  What is the point of all this?  You never asked me if I wanted to come back.  Did I want out of Hell, yes, of course, but not like this?  This whole thing is messed up.  I’m a walking zombie because of you and your stupid, selfish ego!” she yelled.  She was getting away from him the first chance she got.
 
   “You never understood.  You never got it.  Monroe always told me that if I worked hard enough that I could make something of myself, yet the second I started making money and earning a reputation, he tried to kill me.  He left me for dead.  I woke up in the hospital barely breathing.  They said that I almost didn’t make it.  And why?  Because he was jealous of me.  He knew I could start my own business any time I wanted and he was threatened by my success.  He shot me because he knew that I was a threat.”  Jericho clenched his fists when he thought about how Monroe had left him for dead.  It was sheer luck that someone had heard him moaning in the alley and called an ambulance.
 
   “Listen to yourself.  Monroe didn’t give a shit about you.  That’s what you fail to understand.  He didn’t see you as competition, he saw you as disposable.  He never kept men around for long.  It was easier to make everyone afraid of him than deal with any uprisings.  Besides, that’s not why he killed you, and you know it,” she said smugly.  Jade caught her reflection in the window and cringed.  How had things gotten so out of control?  She was starting to miss the simplicity of the fire.  At least there she didn’t have to listen to his whining.
 
   She had spent years burning in Hell having nothing better to do than hate him.  She had been happy to know that she would never see him again.  The next thing she knew, she was rising from the dark water.  When she saw the light, she thought she was dreaming.  That’s when the compulsion overcame her senses.  She had to find Jericho, which was the last thing in the world that she wanted to do, yet she couldn’t stop her feet from moving.  She knew if she ran away from him, it would be the same as before.  He would find her and drag her back.  He always found her.  Only someone as arrogant as Jericho could make a deal to bring her back without her permission and find a way to entwine their fates.
 
   Spider cleared his throat behind them.  “Boss, we have a problem.  Some of the guys are causing trouble.  Old vendettas are coming back to bite us in the ass, just as you expected.  I wish a couple of these guys had stayed dead.”
 
   Jericho sighed.  He’d never had a moment’s peace before and it seemed that nothing had changed.  There was always some idiot who thought that they were better than everyone and wanted to prove it.
 
   He kissed the back of Jade’s head and left to punch in some teeth.
 
   Jade was happy that even in death Jericho still had to deal with the consequences of his actions.  
 
   She turned and glared at Spider.  “I can’t believe you’re still following him,” she said in disgust.
 
   Spider shrugged.  “Like I have a choice.  Beck ran off and I know exactly what will happen to him once Jericho finds him.  Do you really think I’m happy to be back here, fighting the same losing battle with that obsessed jackoff?”
 
   “You should have helped me kill him years ago when I asked for your help,” Jade sighed.
 
   “Yeah, I should have, but thankfully I didn’t, otherwise my death would have been worse than yours and my return to this world would have been short-lived,” Spider shrugged.  He wanted to help Jade, but Jericho would find a way to make him suffer.
 
   Jade knew that there was only one way to end this.  Sadly, history was about to repeat itself and she was not looking forward to it.
 
   ∞
 
   Balthazar leaned against the metal wall near the fire exit on the rooftop a few blocks down from Monroe’s eyesore of a building.  He knew it was only a matter of time before Jericho appeared, lit the place on fire, and blew it off the map.  Regardless of the method, Monroe and the Southenders would be dead.  He had faith that Calin would not only find Jericho quickly, but end his existence.  All that left was to kill his Master.  It was almost too easy.
 
   Though he wanted to focus on plans, he couldn’t stop thinking about Anjali.  She had attacked him with a weapon that he wasn’t skilled at defending against:  her power.  He had no idea that he would instinctively be drawn to her.  It wasn’t fair.  He should have some choice in the matter.  He hadn’t sworn his loyalty to her.  He had sworn to Father to follow her, back when he believed he was doing something worthy.  He didn’t want to end the world, but he did want to take on the challenge of becoming something new, something different.  He’d glorified the whole thing in his mind.  He would serve the Bringer of the Apocalypse and earn her praise as he carried out her commands.  He would earn the respect of his Heavenly brothers.  Instead, he tempted mortals as best he could, cowered before Alazar and Aeries, and lived with knowledge that Heaven and the Council despised the Predznak.  If the Council had cared for them, they wouldn’t have been allowed to waste away in Hell.
 
   He was mad that she had tricked him into submitting to her.  Even now, he remembered how it felt to touch her cheek.  The numbness had receded and he could feel his fingertips again.  He almost felt happy in her presence.  It had been glorious, but he wasn’t willing to lose control of his mind to feel that pleasure again.  He refused to be a mindless puppet.  He had disciplined himself to make the best decisions possible so that he could survive without her.  He didn’t want her erasing his desires and needs for the sake of hers.  He was a fool to let her get too close.  It wouldn’t happen again.
 
   Pushing himself off the wall, he paced around trying to clear the deplorable image of her entrancing blue eyes from his mind.  Blue eyes were dangerous, as he learned long ago from his encounters with Alazar.  He would consider them a trap the next time he faced his Master.  He had already allowed one woman to ruin him; he would die before he allowed his Master to do the same.
 
   Curse Hades and Maraquette for failing to kill the Destroyer.  Damn Lucifer for luring her into Hell.  Gabriel had done the right thing by hiding her in the Mortal Realm far away from them.  If he weren’t dangerously close to being deemed a Rogue, he would march into Heaven and force the Council to remove him from her service.  He would do anything that Father wanted, anything at all.  He would be the Angel of Meekness again, or the Angel of Honesty; hell, he would be the Angel of Cleaning Up Dog Shit if he meant that he could escape Anjali.
 
   He threw himself against the unyielding metal wall and rubbed his forehead.  Regrettably, he knew that becoming a Predznak was a one-way trip.  Father had warned them to make their choice carefully.  Once they became a Predznak, there was no going back.  The Fallen had the luxury of begging to go back home to Heaven, if they so desired, yet he was bound to this position for life.  He was somewhat proud of himself for ignoring the obvious answer of taking his own life.  He would never sink that low, no matter what.  Slavery was better than committing suicide.  He wasn’t a coward, not anymore.  His options were to kill his Master or kneel before her and become her slave for eternity to suffer whatever fate came with serving the Destroyer.
 
   He closed his eyes and pondered what weapon he would use to kill his Master, once his other task was completed.  His sword and guns were out of the question since he wanted to get up close and personal with her.  Better yet, he would shoot her to take the fight out of her.  She had been incredibly fast in the woods.  He was surprised that he had hit her with his knife.  His aim had been precise, but that had been a lucky hit.  He had been aiming at her heart, but she had dodged the knife so quickly it nearly missed her completely.  Maybe his sniper rifle could take her down a few notches.  Once she was wounded, he would stand behind her, pull her close, and whisper in her ear; just had she had done to him.  He would tell her how much he needed her.
 
   Balthazar’s eyes flew open and he pushed himself off the wall.  What!?  He needed her dead!  He did not want to be her servant!  That wasn’t an option.  Why had his mind faltered and deceived him?  He didn’t care about her.  She was an enemy and needed to be eliminated.  Heaven forbid she captured him.  She would beat him into submission and break him.  Once he submitted, she would command him to do whatever pleased her at the moment.  He would be damned if he let that happen.  He would fight her with every ounce of strength in his body.
 
   A small clicking sound alerted him to the fact that he was no longer alone.  Spinning around, he grabbed a man taller and broader than himself.  He slammed the man against the metal wall and stripped him of his Glock before the man could grunt in pain.
 
   He stared into the cold green eyes in front of him, while he pushed his forearm into his attacker’s throat.  “Good to see you again, Gree, but I’m disappointed.  You didn’t even have the safety off.”
 
   Balthazar held Gree for a few more seconds to remind him that he had lost the fight.  He slowly stepped back and watched him grab his throat and gasp for air.
 
   “You know I hate that name,” Gree coughed.
 
   “You’re the one who was willing to do anything to get close to the Southenders, Dave.  You’re the one who wanted revenge.  I merely told you how to do it.  You’re the one who decided to rise through the ranks of a group of murdering drug dealers to accomplish your goal.  Are Malloy or the others suspicious of you?” Balthazar asked.  He looked Dave McGreevy up and down, assessing his protégé.
 
   “No, they’re too stupid to see what’s right in front of their eyes.  Besides, I haven’t given them a reason to question me.  Trust me; I haven’t forgotten why I’m there,” Gree snapped.  He straightened himself and stood in front of his teacher.
 
   “Good.  Your chance is coming, Dave, have patience,” Balthazar replied.  He turned and looked out across the orange and red skyline, trying to find beauty in it and failing.
 
   “I’ve waited two years, Mike, and I’ve done things I never thought I would do.  I’m willing to be patient, just like you taught me, but I need to know that this will work.  I hate being around the Southenders.  I don’t know how much more I can take,” Gree sighed.
 
   “Help is coming.  An old enemy will provide you with ample opportunity to finish the job,” Balthazar replied evenly.
 
   “Jericho, right?  Monroe is paranoid about this guy coming after him.  What the hell is going on?  Who is this guy?” Gree was afraid that Monroe would nuke the place and take out his own Southenders just to kill this Jericho guy.
 
   Balthazar looked over his shoulder at Gree as he let his power rise.  “Don’t worry about Jericho, worry about your target.  When the bullets start flying it will give you plenty of time to fulfill your pact.  All you have to do is kill your target and get out.  No one will even know who was responsible because they will all be fighting for their lives.  You just have to make it out alive and your brother will be avenged.”
 
   Gree shivered as he remembered coming home from his tour oversees to find his younger brother lying in a hospital bed covered in tubes with machines keeping him alive, though he was brain-dead.  He had to watch his mother make the difficult decision to let her son die.  Andrew had fallen in with the wrong crowd without his big brother around to look after him.  He had been forced to prove his loyalty to the Southenders by breaking into a store and stealing some jewelry.  The cops had caught him and a few of his friends trying to break in.  Andrew ran, but his friends were arrested.  Andrew’s friends told the police that they had been set up by Monroe’s men and that Andrew had gotten away.  The Southenders found Andrew and hurt him so severely that he never woke up.  They made an example out of Andrew to keep the boys from testifying against the Southenders.  The boys returned to the Southenders to face their punishment, but they had all survived to brag about it.
 
   Special Agent Turner had come to Gree and offered him a way to find answers and seek his own justice.  He already had the background and training that attracted Monroe’s attention.  He slowly proved his loyalty over a year and a half and infiltrated the inner circle.  He was careful not to ask too many questions, but he managed to piece together the truth about what had happened to his brother.  It all came down to a vicious beating by one man, and now that man was marked for death.
 
   “Don’t worry.  I’ll survive, but he won’t,” Gree growled as the imagined what he would do to his brother’s killer.
 
   “Good.  Stay focused and it will be over soon.  You’ve come too far to fail now.  Complete your task and find your reward,” Balthazar said as his power crackled in the air.  He knew that Gree expected to be rewarded with a sense of peace and finality, but that was not the reward he would receive.  Guilt would eat away at Gree and he would become a bitter shell of a person, a person who no longer looked to God for guidance, but a person who would fear God’s wrath when his time upon the world was over.
 
   “My reward,” Gree said as his eyes glazed over, envisioning his victory.  “My brother will be avenged and Tiny will burn in Hell.”
 
   Balthazar tried not to roll his eyes.  Little did the idiot know that Lucifer would reserve a seat for Gree right next to Tiny in the Realm of Fire.  Lucifer had an interesting sense of humor when it came to punishing the wicked, which he respected, even if he hated Lucifer.
 
   Balthazar nodded to Gree, who was too wrapped up in his fantasies to notice.  He knew it would be the last time he saw his student alive.  Gree was a professional, but he didn’t have the knowledge required to kill a revenant, and there wasn’t enough time to convince him that revenants even existed.
 
   Gree turned back to the fire exit door and left Balthazar to his thoughts.
 
   Shaking his head, Balthazar focused on the business at hand.  Vengeance on many levels would be achieved tonight and he would feel a sense of happiness and peace again, at least for a short time.  He needed to take control of his life and get back on track.  He always functioned best when focused on his objectives.  Tonight, Monroe would fall and tomorrow Jericho would die.  With any luck, his Master problem would take care of itself and he would be free.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 13
 
    
 
   Calin and Annie sat in awkward silence a few streets down from an abandoned Liberty House Department Store in Portland, hoping to see a revenant, or their target, Felix Monroe.  The sun was setting, signaling the end of a very long day.
 
   Annie stared at the front and side entrances of the building.  She was grateful that Calin had found Monroe’s base of operations.  He had spent most of the late afternoon and evening searching for Monroe’s drug dealers.  He had searched every tattoo parlor, bar, and local dive on the south side of town.  She had been instructed to stay in the car, which had annoyed her, until she saw the cuts on his knuckles and blood on his lip.  Annie knew that he was trying to keep her away from the dangerous side of his personality, the side that enjoyed killing vampires and hunting revenants.  He was a dangerous man, yes, but he failed to realize that she was incredibly turned on by his dangerous side.  Right or wrong, she liked that Calin could handle himself and didn’t need her protection.
 
   All morning her thoughts had drifted to versions of him dealing with her day-to-day life in Hell, like punching Hades when he said something snide to her, or shooting Sebastian for being a jerk.  Forcing herself to push those images away, she knew she could never bring Calin into Hell with her, even if she desperately wanted to.  As much as she wanted to stay with Calin, she knew it would be safer for both of them if she simply disappeared.  She had a feeling that no matter how hard she tried to break through his barriers and show him that he could be a good person, he would forever suffer from his own personal demons caused by the name tattooed on his wrist.
 
   She avoided looking at Calin since it hurt too much to be so close to him and yet a million miles away from him.  He acted like he was entombed in stone and that nothing mattered to him aside from finding the revenant.  She had told him that Derick would help her search for Monroe so that he could leave, but he had insisted on helping her find Jericho.
 
   Calin scratched his chin and settled into the truck, expecting a long wait.  He was relieved that Annie hadn’t insisted on coming with him while he was sifting through his leads.  She had stayed in the car, which surprised the hell out of him.  He had expected a fight, but she seemed quieter and more willing to let him handle the details.  He wasn’t sure if their encounter last night made her trust him more, or if she really had no idea how to find this Monroe guy.  He was grateful that she hadn’t seen him beat the shit out of multiple people to get the information he needed.  Two tattoo parlors, one gentlemen’s club bouncer, and a massage parlor later, he had found a loud-mouthed dealer who called himself Zig.
 
   Zig hadn’t been very cooperative at first when asked about Monroe, but once Zig saw that he was outgunned, he was more than willing to tell Calin everything but Monroe’s social security number.  Calin had wisely handcuffed Zig with Sheriff Grady’s handcuffs and left him chained to the fence a few streets behind the massage parlor.  An anonymous phone call and Zig was apprehended in a Drug Free School Zone and taken to prison, along with his stash of drugs and money.  He hadn’t been sure of Zig’s truthfulness about the abandoned building until he saw a number of heavily armed men enter the East entrance of the building shortly after they set up their stakeout.
 
   Calin yawned and stretched when he felt the familiar post-interrogation fatigue setting in.  He hadn’t slept at all once he had seen the photo of the revenant that he assumed was Jericho, the very demon that Annie was prepared to kill.  His mind had raced around and around trying to figure out who Annie really was.  It was possible that she was an FBI agent and knew Mike, but her lack of training ruled out that theory.  As unorthodox as Mike was in his choice of attire, he had the skills and knowledge of an agent.  Annie, on the other hand, used instinct and luck to get her through the day.  There was no possible way that she was linked to a law enforcement agency.
 
   He thought that she might be a part of some vigilante group or amateur monster hunting organization, but her story didn’t match their agendas.  He recalled her saying that she knew she was hunting dead men, but didn’t know that they were revenants.  That meant that she was hunting escaped souls.  Even if she belonged to some kind of religious group, she would’ve had some kind of weapon, even if it was holy water.  No description he could think of matched her or Derick, based on the information she had given him.  He racked his brain trying to figure out who she was and if he could trust her.  Despite their encounter last night, he still couldn’t trust his instincts when it came to women.  If only she would give a straight answer, he might be able to let his guard down.
 
   Calin was beyond conflicted.  His head was telling him that she might be the enemy and yet his heart was telling him to kiss her.  He thought about last night and what it had meant to him.  He wasn’t the most skilled man in bed.  He intentionally did the bare minimum to entice his partner during sex, but he had pulled out all the stops with Annie.  He had done things he had never done before.  Kissing a woman’s back and looking in her eyes, even if it was only a reflection, was taboo.  It was a level of intimacy that was foreign to him, yet now he craved it.  Every muscle in his body was screaming at him to lean over, pull her close, and make love to her right there in the dark alley.
 
   Make love, there was that phrase again.  Love.  What the fuck did he know about love?  He hadn’t loved anyone in so long and he couldn’t remember what it felt like to be loved.  Love had been ripped away from his as a form of punishment.  No one cared about him, and there was no one to turn to for support.  It was no wonder that he was fucked up when it came to women.  The women he had saved were the only ones offering him physical support.  A simple hug from them meant more to him than all the sex in the world.  He craved human contact, but didn’t feel worthy of it most days.
 
   He looked at the tattoo on the inside of his wrist and sighed.  He gripped the wheel tighter and tried to forget about the woman sitting so close to him that she made the temperature in the cab rise higher and higher by the second until the air itself burned his lungs.  His mind told him that last night was a mistake.  Deep down, he knew that Mike was right.  Women were nothing but trouble, and he didn’t need any more trouble.
 
   ∞
 
   Crix shoved the last of his taco dinner into his mouth and hurried into the side entrance.  He was greeted by two new thugs who were ever bigger than Marz and Thyl.  They were holding a photo and patting down Gree, which was unusual.  Everyone knew that Gree was Malloy’s toady and not worth searching.  He wondered if Monroe’s paranoia had hit a new level.
 
   After practically being strip-searched, Crix entered the first floor and saw a number of dramatic changes since the morning.  Metal barriers were placed around the expansive area and the mannequins had been moved to stand in window cutouts inside the barriers.  Tripod mounted chain guns had been installed behind the barriers so that the shooter would be protected from enemy gunfire.
 
   Camo clad men and women were yelling to each other and setting up positions throughout the room.  Each of them had enough firepower to take down a platoon.  Crix was shocked to see tables lined with M80 grenade launchers and AK-47s.  He had no idea what the hell Monroe was expecting to walk through the doors, but whatever it was, was far above his pay grade.  Despite his blood oath, he wasn’t about to stand around and be shot at.
 
   He was about to turn on his heel and run for his life when Tiny spotted him.
 
   “Crix, how was Phee’s territory?  Were you able to secure his clients?” Tiny asked as if they weren’t standing in the middle of a war movie.
 
   He was so taken aback by the ordinary question that he didn’t know what to say.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Tiny asked calmly.
 
   “Seriously?  You’re asking me what’s wrong?  What the fuck is going on here?  I left this morning and everything was normal or at least normal for this place, and I come back to DEFCON 1.  Who the hell does Monroe think is going to invade this place, Storm Troopers?”  Crix pointed to the organized chaos around him.
 
   “Jericho is alive,” Tiny said quietly.
 
   Crix blinked a few times trying to process the info.  He didn’t know Jericho personally, but he’d heard of him over the years.  The newspapers had ignored the battle between the Ash Street Boys and Southenders, but everyone in the surrounding neighborhoods were well aware of their rivalry.  One of his brother’s friends had died while crossing the street to get some milk when Jericho’s men shot up an entire street corner hoping to take out some of Monroe’s men.
 
   “No way.  Monroe told everyone that he died in prison.  We all saw the news.  There is no way he’s alive,” Crix couldn’t believe that Monroe’s mortal enemy was not only alive, but apparently headed there to finish his blood vendetta.
 
   Tiny pulled a Beretta out of the back of his pants and handed it Crix.  “It’s loaded.  All you have to do is take the safety off, pull back the slide, point, and shoot.  Simple.”
 
   Crix looked at the gun as if it was about to go off.  “No.  I’m not taking that.  I’m getting out of here and so should you.  I know you didn’t sign up for this, Tiny,” he put his hands up and backed away.
 
   Tiny grabbed him by the collar and pulled him close.
 
   “Listen to me, Crix,” Tiny said quietly, hoping no one had seen Crix’s cowardice.  “You swore to Monroe that you would do whatever he asked.  You swore your loyalty to him.  If you run now, you’d better keep running, because once this is over, Monroe will personally find you and make you eat this gun.  Are we clear?  We all signed on for this the second our blood hit that fire.  Crazy or not, Monroe expects us to follow through,” Tiny hissed in a low voice so that no one else would hear him.  He liked Crix, despite his rule never to build relationships with guys he was more than likely going to have to kill.
 
   Crix stiffened and nodded his head.  He was relieved to feel his feet on the ground when Tiny put him down.  He took the gun from Tiny without a word and put it in the back of his jeans.
 
   Tiny was happy that the kid was on board.  “Cash out with Tort and take up a position with Briz on the second floor.  We’re all working double shifts until this is over.”
 
   Crix nodded numbly and headed for the stairs where Briz was cutting small lookout holes in the wooden boards blocking the windows.  The holes were large enough to get the barrel of his sniper rifle through so that he could cover the front of the building.  Crix wanted to cry or vomit or shoot himself to get it over with, but instead he stood like a statue and prayed that Monroe’s armed assassins ended the fight quickly.
 
   Monroe walked through the floors inspecting his men, making sure they were prepared.  He had no idea how Jericho had managed to escape the noose, but he would be damned if he let Jericho live another day.  It didn’t matter if he managed to scrap together a new gang or if had gone through his list of old associates to find anyone who was still alive.  None of them would see morning.
 
   Once he was satisfied that everyone was ready, he stood on the third floor landing and called out to his men to explain the situation, so that they were all clear on their objective.  He was pleased to see so many determined faces eager to start killing whatever walked through the doors.
 
   “Some of you may remember our enemy, others have heard his name.  We were told that he was dead, but they lied to us.  I’ve seen proof with my own eyes that Jericho is still alive.  I have no idea what he’s planning, but I guarantee that he is coming and he won’t have mercy on anyone.  There are a few of you left that once considered him a friend and an ally.  I assure you, he is neither.  If you see him, you put a bullet right between his eyes and don’t think twice about it, because he won’t give you the same courtesy.  He will kill every member of our organization if we let him.  I admit, he’s smart and he’s cunning, but neither will help him with one of these is pointed at his skull,” Monroe said, holding up a sniper rifle.  He turned on the laser sight, and pointed the red dot against the closest wall.
 
   “How is he still alive?  The news said that the prison put him to death,” Malloy shouted out.
 
   “I’m sure you will hear rumors that Jericho is a phantom or a demon, but the truth is, he has very deep pockets and bought his freedom.  I assure you, my pockets are deeper.  $100,000 to anyone who brings him to me dead and $200,000 to anyone who captures him and brings him to me alive, so that I can finally have the pleasure of watching his blood fill the cracks of my floors.”  Monroe knew that everyone in the room would sell out their own family for that kind of money.  Jericho didn’t stand a chance.
 
   The crowd cheered and hollered when they heard about the reward.  They all like the idea of collecting it, though their cheers were cut short by the sound of gunfire on the first floor.
 
   The men scattered and ran for their posts on the various floors while Monroe dove for the stairs and pushed Tort out of the way.  Monroe scrambled up the stairs to his fifth floor office and slammed the door behind him.
 
   “What’s going on?” he shouted to Kandy who was staring at the camera monitors.
 
   “I don’t even know what to say.  You have to see it for yourself,” she said in disbelief.  She pointed to the screen with a shaky finger and stepped back in horror.
 
   Monroe rolled his eyes at his dramatic bodyguard.
 
   Looking down at the black and white images, he was confused for a second.  His men were laying down round after round on the intruders, but none of them were falling.  He zoomed in on the melee until he understood what he was happening.
 
   Hordes of monsters with decayed flesh and torn clothes were throwing his highly trained men through their makeshift barriers while swatting away the bullets as if they were flies.  He thought for a second that Kandy was screwing with him and showing him a horror movie until he saw Marz’s face fly past the camera and crash into the floor.  His neck was bent in half and the rest of his body was crumpled around him.  No one was strong enough to destroy a body like that.
 
   His rational mind shook off the possibility of actual monsters attacking him and assumed that this was some kind of trick designed by Jericho.  His men must’ve had Halloween costumes on with body armor underneath them, or so he hypothesized until he recognized the giant spider tattoo on the head of one of the men.
 
   Monroe’s legs went numb.  It wasn’t just Jericho who had returned from the dead, but his entire deceased gang.  He couldn’t deny the truth any longer when he saw Duke throw two of his new mercs through the boarded up windows at the front of the building.  He had personally shot Duke after he found out that Duke had killed his best man Hitch during a territory dispute.
 
   Somehow, the bastard had brought back every last person who had died during their feud.  It was impossible, but he was witnessing it with his own eyes.
 
   His mind buzzed as he tried to understand the nightmare happening all around him.  It wasn’t until he heard a familiar voice that everything started to make sense.
 
   “I love the sound of gunfire.  It’s like music to my ears,” Balthazar chuckled from behind him.
 
   Monroe spun around and saw Mike sitting with his feet up on his desk, smiling.
 
   “You!  You did this!  You led him right to me!  You son of a bitch!” Monroe pulled his gun and aimed at Mike.
 
   “No.  I’m not the one who set all of this in motion.  Something much more powerful than me is at work here.  I’m just here to admire its handy work.  Call it professional curiosity,” Balthazar settled into the chair and rubbed his chin thoughtfully.
 
   “I’m going to kill you!” Monroe fired at Balthazar until his clip was empty.  Before the first bullet reached the chair, Mike was gone.
 
   “You’re going to have to be faster than that,” Balthazar chuckled from his right side.
 
   Monroe was stunned.  Apparently, his old friend Mike hadn’t been very forthcoming with him.  “What the hell are you?”
 
   “I’ll make you a deal.  If you survive the night, I’ll tell you.  If you don’t, it won’t matter anyway.  Jericho is coming and he won’t stop until you’re dead,” Balthazar chuckled.  The anticipation of Monroe’s death made him giddy.
 
   “It’s time to make our exit, Kandy.  Let them try to bust open my panic room.  I doubt even Jericho is strong enough to break through all that metal,” he said, though there was doubt in his voice.  He turned on his heel and ran to the door of his sanctuary.
 
   Balthazar shrugged.  “I wouldn’t underestimate the strength of a pissed off and determined revenant.  Oh, and I’m glad to see that your bodyguard finally put on some clothes.  It’s nice to see that she takes her job seriously.”
 
   Balthazar chuckled when he saw the color drain from Monroe’s face just before the metal door clicked into place.
 
   ∞
 
   Calin and Annie jumped out of the truck when they heard explosions coming from the building.  They ran down the street to Monroe’s base.
 
   “How the hell did they get in without us noticing?” Annie shouted.  She was annoyed that she hadn’t been able to head Jericho off before he got inside.
 
   “I don’t know.  He must have used the sewers.  The way you described him, I thought for sure he would be bold enough to storm the front door,” Calin shouted as he sprinted down the street.  He had his Glock .45s out and the safeties were off.  They weren’t so much for the revenants as for the gun-wielding idiots trying to shoot the revenants.
 
   “I figured Jericho would make a statement,” Annie shouted back.
 
   She reached the door before Calin and went inside before he could yell for her to wait for him.  She needed to get inside and find Jericho before he tore Monroe’s men to shreds.  She didn’t care about the drug dealers and hired guns losing their lives to the revenants, but the revenants would start attacking innocent people once their enemies were dead.  Making her way inside the building, she turned and barricaded the door to keep Calin out.  She didn’t want him involved in her fight.  Besides, she didn’t need Jericho revealing her true identity in front of Calin.  That would raise entirely too many questions.
 
   “Alazar, Derick, I summoned you!” she shouted over the rat-tat-tat of the machine guns further into the building.
 
   Surviving the scene, she was shocked to see how much damage had already occurred.  The first floor looked like a battlefield.  Bodies and blood covered the floors and walls.  Men in army uniforms ran around shooting at the revenants, who were laughing like deranged lunatics.
 
   Monroe would run out of men before one revenant was destroyed.
 
   “What in the world is going on here?  This is insane,” Alazar said from behind her when he saw the massacre in front of him.
 
   Anjali gulped knowing that things were bad if Alazar was surprised by the carnage.  “Keep Calin safe, find Jericho, and drive one of his bones through his dead heart.  Normally, I would say to keep the collateral damage to a minimum, but I’m not here to save future prisoners of Hell.  Assume that anyone in this building is fighting on the side of a drug lord and murderer,” she said.  She snapped her fingers and donned her black dress knowing that it would incite Jericho and draw him into a fight with her.
 
   Derick, who had stepped around the corner to survey the damage, shouted above the sound of the gunfire.  “We’ve got a bigger problem.”
 
   Seeing through his eyes, she immediately understood the problem.  Derick had counted considerably more revenants than she had anticipated.  “I wish Hades hadn’t stopped his counts of the missing prisoners in the Realms.  We have a lot more revenants than expected.”
 
   “Are you kidding?  How did this jerk-wad raise his entire gang?  I though he had a couple of losers with him,” Alazar asked, counting more than forty revenants engaging the mortals on the first floor.
 
   “Our mission doesn’t change.  Find Jericho and end this.  Without a leader, I’m hoping that some of the revenants will stop their rampaging.  Kill as many revenants as you can along the way,” Anjali shouted to Alazar just before she disappeared.
 
   She reappeared in the middle of five revenants who were smashing and kicking a group of heavily armed mortals into mush.  She threw out her arms and propelled them in separate directions.  Keeping them busy, she used her power to throw them around the room while some of the survivors scrambled to safety.
 
   Derick appeared next to her with a sword in each hand.  “The swords are courtesy of Mr. Trigger Happy.  He’s going to need a new lockbox,” he smirked and threw one of the swords to her.
 
   “Man, he is going to be pissed, but thank you,” she chuckled.
 
   One by one, Annie grabbed each of the five revenants, pinned them to the floor with one sword and used the other to hack away at their shoulder joints, just as she had done to Rye.  She and Derick proceeded to drive the arm bones through their hearts, ending their existence.  It was slow going because they had to dodge the torrent of bullets flying all around.
 
   Alazar was busy trying to keep the friendly fire to a minimum since he needed the mortals to distract the revenants instead of killing each other, which just seemed wrong to him.  He typically liked friendly fire.  Too many of Monroe’s men were already lying on the floor in bloody heaps.  The ones still breathing needed a leader.
 
   He cleverly used his power to change into a military outfit and shouted orders to the gunmen still able to handle their weapons.  He grouped them in front of the stairs to head off as many revenants as he could.  More than half of the revenants had already made it to the upper floors based on the screams above him, but it was better to fight them in smaller groups.  He knew it would only buy the mortals a few minutes at most, but it was the best he could do.  When he was satisfied with his blockade, he turned and summoned his favorite dagger to his hand and dove at the closest revenant, intent on shoving its skull through its chest.
 
   Calin finally pushed his way through the door on the south side of the building.  He was fuming.  Annie had intentionally left him out of the fight.  He knew that she was trying to protect him, but he was still mad.
 
   He stepped over the remains of three crushed men who were piled against the door.  He’d seen some sick things over the years, but this was over the top.  He had definitely underestimated the strength of the revenants, which made him question Annie even more.  Beck should have decimated her during their fight, yet Annie was very much intact when he found her.  Her identity was even more a mystery to him.
 
   Making his way through what must have been the Cosmetics section of the abandoned department store, he looked around the corner next to the elevators and saw complete devastation all around.  Groups of men wrapped in camo were lying in puddles on the floor.  Some had been shot, but the rest had been torn apart or crushed like the men blocking the door.  The level of destruction was too great for just one revenant on a rampage.  His gut and his eyes were telling him that he was very much out-gunned.
 
   Anjali swung her sword at the monster who had tried to sneak up on her as Derick drove a femur through the revenant on the ground that was clawing at her leg.  She had left the first floor to Alazar and had decided to tackle the second floor, hoping to head off as many walking corpses as she could.  In the middle of what looked like a badly decorated frat room, she found a group of revenants slaughtering a large group of mortals.
 
   No matter which way they turned, she and Derick were surrounded by angry creatures hell-bent on killing them.  Though they were eliminating the revenants, their numbers weren’t decreasing fast enough.
 
   We aren’t getting anywhere.  We need to find Jericho.  She said to Derick and she drove a rib through the closest revenant.
 
   You go.  I’ll keep them busy here.  Derick said, kicking a revenant into a wall.
 
   I’m not leaving you alone!  She feared what the horde would do to him.
 
   Find Jericho.  I promise that if it gets out of control, I’ll find Alazar and get out.  He knew that she was afraid for his safety, but she needed someone on the lower floors to keep as many killing machines as possible away from her while she confronted Jericho.  He knew that Jericho would use his men to gang up on her.
 
   Give me a ten minute head start, and then run.  Swear to me that you will leave!  She threw a sofa into two charging revenants so that she could make it to the stairs to the third floor.
 
   I swear.  Now go!  Derick threw out his hand and pushed the sofa further into the killing frenzy a few feet from him.  He hated seeing so many people dying in such a horrible way, but he tried to remember that they were all Hell-bound.
 
   Anjali sprinted up the staircase, knocking revenants and mortals out of her way, searching for Jericho’s dreaded orange jumpsuit.
 
   Calin made his way back to the elevator knowing that he would never make it through the first floor with so many revenants on the loose.  He was experienced with fighting monsters, but even he had his limits.  One revenant he could handle, but not an army’s worth.
 
   He pried open the doors of the elevator and found what he was hoping for.  The car was sitting below him, presumably on a maintenance level or in the basement.  Thankfully, the cable was still attached and looked to be solid.
 
   Holstering his guns, he tested the stability of the cable and the car below.  When he was satisfied that the cable could hold his weight, he jumped up and proceeded to climb to the top level.  If Monroe was as careful and smart as he assumed a drug lord would be, he would be sitting pretty at the top, heavily armed and heavily guarded.  Jericho would head straight in that direction.  All he had to do was get to Jericho before he got to Monroe.
 
   Jericho slammed his fist through Tort’s stomach and lifted him into the air.  “I always hated you, you smug loser.”  He flung Tort into the laboratory and watched the glass tubes and metal tables smash to the ground.
 
   His boys were tearing apart Monroe’s lab, making damned sure nothing was left standing.  Fires and explosions were going off all around as the chemicals crashed to the floor and mixed with each other.  The fumes in the room were strong enough to make most of Monroe’s men retreat further into the lab or crazy enough to try to escape to the stairs.
 
   Jericho looked at the closest camera and waved.  He knew that Monroe would be watching the show from his roost.  It would piss him off knowing that his entire operation was falling down around him while he sat helplessly and watched.
 
   Shotgun blasts at his back made him forget about the lab.  He turned to face the militia on the staircase leading to the fourth floor.  Shotguns and rifles fired off round after round at him, though he only felt the impact, not the pain.  He didn’t like the fact that his skin was splintering off in places, but it didn’t seem to limit his mobility.
 
   He ran at the staircase and mowed through Monroe’s hired help just as he had done to the tactical team at the prison.  No one was left standing by the time he reached the fourth floor landing.
 
   Stepping onto the fourth floor, an explosion rocked him from behind and almost knocked him to his knees.  Looking over his shoulder, he saw that the steps leading to the fourth floor were suddenly missing.  Curious, he walked to the edge and saw that something had obliterated them.  He laughed when he saw one of Monroe’s men holding a rocket launcher on his shoulder as he stood on the lower staircase.
 
   “You missed me, moron!” Jericho taunted.  He wasn’t sure if he had been the intended target, or if the guy had been clever enough to cut him off from the rest of his crew, but it didn’t matter either way.  He didn’t need the rest of his boys to help him kill Monroe.
 
   He quickly took care of the idiots covered in Kevlar and helmets on the fourth floor.  Making his way to the last set of stairs that would lead him to his enemy, something strange ripped through his chest.  Looking down, he saw a long blade sticking through him.  It was wet, but not covered in blood.  He smiled and turned to find his next victim.
 
   Calin slowly approached Jericho.  He had been upset when saw that the elevator shaft had been blocked, preventing him from accessing the fifth floor, but now he was glad that Monroe was paranoid enough to cut off access to his safe room.  He had just pulled himself up onto the fourth floor when Jericho tossed his latest victim a few feet from him.  Calin recognized the prison issue jumpsuit and knew he’d found Jericho.  The exploding staircase had distracted Jericho long enough for him to find a weapon worthy enough to take on a revenant.
 
   “Jericho?” Calin called out, keeping a substantial distance between them.
 
   “Don’t tell me that you’re a cop.  I hate cops.”  Jericho could tell that the guy had been trained by someone to be able to pierce his chest with a metal bar.
 
   “No.  I’m not a cop.  I’m just here looking for information,” Calin replied calmly.  He held his hand up to show that he wasn’t holding a gun.
 
   “I don’t have time for you,” Jericho turned and proceeded up the stairs.
 
   “I know you escaped from Hell.  I know what you are.  I’m looking for another man who escaped a few years ago.  I want to find the person responsible for his escape,” Calin called out.  He was desperate for the answer, but didn’t want to overplay his hand.
 
   Jericho ignored him and climbed higher to the fifth floor.
 
   Calin stepped behind the chain gun mounted to the floor and opened fire on the staircase.
 
   Jericho stopped mid-step when parts of his arm and shoulder flew into the air.
 
   He roared and leaped off the staircase and ran at Calin full force, intending to rip his head off.
 
   Calin kept firing, but quickly abandoned the weapon and retreated further into the room.  Once he was far enough into the room, he stopped and put his hands out.  “Don’t come any closer.  Tell me what I want to know and I’ll make this quick.”
 
   Jericho laughed at the brazenness of the guy.  “You have guts, I’ll give you that, but I’m still going to tear you apart.”
 
   He took a step forward, but the guy threw something at his chest.  Before he could figure out what it was, the sword in his chest ignited into flames and burned through his chest cavity and back.  Instinctively, he tried to put the flames out until realized that he couldn’t feel any pain.  He looked up just as a number of explosions went off around his feet like large firecrackers.
 
   Calin watched Jericho fall through the floor as it crumbled around him.  He tossed the grenade pins over his shoulder and carefully approached the temporarily trapped revenant, thankful that the structural integrity of the floor wasn’t up to code.
 
   Calin grabbed a rocket launcher lying next to a dead soldier and pointed it at Jericho’s head.
 
   “I know you’re dead, but I’m sure there comes a point when even your body won’t hold up to the impact of an explosion.  Now, tell me what I want to know and I won’t make your head explode.”  Calin put his finger on the trigger to prove that he wasn’t bluffing.  He was determined enough to burn down the entire building to get his answers, if needed, at least that’s what he made Jericho believe.
 
   Jericho saw that the guy wasn’t bluffing and he had no idea how impact resistant he was, so he decided to give the guy what he wanted.  It would only help his cause if this guy was as crazy as he looked.  “You want to know who is responsible for tracking down escaped prisoners from Hell, right?  One of them is locked up in the old grain processing plant not far from here.  He goes by the name of Höllenhund, but the one you really want wears a sexy black dress and goes by the name Lady Black.  The bitch hunted my ass down when I left.  She found me before the Hellhound did, which is impressive.  She is responsible for torturing the prisoners of Hell.  She and Lucifer are in charge, but she’s the one who stupidly came after me.  Find her and you’ll find what you’re looking for.”
 
   “How do I know you’re not lying?” Calin asked, stepping closer to Jericho.
 
   “Why would I lie?  I’m not going back to Hell, but it would make my day to know that she got what was coming to her.”  Jericho chuckled when he thought about this guy lighting Lady Black on fire.
 
   Calin considered Jericho’s statement.  He knew Jericho was right; there was no reason for him to lie.
 
   “Pleasure doing business with you.”  Calin was about to shoot Jericho in the hopes of dislodging a bone to kill him when three revenants leaped across the broken staircase and landed a few feet from Jericho.
 
   Calin backed away and headed back to the elevator shaft.  He needed to find Annie and get the truth out of her once and for all.  Then he would force this Höllenhund to take him to Lady Black.
 
   Jericho shook his head.  He had no idea if the guy would live to find Lady Black, but he wished him all the luck in the world.
 
   He tried to push himself up from the crumbling floor, but more of it broke every time he moved.  Spider and Duke finally helped him up to his feet, though they laughed at him the entire time.  Crusher was smart enough to keep his mouth shut.
 
   Balthazar looked over at the monitors, surprised to see the damage on the first floor, speechless when he saw Jericho’s level of commitment.  Based on the body count, Jericho and the Ash Street Boys had obliterated half of the Southenders in the first few minutes of the attack.
 
   Studying the other monitors, he began to understand why the death toll was so high.  Multiple staked revenant corpses were scattered among the dead mortals.  Apparently, the Syanka had been busy making deals.  It was strange that all the revenants were following Jericho’s lead, unless the Syanka had put him in charge of its army.  He was having trouble figuring out what had really happened when he saw a familiar face on the screen.
 
   He watched Alazar trying to hold back a line of rampaging revenants.  While Alazar was holding his own, the mortals following his orders were quickly dwindling in numbers.  Why Alazar was commanding mortals he couldn’t comprehend, but it did alert him to the fact that his Master was near.
 
   The cameras on the second floor showed him the boy who had taken Anjali from his arms in the prison and removed the push dagger from her chest.  He hadn’t given the boy a second thought at the time.  He had assumed that the boy was her servant since he was actively hacking away at as many revenants as he could.
 
   The boy had no skill to speak of, but he had courage.  He almost felt bad for the kid when he was grabbed from behind and thrown into the middle of a group of bloodthirsty revenants.
 
   Leaving the boy to his fate, he checked the cameras on the third floor and saw another group of revenants circling someone.  They were trying to advance on the unfortunate person, but it looked like they were having trouble getting close enough to their target.  They were being deterred by three separate fires spreading through the room, filling it with thick smoke.  A propane tank along the far wall had exploded and burst into flames, igniting the ceiling above it.
 
   It was only a matter of time before the entire building burned to the ground.  Monroe and the Southenders would be gone, leaving the revenants to battle his Master and Alazar.
 
   He was about to sit back and wait for Jericho to make his way to the fifth floor to destroy Monroe when something caught his attention.  In the middle of the fray on the third floor, he saw a black skirt peeking out through the legs of the revenants.
 
   A figure covered in black was fighting the revenants.  The sight froze him to the spot and caused his mind to snap in half.  The dreaded dress, the one that made the inhabitants of Hell quake with fear, was standing a few floors from him.  Serena.  Lucifer’s ruthless pet was apparently very much alive, contrary to his Master’s story.  He should have known better than to believe the Keeper of Deception, Anjali.  He had almost rejoiced at the thought of Anjali kicking the shit out of Serena, had she been there.  Now he knew that his Master spoke nothing but lies.
 
   Without thinking, he drew his sword and appeared on the third floor.  He ran through the smoke and decayed bodies toward the dress that had scared Death himself.
 
   He reached out his arm and grabbed her shoulder.  He gripped the hilt of his sword tightly and pulled her around so that she would know who had finally defeated her.  The sword was halfway through her stomach before his eyes met hers.  The crazed brown eyes of his enemy were no longer filled with insanity, nor were they brown.  Instead, the eyes staring back at him filled with pain and horror were bright blue, and burned all the way to his soul.  Anjali.
 
   Stepping back, he faltered.  Blood poured from the sword protruding from her stomach as she fell to her knees.  He shook uncontrollably when he realized that he had just driven a sword through his Master.  While he had vowed to do this very thing, suddenly he felt sick to his stomach.  He felt hollow inside and brittle.
 
   He grabbed the sword, pulled it from her body, and caught her head before it hit the ground.
 
   A cheer when up around him when the revenants saw that their enemy had been defeated.  All of them were overjoyed that the woman in black was gravely injured and about to die.
 
   Balthazar looked into the shocked face of his Master, unable to think.  The laughing and taunting around him made him remember that he was standing in the middle of enemy territory.  She was in no condition to fight the revenants and there were too many for him to kill while trying to defend her.  Knowing that he was short options, he held her tightly and disappeared with her in his arms.
 
   Jericho finally made it to the fifth floor where he found a man who fit the description of Monroe’s moneyman, Tiny, lying in a pool of blood after having been shot in the head.  Welz had told him about Tiny being the new head of operations based on his surveillance.  The job had been Jericho’s before his falling out with Monroe.  Across from Tiny was the shooter, who was struggling to breathe.
 
   “Is he dead?” Gree asked, pointing to Tiny’s body.
 
   “Yeah, he’s dead.  Good shot,” he nodded.  He would’ve given the guy a medal for shooting Monroe’s top lackey, but he knew the guy wouldn’t see morning since he’d been shot in the neck.
 
   Picking up Tiny’s killer by his flak jacket, he threw him full-force at Monroe’s office door and watched it rip off its hinges.
 
   He entered Monroe’s lair, ready to face his old friend.  Looking around, he was angry that the room was empty, but he calmed down and searched the entire room.  He knew that Monroe was here.  The paranoid ass never left the safety of his compound.  There had to be a hidden room somewhere.
 
   “Look at everything.  There has to be a hole or a button somewhere that will open Monroe’s hiding place,” Jericho growled.  He flipped the desk and threw the computer monitors across the room in frustration.
 
   Spider, Duke, and Crusher examined every inch of the room looking for something that would lead them to Monroe.
 
   “Boss, I think I found something,” Spider said from the corner of the room.
 
   “What is it?”  Jericho marched over to him, hoping for good news.
 
   “Don’t you think this is a strange place for a camera?  I mean, it’s pointed at a brick wall.  Who gives a shit about guarding a brick wall?” Spider pointed to the oddly placed camera overhead.
 
   “This is why you’re my top man.  Congratulations, you found our enemy.”  He clasped Spider’s shoulder and gave him a friendly shake.
 
   “Should we rip the walls down, boss?” Spider asked.
 
   “No.  We don’t have to.  Bring her in,” Jericho chuckled and crossed his arms.  He looked at the ceiling camera and waved at Monroe.
 
   Spider dragged a woman into the room and threw her to her knees in full view of the camera.  Her long dark hair hid her face, except for her eyes.  Her eyes showed her anger and frustration.
 
   Jericho grabbed Spider’s gun and held it to her head.  “Come out Monroe, or she dies,” Jericho sneered at the nearest camera.
 
   A few moments passed before the brick wall slid open and the sound of heavy locks moving inside the walls could be heard above the gunfire and shouting from the lower floors.
 
   Jericho watched Monroe walked out of his vault with his hands in the air.  He savored his victory, wishing he had brought a camera.
 
   “Jade, is that really you?” Monroe’s voice cracked.  He slowly approached the woman, but stopped when Duke held out his hand to stop him.
 
   “Yeah, Felix it’s me,” Jade replied sadly.
 
   “You son of a bitch.  Where was she?  Where were you hiding her?” Monroe nearly burst into tears when he saw Jade.
 
   “The last place you would ever think to look for her,” Jericho sneered.  He shot Monroe in the thigh and watched him tumble to the ground.
 
   Spider jumped on top of him and searched him for weapons.  He pulled three guns from his pants, under his jacket, and ankle.  He kicked his wounded leg for good measure.
 
   Monroe cried out in pain, but did his best to roll to his side so that he could see Jade.
 
   “Are you okay, Jade?  Talk to me honey, please.  I need to know that you’re okay.  Where were you?” Monroe tried to reach out and touch her.
 
   “At the bottom of the river,” Jericho laughed.  He walked over to Monroe to get a closer look at his enemy.
 
   Monroe looked up at Jericho in disbelief.  “What is he talking about, Jade?  Did he hurt you?  Where were you this whole time?  I had people looking for you.  I never gave up looking for you.”
 
   Jade slowly raised her head and pulled her hair out of her face so that Felix could see her.
 
   Monroe gasped when he saw her face.  It was no longer sun-kissed and smooth.  Her skin was gray and bloated.  Her eyes were grayish white and her lips were blue.
 
   She tried to touch her brother, but Duke caught her and held her back.  “After Jericho was arrested, he had his boys toss me into the river and that’s exactly where I woke up yesterday.  He promised me that you would never find my body and I guess he was right.  I should have listened to you, Felix.  I should have never left.  I should have never gone behind your back, but I wanted to prove to you that I could make my own decisions.  I wanted to show you that I was an adult and could handle my own life.  I’m sorry,” Jade said as she rose to her feet.
 
   Monroe looked at his baby sister and tried to breathe through the pain.  He had known deep in his gut that Jericho had killed her, but he could never prove it.  It was just one more reason to kill the bastard.
 
   Jericho wanted to backhand Jade, but he knew it wouldn’t do any good.  “You turned on me, Jade.  Remember that.  I was untouchable until you went to the police.  You’re the only one who was willing to testify against me.  You are the one who played me and pretended to be with me all the while you were trying to contact Mike to tell him where I was hiding.  You knew that he was the only one who could bring me down.  It was you who sold me out and you paid the price for that.”  Jericho loved and hated Jade, but in the end, he had to put an end to the traitor.
 
   Monroe couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  After all that he had done for his sister, she had ignored his warnings.  “I tried to kill my best friend to protect you Jade, and what did you do?  You ran to his side when they put air back into his lungs.  I loved Jericho like a brother, but I knew he wasn’t good for you.  I put him down so that I could save you from a world of pain.  He was never good enough for you.”  Monroe fought against the tears as he looked at his little sister.  She was the only person in the world who had stood by his side when his parents had turned on him.
 
   “Best friend.  What bullshit.  You never cared about me,” Jericho sneered.  He kicked Monroe in the side.
 
   “You’re wrong.  You were my friend, or at least I thought you were.  All you had to do was stay away from my sister.  That’s all I ever asked of you.  I took you in when you had nothing.  I gave you a job.  I gave you security.  I saw potential in you when they had all written you off.  You had everything.  Why did you have to take her too?  You swore your loyalty to me and then you took off with my sister.  Hell of a way to thank someone who gave you the world,” Monroe ranted as he tried to get to his feet.  He wanted to wrap his hands around Jericho’s thick neck and strangle him.
 
   Jericho shook his head.  “I loved her.  I treated her right and then you had to go off in a rage and shoot me in the back.  I should have known that she would turn on me, just like you did.”  Jericho grabbed Monroe and threw him into the brick wall.  He heard a snap that came from Monroe’s arm or maybe collarbone.  Either way it didn’t matter.  Soon all his bones would be turned into dust.
 
   Monroe cried out in pain.  “It was exactly what you deserved.  You went behind my back and stole my sister, so I shot you.  You should have died that night in the alley and saved us all the trouble.”  Monroe spit at Jericho and slammed his fists against the ground in anger.
 
   “You should have died a thousand times over by now you worthless piece of shit.”  Jericho was done playing.  He wanted to end his personal nemesis while his treacherous sister watched.  It was the perfect revenge.  Once he killed Monroe, he would find a way to kill Jade.
 
   He knelt down and grabbed Monroe by the throat.  He wanted to feel the sensation of his neck snapping.
 
   “I’m sorry, Felix.  I’m so sorry,” Jade cried.  She struggled against Duke, but he was still stronger than her.
 
   Jericho looked down into the face of his former friend and savored the moment.  He slowly put pressure on Monroe’s head, but was careful to keep him focused on Jade.  He wanted Jade to see the exact moment that her brother died.
 
   Closing his eyes, he listened intently for the sound that would signal the end of his war, but instead of the sound of bones snapping, he heard a voice call out to him.
 
   “Stop!” the voice commanded.
 
   Jericho had no other option than to comply.  He no longer had control over his body.  As loudly as his mind screamed for him to move his arms and crack Monroe’s neck, his body was locked into place.
 
   Monroe’s neck was locked at a painful angle and he couldn’t move.  Jericho’s hands felt like a vise grip on his head.  He had no idea what was going on, but he was grateful that someone had stayed his execution.  It didn't sound like Mike, but he couldn’t be sure since his pulse was pounding in his ears.
 
   The Syanka materialized in the room to Jericho’s right.  It was darker and thicker than before and appeared to be more solid.
 
   “Hold him still, but do not kill him.  Keep him from moving,” the Syanka commanded as it floated closer to Jericho and Monroe.
 
   Jericho didn’t know what the creature was up to, but he was panicked at the thought of Monroe escaping his grasp.  “No!  I have worked too hard for this!  You can’t stop me!  Spider, Crusher, Duke, shoot Monroe!  Do something!” Jericho screamed helplessly, furious that the floating nightmare had dared to interrupt his revenge.
 
   None of his men responded or moved.  They were frozen in place, unable to obey him.
 
   “What is that?” Monroe shouted, when he saw the strange talking black mist.
 
   “Felix Monroe, you are the enemy of the man who holds your life in his hands, are you not?” the Syanka asked matter-of-factly.
 
   “Yeah, so what?”  Monroe didn’t like that he was talking to a formless black mass who knew his name.
 
   “You have been fighting Jericho for years and have lost so much because of him.  Now he stands before you, ready to end your life.  What are you willing to do to survive this night?  How badly do you want Jericho to pay for all that he has taken from you?” the Syanka hissed, its anger rising as it spoke.
 
   “If I get out of this alive, I swear I won’t stop until Jericho is dead,” Monroe snarled.  He pulled at Jericho’s hands, but they were like steel, immovable and unyielding.
 
   “What if I told you that I could help you seek vengeance against him and all his men?” the Syanka growled.
 
   Monroe had no idea what the mist was talking about, but if given a choice between dying and getting even with Jericho, he would do whatever it took it kill his former friend.
 
   Jericho couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  He finally had Monroe in a death grip and this stupid thing was trying to make a deal with him?  He felt like his world was collapsing.  Jericho needed to stop the creature somehow.  “No!  You can’t do this!  You promised to help me get even with Monroe!  Don’t offer him a deal!”
 
   If Jericho didn’t want this thing offering him a deal, then he knew he should take whatever it was offering him.  “What would I have to do?” Monroe asked quickly.  
 
   “All you have to do is swear your loyalty to me.  I’m assuming that Jericho learned how to conduct a blood ritual from you?” the Syanka snickered.
 
   “Blood ritual?  What blood ritual?” Monroe asked.
 
   “You secure the loyalty of your men through an offering of their blood and sacrificing it to the fire, do you not?” the Syanka asked.
 
   “Yes.  I made all my men swear their loyalty to me.”  Monroe had never thought of it as a blood ritual.  It was something he did to freak the guys out to see if they were pansies and afraid to cut themselves.  Sure, he had asked them to bleed for him, but it was all for show.
 
   “Perfect.  That means I can bring back all of your fallen comrades.  Anyone who swore their loyalty to you can return to assist you in your quest to kill Jericho and his friends,” the Syanka snickered.
 
   Monroe liked the sound of that.  Jericho had killed some of his best men.  He had no idea if the fog could do what it promised, but at the moment, he had nothing to lose.
 
   “No!  You can’t do this!” Jericho bellowed.
 
   “Silence, servant.  Do not speak again until I command you to speak,” the Syanka sneered.
 
   Monroe had no idea why Jericho was doing what the black smoke said, but he didn’t care.  He liked seeing Jericho following orders for once.  “If I swear my loyalty to you, will you let me go?”
 
   “I can’t do that.  You will die tonight regardless if you swear your loyalty to me or not, but I vow to bring you back from the land of the dead if you swear your loyalty to me.  Then the two of you can battle it out until there is a victor.  You will be strong and impervious to pain, just like him.  No one will be able to stop you once Jericho and his men are dead.  The mortals will have no power over you.  You will be free to do what you want, without repercussion.  God himself won’t be able to stop you!” the Syanka yelled, excited that Monroe was so close to becoming his servant.
 
   “Tell me what to do,” Monroe replied coldly.
 
   Jericho was powerless as he watched his enemy swear his loyalty to the soulless creature and sign the same contract he had signed while in prison, all while he held the bastard’s fragile neck in his hands.  The only consolation was that the fog finally let him snap Monroe’s neck.  He watched as Monroe fell lifelessly to the floor.  Unfortunately, it was only a matter of time before he saw Monroe’s rat face staring back at him.
 
   The Syanka was pleased to complete its task.  “I know you are disappointed Jericho, but this was never about you.  I have bigger plans that overshadow your petty rivalry.  I have an army to raise and I need as many souls as I can get.  You see, I’m not going to kill a drug dealer and his friends, I’m going to kill all the mortals in this world and listen to God weep from upon high, unable to stop me,” the Syanka was eerily calm as it spoke.
 
   Though he couldn’t feel his body, it still felt like his stomach had dropped out of his body.  The black blob was completely crazy.  He somehow knew that it would accomplish its mission and that he and Monroe would be forced to help him achieve it.
 
   “Kneel servant,” the Syanka whispered softly.
 
   Jericho’s knees buckled and hit the hard wood floor.
 
   “Poor servant.  You are too stupid to understand what is really happening here.  You should have read the contract.  Never make a blood oath with someone without knowing what they want in return.  From now on, you will call me Master and carry out my will,” the Syanka tsked at Jericho.
 
   “Yes, Master,” Jericho answered automatically, devoid of emotion.  He had no choice but to yield.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Anjali opened her eyes and gasped when she felt a searing pain in her stomach.  She looked around the room, confused.  She appeared to be in some kind of cabin.  She had no idea how she had gotten there.  The last thing she remembered was fighting a horde of revenants in Monroe’s demolished drug lab as she searched for Jericho.
 
   A shadow passed across her vision, but she couldn’t focus on a face.  She tried to sit up, but a hand pushed her shoulder down.
 
   “You need to rest.”  The man standing above her had a soft, pleasant voice.  For some reason she trusted him.
 
   “Where am I?  What happened?” she asked.  Her hand drifted to her stomach, but the man snatched her wrist before she could figure out why she was in pain.
 
   “You were injured during the fight,” the man replied softly.
 
   The fight.  She remembered feeling a sharp tearing sensation through her stomach.  A sword.  Someone had driven a sword through her.
 
   Her insides were cold when she remembered the brown eyes that he met hers just as the pain exploded through her.  Balthazar.
 
   Her anger rose when she remembered seeing Balthazar pushing his way through the mob of revenants, preparing to drive his long sword through her.  Apparently, he had finally figured out why he wanted her dead, which was unfortunate.  He had marked her as his enemy and there would be no second chances, no more excuses.  She would personally remove Balthazar’s head and present it to Michael and the Council.
 
   Throwing herself from the bed, her pain lessened as her power swirled inside of her, begging to be released.  She found her target and smiled broadly at him.  Balthazar’s brown eyes were cast downward at first, but narrowed when he saw that she intended on attacking him.  He shifted into a defensive stance and pushed open the sides of his leather duster, revealing his armory.
 
   Anjali’s anger spiked when she saw the rows of metal knives and daggers.  Rage spread through her.  Her angel had tried to kill her!  Vengeance had much to learn if he thought he could kill his Master.  She removed her ring and let it fall to the floor.  If Vengeance wanted a fight, she would give him one.
 
   “How dare you strike me!” she yelled.  Her voice was filled with power and had an authoritative tone to it.  The Destroyer was furious that her angel had dared to hurt her.  She sized up her angel.  Though he was almost a foot taller than her and broad chested, he was no match for her power.
 
   Balthazar’s knees almost buckled when he heard her commanding voice.  His instincts told him to kneel, or face the consequences, but he ignored them.  Never one to be afraid of an opponent, he stood his ground, but admitted that might be in serious trouble.  The tips of her hair floated in the air and her eyes were black.  Electricity snapped and crackled all around her.
 
   “Whatever you do to me, I will do worse to you.  I bested Aeries, I can best you,” he replied, sounding braver than he felt.  Staring down a raging Angel of Anger seemed like child’s play compared to standing in front of an enraged Destroyer, but he refused to let her know that he was intimidated by her.
 
   Anjali’s emotionless face chuckled at his threat, which should have infuriated him, but the only emotion he could muster was fear.  She was weaponless, from what he could see.  Her dress revealed so much flesh from head to toe, it was doubtful that she could find an adequate hiding place for a weapon, but it was possible that something dangerous was lurking in the lining of her skirt or her tall patent leather boots.
 
   “You think you can defeat me, Vengeance?  You believe you can thwart my attack?  You know nothing about me if you believe you can simply counterattack and take my head,” she snickered sinisterly.
 
   Balthazar took a step back to put more distance between them and to give him time to prepare for what she was planning.  No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t make his arms move to draw his weapon first.  After driving the sword through her, he found that he’d lost his bloodlust.  Fear had replaced his bravado and he felt sick when he thought about the blood pouring from her stomach.  The same voice in the back of his mind that had tried to make him kneel and submit had warned him that he’d crossed the line by attacking her openly, despite his mistake of believing she was Serena.
 
   The push dagger he’d driven into her chest upon their first encounter had intentionally missed its mark.  He understood that now.  Even the knife had he thrown at her in the woods wasn’t perfectly on the mark as he had wanted.  Something had made him miss his target.  Deep down, he knew he wasn’t supposed to kill her.  Regrettably, when he had driven the sword into her stomach, it had been different.  He had wanted Serena dead and had attacked her without remorse.  He had hit his mark because he didn’t realize it was Anjali.
 
   Looking into her beautiful face filled with rage, he knew it wouldn’t matter to her that he had made a mistake.  She would see it as an act of war.  He would suffer the consequences for his mistake and oddly enough, he wanted to be punished for his actions.  He realized that feeling her power back in the forest had given him a small sense of hope, hope that he could be saved from his bleak existence.  Being close to her had opened a dormant part of his heart, his soul.  Part of him wanted to join with her and feel whole for the first time since leaving Heaven.  Now that hope was quickly fading as he stared into the black eyes of an irate Bringer of the Apocalypse.  He knew it was too late to accept her as his Master.
 
   Anjali moved closer to him, but a small figurine caught her attention as she passed a small table.  Seeing her wooden likeness staring back at her incensed her.  “I see that I have been marked for death.  Alazar told me of your obsession.  You carve your targets from wood when you begin your pursuit.  When they are dead, you add them to your collection.”  She motioned to the curio cabinets filled with wooden figurines lining the walls.
 
   Balthazar froze.  It was true.  He had marked her for death.  He had planned to kill her once he was done enacting his revenge upon her.  He had no sensible defense against her accusation.  “That was before…before I understood.”
 
   “Understood how best to kill me?”  She raised her arms to the sky and stalked closer.
 
   Balthazar ran through his list of weapons, trying to decide which one would stop the Destroyer, even though killing her felt wrong.  Just as he chose his shotgun sitting in the corner of the room to his right, the strangest thing happened.  The room turned white as a dense fog emanated from Anjali and clouded his vision.  The cool moisture brushed against his face and hands.  Instead of trying to wave it away from his face, he stepped into it.
 
   The fog caressed his face and soothed him.  It clung to his body as if it was embracing him.  He was slightly disoriented by it, but he didn’t fear it.  He felt his burdens lighten.  It felt like he’d been standing in the hot desert for years and had finally found relief from the scorching sun.  He could breathe for the first time in what seemed like forever.  He wanted to stay in the fog and be happy.
 
   Motion from his left caused the fog to swirl and dance.  He had completely forgotten about his Destroyer problem.  He could vanish from the room, but every cell in his body screamed at him to stay.
 
   Before he could move, a hand jabbed him in the ribs.  He jumped back, though it didn’t hurt.
 
   “You have no power over me, Vengeance,” she whispered through the mist.
 
   Turning around, he searched for her, but was struck again from behind.
 
   “My weapons aren’t made of steel,” she hissed next to his ear, though he couldn’t see her face.
 
   Spinning around, he listened for her footfalls, just as he was taught, but there was only silence.  No breath or whisper of cloth made it to his alert ears.  A hand thrust into his stomach, hard, but before he could double over in pain, a hand was around his neck and he was gasping for air.  His knees met the hard wooden floor of the cabin and he could finally see the infamous black dress that had landed him in this predicament.
 
   “You have lost your way, Balthazar.  I refuse to allow my angel to continue down this path of evil.  I will not allow you to kill me.  I have been entirely too forgiving of my enemies and many have paid the price for my leniency.  The time has come for you give up this life of murder and chaos,” she said harshly.  She had just issued his death sentence.
 
   He felt his favorite sword stripped from his coat, the one he had used to attack her, and braced for the impact of the blade.  He knew that she would return his blow and strike his stomach, but he knew that she wouldn’t stop there.  She was right, he was lost, and he wasn’t sure if he could be redeemed for all the evil deeds he had committed.
 
   Refusing to look away, he stared up into his Master’s face through the fog.  He acknowledged the loneliness in his heart and wished that things had been different.  He wished that she had come for him and claimed him instead of leaving him to fend for himself while his brothers pushed him to hone his skills.
 
   He looked into her eyes and accepted whatever punishment she wished to dole out.  He didn’t expect forgiveness, but he felt that he owed her an explanation.  “It was an accident, Master.”
 
   Her black eyes filled his vision.  “An accident?  Why should I believe you?  You swore to Alazar that if he failed to kill me, you would take over his vendetta.  You tried to kill me in the prison, but your dagger missed its mark.  At least you had the decency to look me in the eyes.  In the woods, I attacked you first, and you threw your dagger at me to keep me at bay.  Now, you used my fight with the revenants to sneak up on me like a coward and thrust your sword into my stomach, and then you brought me here to finish me off.  How I can believe that it was an accident?” she growled.
 
   Blinking a few times, he fought back tears when he looked into the face of his Master, knowing that he deserved her wrath.  He’d spent too many years pushing the mortals beyond their limits and personally teaching them how to seek vengeance.  He had attacked her in the prison without provocation and was seeking vengeance for something that she hadn’t done.  She had never harmed him.  She had never struck him.  Alazar had done enough to deserve the daggers to his chest, but Anjali was blameless, especially if it was true that she hadn’t known of his existence.  She hadn’t abandoned him; she had been kept from him.  If anyone deserved his vengeance, it was Gabriel for keeping her from her angels.
 
   Balthazar’s mind cleared and he saw the truth for what it was.  He needed his Master to make him whole again, to take away the years of suffering and abuse, and show him how far he had strayed from his mission.  He had made his temptation of the mortals personal.  He wasn’t meant to dole out revenge, but to tempt others to seek retribution and watch them destroy their lives in the pursuit of vengeance.  He wasn’t meant to take up a sword and defeat his enemies as Aeries had taught him or kill his enemies Alazar had commanded.  He was meant to tempt the faithless and let them fall into darkness while striving to serve his Master and help her bring about the end of days.
 
   Closing his eyes, he spoke truthfully to her.  “I saw the dress and thought you were Serena.  I thought you had lied about her death.  I didn’t realize it was you until I looked into your eyes after my sword had found its mark.  I thought I was besting an old enemy, one who was worthy of revenge,” Balthazar replied, trying to hold back a sob.
 
   Serena.  Balthazar thought that she was the Witch Queen.  The thought distracted her anger and made her pause.  Looking down at her angel, she realized that Balthazar hadn’t made a move to counter the sword poised over his head, nor had he raised his hands in defense.  He appeared to have accepted the fact that he would die.
 
   “Tell me why you were at Monroe’s base.”  Anjali gripped the sword, prepared to end the life of her traitorous angel.
 
   “Jericho was one of my temptees, as was Monroe.  I’m the one who started their rivalry.  I trained them both.  I watched Jericho die, and was happy to be rid of him.  I may have gone too far with my temptees, but I was always glad when they died and went to Hell to be punished.  Jericho was no exception.  When I saw the news report about the attack on the prison, three weeks after Jericho’s death, I knew it wasn’t a coincidence, but I didn’t know he was a revenant until I saw him.  I was going to pursue him, but I couldn’t walk away from you without a confrontation.  Unlike you, I knew exactly where Jericho would go.  He was always predictable.  He headed straight for Monroe to finish their grudge match.  I felt responsible for creating their war, so I went to Monroe’s and waited for Jericho, expecting him to put an end to the Southenders and to Monroe.  I was going to kill Jericho once Monroe was dead so that I could prove to the Council that I wasn’t a Rogue.  I planned to ask them to release me from your service.  I swear that I didn’t know about the other revenants.  I don’t know how all the Ash Street Boys came back, or how Jericho found a Syanka to make a deal with.  I was there to put an end to all of it when I saw the dress and my plan fell apart,” he said, close to tears.  He had made so many mistakes and now it was time to confess.
 
   She felt no lie or deception upon his lips.  She knew that he wasn’t in league with Jericho or the Syanka, though she was still angry about the mess he had created.  Releasing some of her rage, she stepped back and closed her eyes.
 
   Her killing daze diminished and she shook her head to focus.  She looked at the sword in her hand, trying to figure out how it had gotten there.  She had no memory of picking it up.
 
   She slowly lowered the sword and stepped back.  Turning her head, she couldn’t see a damned thing through all the fog.  Where was she?  How had she gotten there?
 
   Gasping for air, she felt sick when she realized how close she had come to taking Balthazar’s head, but her power continued to rise without her ring.  Thunder rolled overhead and shook the walls and floor.  She quickly moved away from Balthazar until she hit into something behind her, a desk, or a table.  She needed to get a hold of herself.  If Balthazar was telling the truth, then she needed more information before she could pass judgment upon him.  Since he was so willing to accept her sword, he was certainly guilty of something, but she refused to take that as sufficient evidence to end him without an inquisition.
 
   Balthazar watched her disappear into the fog, but not before he saw the bewilderment on her face.  He stood up and scanned the room, but couldn’t see her.  He looked for an area of concentrated darkness, hoping to locate the black dress.  He wasn’t sure why she had backed away from him, but was grateful for the stay of execution.  He needed to understand why she had released him.  Had she believed his side of the story and forgiven him?  He hoped that was the case.
 
   The sudden sound of driving rain hitting the roof and the surrounding trees resonating through the cabin drew his attention as lightning lit up the room.  He’d never heard a storm like this in his life, but he ignored it.  A little rain was the least of his worries if Anjali was still angry with him.
 
   “Master?” he called out tentatively.  “I’m sorry for what happened.  I truly am.  Have I been pardoned?”
 
   Nervous that Anjali hasn’t responded, he carefully approached her when he saw the edge of her dress sticking out from behind one of his curio cabinets.  Stepping closer, he raised his hands to prove that he was unarmed.
 
   She was huddled in the corner with her arms raised above her head.  Her eyes were still black, but she no longer appeared angry, instead she seemed afraid.  It dawned on him that her wound had stopped bleeding somehow and she no longer seemed to be in pain.  He didn’t know why she was able to heal so quickly since she had suffered greatly during his attack on her in the prison.
 
   “If I can’t stop the storm, you have to kill me, Balthazar,” she pleaded.
 
   Balthazar was speechless.  This was not the same voice that had mocked and condemned him moments before.  He saw tears running down her cheeks.
 
   “What are you talking about?” he asked, confused by her sudden mood shift.  She had condemned him for trying to kill her, and now she was begging for him to end her life.  What was wrong with her?
 
   “If I can’t stop the storm, it will grow until it destroys the world.  It isn’t time yet.  My ring can hold back my power, but I have to pull it back inside of me first.  Find my ring and then find a way to distract me.  Hurry.  We don’t have a lot of time.”  She closed her eyes and tried to calm her mind as she had done before, but it was nearly impossible.  Images of innocent people turning on their attackers swirled in her mind.  The need to kill coursed through her body and she couldn’t control it.
 
   Balthazar recalled her removing a ring, though he hadn’t thought much about it at the time.  How could a ring negate her power?  Still hesitant, he backed up into the middle of the room and dropped to one knee.  He kept his eyes on Anjali, but felt around with his left hand to find her ring.
 
   The wind roared outside.  He could hear the trees cracking and snapping apart.  Just as his fingers brushed against cold metal, a large tree limb tore through the small roof and crashed through the one room cabin.  He rolled to his left and flattened himself to the ground.  A mass of branches missed him by millimeters.
 
   Anjali hadn’t made a sound.  He couldn’t see her to know if she was hurt or not.  The rain poured through his bedroom, soaking him and all his possessions instantly.  The wind blew debris and leaves everywhere.  Its strength was approaching catastrophic levels.  He immediately believed that Anjali wasn’t in control and that her power would end the world.
 
   Peeking inside his fist, he was relieved to see a silver band that held a red gem with a black crescent in the middle.  He gulped when he realized that he was holding the Eye of Sirrush.  He accepted her words as truth and knew he had to help her.  The world shouldn’t end because of a misunderstanding.
 
   He pulled his bowie knife from his duster, flipped onto his back and hacked away at the smaller branches caging him in.  He kicked away as many branches as he could until he could stand.  The room was demolished, but crouched beneath his figurine cabinet in the corner of the room he saw her dress.
 
   He crawled over the large limb and hacked his way across the room until he was able to reach the cabinet that had fallen into the wall and protected Anjali from the branches.  Grasping her arm, he tried to pull her out of the rubble, but a spike of electricity arced through his body and he nearly blacked out.
 
   His entire life flashed before his eyes.  He saw the Premena Ceremony where he had volunteered to become a Predznak.  He saw the caves in the Mortal Realm where the Predznak lived in during the early days of the mortals, before they built their great civilizations.  He felt the pain of Aeries and Alazar as they trained him to become a lethal killing machine.  He remembered the face of the first mortal that he’d tempted and how he had locked himself away for a week, too guilty to tempt other mortals.  He felt the loneliness that he tried to ignore as he walked the Mortal Realm alone, seeking out mortals with questionable morals.  He remembered the day when the evil of his temptees was so great that it permeated his soul like a virus eating away at him.  Most of all, he remembered the day when he was called before the Council and ordered to enter Hell and await the coming of his Master.  Lucifer had greeted him with a fist aimed at his face.  Though he never made contact, Lucifer never stopped trying to make him submit.  Lucifer attacked his brothers while he was away tempting the mortals and made him clean up the mess when he returned.  The psychological torture was worse than the beatings.
 
   The worst vision of all was the day that Alazar proclaimed that the Predznak were leaving Hell.  While Balthazar was relieved to be leaving Hell, it ate away at him knowing that he was abandoning his post.  He had expected Alazar to keep them together until Anjali could come and claim the others, but instead, Alazar had turned his back on his brothers and walked away.  The leader that he had looked up to and tried to please by learning whatever he thought was important, was gone.  He stayed with Aeries for a while, but over time, it became too dangerous to stay with Anger.  Aeries was too lost in his rage and he was afraid to let his guard down long enough to sleep.  Heaven was forbidden, Hell was abhorrent, and living alone in the Mortal Realm was too much to bear.  He learned to survive by focusing on tempting the mortals and training them.  It was the only way that he could keep himself from giving up completely.
 
   He admitted that he wanted his Master to come, if only to put his family back together.  Starting an Apocalypse had never interested him, though he did understand why Father wanted to seek vengeance against the mortals who turned away from Him.  He knew that being a Predznak would one day require ending the world, so he accepted it, but he wasn’t looking forward to it.
 
   “I don’t deserve to be a Predznak!  I failed even before I started.  I became a Predznak because of a woman.  I didn’t do it because I thought I could serve you.  I did it for love, for the love of a beautiful angel who didn’t love me in return.  I should have never stepped forward,” he cried out as her power coursed through his body.
 
   Feeling Balthazar’s power coursing through her, the dark side of her personality rose to the surface.  The Destroyer wanted to know that her angel was ready to serve her.  
 
   “What have you done to prove yourself since then?” she asked in an ominous voice, the voice of the Destroyer.  He could not deny that voice even if he tried.
 
   “Nothing, Master.  I allowed Alazar and Aeries to turn me into something evil.  I lost my way.  I couldn’t take the beatings.  I choose a dark path instead of remaining strong and waiting for you.  I learned to kill and taught my temptees the same.  I learned to gain strength from my anger, just as Aeries had taught me.  I forgot who I was.  I used the power of my temptation against everyone I met.  Can you forgive me?” he asked.  Tears filled his eyes, as he understood the painful truth.  He was not worthy to serve Anjali.
 
   “Why did you allow Alazar to remake you in his image?” she asked in her imposing tone.
 
   Balthazar’s knees buckled and fell to the ground.  He hung his head and sobbed.  “I wanted his approval.  He was cruel to me and I knew deep down the only way to receive his praise was to become what he wanted, a warrior, an angel worthy to defend my Master if she were in danger.  You weren’t there, yet I sought your praise.  I turned to Alazar as our leader and mistakenly wanted to please him.  I should have wanted to please you.  I should have searched for you and asked you what you wanted from me.  It was stupid to listen to Death.  He did his best to guide us, but he was lost too.  I should have held strong and did what I thought was right.  I was created to serve you.  I should have listened to my heart and done what I thought you wanted.  Instead, I followed the wrong path and turned my temptees into murderers, just as Alazar did.  The worst part was when Alazar left us.  I had no one to follow and I was too far gone to know right and wrong for myself.”
 
   “Why should I forgive you?” she asked bitterly.
 
   Balthazar looked up at her.  “I understand now.  I know what you require of me.  You want me to tempt the mortals as I did in the beginning.  I must show them how marvelous it would feel to seek retaliation against their enemies, but then show them their Heavenly reward if they forego the path of evil.  No matter what, the mortals must choose a path for themselves.  If they choose vengeance, my power must influence them, not me.  I cannot train them and mold them as Alazar did to me.  I must let them seek revenge on their own,” he said with confidence.  He felt the truth of the words all the way to his bones.  “I swear I will not make the same mistakes again.”
 
   Anjali was satisfied with Balthazar’s answer.  She pried his hand off her arm and released him from her power.  The storm was still raging around them, but she was able to control her dark side again, the side that demanded obedience from her angels.  That side of her personality scared her, but she knew it was necessary to remind her angels who was in charge.
 
   She took a deep breath and looked at Balthazar.  “Alazar has admitted his faults and told me of his horrible deeds.  I know how he treated you, Balthazar.  Alazar knows he was wrong to single you out.  He didn’t understand that you were no longer Meekness, just as he was no longer Determination.  He asked for my forgiveness and I granted it.  He knows that he must make amends to you, but he is willing to do so.  I know I wasn’t there for you, Balthazar, and I’m sorry.  I would do anything to make things right.  I do not blame you for what you have done in my absence.”
 
   The images in his mind faded as Anjali spoke.  After everything he’d experience in her presence, he knew he had to stop fighting his Master.  His judgment had been clouded for so long that he no longer remembered why Father had changed his entire being.  He had volunteered to serve Anjali, regardless of his original motivations.  He swore to protect her and follow her command.  It was clear to him now that she could drive out the darkness that had settled in his heart.  He understood that he was a part of something greater.  He would serve his Master and in return, she would keep him on the right path.  He would feel happiness and contentment again.
 
   “I have to get you far away from here,” he shouted above the roar of the tempest.
 
   “No.  The storm will grow from here, but if we move, it will have a second location,” she groaned, trying to push away the need to kill everyone.
 
   Balthazar squinted through the deluge and looked around for a safe place where they wouldn’t be crushed by more falling trees.  Stepping over the trunk of the tree, he pulled her to the window that had smashed apart.  He jumped out the window and pulled her through.  The safest area was the clearing where he practiced his sparring techniques, as long as they weren’t blown off the cliff.
 
   Fighting against the wind and swirling leaves, he pulled her to the cliff overlooking the valley, but kept an eye on the surrounding trees in the event that one of them gave way under the force of the gale.
 
   “Now what?” Balthazar asked, clutching her ring tightly, so it wouldn’t fly from his hand.
 
   “Distract me.  I can’t shake the need to make the mortals pay for failing to love God and losing their faith in Him.  I’m filled with an overwhelming desire to smite everyone.”  She bent backward and faced the sky, trying to pull the power back inside of her.
 
   “Distract you how?”  Balthazar was at a loss.  All he knew was vengeance and the need to smite people.
 
   “I don’t know.  Alazar usually says pleasant things to me.  I need kindness or love to counteract the need for destruction.”  She wanted to call for Alazar, but she didn’t want to make things worse if Balthazar decided to attack him again.
 
   Balthazar tried to remember the concepts of kindness and love, but they were foreign to him.  He hadn’t been kind to anyone since leaving Heaven.
 
   “I don’t remember love.  Aeries and Alazar beat the remaining kindness from my heart so that I would be stronger.  They feared what would happen if I had compassion for my temptees and felt sorry for them.  They said that I shouldn’t care about the mortals or I would never be able to do my job.”  Balthazar tried desperately to remember how to care for someone.
 
   “You never loved anyone before?”  Anjali closed her eyes and tried to pull the unbridled power back inside of her, but her emotions were too chaotic to regulate.
 
   “I love Father, but I don’t think that’s the kind of love you mean.  I was devoted to Him, but the feeling was ingrained in my soul,” Balthazar shouted above the storm.
 
   The sky was filled with lightning and the ground quaked from the booming thunder.  In all his life, he’d never seen a storm of this magnitude.  The rains were enough to flood the river at the bottom of the valley, causing it to rise higher, threatening to overtake the foothills.  
 
   “I did love someone once, or at least I felt affection for her,” he said quickly.  He hated talking about her, but Anjali needed his help.
 
   “Who did you love?”  Anjali was desperate for something to distract her.
 
   Balthazar hesitated, but a forming tornado in the increasing cloud cover made the words tumble from his lips.  “Her name was Delilah.”  He’d only ever confided her to name one person before, Rayan, but he’d never asked for details.  Rayan respected his privacy too much to ask.  However, if he were being honest with himself, Rayan probably got off on his agony.  He was ashamed that his love for Delilah had turned to hatred and caused him to turn away from women, forcing him to remain alone.
 
   “What happened to her?” Anjali pleaded for him to continue.
 
   Balthazar closed his eyes.  Anjali’s voice was soothing and comforting, unlike any voice he had ever heard, including Delilah’s.  He was compelled to speak.
 
   “I was too innocent.  I didn’t want to disgrace her.  She was more innocent than I was, if that was possible.  I cared about her, but didn’t want people to think that she was a whore.  I looked at no other women, but she was too busy frolicking in the meadows or chasing clouds to think about kissing me.
 
   “She dropped a book one day and I bent over to pick it up.  When I stood to hand it to her, I realized that she had bent over for the book as well.  Our faces were right in front of each other.  Her lips were bright pink.  She giggled at the situation.  My mind was blank.  I wanted nothing more than to lean two more inches closer and place my lips against hers.  Instead, she patted my head and ran away.  It took three days to compose myself.”  Balthazar’s breath caught in this throat when he thought about that day.  He’d never wanted anything more than to kiss her, but he just couldn’t do it.
 
   “She must have been special.  She was an angel?” Anjali asked, trying to imagine Balthazar in Heaven, sweet and guiltless, without hatred in his heart, without scars on the inside and outside.
 
   He noticed that the lightning was slowing down and the rain easing up a bit, though the winds were still knocking down trees in the woods next to them.
 
   “She was the Angel of Joy and she was my best friend,” he said quietly.
 
   “Have you seen her since you became a Predznak?” Anjali figured that the Angel of Joy and the Angel of Vengeance wouldn’t sit around drinking tea and talking about the old days.
 
   “Yes, but we weren’t the same people,” he sighed.  The rain stopped, but the clouds were still black as night, casting a long shadow over the valley.
 
   Anjali calmed her breathing and tried to pull her arms down to her sides.  “I’m sorry.  I know what it’s like to lose your best friend.  I also know what’s like to become someone else, someone more menacing.”
 
   Balthazar was shocked.  No one had ever apologized to him for anything.  The other angels had all made fun of him for apologizing profusely for his offenses.  It wasn’t Anjali’s fault that he had lost Delilah, yet she sympathized with him.  He wasn’t sure how to react.
 
   Seeing that her eyes had changed back to blue, he knew that was once again in command of her power.  He opened his hand and offered the ring to her.
 
   Relieved to see her ring, she pulled at the last of the darkness until it rushed back inside of her.  She pushed the ring onto her finger and took a deep breath.
 
   “Thank you for helping me.  I’m sorry that I attacked you in the cabin, but the Destroyer didn’t like the idea of her angel trying to kill her.  I stopped when you said that it was a mistake.  You’re not the first one to make that mistake.  I would never intentionally hurt you.  You belong with me.  You are a part of me,” she smiled.
 
   “I know that now,” Balthazar nodded his head, grateful that she was no longer mad at him.  He never wanted to experience her wrath again.
 
   Carefully, she tugged at the opening of his duster and pulled it back to free his arms.  She wanted him to release his weapons and be himself, not the trained killer that Aeries and Alazar had transformed him into.
 
   Balthazar felt his waterlogged coat sliding from his body and threw back his shoulders so that it could fall to the ground.  His weapons had led him astray at every turn with his Master.  He didn’t want to make any more mistakes.
 
   “Tell me more about the angel who held your affection.”  She brushed the wet hair from his damp forehead.  She was starting to like the calm Balthazar, the one that wasn’t demanding her head.
 
   She led him over to a circle of large boulders that must have served as Balthazar’s training area.  The grass had been worn away that the boulders had gashes from metal weapons and bullet holes in them.
 
   Balthazar sat down on a fallen log that he used to spread out his weapons when he practiced.  He closed his eyes and thought about Delilah.  “She didn’t understand the power she had over men, over me.  All of the angels are beautiful, but there was something special about her.  She was playful and fun, smiling all the time and laughing.  She had never been with a man so she didn’t understand the boundaries that existed between males and females.  She flaunted her beauty and her body to any onlooker.  I had to pull her aside and explain the havoc she was wreaking and how it would get her into trouble if she didn’t contain herself.  I had to teach her restraint, all the while wishing that I could express my feelings for her.  I had to explain desire and need.  It took her a long time to comprehend what I was trying to tell her, but finally she understood and composed herself,” he explained.
 
   “She sounds sweet.  Why didn’t you ever tell her that you loved her?” Anjali smiled.  Delilah sounded like she was perfect for the Angel of Meekness.
 
   Balthazar flushed, feeling embarrassed by his inexperience.  “I told her all the time that I loved her, but she didn’t understand that it was more than brotherly love.  She was very childish and rarely took things seriously.  It should have been a sign for me to give up my pursuit, but I found it endearing.  When other males sought to prove their affection, she would reply that having a relationship was too much work.  I was a fool to follow her around, hoping that she would mature enough to be with me.  Adrian warned me time and again to guard my heart against her, but I didn’t listen.”
 
   Anjali put her hand on his cheek.  “I know what it’s like to care about someone and have them be nothing more than a friend to you.  Gabriel locked away the memories of my past lives so that I wouldn’t be consumed by the guilt of the terrible things I have done, so I only remember my last mortal life.  There was a boy who was my best friend.  Despite appearing to be mortal, I suffered from nightmares of Hell and could see spirits while I was awake.  I thought I was crazy and so did he.  He cared about me, but he would have preferred me to be sane.  I had to leave him behind to keep him safe from Lucifer and from our world,” she said.  CJ was rarely far from her mind, so much so that Derick often asked if she would seek him out.  “I’m surprised to hear that you were friends with Adrian.  I’m assuming that was before he sat on the Council as the Angel of Fairness.”
 
   Balthazar heard her sadness and understood her loss.  “I’m sorry about your friend.  I can tell that you miss him,” he replied.  “Adrian and I had been friends long before he sat on the Council, but our relationship became strained when I stepped forward to become Vengeance.  He couldn’t understand why I wanted to serve someone other than Father.  He refused to speak to me after I left Heaven.”
 
   Anjali frowned, wondering why Adrian would be so cruel to Balthazar.  “I assume that Delilah was upset as well when you became a Predznak.”  She held his hand and rubbed the back of it, trying to ease his sorrow.
 
   Balthazar’s body tensed quickly.  He pushed her away before she could understand what had happened.  He was pacing wildly.  “She betrayed me.  That’s what happened,” he sneered.
 
   Anjali stepped back, afraid that he would strike her without thinking.  She immediately knew that Delilah was the source of his hatred and distrust of women.
 
   “Talk to me, Balthazar.  Tell me how she wronged you.”  Despite the warning bells going off in her head, she knew that Balthazar needed to release his agony before he could be free of her betrayal.
 
   “I can’t talk about it.  I’ve never spoken of it.  Just know that she hurt me deeply,” Balthazar growled.
 
   “Do I need to seek her out?” Anjali’s voice was cold and sharp.
 
   His Master’s voice was like a whip in his mind.  His head snapped up to look at her.  She had the same expression that was etched into his face since becoming Vengeance.  If he didn’t stop the Destroyer, she would find Delilah and make her suffer.
 
   “Please, Anjali, don’t harm her.  I’m furious with her, but I don’t want to see her killed.”  Balthazar put out his hand defensively, hoping to call off her attack.
 
   “Tell me what she did,” she replied sinisterly.
 
   Balthazar hated thinking about that day, the day that haunted him, but he was left with no other option.  “An announcement went out.  Father called upon His angels and asked for volunteers for a new position that He was creating.  His plan was to create a being powerful enough to bring about the end of the world.  To temper this being and help her achieve her goal, He would give her Harbingers.  They would warn the mortals of her coming by living among them and challenging the indifferent ones to choose the path of righteousness or evil.  He had already sent Lucifer and the Fallen into Hell to punish the wicked, but Father felt that it wasn’t enough to scare the mortals.  He needed a greater consequence for when they chose the path of evil.  The Predznak, or the Angels of Temptation, were to be a litmus test to see how far humanity had fallen from grace.  If the mortals became corrupt, the Bringer of the Apocalypse would gather the Predznak and unlock their combined power.  Together, they would bring about the end of days and the faithful would reign in Heaven while the wicked suffered in Hell, until Paradise could once again be achieved.
 
   “Delilah was excited by the idea of becoming a Predznak; of course she was always excited about everything.  She suggested that we take up the call together.  She loved Father and was ready to serve Him.  Stupidly, I would have followed her anywhere.  Neither of us understood the consequences of taking on those roles.  We were naïve to believe that we could be what Father needed.”  Balthazar shook his head at his eagerness to be with Delilah.
 
   “Why didn’t she become a Predznak?” Anjali asked already knowing the answer based on Balthazar’s description of Joy.  The girl would have buckled under the weight of taking on the power of pure temptation and sin.  She wouldn’t have been strong enough to withstand the darkness associated with the sin.
 
   Balthazar sighed and crossed his arms.  “She stepped forward, wanting to become the Angel of Desire because it sounded fun.  She suggested that I become the Angel of Anger since I was forever cross with her for flouncing about without a care in the world.  We both stepped forward to accept the positions that Father had offered.  Aeries, me, and a number of other angels stepped forward to become Anger.  Aeries was chosen for Anger because he was the Angel of Honor.  He never lost his temper or lost control of himself.  He was fair and balanced, even in battle alongside Michael.  Father knew he would serve the position well.  The others who had stepped forward were dismissed, but Father asked if I would become Vengeance.  As Meekness, I was always patient and kind.  I never sought to hurt anyone, even if I was slighted first.  I forgave everyone for everything.  I always blamed myself and accepted responsibility for my actions.  That was the kind of angel that Father wanted to fill the position, so I looked to Delilah, who was happily clapping, and I accepted without another thought.
 
   “Father put his hand on my head and suddenly I was filled with the power of Vengeance.  The power surged through me and I was reborn.  I felt stronger and my mind was sharper.  I understood the motivations of the mortals who seek justice and retribution against their enemies.  I felt the complicated emotions involved in wanting to strike out against someone who had wronged me and instinctively knew how to exact the perfect revenge for any wrongdoing.  I immediately had the patience of the greatest predator and felt like I could track down anyone.  Gone were my carefree thoughts and feelings.  I suddenly had a purpose and a goal.  I had become the Angel of Vengeance and I was consumed with the urge to use my power on the mortals.  I would tempt them by offering them the choice between letting go of their resentment over a wrongdoing or showing them the path that would allow them to punish everyone involved and make them suffer.  All that knowledge forever changed me and I knew I would never be the same again.
 
   “When I rose and turned to face everyone, I saw the fear on their faces.  They could see the changes in me.  They saw the darkness building inside of me.  Adrian was one of the few who didn’t turn away, afraid of what I had become.  It was only later that he expressed his disappointment in me.  Delilah, on the other hand, burst into tears and backed away when I tried to touch her.  She said that I had been ruined and that I was a monster.  She ran from me in tears and refused to take on the role of Desire.  Zacharael was chosen to take up the position instead of Delilah.”
 
   Anjali sighed when she finally understood the problem.  Balthazar hadn’t volunteered because of his faith in God or his sense of duty; he had become a Predznak because of a girl, a girl who turned her back on him at the first sign of trouble.  Could she ever trust Vengeance to join with her and performs his duties, or would he forever be resentful that he had been duped into becoming an unholy Predznak?
 
   Balthazar swore under his breath.  He never wanted this job.  He had believed that he and Delilah would help each other to balance out the new emotions swirling inside of them.  He had envisioned them living together while trying to deal with their new power.  While he didn’t understand all of the consequences, he knew that it wouldn’t be easy.  He had made sacrifices to be with her because he believed that she truly wanted to do this with him.  Instead, he had been left alone to carry this burden.  She hadn’t even come to see him before he was sent off to the Mortal Realm, forever leaving Heaven.
 
   “I’m sorry that you didn’t get the girl and I’m sorry that you went into this expecting some kind of fairytale.  Did you ever see her again?”  She threw the question out as a test.  Had Balthazar sought retribution against Delilah, she might believe him capable of doing his job, though if he had let her be, it meant that he was still holding out hope for a reunion.  If he still loved her, she knew that Balthazar would abandon his position at the first opportunity to be with Delilah.
 
   “Yes, I saw her again,” Balthazar sneered.  He clenched his fists when he thought about seeing Delilah again after centuries of wondering what had become of her.  “When we were summoned to Hell to await your arrival, I found Delilah draped across Hades’ lap in the Hall of Misery.  She was no longer the carefree light of my life.  She was twisted and evil.  She didn’t laugh and rejoice, but cackled with delight at the pain of others.  Her innocence had been ripped away and she was well aware of what her beautiful body could do.  She had knowledge of men and sex and used it to get what she wanted.  She had become a seductress and enjoyed being at the mercy of Hades.  I don’t know what became of her after I left Hell.”
 
   Anjali was surprised to hear that Hades had stripped the Angel of Joy of her innocence and turned her into a whore.  As evil as Hades was, the thought didn’t sit well with her.  Hades did everything with a purpose and she couldn’t think of a reason for him to do such a foul thing.  It was doubtful he had done it to anger Balthazar, since Balthazar admitted that he never spoke of his affection for her.  It was possible that it had been done as a mean of getting even with Katarina, Hades’ strange girlfriend, since they were forever slapping each other in the face and kissing to make up, but even that seemed extreme.
 
   “She’s no longer in Hell, but I will find out what happened to her.  I promise.  Trust me when I say that Hades will pay for seducing an innocent angel, once I know the truth.  What I need to know is whether or not you can perform your duties as the Angel of Vengeance.  Obviously, there were extenuating circumstances when you volunteered for the position, but I need to know that you will be standing by my side when it comes time to start an Apocalypse.  I don’t want you doubting your loyalty to me or deciding that you don’t want to fulfill our destiny.  As much as I want you with me, I have to know that you are committed to me.”  Anjali squared her shoulders, knowing that Balthazar could strike her down if he had any doubts.
 
   Balthazar was surprised by her aggressive stance.  He had expected her to force him into submission and take possession of him, but here she was questioning his motives and his loyalty.  Based on her stance, he knew that if he denied her, she would attack.  There would be no point in keeping him alive if he denied her.  He was too dangerous to be left to his own devices.  Besides, she would have to ask another angel to come forward as Vengeance.  The world would indeed suffer with two Angels of Vengeance.
 
   “You’re giving me a choice?” Balthazar asked skeptically.
 
   “I gave Alazar a choice.  I told him that I didn’t want an Angel of Death whom I couldn’t trust.  It would only cause problems.  In the end, he came to me willingly,” she said, carefully watching his reaction.
 
   Balthazar always knew Alazar would roll over for her.  The problem was he wanted to do the same thing.  The fog, the storm, and her calm touch called to him in ways he was still trying to comprehend.  Every part of him was screaming to join her, but if she was offering him a choice, he wanted to weigh his options.  He finally understood why Alazar had tempted him.  If he wasn’t willing to fight to stay alive and fulfill his promise to Father to serve Anjali and tempt the mortals, he might as well kill himself since going home wasn’t an option and living without the Destroyer could never happen.
 
   She saw the hesitation on his face, but remained calm.  He wasn’t saying no.  She knew he had suffered much abuse in her absence.  Perhaps he will still bitter that she hadn’t been there for him. 
 
   “I know I’ve caused you pain by not taking possession of you long before now.  Know that I would have come for you if I could have.  I promise that I didn’t know about any of this.  I didn’t know who I was.  Gabriel kept this world a secret from me.  I lived blissfully as a mortal until a few years ago.  Since then, I have been searching for all of you.”  She watched Balthazar search her face, trying to determine if she was telling the truth.
 
   “Why didn’t Gabriel tell you?  He knew that we were suffering in Hell.  He saw some of it with his own eyes.”  Balthazar wanted to find Gabriel and lock him away from Father for the same amount of time that his Master was kept from him.  He wanted Gabriel to feel pain and loneliness without Father’s love.
 
   “Gabriel wanted to protect me from Lucifer.  He feared that I was too innocent to face the devil.  In many ways, he was right.  He was also afraid that the Predznak would try to control me.  Again, he was justified.  I had to fight against the lure of a peaceful death to break free from Alazar when he tempted me to end my life.”  It was one of her worst experiences.  She had allowed Alazar to lull her senses and had considered ending it all to find peace and happiness.
 
   He thought about her ring and realized that he wasn’t the only one with control issues.  All of Gabriel’s excuses had been real, or at least most of them.  The Destroyer’s power had been too difficult for her to contain, just as he had said.  In that moment, he started to understand how hard her life must have been.  Vengeance had come easily to him, even if the fighting skills hadn’t.  He knew that she had unleashed her power upon blameless mortals over the centuries, but he thought it was because she was evil or angry.  The reality was that she had too much power inside of her to contain without help.
 
   “I would have never tried to control you,” he said, looking at the ground.  He had no reason to tempt her to seek vengeance.  Maybe he would have asked her to force Aeries and Alazar to leave him alone, but he knew he could handle his own retribution.  He didn’t need her to fight his battles.
 
   “I know,” she smiled.  Killing her was one thing, but Vengeance had no interest in controlling her power.  He was able to dole out revenge without her added power.
 
   Balthazar looked up and was happy to see the sun shining the sky.  “Did you see the sky, the clouds, or the bright sun when Alazar tempted you to take your own life?”
 
   Anjali’s heart sank.  Alazar had tempted Balthazar with his power.  She knew Alazar had long ago fallen apart as a leader, so it shouldn’t have surprised her that he had used his power on him, but she was still upset.  “I saw the ocean.”
 
   “Why didn’t you walk into the waves and let the pain of your life wash away?” he whispered while he stared at the blue sky.
 
   “I wasn’t ready to end things.  I have a duty, a responsibility to you and to the world.  It’s a heavy burden and the costs are high, but this is what I was created to do.  Why didn’t you fly into the clouds and leave the loneliness behind?”  She stepped closer and put her hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Alazar didn’t use his power to tempt me to kill myself, but I did see the choice he was offering.  When I saw the clouds, I knew that they didn’t represent home, but the peace associated with leaving my problems behind.  As tempting as the fluffy white clouds were, I wasn’t ready to go to them.  When I realized what Alazar was doing, I attacked him, though he didn’t fight back.  He said that he wanted me to understand what was at stake, but I was too angry with him to care about his motives.”  He closed his eyes and felt Anjali’s warmth through his rain soaked shirt, down to his bones.
 
   How could her touch be so powerful?  Opening his eyes, he looked at her face.  It was filled with sadness and anger as she looked at him.  He wondered if she was mad at Alazar for showing him a peaceful ending.
 
   Without thinking, he reached out and put his hand on her face.  He didn’t want to see her sad.  Not knowing where the thought had come from, he was overwhelmed with the thought of seeing her smile.
 
   Looking down at her, he noticed the hole in her dress over her stomach. He was baffled when he couldn’t see any signs of damage on her skin.  “How?  How have you healed so quickly?” he asked.
 
   She waved her hand and fixed her dress.  “Releasing my power makes me stronger.  During an Apocalypse, I’m told it will be nearly impossible for someone to kill me.  My power protects me from enemies who wish to stop me from ending the world.  Unfortunately, when I’m angry it makes me unpredictable.  Healing my wounds comes with a price.  There is a chance that I might truly harm someone,” she explained, ashamed of her weakness.
 
   Balthazar contemplated her explanation.  It suddenly made sense why it was so hard to injure Aeries in a fight.  He thought that Aeries had ignored the pain because his mind was consumed with rage, but perhaps when Aeries’ power rose, his cuts were healed too quickly to cause him pain.  Perhaps he wasn’t as terrible a fighter as Aeries had led him to believe in their earlier battles.  Balthazar was upset by this new revelation.
 
   Anjali saw Balthazar’s troubled expression and tried to ease his mind.  “I’m in control of myself now.  It’s safe,” she said gently.
 
   Balthazar looked up and met her blue eyes.  He reached out to touch her hand, desperately wanting to feel her power again, though afraid to lose himself to it.  He took her into his arms and held her as if she was the most important person in the world.
 
   Anjali felt something inside tingle when Balthazar held her.  Her lost angel was here and she wanted to welcome him home, but she was afraid to spook him.  As tough as Vengeance was on the outside, inside he was a child who had never matured.  He was inexperienced and wary of emotions. 
 
   “I’m sorry for believing you were Serena.  I didn’t know that you wore her dress,” he said, hanging his head in shame.
 
   “Alazar did the same thing.  I need to remember to keep my distance from my angels upon meeting them.  They seem to like greeting me with sharp objects,” she chuckled.  She placed her hand on his cheek and looked into his brown eyes.
 
   He reveled in every touch that she had to offer.  No one had ever touched him so tenderly.  His brothers and sisters had hugged him in Heaven as a form of greeting.  After falling from Heaven, the only kind touch had come from Tristan, Solren, or Rayan, who had mopped the blood from his cuts or wrapped him in bandages when his cuts were too deep.
 
   He laughed when he thought about Aeries daring to hug him after a fight.
 
   Anjali raised her eyebrow when she saw an honest to God smile and laugh from Vengeance.  “What are you laughing at?”  She didn’t think that he was laughing at her, but she had to know what could possibly bring a smile to his disheartened face.
 
   Balthazar stiffened, afraid that he had angered her.  “Nothing.  I mean, nothing that you did.  I liked that you didn’t pull away from my embrace.  I thought about Aeries hugging someone.  He was not one to offer a caring touch.  It made me laugh, that’s all.”
 
   She laughed when she pictured her battle worn Aeries hugging someone.  “He would probably break their spine.”
 
   “I agree.”  He searched her face for any signs of anger or displeasure, but instead, he saw happiness and beauty in every feature.
 
   “You’re a handsome man, but when you smile, it lightens up your whole face.  It removes the sadness from your eyes.”  She ran her fingers lightly down his scar.  “I wish I could have prevented this.”  She lightly kissed his scar from his forehead to his cheek.
 
   Balthazar lowered his gaze.  “It was a warning from Aeries.  If I didn’t defend myself, he would show me no mercy.”  He was embarrassed to confess his shortcomings to her.
 
   When he looked up, he saw the cold look in her eye.  She no longer appeared happy and carefree.
 
   “I swear to you that he will never raise a fist or a weapon against you again.  When I find Aeries, he will understand my displeasure with the way he treated you.  Vengeance is not about fighting or killing.  It is an eye for an eye.  It was not your duty to train the mortals how to physically seek their revenge.  Aeries will understand that or he will suffer by my hand.”  She pictured how she would bring Anger to his knees and show him the error of his ways.
 
   Balthazar shivered when he heard the tone of her voice.  He understood that Anjali wasn’t just expressing her thoughts, but rather the Destroyer was issuing an edict.  “Thank you.”  Part of him felt bad for Aeries.  Aeries was a badass, but he knew that his Master would conquer Anger and make sure that he complied with her will.
 
   Hearing her voice, he could almost feel her outrage.  It caused something inside of him to stir.  The sensation grew until it had his full attention.  For the first time, he wanted to join with his Master, not just to serve as her Angel of Vengeance, but also to accept her protection, her loyalty, and her praise.
 
   She closed her eyes, trying to stamp down her anger.  She would deal with Aeries in time, but right now, she needed to focus on Balthazar.  He needed her.
 
   “Balthazar, I need to know if you are willing to accept me as your Master, I will give you time to consider what has happened today.  Know that I want you to join with me, but I need to know that you are committed to being a Predznak, especially if you were planning to go to the Council and ask to be released from my service,” she said, placing her hand on his shoulder.
 
   Before Balthazar could respond, her body felt like it was being pulled in all directions.  She was being summoned, and by more than one person.  Having been completely focused on Balthazar, she had shut herself off to Derick.  She felt guilty for leaving him to fight the revenants, but he had promised to get out of there quickly.  Alazar had sworn to protect him.  She was confident in Death to keep his promise to her.
 
   “Damn it, I’m being summoned,” she said she abruptly stood up.  “Unfortunately, Alazar and my servant Derick were left to fight the revenants.  I need to find out what happened to Jericho and the revenants.  I will return to you as soon as I know that Jericho has been contained.  Think about the choice I’m offering, Balthazar.  Have your answer ready for me when I return,” she stated boldly.
 
   “I will, my lady.  Though, I do have one question before you leave.  Why do you stay with Lucifer in Hell?  You were never meant to rule the Third Throne.  That was not a part of your destiny.  That decision was made when the Council wanted to contain your power, or so I was lead to believe.  Why stay in that abysmal place with the devil?” Balthazar asked, unable to understand her reasons for accepting the Council’s ruling.
 
   “You have seen what the Syankas are capable of doing.  Those things came from Lucifer.  Without someone keeping Lucifer’s mood swings under control, there is no telling what he will do.  He told me about his plan to unleash the Germanic gods from the Hall of Shadows.  If I don't stop Lucifer from destroying the world in one of his fits of anger and loneliness, who will?” she asked.
 
   “Ironic,” Balthazar chuckled.  “The Destroyer is trying to keep someone else from ending the world.”
 
   “There has to be a world for me to end.  I intend on keeping it in one piece until I'm ready to demolish it,” she shrugged.  With that, she disappeared from the woods, leaving Balthazar to his muddled thoughts.
 
   Balthazar leaned against a nearby tree and reflected on everything that had happened.  A choice.  She was offering him a choice.  Granted, it wasn’t much of a choice, but he immediately knew his answer.  He chose her and not because he was afraid to die, but because after all he had endured, he wanted to be Vengeance.  Though he typically cursed his abilities and his power, he knew that he was good at tempting the mortals.  If given a choice between being Meekness and bowing to everyone, begging for forgiveness, or standing next to the Destroyer, strong, and determined to do her will, as was decreed by Father, he knew he would stand proudly next to her.  He had never disobeyed Father, not once; he would not disobey His command to serve the Destroyer.  He would be loyal to her and fulfill his duties.
 
   Oddly, he thought he might even enjoy it.  Something about the way Anjali spoke and acted when she was angry drew him in.  It wasn’t because she reminded him of Aeries, but rather, it was the way she took command.  He had admitted long ago that he needed a strong leader to follow, which was why he had stayed with Aeries after leaving Hell, but Aeries had failed to be the leader that he needed, as had Alazar.  Deep down, he knew Anjali would not only lead him, but lead him as only she could.
 
   Having made his decision, a feeling of peace overcame him.  He was doing the right thing.  He just had to wait for her arrival.  Until then, he would try to extricate the tree from his dwelling.  Looking back over his shoulder, he knew it would take a while to repair the damage and it would occupy his mind while Anjali dealt with Jericho.
 
   He snapped his finger and his duster was back on his shoulders.  He admitted that he felt more secure with his weapons at his fingertips.  Walking back to his demolished cabin, his foot slid on something under a branch.  He bent over and found the figurine of Anjali.  A smile came to his face when he saw it.  He cradled it in his palm and brushed off the mud.  It was by far his most detailed piece and now he knew why.  He had secretly needed her for a long time.  Denying it was the only way to survive without her.
 
   Carefully putting the figurine into his interior coat pocket, he thought about where she was headed.  He assumed that Monroe was dead and that Jericho’s rampage was just starting.  He felt guilty for unleashing Jericho upon the unsuspecting city and making his Master clean up the mess.  After a very short debate he knew where he belonged, even if it wasn’t official yet.
 
   Balthazar closed his eyes and focused on Portland, but a hissing sound from behind made him turn his head.  The hiss was deeper than a snake’s and more sinister.
 
   “Balthazar.”  His name reverberated through the desolate woods.
 
   Looking around, he saw that he was alone until something materialized in the corner of his vision.
 
   Floating a few feet from him was a large cloud of black smoke.  He assumed it was the Syanka responsible for Jericho’s escape from Hell.  He had never seen the creatures before, but he knew what they were capable of doing.  When the revenants had attacked the Mortal Realm, Michael had come to Aeries and asked him to fight the revenants.  Aeries was too selfish and full of rage to care.  Oddly, Michael never asked him to fight and he didn’t offer, so Michael had left them in a huff.
 
   “What do you want?” Balthazar sneered.
 
   “I need you,” the Syanka chuckled darkly.
 
   “I won’t help you,” Balthazar retorted.
 
   “If you wish to see your precious Delilah again you will help me.  She has missed you terribly and is in so much pain.  All of her thoughts were about you, Balthazar.  She is the one who helped me devise a plan to reunite with our creator.  I saw your darkness through her eyes.  I helped her wake up from her slumber and she convinced me to find you.  Actually, she screamed for you to come and rescue her.  Luckily, I found you and you led me straight to my new servant, Jericho.  Now you will help me free the other Syankas from their prison.  You should be honored to be a part of my plan.  You will fulfill your purpose by helping me destroy the world,” the Syanka snickered.
 
   Balthazar was confused by the mentioned of Delilah’s name.  “What have you done to Delilah?” he yelled.
 
   “I have put her to work.  She is very useful.  I will even allow her to live to tell her tale.  After all, without her memories of your sinister nature when you resided in Hell, my plan would have never been realized,” it hissed.
 
   “I’ll kill you,” Balthazar screamed.
 
   “You do not possess the power to do so, but the power you do hold will be of use to me.  I need you, Vengeance.  Together, we will make Father understand our plight as He watches the mortals suffer and die,” it sneered.
 
   “No.  I won’t do it,” Balthazar said, backing away.
 
   “You have no choice.”  The black mass came at Balthazar, who had pulled his gun and a blade, even though he couldn’t harm the thing.
 
   The thick cloud swirled all around him until he couldn’t see.  It was like Anjali’s mist, but instead of soothing him, it burned him and scorched his skin.  Pure rage assaulted his body and mind.  It was like being caught in a powerful wave that pummeled him from every direction.  He had no concept of up or down, and no way to fight it.  It pushed through his pores and drove itself into his muscles and into his mind.  His brain was on fire as images of war, destruction, and death overwhelmed him.  He wanted to kill every last person in the Mortal Realm and watch the angels in Heaven weep.  The word evil seemed small compared to the vile, horror-filled thoughts that he wanted to act upon.  Vengeance was child’s play compared to the level of devastation that he would unleash upon the world.  Father would watch in despair as all that He built was torn apart, and only then would He understand the pain He inflicted upon His angels.  They suffered so that they might fulfill His will.
 
   Opening his eyes, he understood what he had to do.  The Syanka made everything so simple.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 15
 
    
 
   Anjali left the woods and followed the sound of Alazar’s voice.  She used Derick’s eyes to appear next to them in what appeared to be a hotel room.
 
   “You’re here,” Derick sighed in relief when she appeared.  “I felt this pain in my stomach and nearly blacked out.  I thought for sure that you were on the verge of death.”
 
   “Balthazar attacked me thinking I was Serena, but I’m okay.  We had a nice long chat about what it means to be a Predznak.  What happened at Monroe’s?”  She checked Derick and Alazar from head to toe to make sure they weren’t hurt too badly.
 
   Derick had a number of slashes across his chest, arms, and face, but he was relatively unharmed.  His T-shirt and jeans had been torn, but he was still breathing.  Alazar looked he had fought a battalion of warriors and was barely standing.
 
   “You wouldn’t believe us if we told you,” Alazar said doubling over, trying to catch his breath.  He walked over and sat down a chair in the corner of the room.
 
   “Show me,” she said to Derick.  She produced a cloth and wiped the blood from his face as best she could.
 
   Derick nodded and recalled everything that had happened after she left.  The revenants had swarmed him, but Alazar had reached in and pulled him out of the fray.  Alazar was yelling at him about putting himself in danger until Derick told him about the sharp pain and his fear that she had been hurt.  Alazar had set off multiple grenades, hoping to give them time to find Jericho.  They ran for the stairs, hoping to get to the fifth floor before the entire building caught on fire, but suddenly all the revenants stopped moving.  It looked like they had shut down.  They stared blankly at the ground and then without warning, they started moving again, but instead of fighting, they slowly walked down the stairs in an orderly fashion and were gone.
 
   “Alazar said that the Syankas must have taken control of them and ordered them to leave, though we aren’t sure why.  We ran upstairs to find Jericho, but instead we found Monroe dead on the floor alongside some woman who armed to the teeth.”  Derick showed her the images, gruesome as they were.
 
   “Did we kill enough revenants to make a difference?”  She looked to Alazar who was shaking his head.
 
   Alazar hung his head and put his hand on his forehead.  “Even one revenant left standing could destroy a town, but there were plenty who walked out of there intact.  There were just too many of them.  I have no idea how they raised so many so fast.  The Syankas are powerful, but this is unreal.”
 
   She knew that he was angry with himself for letting so many escape.  “You did the best you could, both of you.  I’m proud of you, but I’m afraid that this is bigger than us.  Without Monroe has a target, the revenants will either run loose causing havoc or the Syankas will make their move.  Since I have no idea what their endgame is, aside from the destruction of the Mortal Realm, I have to call in the Celestial Warriors.”  She grimaced when she thought about calling in Michael for help, but she was out of options.  The Mortal Realm was in danger and she was out of time.
 
   “Why did Balthazar think you were Serena?  Why was he even there?”  Alazar raised his head and look at her.
 
   She explained how Balthazar was responsible for creating the war between Monroe and Jericho, but wasn’t responsible for unleashing the revenants.  She told them about the fog, the storm, and the choice that she offered Balthazar.
 
   Alazar smirked.  “I warned him that you would teach him what it meant to be a Predznak.”  He chuckled when he thought about how Anjali had convinced him to become her Predznak.
 
   Derick ran his hands through his hair.  “I’m pissed that he attacked you, but I’ve heard plenty about Serena.  If you believe he mistook you for Serena, then fine, but I won’t hesitate to kill him if he hurts you again.”
 
   Alazar nodded.  “I’m with you.  You’re finally learning.”
 
   “Are the two of you going to be able to work with Balthazar, if he chooses to join with me?”  Anjali looked at both them, unsure what she would do if they hated Balthazar enough to plot against him.
 
   Alazar stood up and slowly walked over to Anjali, favoring his left side.  “If you believe that he is worthy of serving you and you feel that you can trust him, then I will do as you wish.  Ask me to kick his ass for the rest of eternity until he has learned his place, and it will be done.  Ask me to forgive him; I will do so, though it may take time,” he said, kissing the back of her hand.
 
   Derick kicked the leg of a chair and sighed.  “Once you know what happened at Monroe’s, you might change your mind about Balthazar.  There’s something you need to see,” Derick said sullenly.
 
   He showed her an image from the first floor of Monroe’s.  When they searched the building for survivors, of which there was only one, they had found Calin.  He was sitting with his back against the wall, bleeding from his head.  Though he was alive, he was pale.  He had lost a lot of blood.  Before he passed out, he told them that a revenant had gotten the drop on him just before they shut down.  It had thrown him across the room.  He had landed hard, but his head had hit a piece of metal from one of the demolished shield walls.  When the revenant reached down to kill him, it suddenly stopped moving.
 
   “We got him out of there and I tried to sew up his wound as best I could.  I went back to his truck and found his medical supplies.  It will probably scar.  He’s asleep in the next room.  He was mumbling your name in his sleep.  He might have a concussion, but I don’t think so.  He refused to let me take him to the hospital,” he explained.  Derick had put aside his disdain for the mortal and did his best to help him, knowing that Anjali cared for him, or at the very least, owed him for his assistance.
 
   Anjali kissed Derick and thanked him for his efforts.
 
   “There’s more.”  Alazar couldn’t look her in the eyes.  “When I got a good look at the kid, I noticed something strange.  I recognized something lurking beneath his eyes.  I used my power to see inside of him and I found exactly what I expected to find.  He has been tempted by a Predznak.”
 
   The world shifted when as Alazar spoke.  She didn’t need to read Derick’s mind to know which angel had tempted him.  “Balthazar.  Calin must have been tempted to seek vengeance on whoever killed the woman on his wrist, Elizabeth.”
 
   “Anjali, Calin is one of your lovers from your former lives when you lived as a mortal.  Beneath the seething rage and the unyielding desire to make his enemies suffer, I felt a power that I know even better than Balthazar’s.  I would know it anywhere.  Calin bears your mark, just as Derick does, though it’s harder to see with Vengeance’s mark dimming it.  There would have been no mistaking it before Balthazar tempted him.  Balthazar knew what he was doing when he tempted Calin and taught him to fight.  He chose Calin intentionally.  I have no doubt in my mind that he is using the boy against you.  It would explain why Calin was so eager to help you.”  Alazar took a step back when he felt his Master’s power rise.
 
   The puzzle was finally complete.  She saw the web of lies and deceit that had lulled her senses and drawn her in.  Calin was Balthazar’s pawn.  It was the perfect way to hurt her.  She had been so taken with the mortal that she had overlooked Balthazar’s influence.  If Balthazar planned to kill Calin as payback for leaving him alone in Hell, she would have to see Calin every day in the Realms and watch him writhing in pain, just as Balthazar had done.  Balthazar’s punishment would indeed fit her crime of leaving him to rot in Hell.
 
   Alazar grimaced, knowing that his Master was furious.  “Balthazar always has a backup plan.  It looks like Calin was his ace in the hole.  I don’t know why Calin hasn’t killed a mortal yet, but it’s only a matter of time.”  Alazar hated knowing that his brother could stoop so low as to bring an innocent mortal into their fight.
 
   Feeling numb, she walked into the adjacent room to look at Calin.
 
   He was lying unconscious on the bed with his shirt off and bandages covering his head.  He looked younger and carefree in his slumber.  She wondered if he knew who Balthazar was and what part he played in Balthazar’s master plan.
 
   The truck full of weapons finally made sense.  It explained how he knew about revenants, vampires, and escaped souls from Hell.  The scars on his body were a testament to his training with Vengeance.  Whatever Balthazar had done to Calin, she didn’t believe that Calin knew he was part of Vengeance’s game.
 
   “Keep an eye on him.  Call me when he wakes.  Strip him of his weapons and stay far enough away from him that he can’t hurt you.  If he attacks you, shoot him,” Anjali was numb as she spoke to Derick.
 
   Derick nodded and looked away, wishing that he could ease her suffering.
 
   “Alazar, I left Balthazar in the woods near his cabin in the Canadian Rockies.  I left my mark on the area, so you should be able to follow the trail of destruction.  Find him and make sure that he understands that I won’t tolerate his games,” Anjali’s voice was emotionless.  Though she believed Balthazar’s confession about attacking her accidentally and pitting Jericho and Monroe against each other, she was pissed that he failed to confess that he was using Calin against her.
 
   Alazar nodded and squared his shoulders.
 
   Without another word, she disappeared and reappeared in the Hall of Mirrors.
 
   “Mark, I summon you,” she called to the ceiling as she headed for the Throne Room.
 
   He appeared in the Hall of Mirrors before she reached the rotunda.
 
   “My lady, is there a problem?”  Mark was confused by her quick pace and emotionless face.
 
   “Gather the Council and bring them to the Throne Room.  Make sure Michael is present.  We have a problem worthy of the Celestial Warriors,” she declared.
 
   Mark was gone before she should blink, not wasting time by requesting an explanation.  She made her way to the Throne Room, where she knew Hades would be stationed in Lucifer’s absence.
 
   Entering the Throne Room, she found Hades in his throne yelling at Malcolm and Sebastian, as Dorian, Jared, Garret, Lev, and Vincent watched passively from the right side of the dais.
 
   “Lord Hades, I have summoned the Council because the problem is much worse than we thought,” she shouted above Hades’ rant.
 
   Malcolm and Sebastian stepped aside and watched her approach her throne.  They bowed, which made her nervous since Sebastian hated bowing to her.  They both looked shell-shocked.
 
   “You have no idea what I have been dealing with in your absence.  It would have been better if you had stayed,” Hades replied evenly.
 
   “I was busy trying to hold off over a hundred revenants while they attacked a group of mortals.  I could have used your help,” she smiled sarcastically, putting on a show for the Fallen.  She guessed that Malcolm knew about their revenant problem if he was standing next to Sebastian.
 
   Hades didn’t flinch when she told him the number of revenants she had encountered, which alerted her to the fact that he already knew the estimated number of prisoners missing.
 
   “I’ll see your hundred revenants, and raise you two hundred,” Hades replied without blinking.
 
   Anjali stopped dead in her tracks on the dais and stared at him.
 
   “What?”  She stopped breathing.
 
   Hades glared at her, but quickly composed himself when the sound of feathers rustling heralded the Council’s arrival.
 
   Raphael, Adrian, Michael, Marishka, and her father Gabriel, appeared in their shiny white outfits with their white wings lowered at their sides.  Mark was standing with them, off to the side, with his wings tucked away.
 
   Raphael was giving his typical greeting when Hades cut him off.  “We don’t have time for pleasantries.  We have confirmed beyond a doubt that the Syankas have escaped their imprisonment and have managed to pull over three hundred prisoners from the realms in the last few days.  Before you chew my head off for not notifying you, it took time to confirm that the Syankas were responsible since the prisoners were missing in small amounts, until now.  Lady Black has seen the revenants with her own eyes, so skip the part where you tell me that I’m hallucinating and that this is impossible.  I would have agreed with you, until a few hours ago, when over one hundred souls entered into the Hall of Winds and were inexplicably gone before they could be processed.  Every Fallen on duty in the Hall, including Sebastian and Malcolm witnessed the event.  At the same time, at least one hundred more prisoners vanished from the realms.  I don’t know how so many could have disappeared that quickly, or why, but I know that it’s a very bad thing.  Since we lowly servants of Hell are not privy to information regarding the Syankas and where they were imprisoned, I can’t explain how this happened, but I hope for your sakes that you fix whatever blunder caused Hell to fall apart before the same thing happens in the Mortal Realm,” Hades stared down each Council Member, gauging their reaction.
 
   The Council’s stunned silence told Anjali two things:  one, the Council was not aware of the problem and, two, they were all in serious trouble.
 
   ∞
 
   Surrounded by frigid gusts of wind and blowing snow, Anjali quickly changed back into mortal clothes, not because of the below-freezing temperatures, but for modesty’s sake since her skirt kept flying into the air.  Standing on a mountain range of the Himalayas, she waited for the Council to search the area for the location of the Syankas’ prison.  They were complaining that the area had changed drastically and they needed a moment to orient themselves.  The Council had argued with her and Hades about the Syankas’ involvement until they detailed the events of the last few days.  She ignored their accusations and leveled them with her own.  She had asked why the Syankas had raised two specific drug gangs in a matter of three days.  The way she understood it, deals had to be made with the living or made directly with the souls in Hell.  Since the Syankas weren’t in Hell, they couldn’t have made deals with the deceased members of the Ash Street Boys and secured the loyalty of not only the deceased members of the Southenders, but made deals with their living members as well.  There had to be a connection that she was missing.
 
   It was Gabriel who had spoken up and suggested that a ritual may have been performed.  He said that men of power often secured the loyalty of their people with oaths or blood rituals.
 
   Anjali realized that if all of Jericho’s men and Monroe’s men were linked to their respective leaders, then there might only be one Syanka at work.  All it had to do was tempt two men and the rest would follow.  It wouldn’t require much power to do that, so it was possible that the Syanka was weak.  She had demanded to see where the Syankas were imprisoned.  She suggested that if it was a solitary Syanka at work, it would most likely release the others.  If one Syanka could raise 300 revenants, imagine what twenty Syankas could do.  They would be unstoppable in carrying out Lucifer’s original plan of destruction.
 
   That had been enough for the Council to start thinking rationally.  Though they debated her request to see the tomb of the Syankas for herself, Marishka had finally stepped up and offered to take Anjali herself since Raphael and Michael accused her of being tricked by Lucifer into revealing the location of the creatures so that he might join with them and become mad with power.
 
   Marishka said that because the Bringer of the Apocalypse was actively trying to prevent the destruction of the world, they should listen.  It was enough for everyone to stop playing the blame game and start searching for a solution.
 
   Michael had called upon General Tabbris in the event that the Syankas had indeed escaped, though he was under orders to seize Anjali if it was a trap.  Tabbris had clearly underestimated the gravity of the situation since he only brought two Warriors with him.
 
   Anjali had conceded to the armed escorted just to shut them up.  As they were leaving, Hades decreed that he wanted to join them.  He left Malcolm in charge until he returned, which startled her, but she figured that Hades had a good enough reason to leave Hell.
 
   “They have no idea where the tomb is, do they?” she asked Hades above the roar of the wind.
 
   He looked over his shoulder at Tabbris who was pacing around.  “No they don’t, which doesn’t surprise me.  You’ve heard of the saying, three people can keep a secret…”
 
   “…if two of them are dead.  I guess Tabbris is the only one with the treasure map.  It will be his ass on the line if the Syankas did escape, which makes me happy because I don’t like him,” she snickered.  “By the way, I was impressed by your speech blaming the Council for this entire debacle.  Well played.  It was one of your better moves.”
 
   Hades chuckled, but caught himself.  He didn’t want to run the risk of forming an actual friendship with Lady Black.
 
   Hades sighed and looked her in the eye.  “Well, it is their fault.  They want to pretend that the Syankas and every other monster hell-bent on destroying the world don’t exist.  Anything that isn’t actively trying to kill them they ignore and make someone else’s problem, just like the prisoners in the Hall of Shadows.  They forget the potential danger that they embody.  I came here because the last thing in the world that the Council wants is to deal with a Syanka.  I don’t want them turning a blind eye to what is happening.  It’s not beneath Tabbris to lie and say that only one escaped when all of them might be loose.  You remember how reluctant I was to accept the truth.  They will be harder to convince without proof.  They would have stood around debating the issue for a week before visiting the tomb.  You don’t have your memories, my Lady, but if you did, you would remember the carnage and chaos that befell the world the first time the Syankas declared war.  Ask Gabriel what happened.  The Council will do anything to ignore the situation.  Besides, I needed to be here because they won’t trust you around the Syankas.”
 
   “They are afraid I will join them and slaughter everyone,” she sighed.
 
   “Exactly,” he replied curtly.
 
   “Is that the real reason you’re here, to make sure that I don’t slaughter the innocent?”  She looked at him from the corner of her eye.
 
   “Always,” he lied.  The real reason he was there was to make sure that the Warriors didn’t try to blame Lady Black for the escape of the Syankas and take her head, or get jumpy and kill her as a preventative measure since two beings with the ability to destroy the world should never be allowed in the same room.
 
   Anjali jumped when an avalanche came barreling down on top of them all.  She quickly grabbed Hades’ arm and forced him to disappear with her.  Reappearing higher up the mountain, she saw the reason for the crumbling mountain.  A hole large enough for one person to escape from had been created in the side of the mountain and the snow in front of the opening had been disturbed enough to create the avalanche.
 
   The Council Members appeared one by one and inspected the scene.  Tabbris and Michael ducked into the hole first while Tabbris’ Warriors, Major Demyan and Captain Pythos, secured the area.
 
   “You’re going to want to see this,” Michael called out from inside the mountain.
 
   Entering into the mountain, Anjali followed Gabriel down a short, narrow tunnel that appeared to have been dug out by hand based on the nail marks and bloody hand prints.  The tunnel opened up into a room that was tall enough to stand in and large enough to hold a banquet.  On the ceiling were chains anchored to the rock and below them were the remnants of the prisoners that had once hung from the chains.  Everyone was dead, having been beheaded or stabbed through the heart with a sword.  Their blood drenched the rock and dirt floors.
 
   Marishka shrieked when she saw the bodies.  Anjali went to her, turned her face away from the terrible scene, and hugged her.  She didn’t want her to see the massacre.
 
   The Council Members were in shock as they stared at the violence around them.  Even Michael and Tabbris appeared to be affected by the carnage.
 
   “Who were they?” Anjali asked.  She watched Hades examine the bodies.
 
   Gabriel cleared his throat, and tried to speak, though he was still choked up.  “They were angels.  The Syankas couldn’t be contained by physical means, so they were trapped inside the bodies of angels.”  He crouched down and tenderly touched the shoulder of one of the deceased.
 
   “Why would you condemn angels to this kind of prison?  They were obviously alive at the time.”  She was outraged that someone would be subjected to this kind of cruelty.  “I also count more than twenty bodies.”
 
   Twenty would have been a reasonable number, but instead, she counted 133 bodies.  She didn’t have to ask why the Council had lied to Lucifer about how many Syankas existed.
 
   Hades chuckled darkly.  “They were Forgotten Angels, dear Lady Black.  That’s how they could be subjected to this misery, and apparently Michael can’t count higher than the sum of his fingers and toes,” he said disdainfully.
 
   Raphael recovered before the others.  “We didn’t have a choice.  Once the Syankas destroyed the Mortal Realm, they planned to raze Heaven.  Only Hell would have been left standing.  It was nearly impossible for us to capture them, let alone contain them.  We did the best we could in a short amount of time.  I dare you to do better.”  He was offended that his judgment was being questioned.
 
   Marishka cleared her tears and looked up at Lady Black.  “Please do not condemn us.  Many were lost in the fight.  We had never faced an enemy like this before.  We didn’t have the time or the resources to adequately deal with this threat, especially with...” she trailed off, and quickly stepped away from Lady Black.  She acted as if she had said too much.
 
   “Especially with what?  What was happening at the time?” Anjali realized that everyone was staring at her in fear or anger.  That’s when it clicked.  “You were afraid I would find out about the Syankas.  I mean, the old me with zero tolerance for evil.  But I was living as a mortal and didn’t know that I was the Destroyer.  Why would you think that I would attack the Syankas?”
 
   Gabriel’s expression alone spoke volumes.  “It wasn’t your fault, my darling.  We feared that Lucifer would seek you out as he had centuries ago.  The first time he touched you, your power sank an entire island and killed a civilization.  We feared what would happen if the Syankas found you and tried to exploit your power.”
 
   Anjali waved away his concern, though she too was worried about fighting the Syankas.  “I get it.  You feared that I would compound the problem.  Fine.  You imprisoned the Syankas in the bodies of the Forgotten and locked them away.  How did the Syankas get out and how did they kill the Forgotten Angels?”
 
   Adrian shook his head.  “The Forgotten were put to sleep.  They didn’t suffer while imprisoned, I promise you.  The chains were a preventative measure in the event that they awoke.  None of them had weapons and the Syankas can’t harm angels like this.  There had to be an outside force that caused this devastation.”
 
   “I think you’re wrong, or at least partially wrong,” Hades yelled from the back of the cave.  “There’s a small opening between the rocks over here.  I can feel a strong breeze.  One of the Syankas must have forced its captor to wake up and break the chains.  The Syanka could have escaped through that airway.”
 
   Turning their attention to Hades, they saw a set of manacles that were broken apart.  The other prisoners were still handcuffed.
 
   Lady Black looked at Hades, ignoring the disturbed looks of the council.  “The mountain entrance looked like it was opened from the outside; yet, I saw nail marks on the interior walls and large piles of dirt along the tunnel.  Someone was trying to dig his way out, but someone else broke in.  Whoever entered the cave must have released the remaining Syankas and killed the Forgotten Angels,” Anjali said pointing to the tunnel.
 
   Tabbris sniffed, clearly unpleased by Anjali’s theory.  “A revenant could never make a skilled cut like this.  These angels were killed by a professional swordsman.”
 
   Hades swore and pulled a body from the chaos.  The angel was still alive, though covered in blood and dirt.
 
   “Who is that?” Adrian called out from the front of the cave.
 
   “Delilah,” Hades said, rolling his eyes.
 
   Anjali made her way through the bodies and crossed the cave.  “Why is she here?  I was told that she was a Fallen, though I wasn’t told what had happened to her.”  She looked at Delilah to see if she had any injuries.
 
   Hades shrugged.  “She left shortly after the Predznak abandoned their posts in Hell and became a Forgotten.”
 
   Raphael approached Delilah and dragged her away from Hades.
 
   “What happened here?  Who did this?” Raphael yelled at Delilah, gripping her arm tightly.
 
   “Dig.  Dig.  Dig,” she moaned quietly.  “Must dig until you see the light.”
 
   Raphael shook her and asked his questions again.
 
   “Raphael, please, she’s not well.  Her mind is gone.  Let me see if I can help,” Anjali stepped forward, but Major Demyan stepped in front of her.
 
   “This is no longer your concern.  You proved that the Syankas have escaped.  We will handle things from here.  Return to Hell and do whatever it is you do,” Tabbris snapped at Anjali.
 
   “This is very much my concern.  If the Syankas turn the mortals into their slaves and destroy the Mortal Realm, then there won’t be any faithful for me to send to Heaven, and I won’t be able to do what I do.  Now let me see if I can help her.”  She stared Tabbris down without blinking, though he didn’t seem intimidated.
 
   Gabriel stepped forward.  “She is the Keeper of Illness; she may be able to glean some information from Delilah’s fragmented mind.  It is within her realm of understanding,” he spoke proudly, as a Father would, but he too showed his irritation of Tabbris’ brash words.
 
   Tabbris stepped aside, though he was visibly angry.  Anjali ignored Raphael and took Delilah’s face in her hands.
 
   Looking into her eyes, she spoke softly and asked simple questions.
 
   “How did you wake up?  Why were you digging?  Who entered the cave?  Who killed the other angels?  What happened?” she asked slowly, keeping her voice calm, but forceful, trying to make Delilah answer.
 
   Finally, after a few attempts, Delilah spoke in a small scared voice.  “Hatred.  Evil.  Retaliation.  Pain.  Suffering.  Agony.  Darkness.  Light.  Retribution.  So much evil.  Everything hurts.  The world will bleed.  Darkness.  Light.  Killing.  So much killing.”
 
   “This is of no help,” Tabbris groaned.
 
   Lady Black ignored Tabbris and tried again, this time focusing on who or what had killed everyone.
 
   Delilah seemed to search for the answer, until she looked into Anjali’s eyes.  “He came.  I wronged him, but he came.  Blood.  So much blood.  Punishment.”
 
   Anjali was about to ask who had come for her, fearing it had been Balthazar, when the sound of flesh tearing apart stopped her mid-sentence.  Blood filled the air and splatted across her face and chest.  She stepped back in horror as she watched Tabbris behead Delilah while she was still holding her face.  Dropping Delilah’s head, she bit back a scream, though her sentiment was expressed by Marishka screaming nearby.
 
   “What is wrong with you?  Why did you do that?”  Anjali was stunned by his brutal act.
 
   Tabbris cavalierly wiped the blood from his ornate metal sword and slid it into the sheath on his hip.  “I put her out her misery, besides; she had nothing useful to say.”
 
   Gabriel stepped forward to wipe the blood from Anjali’s face, but she stopped him.
 
   Her anger rose swiftly, but Hades pulled her away from Tabbris and stepped between them, facing Tabbris.
 
   “That’s what you’re good at, isn’t it?  You enjoy putting helpless little girls out of their misery, don’t you?”  Hades was fuming.
 
   Anjali had no idea what Hades was talking about, but Michael took charge of the situation before Tabbris could reply.
 
   “Delilah was beyond help, Hades, though General Tabbris should’ve had more consideration for her,” Michael said as he glared at Tabbris, who looked away.  He seemed annoyed that he had been reprimanded.  “Marishka, Lady Black, I’m sorry you had to witness that.”
 
   Tabbris scoffed.  “Sure, worry about her sensibilities.  Lady Black has done far worse to the mortals.”
 
   Before Lady Black could reply, Michael stepped in front of her, blocked Tabbris from her view.  “Please, everyone, we are no closer to finding the answers we need.  We know that the Syankas are in the Mortal Realm and have over 300 revenants at their disposal.  With the remaining 133 Syankas, they will surely raise more.  We need to find them and put an end to this.  Lady Black said that she sighted the revenants in Portland, so we will begin our search there.  General Tabbris, gather your men and prepare them for battle.  Celestial Swords will be useless, so only take one or two as a precaution.  Conventional metal weapons will be helpful.  You will need to explain how to kill a revenant to the newer Warriors.  Prepare the recruits and make sure they understand how strong the revenants are.  They have never faced a creature like this,” Michael commanded.
 
   Tabbris nodded his head and disappeared with his men.
 
   Raphael turned to Michael.  “Have your men dispose of the bodies and replace the chains.  We are going to need this place in working order for when the Syankas are recaptured.”
 
   Michael nodded his head and surveyed the cave.
 
   Lady Black snickered.  “Wherever will you find enough Forgotten to shove the Syankas into at this late hour.”
 
   “Are you volunteering to take the place of a Forgotten?” Michael quipped.
 
   Adrian rolled his eyes at Michael and sighed.  “Lady Black, please, let us handle this.  As Hades said, this is our mess to clean up.  We should have been more diligent in keeping the prisoners secured.”
 
   Lady Black shook her head in frustration, but remained quiet.
 
   Hades tapped his foot and crossed his arms.  “Be sure to do a better job this time.  Come, Lady Black, we have business to attend to.”
 
   “I will join you,” Gabriel announced.
 
   They left the remaining Council Members to ponder the problems that faced them.
 
   Appearing in Lucifer’s Throne Room, Hades quickly took his leave and stormed off yelling that he needed to find Malcolm and undo whatever incompetent things he had done in his absence.
 
   Gabriel followed Lady Black to the Hall of Mirrors and watched his daughter take her seat in her throne.  She was distressed by the blood on her face, but she refused to remove it.
 
   “I’m sorry about Tabbris.  He is a soldier through and through.  Long gone is the Angel of Pragmatism.  He committed himself to his new task of becoming the Angel of Faith and commanding the Celestial Warriors after leaving his post as the Third Head of Hell.  He hasn’t been the same since.  He also has a strong dislike of you and has called for your resignation on more than one occasion.”  Gabriel tried to be as polite as he could be in spite of hating Tabbris greatly.
 
   “He called for my head?  That certainly explains his arrogance in the cave and his loathing of me when I first met him in Romania.  I’m sure he wished that it was my neck he was slicing through instead of Delilah’s,” she frowned.  She gulped when she thought about his blade being so close to her.
 
   Gabriel sighed and nodded his head.  “Thankfully, the Council has always ignored his protests.”
 
   “I still don’t understand what is happening Gabriel, but I’m scared.  I don’t want to complicate things like I did when the Syankas attacked years ago, but I feel like I have to do something,” she sighed as sat on her throne.
 
   “I understand your need to defend the mortals against a threat such as the Syankas, but I think it would be best to let Michael wage his war against them.  He has done it before and he has many skilled warriors standing by his side.  They will find a way to overcome this dilemma.”  Gabriel wanted more than anything for her to stay out of Michael’s way and not give him an excuse to attack his daughter as he had in Romania.
 
   “Fine.  I’ll let him be the hero and sit this one out.  It just bothers me that they used Forgotten Angels as jail cells,” she complained.
 
   Gabriel stepped closer to the dais.  “My darling, I know you don’t remember anything about Heaven or our laws, but it was established long ago that any angel who doesn’t love Father and has lost their faith but isn’t aggressive in their actions would be classified a Forgotten.  We turn our backs on those who have lost their reason to love Father.  It’s difficult, admittedly, but it is our law.  Please try to understand that.  Those Forgotten saved the lives of everyone in Heaven, Hell, and the Mortal Realm.  I’m not proud of that decision, but given the circumstances at the time, we were left with few alternatives.”
 
   Unable to be angry with her Father, she held up her hand and nodded.  “I’m not blaming you.  I know it must have been hard for you to make that decision.  I saw how you touched that one Forgotten.  Was he your friend once?”
 
   “Yes.  He was a close friend and it was disheartening to find out that he was leaving Heaven.  He lost his way and I feel partially responsible for that.  I should have been there to help him.”  Gabriel hung his head in shame.
 
   “I’m sure it didn’t help that I took up a lot of your time.  I’m sorry that your friend died.  Unfortunately, with carrying out God’s will, looking after me, and the men that I loved like Derick, it probably didn’t give you enough time for you to have a personal life,” she said.  She felt guilty that Gabriel had sacrificed so much of his time trying to keep her from exploding and keeping her safe from Lucifer that his private life had suffered.
 
   Gabriel’s eyes teared up when he looked at her.  “Never think that you are my burden.  I never once thought ill of you or wished that I had more time for myself.  I would have spent every day with you, if I could have.  You are my greatest joy.”
 
   Anjali smiled.  He always found a way to make her feel special and loved.
 
   “Thank you.”  Thinking about how busy his life must have been, she thought about Calin and how Gabriel must have watched over him at some point.  “Gabriel, do you know Calin?  His license said Calin Jones, but I doubt that is his last name.”
 
   Gabriel’s head snapped up.  “You found Calin?”
 
   The fear in Gabriel’s eyes caused a knot to form in her stomach.
 
   “So it’s true?  He belongs to Vengeance,” she said quietly.
 
   Gabriel hesitated, but nodded his head.  “Calin McCrea was lost to Vengeance at a very young age.  I tried my best to help the boy and to guide him as I did Derick, but Balthazar got to him before I could convince Calin to let go of his rage.  I failed to protect him from Vengeance and have regretted that day ever since.  There was nothing I could do.  Once tempted, a choice is made.  Even I can’t change the fate of a Predznak’s temptee.  The boy was lost to me.  I haven’t seen him since.”
 
   Anjali was upset that he hadn’t told her the truth about Calin, but she knew that Gabriel was forever trying to protect her from any kind of pain.
 
   “I’m embarrassed to say that Alazar is the one who noticed Balthazar’s influence over Calin.  I apparently couldn’t see what was right in front of my eyes.  I felt Calin’s anger and hatred, but didn’t understand the source of it.  I knew Balthazar trained his temptees to kill, which is why I didn’t make the connection to Balthazar.  Calin, thankfully, hadn’t taken a mortal life,” Anjali was angry for not seeing Calin for who he really was.
 
   Gabriel smiled.  “My dear, you have always had a soft spot for these men.  They are your soul mates.  I’m sure you only saw the parts of him that drew you to him in the first place.  You always had a way of ignoring their rough edges.  Love is so often blind.”  He shook his head and thought about what she had said.  “I’m surprised that he hasn’t taken a life.  Balthazar associates justice with death.  If Calin is in your life, be wary of him.  Balthazar will have trained him well, and I’m sure that he understands that Calin was marked by your power, even if he doesn’t understand why or how.  I know you still have feelings for the boy, but he is lost to you.  He is no longer your soul mate.  He is a temptee of Vengeance and can no longer be trusted.  I’m so sorry that I didn’t tell you sooner.”  He had always felt guilty about losing Calin to temptation.
 
   “I’m not giving up on him, Gabriel.  He helped me kill a revenant and saved me from a vampire.  He even sewed up my wounds after a battle with Balthazar.  Of course, he didn’t know that Balthazar had attacked me.  At least, I hope he didn’t know it was Balthazar’s knife and not a tree limb that had caused my injury.  He has only shown me kindness, though begrudgingly at times.  I promise to keep my distance until I understand Calin's motivations and Balthazar’s plans for him,” she vowed.  She tried to reassure her Father, but wanted him to know that she wouldn’t turn her back on Calin so quickly.
 
   Gabriel chuckled.  “You have always had a will of your own, separate from mine.  I know you will do what you think is best, but please use caution around the boy.  That is all I ask.”
 
   Anjali smiled and nodded.
 
   ∞
 
   Crix opened his eyes, but couldn’t see anything.  The reddish glow of Hell had been replaced by darkness and it was no longer unbearably hot.  In fact, he didn’t feel hot or cold.  Hell.  Had he really been in Hell?  He hadn’t felt pain while standing in the long line, but somehow he knew it had been Hell.  He wondered if this was some kind of torture.
 
   He rummaged around and found that he was inside some kind of container.  The walls were hard and made of metal.  What kind of torture involved being trapped inside a metal box?  He pushed against the walls and started to panic.  How had he gotten here?
 
   He remembered being shot in the chest by one of Monroe’s lunatics who sprayed the entire staircase with bullets when the monsters attacked the building.  He remembered the pain in his chest and struggling to breathe.  His life flashed before his eyes and knew that he hadn’t led a good life.  Something told him that he was hell-bound.  After that, it was dark and then suddenly he was standing in a long line in Hell.  While standing in line, he felt a strange pulling sensation in his chest and felt dizzy.  Now he was in a box.
 
   He moved his feet and felt the metal against his toes, which was strange.  He felt his body and found that he was naked with the exception of a piece of fabric covering him.
 
   He froze.  He put his hand over his chest and felt the bullet holes in his chest.  Shit.  He was in the morgue.
 
   He needed to get out of there.  He shimmied to the edge of the box and kicked out his legs with everything he had.  The metal door ripped free and clattered to the ground.  He scooted out of the box and landed on white tile.  He looked around and realized that it wasn’t the morgue, but the funeral parlor embalming room.
 
   Looking around, he saw a sheet over what he assumed was another body.  He was about to pull off the sheet to see if it had any clothes for him to borrow, when the body sat up.  The sheet fell away and he was staring directly into Tort’s eyes.
 
   He looked as confused as Crix felt.  He saw the bullet holes in Tort’s chest and knew that Tort had died the same way he had.
 
   “How the hell did we get here?  How are we alive?” Tort asked when saw the holes in Crix’s chest.
 
   “I don’t know, but it’s better than being in Hell,” Crix shrugged.  He turned and saw a suit laid out over a table on the other side of the room.
 
   “That goes without saying.  What now?”  Tort threw back the sheet and jumped off the table.
 
   Crix was about to say that they should run and never look back, but a thought emerged in his brain.  He had the overwhelming urge to find someone.  Without thinking, he grabbed the suit and headed up the stairs.  He needed to hurry.  He was being summoned.
 
   Tort grabbed the sheet and wrapped it around his hips.  He knew they had to hurry.
 
   Crix and Tort approached the abandoned grain processing plant without hesitation.  They were greeted by Tiny, who was wearing jeans and no shirt.  Part of his skull was missing, but he didn’t seem to notice.  Tiny directed them inside without a word.  Crix and Tort continued inside until they saw the rest of the Southenders gathered together.
 
   The rest of the crew were wearing suits, or mismatched clothes that were too tight or too loose, just like Tort, who had grabbed some clothes off a laundry line.  All of them were pale and disfigured, though some had been maimed and were missing body parts.  Regardless of their physical state, all of them had died.
 
   At the front stood the last person in the world that Crix wanted to see.  Monroe, whose neck was bent at an odd angle, was wearing a tight black T-shirt and dress slacks that were too big.  He had trouble seeing in any one direction at a time, but it didn’t keep him from issuing orders and yelling that they had to work to do.
 
   Crix couldn’t believe that Monroe was still trying to call the shots after he had gotten them all killed.  He wasn’t the only one who was pissed to be back in front of their psycho leader.
 
   Briz shouted above Monroe’s rant about killing Jericho.  “Why should we do what you want?  We died in your crusade against Jericho.  Why should I care?  I’m done with this.  You don’t own me.”
 
   Monroe glared at Briz, but a voice from the back of the plant called out.
 
   “Actually, he does own your ass, but it doesn’t matter, because I’m about to release you from him, permanently,” Jericho laughed.  He was followed by the Ash Street Boys as he crossed the expansive floor toward Monroe.
 
   “I’m going to make you suffer!” Monroe shouted to the ceiling.  He was seething and throwing his arms around.
 
   Crix watched Monroe freak out and realized that he had completely lost his mind.  At the first opportunity, Crix decided to run and leave this insanity behind.  He would sort everything out once he was away from this unending nightmare.
 
   Jericho and Monroe ran at each other, but froze in place before they were close enough to throw a punch.  Between them appeared a large black mass.  It was dense, but formless.
 
   Crix stepped back out of the crowd of Southenders.  He didn’t want to know what was going on.  He slipped to the edge of the crowd and saw a staircase that led to a lower level of the building.  He hoped that the basement led to another exit, far away from the madness.  Even if it didn’t have an exit, he could hide out until the gangs killed each other or moved on.
 
   Before he could reach the basement, a dense fog cut off his view of the stairs.  All around the plant were thick black clouds that swirled and hovered in the air.  Crix had no idea what they were, but he knew that he was in trouble.
 
   The dense cloud between Monroe and Jericho spoke aloud, but Crix could swear he heard the voice booming in his head.  “You belong to us now.  Forget about Jericho and Monroe and their petty squabble.  We have much more important things to do.  Everyone in this building has proven that they have no love for God and have been sent to Hell to be punished for their failure to obey His laws.  You are the reason that God cast His angels out of Heaven and sent them to Hell to suffer.  They must torture your evil souls and live among the wicked.  They suffer because of your arrogance and selfishness.  The Mortal Realm is riddled with pathetic mortals who choose evil over the love of God.  None of you deserves His love or kindness.  When the last mortal is dead and his evil soul is tethered to his body, the world will fall and the angels will be free of their damnation and be allowed to return home.  You will help us achieve our plan of destroying this realm.  We will tempt the mortals and you will kill them.  The blood of the wicked will cover this realm.  Once the dead rise, they will join us.  Together, we will bring about the end of humanity and the Mortal Realm.”
 
   Crix sadly believed every word that the fog said.
 
   “You promised me revenge,” Monroe gritted out from his frozen mouth.
 
   “Yes, but I never promised who you would be seeking revenge against.  We will seek vengeance against all of humanity,” the Syankas chuckled darkly.
 
   No one questioned the creatures.  Every revenant in the room nodded their head and waited for their instructions.
 
   Monroe and Jericho no longer sneered at each other in anger.  Their faces were blank and their expressions dim.  They knew their fight was at an end and a war was about to begin.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 16
 
    
 
   Derick looked up from his chair in their rented hotel room to see Anjali standing in front of him, covered in blood.
 
   “Why haven’t you cleaned Delilah’s blood off you?” he asked.  
 
   He hated to see the sadness in her eyes.  He wished he could find the right words to make sense of all that had happened.  Having seen the deceased Forgotten in the cave through her eyes, he didn’t have to ask what she was thinking.  She wanted to find the person responsible for their deaths and make them suffer.
 
   “I don’t want Delilah’s death to be in vain.  Balthazar told me what she was like in Heaven.  I don’t remember her, but presumably, I knew her when I was in Heaven.  He told me about how innocent she had been.  When he saw her years later in Hell, she had been ruined.  I didn’t want to ask Hades why he had abused her in Hell with the Council there, but I will find out.  The one thing I can’t understand is how someone as sweet and kind as the Angel of Joy could become evil enough to plot against God.  Tabbris took her head without a second thought and no one acted like they cared.  I intend on finding out how something like this could happen.”  Though she spoke softly, Derick could hear the disgust in her voice.
 
   “I know you will find the one responsible for unleashing the Syankas and I have no doubt that you will learn the truth about Delilah.”  Derick knew that Anjali’s anger wasn’t solely caused by Delilah’s death.  He knew that she was upset about the callousness of the Council and Tabbris when it came to the Forgotten.
 
   “I keep going over Delilah’s words.  I could have figured out what she was trying to say if I had more time.  Damn Tabbris for taking her life so quickly.  She was trying to piece together the events and now I have no leads,” she sighed and sat on the edge of the bed.
 
   Derick nodded.  “I’ve been thinking about that too.  She said, ‘Hatred.  Evil.  Retaliation.  Pain.  Suffering.  Agony.  Darkness.  Light.  Retribution.  So much evil.  Everything hurts.  The world will bleed.  Darkness.  Light.”  The last part about the world bleeding sounds like Lucifer.  Lucifer created the Syankas because he was in pain.  He wanted to destroy the Mortal Realm.  Delilah probably heard the thoughts of the Syanka imprisoned inside of her.  The part I don’t understand is darkness and light.  I don’t think she was speaking metaphorically since she used the words ‘hatred and evil’.  I think she had blacked out or was unconscious at some point.  If that is true, she had suffered and been in agony before the Syanka was placed inside of her,” Derick said.
 
   Anjali put her hand on Derick’s shoulder.  “There’s my college boy.  I think you’re right.  I think she was in agony long before the Syanka took over her body.  Marishka said that they had to find a solution quickly before I found the Syankas.  I want to know how Tabbris managed to round up so many Forgotten in such a short amount of time.  Grabbing two or three, I could accept, but hunting down 134 Forgotten Angels scattered across the world would be impossible.  It took me months to find Alazar.  I doubt even Tabbris is good enough to pull off something like that.  He’s hiding something.  ‘Hatred.  Evil.  Pain.  Retaliation.  Darkness.’  I think that’s the part we need to figure out,” she said tapping her foot.
 
   Derick folded his arms.  “I saw your memories of your first encounter with Tabbris.  He could have killed Maraquette for being insane, but he let her stand trial.  He didn’t even look like he was angry with her.  She was a Rogue.  Why kill a Forgotten without a second thought and leave the Rogue alive?”  Derick pondered.
 
   “I’ll be sure to ask Tabbris the next time we chat,” she said sarcastically.  “Right now, I need to focus on who broke in to the tunnel to free the Syankas.  I agree with Tabbris.  Their wounds were too precise.  They were killing blows, but inflicted in such a way that the Forgotten didn’t suffer.  They all died quickly,” she replied.
 
   “Do you think Balthazar killed the Forgotten?  Delilah said, “He came.  I wronged him, but he came.”  After what you said about Delilah turning her back on Balthazar, it would make sense.  If it was Balthazar, ‘punishment’ would fit.  Maybe she begged him to kill her.  Maybe she wanted to die.  She was entombed with a piece of Lucifer’s evil inside of her.  I would probably beg for death too,” Derick said.  He didn’t want to upset Anjali, but he was worried that Balthazar was still plotting against her.
 
   “When I left Balthazar in the woods by his cabin, I gave him a choice.  If he went to the cave to release the rest of the Syankas, then I have my answer, but I refuse to jump to conclusions without proof.  I do know that those angels were murdered shortly before we arrived.  I’ve been around death enough to understand the signs.  The frustration on Hades’ face was clear.  He was annoyed that the Council had delayed our inspection of the cave.  Had they reacted faster, we might have been able to stop the attack.  The problem I have with the scenario is why Balthazar would have allowed Delilah, of all people, to live.  If he was that angry with her, he would have killed her first,” she said crossing her arms.  She closed her eyes and remembered the fear on Delilah’s face.  She had been terrified of the things she had witnessed.  The whole thing didn’t sit well with her.
 
   “So I take it that you aren’t going to let Michael handle things?”  Derick winked.
 
   “No, but I’ll let him think he’s in command of the situation.  He doesn’t have the patience to see the entire picture.  I don’t think it’s a coincidence that Delilah was the only one left alive in that cave.”  She closed her eyes and tried to get Delilah’s face out of her mind.
 
   “Adding another problem to your growing list, Calin is awake.  I gave him more painkillers.  He asked for you.  I told him that you had checked in on him, but had to report to the higher ups, which wasn’t exactly a lie,” Derick shrugged bashfully.
 
   “Gabriel confirmed that he’s one of the men from my past, one of my soul mates.  He admitted that he lost Calin to Balthazar and walked away because Calin had chosen his path.  He told me to be careful.”  She rubbed her forehead, annoyed that Balthazar seemed to be coming at her from every side.
 
   “Well, since I know you as well as I do, when Gabriel told you to be careful and advised you to forget about Calin, you probably decided to do the exact opposite and confront him.  He’s in the bathtub washing up.  I’ll be right outside the door, with a loaded shotgun, in case you need me.”  Derick stood up and leaned down to kiss her forehead.  He walked past her, grabbed one of Calin’s shotguns that he had borrowed from his truck, and headed into the adjacent room.
 
   This is why I love you.  You know me better than I know myself, she chuckled.
 
   You love me because I understand what you need.  Besides, if you had found Calin first, there’s a very good chance that he would have convinced you to walk away from me.  I can’t live without you.  I’ve accepted that.  As much as I dislike Calin and don’t trust him, if he manages to prove himself worthy, I can’t condemn him to a world without you, Derick grumbled.
 
   Calin leaned back against the tub, happy to have survived his encounter with the revenants.  His head was throbbing, but all things considered, he had done all right.  His interrogation of Jericho had given him the information needed for the next phase of his mission.  Jericho had said that the Höllenhund was the one responsible for chasing down escaped prisoners, but Lady Black and Lucifer were in charge of the prisoners.  In all the years he’d known about Hell and escaped souls, he had never once believed that Lucifer was real.  He never heard of a Lady Black, but Jericho could have been lying about that.  If he had to face Lucifer to finally finish his mission, then so be it.
 
   A knock on the bathroom door made him suppress a shudder.  The last thing he needed was Derick babysitting him.  It was bad enough that he’d been ambushed by a revenant when Derick had gotten out with only a few scrapes.  His pride had taken a serious blow when Derick had to help him into the bathroom.
 
   The door opened a crack.  “Are you decent?”  The woman of his dreams whispered.
 
   “Not really, but I think that’s a debate for another day, once you know everything that I’ve done,” he chuckled darkly.
 
   She pushed open the door and saw Calin sitting in the tub covered in white soapy water.  His arms were resting on the edges.  He looked good for someone how had survived a revenant attack.  Thankfully, the bandage on his forehead was smaller than she expected.
 
   She sat down on the bath mat in front of the tub.  She was grateful to see that the color had returned to his face.  He looked worn out, but happy to be in one piece.  It felt like a hundred years since she’d last seen him.
 
   “Do you remember what happened?” she asked tentatively.  She wasn’t sure how much he had heard or if he had seen her as Lady Black.
 
   “Revenants, gang members, guns, yelling, and pain, that about sums it up.  I think I blacked out for a minute,” he said, rubbing the back of his head.
 
   “Derick stitched you up as best he could.  I’m sorry that I wasn’t here when you woke up.”  She was relieved that he was safe, but tears welled up when she thought about how easily he could have lost him.
 
   “I’ve fought worse.  You should stare down a werewolf before you believe revenants are the worst things out there,” he smirked.  Even though he was mad at her for trying to keep him out of the fight, seeing her smile made him forget his irritation.  The way she looked at him with concern warmed his heart.
 
   She shrugged nonchalantly.  “I wasn’t scared of them.  I’ve almost been bitten by worse.  I was more afraid for you, which was why I tried to keep you out of the building.  I didn’t want them to kill you.”  She couldn’t hold back her tears anymore.  Fear came rushing to the surface and she let go of the rage that had been holding her together.  She knew she couldn’t turn her back on him, regardless of what Gabriel had told her.
 
   Her tears melted his heart.  No one had cried for him in a long time.
 
   He played with her fingers.  “It’s okay.  I’m tougher than I look, too.  You have no idea how many times I’ve had my ass kicked and come out breathing.  I’m a survivor.  You should have let me help you,” he said.  She looked vulnerable with tears in her eyes and a quivering lip.  He normally ran from tears.  “What happened to you back there?  I never saw you.”
 
   “One of my other partners was there, Alazar.  He tried to hold off as many revenants as he could to give me time to find Jericho.  I was caught up with a large group of revenants and was separated from Derick, who met me inside.  I was knocked out during the fight.  When I woke up, everyone was gone.  I called Derick and made my way here as quickly as I could.”  She did her best to tell him the truth.
 
   “I’m glad you’re safe.  I met Alazar briefly.  Why didn’t you tell me about him?” he asked.  Calin knew she was full of secrets, but couldn’t figure out why she was so tight lipped about who she was working for.
 
   “Alazar doesn’t usually get involved with things like this.  He has a specific job, which keeps him busy, but we needed help,” Annie shrugged.
 
   “Why are doing this?  Why are you fighting revenants with a few untrained men?  Why are you putting yourself at risk?  I don’t understand you at all,” Calin frowned.
 
   “Once the revenants were done with their vendetta against Monroe, they would no longer have a focus.  I wanted to kill as many as I could before they turned on an unsuspecting public, but I had no idea that there were so many.  There are people better qualified than I am who are out there killing them.  It’s their problem now, though I still have a few loose ends to deal with,” she replied sincerely.  “Why you were you so willing to jump into the fray to help me?”
 
   Calin was taken aback by her confession, but relieved that she had taken herself out of the fight.  She still wasn’t telling him the whole truth, but it was better than nothing.
 
   Calin chose his words carefully since she didn’t need more ammunition against him.  “I can’t sit back and watch people get hurt.  It bothers me.  I try to be rational and tell myself that sometimes bad things happen, but it doesn’t always keep my ass in the chair.  I have my priorities and my objectives, but sometimes I can’t walk away from someone in pain.  It always comes back to bite me in the ass, but it’s better than feeling guilty for doing nothing,” Calin sighed.  He felt like a weight had been lifted off his shoulders.  He had never admitted that to anyone before, not even Mike.
 
   Annie chuckled.  “It usually comes back to bite me in the ass too, though I don’t try to save everyone, only the people who deserve to be saved.”
 
   Calin was surprised to hear that she was selective with whom she helped.  He guessed that he was the same way, though he had never thought about it like that before.  He had taken down his fair share of evil things, but only when they threatened someone who didn’t deserve to be harmed.  If that vampire had attacked the Sheriff, he had no idea if he would have shot the vampire or Grady.  Maybe Mike was right; he wasn’t the good guy, just the guy trying to make good on his promise.
 
   “Who do you work for?  And don’t lie to me.  I risked my life for you the last few days.  I deserve some answers.  I want to know who is really giving the orders.  I don’t need a bullet in my back at the end of this if you are working for the wrong people,” he said in all seriousness.  If she worked for some kind of law enforcement agency, he might forgive her lies, but if she really worked for a rival gang or some whacked out vigilante organization, he would have no choice but to walk away.
 
   Annie bit her lip.  There was no way of telling Calin the truth, unless she was willing to watch him run off into the night, never to be seen again.
 
   “Tell me who trained you and I will tell you who issues the orders,” she said, knowing that Calin would never tell her the truth.
 
   “Fine.  If it means finally getting answers out of you, then I’ll tell you,” Calin snapped.  “A man who understood my pain trained me and taught me everything I know.  Most people thought that I was crazy when I told them what I saw, but he knew the truth.  I’ve seen evil in its purest form and he showed me how to fight it.  It was the only way that I could live with myself after what happened,” Calin’s voice broke as he spoke.
 
   “You lost someone important to you.  I’m sorry for that.  If you don’t want to talk about it, I understand, but I’m willing to listen,” she said rubbing his arm.  You didn’t close yourself off like Calin without losing someone important.
 
   Calin thought about what she said.  She wasn’t pressuring him.  She never pressured him.  Even the night before, when he walked away from her in the bedroom, she hadn’t followed.  She somehow always knew exactly what he needed, even if he didn’t have a clue.
 
   “I normally don’t talk about it.  It’s too painful.  Anyway, you asked about who trained me.  His name is Mike Turner.  He’s a Special Agent with the FBI.  He was working on the case, that’s how I first met him.  It took a long time for me to master his lessons, but once I did, I was stronger for it.  I no longer feared the dark or the evil that lurked in it.”  Calin’s voice was cold and hard like steel.  Determination and anger filled every muscle in his body and he looked as deadly as he had when he killed the vampire.
 
   She was surprised to hear how Balthazar had assumed the persona of a law enforcement agent.  It was sneaky and worthy of the Angel of Deception, not the Angel of Vengeance.  Perhaps Sacha had influenced him as well.  Regardless, Balthazar needed to be reprimanded for tricking the mortals into trusting him.  Mortals were taught from birth to trust law enforcement.
 
   Looking at his fierce expression, she was intrigued by the sudden change in him, and truth be told, she was drawn to it.  Something about his words and demeanor appealed to her and made her skin tingle.  She wanted to kiss him, but stopped herself.
 
   “Did you ever find the person you were after?”  Even as she asked the question, she knew the answer.
 
   “No,” Calin growled in frustration as he gripped the sides of the tub tightly.
 
   “How about we work together to find him?” Annie spoke without thinking.  She desperately wanted to help Calin and free him of his sorrow.
 
   Calin whipped his head around and glared at her.  “Why would you help me?  Why do you care?” he yelled.  “You don’t even know what I’m hunting or why I’m doing this.”
 
   Annie considered the question for a moment, yet the answer was simple.  Calin had risked his life countless times to save anyone in trouble, and he had asked for nothing in return.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re hunting, but you do it because you want to be free from your pain,” she said gripping his wrist.  “You helped me without question.  I didn’t want a stranger caught up in my mess, so I dismissed your actions, hoping that I could save you from my problems.  Despite my terrible behavior, you put yourself at risk for me.  It’s time for you to admit that you need someone to watch your back,” she smiled.
 
   He looked at her for a long time, confused and angry.  His eyes bored into hers, looking deep into her soul, deciding if he could trust her.  He finally sighed and ran a hand down his face.  He leaned his head back, closed his eyes, and ground his teeth.
 
   “Okay,” he grunted.
 
   Calin opened his eyes and took her face in his hands.  He searched every inch of her face to make sure that he didn’t see fear or anger or hatred toward him.  Instead, he found compassion, and maybe even love.
 
   He gulped.  Love?  Could she actually be falling in love with him?  Did he love her?  Yes.  He didn’t hesitate.  He felt stupid for not knowing anything about her, but he knew she was strong, caring, and passionate.  She wanted to keep innocent people safe from horrible monsters.  Regardless of her need to keep secrets, he loved her.
 
   He pulled her close and breathed in her scent.  She reminded him of home, before things went bad.  She made him believe that he could be a good person again and deserve happiness.
 
   He pressed his lips to hers and shivered from the contact.  It wasn’t just her soft skin, but the tenderness of the kiss that made him forget to breathe.  When he had kissed her the first time, he had been borderline crazy at the thought of leaving her.  Now that he had decided to stay, he could take his time.  He wanted to give her more than just passion.  He wanted to give her his heart.
 
   He brushed his lips back and forth against hers and ran them along her cheek.  He kissed up her cheek until he took hold of her earlobe.  He licked her ear while running his fingertips along her collarbone.  He had never indulged himself like this before.
 
   “I don’t even know your last name,” he whispered softly in her ear.
 
   “Black,” she groaned as he licked around her ear, driving her wild.
 
   Gabriel’s warning played over and over again in her mind.  He warned her not to trust him.  He had given up on Calin.  It pained her to know that her father had lost faith in Calin.  Her father had never turned his back on her, and she had ruthlessly killed mortals who were guilty of minor sins, yet he had given up on Calin.  She refused to do the same.
 
   He licked her lower lip and pushed his tongue into her warm mouth.  He kissed her with every emotion he had.  He loved his woman and refused to lose her because he was too stupid to tell her that needed her.  He would show her how much he loved her.
 
   Thrusting his tongue into her mouth caused his body come to life.  Though he had been aroused by being naked in a tub with a woman sitting a foot away from him, he had been too engrossed in their conversation to think much about it.  Now his erection had his complete attention.  He wanted her to plunge her hand into the water and feel how impossibly hard he was, hard because of her beauty, her compassion, and her faith in him.
 
   Annie kissed Calin until her body shook with desire.  She remembered how wonderful his hands had felt on her body in the motel and was desperate to finish where they had left off.  Her nipples hardened and rubbed against her bra.  Her shirt and pants were instantly too tight.  Breaking the kiss, she needed to be free from her restraints.
 
   Calin was worried when Annie pulled away and stood up.  He was about to ask if she was okay when she pulled her shirt over her head.  Seeing her black bra made his mouth water.  Her perfect breasts were covered by an intricate lace material.  He reached out his hand to touch her before he knew what he was doing.
 
   Reaching for the hooks on her bra, she stopped when she saw Calin’s eyes riveted to her bra.  Deciding to tease him a little, she placed her hands over the bra and lightly ran them over her breasts.  When his mouth fell open, she slowly reached around and popped the hooks holding her in.  She tossed her bra on the floor and watched Calin swallow harshly.  She wanted him to see what he had missed out on the night he stared at the reflection of her breasts.
 
   Calin was enraptured by this woman as she undressed.  He wanted to touch every part of her, kiss every crevice.  Focusing on her breasts, he thought about starting with her perky pink nipples.  He would lap and suck on them until she cried out his name.
 
   Peeling off her jeans, she leaned over the tub until her nipples were close enough for Calin to touch, but she pulled back just as his mouth opened to taste them.  The look of awe on his face told her that no one had ever been bold enough to tease him and entice him before.  She felt for her lonely hunter.  He’d obviously never had a lover who enthralled him before.
 
   Despite the chilly water, his skin was ablaze as he gazed at her white skin slowly being revealed as she removed each piece of clothing.  He was a little upset that hadn’t been given the chance to undress her.  His breath caught in his throat when she turned around and revealed her perfect ass beneath dark silk panties.  As she bent over, she slowly slid her panties down, showing off every inch of her smooth skin.  He stopped breathing when her panties dropped to the floor and showed all of her intimate places.  She had the most amazing ass he had ever seen in his life.  His hands clenched wanting to mold and squeeze it.
 
   When she turned to face him, he nearly had a heart attack.  Her reflection in the mirror didn’t do her justice.  He wished that he had turned her around that night to look at her.  He mentally kicked himself for being a pansy and running.  This was the view that he wanted to see every day for the rest of his life.  No one would ever compare to her.  He would take Mike’s advice and drown himself at the bottom of a bottle if she ever left him.
 
   Her long black hair fell around her face as she smiled seductively.  She looked like a siren.  He laughed at the fact that he was sitting in water.  He knew he would crash his boat into the rocks for her.  She looked like she was going to devour him and he was more than ready to give her everything he had.
 
   She took a step toward the tub.  She gave him the sexiest smile of his life and he forgot all about his mission.  She leaned down and stepped into the tub.  He couldn’t move his body even if the roof decided to cave in.  He couldn’t even blink.  She knelt down and put a knee on either side of his thighs.  He saw her frown a little and look down at the water.
 
   Calin swore that the water got warmer, though he didn’t know how.  The thought left his mind when she bent over him.  Her luscious breasts were finally within reach again.  He felt her slick curls climbing up his thighs.  He watched her slide up him until she was sitting just below his raging erection that stuck straight up out of the water.
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you,” she said, pointing to his head. 
 
   It took him a second to remember why she was concerned.  The constant burning in his head was nothing more than a minor annoyance.
 
   “You won’t,” he said breathlessly.  His voice was deeper than usual and barely recognizable.
 
   She smiled and ran her hands up his arms to his face.  He took that as permission to finally touch her.  He immediately grabbed her hips, which he decided where his favorite part, after her breasts and ass.  She leaned her gloriously rounded breasts into his face and he nearly cried out.  He took one into his mouth and nipped at it.  He sucked on her nipple until she squirmed in his lap.  He liked the feeling so much that he kept teasing her.  He moved his hand to her pert ass and cupped and squeezed it, causing her to move her hips back and forth.  Her folds slid over his erection and his mind went numb.  His eyes rolled back and he let go of her breast.  He actually felt giddy.
 
   Annie’s breath was ragged.  He was taunting her by sucking on her nipples.  She nearly lost control when he bit down on one.  She ached for this man.  He looked at her like she was the only woman in the world.  He belonged to her now.  She would kill any woman who dared to touch him.
 
   Kissing her deeply, he was frantic.  He needed to be inside of her.  Nothing else would ease his pain.  Nothing else would fill the loneliness inside of him.  Squeezing her hips, she seemed to know what he wanted.  She mercifully rose up out of the water and held herself over his aching erection.  She slid slowly down over his head, squeezing him like a fist, and then drove her body over his shaft until he filled her completely.  There were no words to describe it.  She was like liquid fire as she gripped him and caused him to convulse with pleasure.
 
   She rose up slightly, and then pushed her body down into his hips.  He lost consciousness for a split second.  Sex had always been good, but this was entirely different.  Calin felt open and vulnerable.  He let Annie take control.  He was more than happy to watch her ride him as he memorized her beautiful body.  He watched her magnificent chest bounce and sway as she increased her pace.  He watched her lust-filled eyes as she took her pleasure while his body trembled uncontrollably under hers.
 
   Her dark hair fell down and covered one eye.  Her one blue eye was fixated on him.  He never liked to be face to face with a woman; it was too intimate.  Now he couldn’t stop looking at her face, her eyes.  The moment washed over him and accepted that Annie was now a part of his life.
 
   She leaned down and kissed him.  She slid her tongue into his mouth in time with her body as she moved up and down him.  He’d never felt so alive.  She rubbed her hand down his tight abs and up the muscles on his chest, then over his arms.  He loved the feeling of her hands exploring him which created a warm friction against his cock.  He finally snapped and demanded control.
 
   Calin suddenly threw his arms around her waist and sat forward.  His eyes were hooded and he was panting.  He looked like he was ready to take control and she was more than happy to let him.
 
   He pulled her hips closer and braced his legs against the tub.  He kissed her neck while thrusting his hips up to meet her.  He drove his hard body into her until she threw her head back and moaned.  He pinned her body against his chest and continued to thrust into her, seeking relief from the burning desire swamping his senses.
 
   Annie nearly screamed.  He was tormenting her secret places.  Sparks ignited throughout her body.  He increased his speed and her core clenched him as pleasure rippled through her.  She put one hand on his shoulder and the other hand on the tub to balance herself.
 
   He took her mouth briefly and lightly bit her lip.  He was devoted to her.  He was going to make damn sure that he pleased her enough to make her want to stay.  He clutched her long hair, holding on to it to keep himself grounded.  He was coming apart at the seams.  He was a little rough with her, but it caused her to groan louder.  Her body was so tight and amazing that he didn’t know if he could hold out much longer.
 
   Annie was the verge of spiraling out of control.  The feeling was so intense she couldn’t find a second to catch her breath.  She dug her fingers into his shoulder to release some of the pressure that was steadily building.  Her muscles were so taut that she thought she would break.  He suddenly slowed his thrusts and focused on riding a small section deep inside.  Her breath rushed out of her and was consumed by ecstasy as her body shook and tensed.
 
   Calin lost complete control as his body seized up when the force of his orgasm overrode his senses.  The look of pure bliss on Annie’s face threw him over the edge and he clenched her hips and surged into her one last time, spilling himself into her.  The last thing he remembered was her guttural swear as her body clamped down on his pulsing erection.
 
   Calin fell back against the cold porcelain and tried to remember how to breathe.
 
   Annie chuckled when she saw him gasping for air.
 
   “Are you okay?  Maybe we should have let you heal a little more first,” she panted sympathetically.  She brushed the sweat off his forehead and checked to make sure he wasn’t feverish.
 
   “No, I couldn’t wait any longer.  I needed you.  I need you with me always.”  His voice was rough and sexy.  As exhausted as looked, he sounded satisfied.
 
   She carefully separated their bodies and grabbed a white towel from the back of the door.  She helped him out of the tub and offered him the towel.
 
   “You should dry off first so you don’t get cold,” he said, waving off the towel.  He needed a second to regain control of his legs.
 
   “It’s okay.  I don’t get cold,” she smiled, patiently waiting for him.
 
   She got him out of the tub and quickly dried him off.  She helped him with his clothes since he seemed a little unsteady and got him into bed.
 
   Thankfully, Derick had taken his shotgun and moved to the adjoining room.
 
   She quickly dressed and walked back over to the bed.  Calin was propped up on the pillows and looked like he needed a nap.  She looked around for something to do while he rested.
 
   “I want to tell you about what happened.  Why I’m all screwed up,” he said as he gently touched her arm and motioned for her to sit next to him.
 
   “Calin, you don’t have to,” she said quietly.
 
   “I want to.  I need to tell you.”  He sounded so sad, so lost.  He kissed the back of her hand and looked up at her with tears in his eyes.
 
   Annie sat dutifully on the edge of the bed and held his hand for support.  She knew that he would need encouragement and strength to speak.
 
   “My sister and I were playing in the backyard.  She was only five and I was nine.  My dad was at work and my mom went next door to talk to a neighbor.  They were planning New Year’s Eve dinner for a bunch of their friends.  It was cold and it had snowed the day before.  My sister loved the snow.  It didn’t matter how cold it was, she never wanted to come in,” he smiled.
 
   “Her name was Elizabeth, right?” she turned over his hand and traced Elizabeth’s name on his wrist.
 
   “Yeah, but I called her Bitsy.  She couldn’t say her name when she was little.  It became my nickname for her.  She was my bratty little tagalong sister, but God, I loved her,” he laughed sadly.  
 
   “I know you miss her,” Annie said, brushing away one of his tears.
 
   “She wanted to make snow angels; it was her favorite thing to do.  I remember the whole yard was full of them.  She would yell at me not to step on them and crush them.  She screamed, “Calin, you’re going to hurt them and you won’t get into Heaven.  They’ll remember you and then you’ll get yours,” he shook his head.
 
   “It was getting dark and the temperature was dropping.  I begged her to come inside and warm up.  I could see my mom from the neighbor’s window motioning for us to get into the house.  Bitsy said she didn’t want to stop.  She wanted to build a snowman, but she was having trouble finding unused patches of snow to make the body.  I complained that my fingers were going to fall off and that she’d better get in the house.  She told me to shut up and go inside.  I got so mad at her that I did.  I stormed off into the house and started ripping my gloves off and my coat.  I could see her from the living room window still trying to find enough snow.  My anger faded pretty quickly and I decided I would make some hot chocolate for both of us.  I knew my mother could see her, so I didn’t worry too much,” he said softly.
 
   “She never came inside, did she?” Annie asked, pushing past the lump in her throat.
 
   “No.  When I came back to the living room, she was gone.  I thought that she had moved to the side yard.  I ran to the other windows to find her and tell her that I was going to drink all the hot chocolate if she didn’t get inside.  I started to panic when I didn’t see her.  I ran for my coat and boots, threw them on, and bolted out of the house.  I called her name.  I thought maybe she was still mad at me and was hiding to get me in trouble.  I was supposed to be watching her,” he growled as he closed his eyes.  He clenched his fists and lowered his head.
 
   “I ran out to the street, calling for her.  By then my mother had noticed that I was outside half out of my coat.  I told her that I couldn’t find Bitsy.  She started yelling at me and we searched everywhere.  I ran into the yard next to ours and turned the corner.  That’s when I saw them.  My sister was standing at the end of the street talking to a man.  I couldn’t see him very well, but I saw my sister’s pink coat.  I ran down the street as fast as I could, screaming for him to let her go.  The man stood up and smiled at me, taunting me.  He pulled my sister behind him and laughed as I ran toward them.  That’s when I saw it.  He didn’t look right.  He tilted his head and I saw a different set of eyes looking at me.  It looked like there was another face under the first one.  He growled like an animal and I stopped dead in my tracks.  I could feel the rage pouring off of him.  One minute he was a man, and the next, he was something terrible.  He reached out to grab me.  I scrambled backwards out his reach.  I remember hearing shouting from behind me.  He looked up and hissed.  He moved so fast it took a second to understand what had happened.  He had turned and picked up my sister, who had been quiet the whole time, and ran.  He hopped over a fence and she was gone,” he said as his voice broke.  Tears were sliding down his face as he stared at the wall.
 
   “Did they ever find her?” Annie asked sympathetically.
 
   “Yeah.  The police came to the door a few days later day.  They’d found her in the woods next to the cemetery.  It was so bad that they couldn’t have an open casket at her wake.  My parents were destroyed.  They stopped speaking to each other after that.  My father blamed my mother for not protecting her.  He threatened to take me with him when they got divorced.  My mother blamed me and told my father to take me away.  I blamed myself.  I didn’t stop the man.  I didn’t do anything to help.  I let him go and he killed her,” his voice was wooden and emotionless.
 
   “You were nine.  What could have you done against an escaped soul?  Their anguish from Hell fuels their rage.  The pain they suffered in Hell is still with them when they escape.  They were monsters to begin with or they wouldn’t have ended up in Hell.  What could a nine year old boy do against that?  He would have killed you too.  He would have killed anyone and anything around him.  You can’t blame yourself,” Annie said kindly, rubbing his arm.
 
   “I should have done something!” he yelled as grief tore through him.
 
   “You would have died!” she yelled, grabbing his face and staring into his eyes.  “You would have died.”  She emphasized every word.
 
   “At least she wouldn’t have died alone,” he cried out.  His shoulders started shaking and his body was racked with sobs.
 
   Annie took him into her arms and held him.  She let him cry and simply held him.  Once he calmed down, she left him to make some coffee in the pot on the counter.  She figured hot chocolate would just make things worse.
 
   “Is that when Mike found you and offered to train you?”  She handed him the coffee as he wiped the tears from his eyes.  She needed to understand how Balthazar had tempted him.
 
   He took the coffee and stared at it.
 
   “My parents didn’t believe the part about the man looking like a demon.  They thought I was making things up.  A trick of the light, they said.  They sent me to see specialists.  All the kids in school avoided me, calling me Crazy Calin or something equally unoriginal.  My mother’s friend Brian, whom Bitsy and I thought of as an uncle, tried to tell me it would be okay.  He said that I needed to have faith that Bitsy was in a safe place and that she was happy where she was.  I hated him for trying to tell me that she was better off without me, without her family.  I hated myself for sending her to the angels.
 
   “A few months later, I was sitting in the backyard when my dad brought a man into the yard.  He told me he was a Special Agent from the FBI and had some more questions for me.  Their leads had gone cold, so they sent in some professional who worked special cases like my sister’s.
 
   “I told him to show me some ID, since I wasn’t about to trust anyone.  He shrugged and took out his badge.  He started asking me about what had happened.  I told him everything.  I didn’t care if he thought I was insane.  The weird thing was he didn’t think I was insane.  He started asking more details about the man, about the weird stuff I’d seen.  He thought about what I had said for a long time.  I thought he was going to leave.  Then he asked if I wanted to find this guy and make sure that it never happened to anyone else.  I was shocked.  I thought he was kidding.  He wasn’t.  He told me that I had seen an escaped soul from Hell possessing a human.  He told me all about the souls, how to find them, and send them back to where they belonged.  He told me that I would have to train hard and that it wouldn’t be easy.  He said I might never find the thing, but I would certainly find others along the way, and I have,” he growled.
 
   “Why did you trust this Mike guy?  Wasn’t there anyone else who was willing to help you deal with the loss of your sister?  Where was your family?  Didn’t they support you?” Annie knew that the path of vengeance sounded like a good idea when someone felt powerless to move on and heal.
 
   “My parents were wrecked.  My mother sat in her room most days and ignored me, ignored the world.  My dad started working more and more.  The strange thing was my parents didn’t fight or have verbal disagreements.  It’s more like they drifted apart.  They couldn’t deal with life without Bitsy, so they stopped living.
 
   “Uncle Brian came by a few times a month.  He tried to tell me that everything would be okay and that it wasn’t my fault, but the looks on my parents’ faces told me differently.  Eventually, he stopped coming around.  Mike was the only one who ever stood by my side,” Calin sighed.
 
   “I’m sorry that your parents couldn’t deal with the loss of your sister, but it wasn’t your fault.  You were a child.  It was your parents’ responsibility to keep you both safe.  Mike should have never offered to train you to hunt these things.  Had your parents taken the time to tell you that they loved you and that you weren’t to blame, I don’t think you would have ever taken Mike up on his offer.”  Annie was angry that Calin’s parents had given in to grief and left Calin to suffer alone.
 
   “Mike was the only one who understood,” Calin said defensively.  “I have no idea what would have happened to me if he hadn’t been there.  My mom left the state when I was fourteen and my dad left me with a sitter until I was old enough to drive.  Mike was the one who was there for me.  He taught me how to defend myself against the kids who teased me about seeing monsters under my bed.  Some were even crueler and said that I was the reason my sister was dead.  Every day I worked out to make myself stronger, so that I could kick their asses when they taunted me.  Mike showed me how to use weapons so that I could hunt the bastard down.  He taught me all he knew about escaped souls.  He had been with the FBI for a long time and had seen all sorts of unexplained things.  He told me that he’d lost a girlfriend to an evil creature in Hell.  He seemed torn up about it.  I could tell he knew what I was going through.  He pushed me hard, but I had to do something so that I wouldn’t feel useless.  It was the only way to deal with my anger.  It gave me a purpose.  I swore I would never be helpless again.  
 
   “I decided to hunt down anything resembling a possessed human.  That’s how I hunted vampires for the first time.  I got a little confused,” he snickered.  Calin looked at her when he thought about the vampire that had attacked her.  If he hadn’t followed this path, he would have never met Annie and saved her from the foul thing, or from the revenant.  For the first time he was glad that he had taken up this lifestyle.
 
   “When was the last time you saw Mike?” she asked, hoping that Balthazar hadn’t known about her interaction with Calin.  It was clear that Calin believed that Balthazar was really a cop.
 
   Calin cringed.  “I saw him right before the vampire attack.  He has this way of finding me.  He’s the best damned tracker I’ve ever met.  He wanted me to walk away from you.  He thinks that women are a distraction.”
 
   “Wait, you saw him at the motel?”  It suddenly made sense why Balthazar was stalking her in the woods.  He had come to check in on Calin.
 
   “I was supposed to be following a lead when I met you.  He tends to get annoyed when I stray from my mission and make side trips.  He told me that I needed to go to Portland.  Since you were headed that way, I decided to stay with you.”  Calin felt guilty for leaving out the Jericho part, but he had already told her too much.
 
   “Side trips?” she asked, raising her eyebrow.  He had to be speaking about helping and/or bedding other women.  She knew Balthazar’s hated women.
 
   Calin averted his eyes and blushed.  “I admit the road is lonely.  You have to understand, they were all mistakes.  Each of them ended badly.  I left them so that they wouldn’t get hurt.  My path is dangerous.  It’s no place for a woman.  I had to leave them.”  Calin sounded lonely and distraught that he couldn’t have a normal life with someone.
 
   “That’s why you looked so torn in the motel.  You were coming to tell me that you were leaving.  Why did you stay?” she asked.  She had to figure out if Calin was knowingly a pawn in Vengeance’s game.
 
   Calin took a deep breathe.  He wasn’t sure if he could express what he was feeling without scaring her off.  Monsters she could handle, but he had no idea if telling a virtual stranger that he was in love with her would end their relationship.  “As upset as I was for getting distracted, I couldn’t bring myself to walk away from you.  It was killing me inside.  I couldn’t make the words come out.  That’s why I kissed you.”  He leaned over, put his hand on her cheek, and ran his thumb over her lips.
 
   She pushed her face into his hand.  The connection between them felt stronger than ever.  She decided right then that she was going to make the selfish choice.
 
   “It took a lot for you to tell me the truth about your sister and Mike.  I’m glad that you were able to talk to me about hunting the monsters.  I’m glad that confided your secrets in me, so I’m going to do the same, Calin.  I know you expected me to run from you when I found out about your past and your occupation, but I’m still here and I don’t plan on leaving.  Now, I ask the same of you.  You want to know who I am working for and why I am hunting revenants.”  Closing her eyes, she searched for the strength to tell him the truth.
 
   She stepped away from the bed and held out her arms at her sides.  She changed from Annie, in her jeans and T-shirt, into Lady Black with her black dress and black platform knee-length patent leather boots.  It was better to know now if he could handle who she was and what she was destined to do.
 
   Calin was confused as he watched Annie step away from him.  He thought for a second that she was going to pull out a weapon or a badge, so he wasn’t prepared for the sudden wardrobe change.
 
   Blinking a few times, he tried to understand why she was suddenly wearing a very revealing dress.  Her body was exposed from her knees to her thighs and her belly button up to her neck.  For a second he thought that she was a stripper, but quickly pushed away the thought.  Her face was the same, but somehow looked different.  She appeared confident and powerful.  No other occupations came to mind that would shed any light on who she was.
 
   Calin slowly got off the bed and walked toward her.  The dress, while gratuitous, made her look older and more mature.  The flesh it showed off was obviously used as a diversionary tactic, used to lure men into a false sense of security.  His original thought of her being a siren came to mind.  She was a seductress, but her eyes told a different story.  He sensed that she held some kind of title or honor.
 
   Afraid that Calin was getting up to vacate the room, she spoke quickly.  “Calin, my real name is Anjali; I’m also known as…”
 
   The answer clicked in his brain and changed his entire world.  “Lady Black,” he sneered.  She had practically admitted it when she said her last name was Black.
 
   The room spun as everything finally made sense.  She was chasing Jericho, an acknowledged escaped prisoner from Hell.  She said that she wasn’t the one calling the shots.  If Jericho was to be believed, she must work with Lucifer.  She was the one he had been searching for his whole life, the one responsible for letting that bastard escape from Hell and kill his sister.
 
   Anjali shivered when she heard Calin speak her real name.  “How do you know that name?”
 
   Balthazar chuckled darkly as he entered the room from the adjacent bedroom.  “Oh, my Calin is very resourceful, Lady Black.  I knew he would find a way to interrogate Jericho.  It was only a matter of time until he figured out the truth.”
 
   Looking around Calin, she watched as Balthazar walked into the room holding Derick hostage.  He had a gun in one hand and in the other was a bowie knife pushed against Derick’s neck.
 
   “What are you doing here?” she sneered.
 
   Calin turned in time to see his mentor and friend raise a gun and shoot Anjali in her right hip three times.  He shouted when she fell to her knees.  “Mike, what the hell are you doing?  What’s going on?”  
 
   “Sorry Calin, I know that you deserve to kill her yourself, I just wanted to level the playing field.  She’s fast and strong.  She needed the fight taken out of her,” Balthazar replied coldly.  “Lady Black is the one you want, the one that needs to suffer.  She is the reason that your sister is dead, and why your family was torn apart.  I trained you for this moment.  Only you are strong enough to face her.  Put an end to her, so that this never happens to anyone else, ever again.  You deserve to have the justice you have been seeking all these years,” Balthazar said as the Syanka inside of his mind forced Balthazar’s power to rise.  The Syanka had plenty of time to rifle through Balthazar’s mind and find out about Calin.  It was pleased to have chosen such an interesting ally in Balthazar.  It saw Balthazar’s plan for Calin and blocked out Balthazar’s memories of wanting to join his Master while focusing on fueling his need to kill her.
 
   Calin was splitting apart from the rage coursing through him.  Annie, or rather, Lady Black was responsible for everything.  He was going to look past those beautiful blue eyes and see her for the monster that she was.  He knew that she would deny what had happened, but he didn’t care.  She would beg for mercy and plead for her life before the day was over.  He’d searched too long and lost too much.  It didn’t matter what happened to him after she was dead.  There was nothing left inside but hatred.  Hatred for her.
 
   Anjali saw the switch flip inside of Calin, just as it had when he spoke about finding his sister’s killer.  This was what Gabriel had warned her about.  Vengeance had taken hold of Calin so completely over the years that he was almost two different people.  The kind Calin who saved women was long gone.  In his place was the trained killer that Balthazar had molded over the years.
 
   “I rescind my offer.  I’m going to kill you, Balthazar!” she growled, trying to get off the floor.  She saw the look of satisfaction on Balthazar’s face.  He had been planning this for a very long time.
 
   The Syanka noticed that the boy he was holding hostage had recoiled in pain when Anjali had been shot.  It laughed at its good fortune.  Use the boy.  Kill him if she fails to obey.  She will do anything to avoid the pain of losing her servant.
 
   Rage poured through Balthazar.  She had the nerve to create Nachtghul instead of claiming her Predznak.  It was no wonder she had taken her time to come for them.  She was clearly keeping secrets from him.
 
   “Well now, this just got interesting.  I assumed this boy was your servant when I saw him, but I had no idea that he was your Nachtghul.  How fortunate for me,” Balthazar chuckled darkly.
 
   He holstered his gun and grabbed Derick by the neck.  He pierced the boy’s side, though not deep enough to cause him to bleed out.  He twisted the knife a little just to watch his Master squirm and held the knife in his side.  The boy was all he needed to make sure that Anjali didn’t fight back.  She would do anything to protect her Nachtghul.
 
   Calin had never felt better in his life.  His enemy was finally within his grasp.  He’d thought about how to kill the faceless monster for so many years.  Each night he would lay awake and think about putting a bullet in its head.  Every bone in his body screamed out for justice.  Now he finally had a target, a face, and a name to kill.  Lady Black...Annie.  Whatever name she preferred would be etched on her tombstone.
 
   Calin was mad that Derick had taken his weapons while he was unconscious.  He turned and searched the room until he found his holster and his shotgun.  He pulled his holster over his shoulders and pulled out his Glock.  He trained it on Lady Black and prepared to shoot her in the head.
 
   “Not yet, Calin.  First, I need something from her, and then she’s all yours,” Balthazar warned.
 
   Holding the knife in place, Balthazar gripped Derick’s shoulder and guided him across the room until they stood in front of his worthless Master.  “Do as I say or I will kill your servant.”
 
   Anjali had no idea why Balthazar had turned against her, but she could see from the hard look in his eyes that he wasn’t bluffing.  Having opened her mind to Derick, she knew that he was firmly within Balthazar’s grasp and couldn’t disappear with the knife embedded in his side.  “Why are you doing this?  Why now?  Why didn’t you kill me in the woods?” she asked coldly.
 
   Balthazar blinked and shook his head.  He remembered something familiar, though it was distant like a dream.  Kindness.  He had experienced kindness and something similar to happiness before the darkness had consumed him in the woods.
 
   The Syanka hissed.  She abandoned you.  The pain that you suffered was caused by her.  She must pay for leaving you alone to fight Lucifer, Hades, the Council, and the other Predznak.  She wasn’t there when Alazar turned you into a killing machine.  She wasn’t there to stop Aeries from beating you to within an inch of your life.  She allowed Hades and Lucifer to twist you and break you with their sadistic tortures.
 
   Balthazar opened his eyes and looked at the cause of his eternal misery.  “It was a ploy to gain your trust,” Balthazar whispered sinisterly.
 
   Hatred, pure and black poured through her.  She was angry that she been fooled by Balthazar’s trick, but she wouldn’t be fooled by him again.  “To what end?  What do you want from me?” she snapped.  She tried to stem the blood seeping from three separate wounds around her hip.
 
   “Lucifer.  I want you to take me to Lucifer,” Balthazar stated boldly.
 
   She shook her head to dispel the dizziness from the pain radiating through her leg.  “He’s in Hell, just as he always is.  What do you want from him?” she sneered.  She hated to see the fear and pain on Derick’s face.  She needed to find a way to get him away from Balthazar.
 
   “That’s not your concern.  Take me there and I will spare the life of your servant,” Balthazar growled.
 
   His behavior was out of character, even compared to their first meeting at the prison.  He seemed angrier than before, which was saying a lot since he had tried to kill her twice before.  Hatred and rage were seething just below the surface, but she couldn’t figure out what had triggered it.  Despite seeing Calin as an ally, Balthazar hardly looked at him.
 
   “Fine.  I’ll bring you to Hell,” she replied as she slowly limped across the room.
 
   The Syanka hissed through Balthazar’s mind.  She’s trying to trick you.  She will take you to the Gates of Hell.  The Fallen will attack when they see us.
 
   “Take me to the Throne Room,” Balthazar snapped his teeth at her.
 
   “I don’t have direct access, though I can take you to the Hall of Mirrors.  I’m sure you know your way from there,” she lied gracefully.  She hoped that someone would see them pass through the rotunda and raise the alarms.
 
   Balthazar drove the knife deeper into Derick’s side.  “Calin comes with us.  Any tricks and I will take this one’s head.”
 
   Anjali nodded.  She had no choice but to comply.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 17
 
    
 
   Crix had no control over his body, and had no choice but to do as the Syankas commanded.  He tore through straight the glass entrance of the Eastside Precinct Police Station.  He was worried when he saw the stunned guards grab their shotguns and side arms.  He remembered being shot on the staircase and didn’t want to feel pain like that again.  Rushing the two closest guards, he pushed them back into a wall and grabbed their shotguns.  He was careful not to kill the men since his master needed the people alive.  Three more officers opened fire on him from across the room.  Crix recoiled when he heard the rapid gunfire.  He saw the new holes in his chest, but the pain never came.
 
   He watched Tiny and Malloy rush the three officers who were shouting for backup.  Spider, Briz, and Welz had the exits covered from the outside and had been ordered to secure the building.  The Syankas wanted every last person in the world to submit to them, which was a tall order, but Crix decided not to tell them their odds of succeeding.
 
   Crix and the others moved room by room, disarmed police officers, and herded terrified office workers through the corridors to the back of the building.  Some of the braver men attacked them with chairs or crude weapons.  Others ran away screaming that the dead had come back to life.  Groups of people were muttering prayers under their breath while others swore or cried.
 
   Though he felt bad for the civilians, he couldn’t help them.  He wanted to tell them to run or hide, but he couldn’t say anything.  The most he could do was snarl at them and act like the monster he had become.  Had he known that making that stupid blood oath to Monroe would turn him into a puppet, he would have told Monroe to go screw himself.
 
   Pushing a group of cowering women out of the Administrative Room, Crix saw Gree freeing all the prisoners in the Detention Area by ripping the steel doors right off the hinges.  He vaguely wondered if the criminals would attack the civilians or if they would be too scared.  He figured that it wouldn’t matter since it was only a matter of time before they all became helpless victims to the Syankas.
 
   Crix handed off his group to Tiny who was standing guard at the door, not allowing anyone alive to leave the meeting room.
 
   “Gree, do a sweep and make sure that no one is hiding.  We need everyone,” Tiny said as Gree ushered the prisoners into the Community Room.
 
   Tiny wanted nothing more than to kill the son of a bitch who had shot him in the head, but he was forced to work with the coward.
 
   Gree flipped him off, but complied with his order.
 
   Tiny ignored the questions and pleas from the captured men and women who either demanded to know what was going on, or begged to be released.  It seemed that he was destined to babysit people in his afterlife too.
 
   An officer to his left pulled a small pistol from his ankle and shot Tiny point blank in the back of his head.
 
   Tiny sighed.  He had lost count of how many times he’d been shot since entering the police station.
 
   “For the last time, bullets won’t kill us; they’ll only piss us off!”  Tiny pulled back his giant fist, ready to shove it through the guy’s skull.
 
   “Enough servant.  There will be time for that later.”  The largest, darkest Syanka floated into the room and hovered above the crowd.
 
   Tiny’s arm froze in midair.  Frustrated, he was forced to lower his fist.
 
   The crowd stopped asking questions and stared up at the gathering mist above their heads.  If they had any courage left, it quickly disappeared when they saw the unearthly dark form above their heads.
 
   “For years the mortals in this room allowed the drug lord Felix Monroe to control this city because he paid them handsomely to look the other way.  He sold drugs, killed innocent mortals, and terrorized everyone in this city so that he could kill his enemy Jericho and his cohorts.  The mortal police are supposed to stand up to criminals to keep the innocent safe.  They are supposed to fight against the darkness threating to harm their city.  Instead, they allowed evil to run free and erode the morals of the mortals they were sworn to protect.  These crimes will no longer go unpunished.  Tonight, you will all be judged.  Tonight, you will face your evil deeds and stop justifying your actions.  You will die, and even God can’t prevent this from happening.  The wicked will be sent to Hell to be punished.  Lucifer will torture you for your sins and you will beg for forgiveness.  Everyone in this room is guilty of sin and you will suffer for those sins.  Fortunately, we are here to offer you a choice.  We are here to grant you mercy.  Pledge your allegiance to us, and you will not fear Hell.  No pain will come to you after you die.  Swear your lives to us and we will protect you in the afterlife,” the Syanka said in a deep voice.  It swirled and twisted in the air above the mortals.
 
   Crix saw the fear on everyone’s faces.  He knew that the combination of the undead monsters and the talking smog would make believers out of everyone in the room.  The police officers would undoubtedly know who most of them were since all the gang members had been arrested or harassed by the police over the years.
 
   Sobs broke out across the room.  People turned to each other and clung to their neighbor for support.  One by one, the mortals stood and pledged their allegiance to the Syanka.  They signed a contract with their blood.
 
   Crix was surprised by how quickly they tried to save their asses.  The police in the area were corrupt, but he had no idea how guilty they really were.  The looks on their faces said it all.  These people were truly being judged for their actions and the majority of them were terrified about what would happen to them in Hell.
 
   A man dressed in jeans and a T-shirt in the back of the room stood up.  Crix remembered seeing him in the Detention area.
 
   “I’m not guilty of anything and you are right about the corruption in this room.  I’m a victim of it.  If I’m going to die tonight, then I die with a clear conscience.  I believe in God and I know he will find a way to stop you.”  He closed his eyes and began to say the Lord’s Prayer.
 
   The Syanka chuckled darkly.  “A faithful, how rare.  Give a message to Father for us.  We will not stop until all is destroyed, only then will He see the folly of His ways.”  It disappeared through the doorway, but not before issuing the order to kill every last mortal in the room.
 
   Monroe stood next to Jericho in the hallway and watched their combined crews tear through the room, destroying everyone in sight.
 
   “How did we let this get so out of hand?” Monroe pondered sadly.  He looked around at the carnage and realized that this was what he had wanted.  He wanted the cops dead.  He wanted to rule the city unopposed.  Yet, this didn’t look and feel like victory.
 
   “I wanted you dead at any cost.  I still do, but now it seems like a hollow pursuit,” Jericho replied, unfazed by the death surrounding him.
 
   “Why did you kill my sister and weigh her body down in the bay?” Monroe could barely ask the question.  The pain was too great.  His sister had suffered for nothing.
 
   “I knew it would hurt you.  She went behind my back and was going to make a deal with you to have me killed.  She was going to you for help.  She turned against me, just like you did,” Jericho sighed.  “I couldn’t let that happen, not again.”
 
   Monroe hung his head.  He had started all of this.  He had created Jericho the day he put three bullets in his back.  “I don’t regret trying to kill you.  I knew you would destroy my sister one way or another.  I was trying to protect her.  I did what I had to do.  Only you could be evil enough to find a way to come back from death twice and bring about the end of the world.  Now you’ve taken something else from me.  I wanted to rule this city, but now, because of you, it’s going to burn and only the ashes will be left.”
 
   Monroe pulled his Smith and Wesson from the back of his pants and unloaded the entire magazine into Jericho’s head.  He knew that it wouldn’t kill the bastard, but it made him feel better to try.
 
   The revenants stood around, waiting for their orders.  None of them wanted to be a part of the Syankas’ master plan, but they were helpless to fight it.
 
   The Syankas gathered their power and willed the broken and bleeding bodies surrounding them to rise from the devastation to do their bidding.
 
   “Rise and serve us!” the darkest Syanka shouted.
 
   Crix watched the lifeless bodies and vacant eyes twitch and move.  The bodies jerked to life and clambered to their feet.  He knew that their journey was just beginning.
 
   ∞
 
   The streetlamps in the park turned off as the sun rose above the trees.  The early morning joggers were staring their daily routines before heading off to work.  It was chilly for a September morning, but not cold enough to keep the die-hard joggers away.  Soon the park would be filled with tourists and businessmen.
 
   Starting his second lap around the pond, Kris tried not to worry about his family out on the West Coast.  He had seen the TV coverage of the prison riots and the death toll for the past few days.  While he was happy to be in New York City, far away from his hometown in Walla Walla, Washington, he still worried about his two sisters and his grandparents.  It was nerve wracking when a prisoner escaped into the surrounding towns, but seeing the prison attacked by one of the prisoners was disconcerting.
 
   Reminding himself that his family was safe, Kris pushed away his fears.  He stopped in front of the pond when he saw that his shoelace had come untied.  He walked over to the benches and put his sneaker on the bench.  Bending over, he tied his shoelace.  His CD player came unclipped from his waistband and clattered on the ground.  Cursing, he crouched down to get it, but someone had picked it up and handed it back to him.
 
   Kris pulled off his headphones and took the player back.  “Thanks, man.”
 
   “You’re welcome.  CD players may have the best quality of sound, but they are a lot harder to carry than a Walkman,” the man chuckled.
 
   Kris chuckled and nodded.  “Yes, they are.”
 
   He stood up and looked at the man.  He was well dressed in a gray business suit and a long gray coat.  He was probably a banker or a Wall Street trader on his way to the subway.  As much as he liked living in New York City, he couldn’t stomach all the rich snobs who thought they owned Central Park just because they could see it from their penthouses.
 
   Kris clipped the CD player onto his waistband and turned away from the man to finish his run.  If he didn’t hurry, the pigeon-feeding old women would take up residence and throw down birdseed, making the sidewalk harder to run on.
 
   He put his headphones back on and tried to find the last song he heard.  He preferred listening to Prodigy rather than the typical sounds of sirens and horns blaring.  While skipping through the tracks, he heard sirens getting louder as two fire trucks sped up Fifth Avenue.  He turned his head and followed the sound of the sirens echoing through the trees.
 
   “Don’t worry, I’m sure the fire isn’t anywhere near here,” the banker said from behind him.
 
   Kris hadn’t realized that the man was still there.  He looked over his shoulder, worried that he might be a mugger.
 
   “You don’t like fires, do you?  Not since you were little,” the man said, though he was looking through the trees to where the sirens were the loudest.
 
   “I don’t know anyone who likes fires,” Kris shrugged and took a few steps away.  He turned to finish his run.
 
   “It wasn’t your fault.  You do know that, right?” the man asked quietly.
 
   Kris spun around and stared at the man.  “What the hell are you talking about?”  He was pissed that this crazy man was talking about things he had no right talking about.
 
   “You were a boy.  No one expected you to help,” the man sighed and shook his head slowly.
 
   Kris couldn’t believe what he was hearing.  How could this stranger know anything about the fire?  “Who are you?”
 
   “You’ve carried the guilt for so long.  It wasn’t your fault that your neighbor died.  The flames were too high and consumed the house so quickly.  The heat coming off the house was enough to melt the Christmas decorations in the front yard.  Fires are nothing to mess with.  No one blames you.  Fear is a powerful thing.  You were too afraid to help Mr. Peters, weren’t you?  You could hear him screaming from your bedroom window.  You opened your window and saw him reaching out for help.  You were so afraid that you couldn’t move.  Your throat seized up and you couldn’t call for your parents.  You stood there and watched the flames spread through the room, paralyzed.”  The man shook his head sympathetically.
 
   Kris thought about that night for the first time in years.  After three different therapists, he had finally gotten over the nightmares and could sleep through the night.
 
   “I was six.  I didn’t know what to do,” Kris said in a small voice.
 
   “Of course you didn’t, Kris.  You were a child.  You closed your window because the heat of the fire was too much.  You ran and hid in your closet.  By the time another neighbor heard Mr. Peters, the fire had spread through the entire house.  The firefighters were able to put out the fire before it spread to your house, but it was too late for that old man.  It was a terrible tragedy, but it wasn’t your fault.  He fell asleep with a lit cigar next to his bed.  It was an accident, yet you always felt responsible, didn’t you?  You were afraid that the police would come and lock you away for not helping,” the man said matter-of-factly.
 
   “Every time I heard a police siren, I thought they were coming for me,” Kris sniffled.  He trembled when he thought about what people would think of him if they knew.
 
   “You never told anyone about what you saw or how you failed to help that old man.  Even years later, you never spoke about it.  You told them about the fire and being scared, but you never told anyone that you heard the screams.  You let everyone believe that Mr. Peters had died before you smelled the smoke or saw the orange glow in your window.  Whenever you closed your eyes, you saw his face and heard his cries.  You were petrified at the thought of them condemning you.  Since then, you learned to fear so many things.  You dislike the elderly and avoid them.  You feel that they can see into your heart and know what you did.  They judge you.  You close off your ears to the sirens, afraid to fail other victims of the fires.  Most of all, you fear the fire.  The endless nightmares were enough to end relationship after relationship.  Every fireplace, bonfire, or lit match brought you back to that night.  You’re so terrified of the fire that you never once smoked a cigarette or lit a campfire,” the man’s voice was low, barely above a whisper.
 
   Kris sobbed openly, tears streaming down his face.  “The fire was coming for me.  When I looked out my window, I saw the flames trying to jump into my house.  I was afraid that my parents and friends would hate me if they knew I had let him die, but the fire was too scary.  I was too afraid, so I hid.” 
 
   “What a terrible burden to carry with you.  To be so afraid of something that you would let an innocent man die, a man who gave you candy and little presents when he saw you.  You allowed your fear to take over and he died in a horrific way.  What a shame,” the man whispered.
 
   Kris looked down and saw his pirate sheets on his bed.  The window was open a crack and he could hear Mr. Peters yelling for him to call the police.  The air burned his lungs and blew his curtains open.  He could see the fire licking up the walls of the bedroom across the way.  The gap between the houses was twenty feet, but it felt like inches instead.  The flames broke the glass in the windows of Mr. Peters’ bedroom.  Sparks filled the air and floated over to his window.  He saw how scared the old man was, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t make a noise.  His parents were down the hallway and would never have heard the commotion on the other side of the house.
 
   “Imagine how afraid Mr. Peters was, knowing that help would never come,” the man snickered.
 
   Kris felt the ground getting hotter and his feet started to sweat.  His legs got warmer and made him twitch.  He looked down and his feet and pants were engulfed in flames.  He screamed and swatted at the fire, trying to put it out.  Dropping to the ground, he rolled around frantically on the sidewalk.  His shirt caught on fire and burned straight down to his bones.
 
   Seeing the pond next to him, Kris ran and jumped into the water, but it did nothing to stop the flames from spreading.  His skin started to burn and blister.  No matter how much water he surrounded himself with, he couldn’t put out the fire.  Submerging himself, he stayed under the water for as long as possible until he started to lose consciousness.
 
   A passing jogger saw the police pulling an unconscious man out of the pond.  She stopped to ask the nicely dressed man in the business suit what was going on.
 
   The man pulled his coat around him and shivered.  “I saw the whole thing.  He was tying his shoe and the next thing I know, he’s screaming about a fire.  I looked around, but I didn’t see anything.  That’s when I realized that he was crazy and thought that he was on fire.  He ran into the water to put out the non-existent flames.  A bunch of people ran into to help him, but he pushed them away shouting that he had to put out the fire.  It was horrible.  He finally stopped moving.  I think he drowned.  The police asked everyone to stand back so that they could get him out of the water,” the man explained.
 
   “How terrible.  There are some strange people in this city,” the jogger shrugged.
 
   “I know.  It really makes you wonder who the sane people are.  I mean, you go to work and deal with your co-workers, and then you go home and listen to your neighbors argue.  Even the checkout boy acts strangely and talks to himself.  You just don’t know which one might snap.  Heaven forbid one of them finally loses their mind and attacks you.  I hear the strangest stories on the news about people being stressed out or having a bad day and they just lose it.  It makes you not want to leave your house.  I mean, it’s definitely safer than walking around the city.  The crime rate alone makes me want to close my curtains, stay in bed, and forget the world around me exists,” the man shuddered.
 
   “I know what you’re saying.  Just last week, I read about a man who shot his boss because he didn’t get a raise.  There are plenty of unhappy people at my workplace.  I swear, one day, someone will snap,” the jogger replied.
 
   “It’s so sad.  There are just so many unstable people to worry about.  I don’t like being afraid of what someone else might do, but in the end, we have to protect ourselves.  The police can only do so much, so it’s up to us to keep ourselves separated from the people who want to hurt us.  It’s just like that prison in Washington State, the one on the news.  Those police officers were helpless to protect themselves during that riot.  What a sad thing when the people who are supposed to keep us safe from the criminals are torn apart by them.  You know, I think I’m going to call out sick today and go home.  I’ve had enough craziness for one day,” the man shook his head.
 
   The jogger watched the police fish the man out of the water and nodded absently.  “Imagine if he had dragged someone down with him.  You just don’t know what people are capable of until it’s too late.  My father learned that the hard way when his best friend turned on him and stabbed him.  They said there was a fight over money, but I never believed it.  I think the guy just lost his mind and grabbed a knife,” she shuddered.
 
   “What a tragedy.  It’s such a shame that we have to fear what others might do to us, but it’s the reality of this world.  Senseless violence is always the worst because there is no justifying it,” the man sighed.
 
   The jogger looked around her at the gawkers and suddenly felt claustrophobic with so many people standing so close.  “You never know who might have a knife under their coat or a gun.  It’s always the people you least suspect.”
 
   “It’s too easy to hide a weapon under a coat,” the man agreed.
 
   The jogger looked around nervously.  “I think you have the right idea about calling in sick today.  Good luck to you.”  She ducked through the crowd and sprinted in the direction of her apartment.
 
   The man in the business suit walked further up the path and pushed the image of the drowning victim from his mind.  Drowning was such a terrible way to die.  He didn’t want to think about it any longer than he had to.  He hadn’t been lying about calling in sick from work, if that were at all possible.  Unfortunately, he wasn’t allowed days off, or given paid vacations.  Thankfully, he did have the luxury of not having to listen to a boss or a co-worker yelling at him, at least not any more.  He was his own boss and he made his own hours.  It was unfortunate that he hated his job.  Being the Angel of Fear was a taxing and unrewarding position, yet he was fated to carry on.  He lived each day knowing every possible thing a mortal, or an angel, could fear.  Every day he was burdened with the knowledge that someone might kill him, maim him, lock him away in a prison, or Heaven forbid, reunite him with the other Predznak.
 
   They had abandoned him, all of them.  Even Rayan, the one person who took the time to help him overcome his fears, was gone.  Alazar had issued the command and he was left to fend for himself.  He should thank him, if he ever saw him again.  He was forced him to deal with his issues.  Most days, he didn’t dare venture out into the world, but on the days that he did wander about, he pushed all the fear from his mind and tempted anyone who crossed his path.  He told them about plagues, storms, accidents, and disasters.  He reminded them that something terrible could befall them at any moment.  The strange thing was, it made him feel better.  He felt stronger when he tempted, but slowly the fear would build up again, and he would be rendered useless once more.
 
   When the familiar dread was upon him, he would think back to his glory days when he stared down Lucifer and made the devil quake, before the darkness had permeated his senses and drowned him in his own temptation.  He had been strong and powerful once, a force to be reckoned with.  There had been a time when Death himself had avoided his powerful gaze.  Tristan tried to hold on to the memory of what he once was so that he could continue on and tempt the mortals, as was intended.
 
   Anjali and the other Predznak be damned.  He had found a way to survive.  He had accepted his limitations long ago and strived to do the best he could without relying on someone who would leave him just when he needed them most.  He was better off alone.  There was no one left to be disappointed in him but himself, and no one left to forsake him.
 
   ∞
 
   “Lord Commander Marcus, where should we begin looking for the revenants?” Major Demyan asked.  He sheathed his best metal sword and looked at General Tabbris’ right-hand angel for his orders.
 
   Marcus looked at the Warriors gathered before him.  Though he had explained the situation to his angels, he knew some of the newer recruits would ignore his warnings and act impulsively on the battlefield, attempting to prove themselves.  He knew that not all of them would return home alive.
 
   “The last time the Syankas were loose in the Mortal Realm, there were few mortals and even fewer that held evil inside of them.  It was harder for them to tempt the mortals since so many still had their faith.  Now, with the number of sinners higher than ever, it won’t take the Syankas long to wipe out more than half the population in a short period of time.  Many will be lured by the temptation of immortality, others will be swayed by fear.  Regardless of how the Syankas secure the loyalty of the mortals, they will quickly spread like a plague.  Based on their previous behavior, they will seek out places where sinners gather in an effort to tempt on a large scale.  We need to be mindful of areas that harbor sinners such as prisons, brothels, taverns, gambling establishments, and other businesses that cause the mortals to lose their way.  Since they were last spotted in the Pacific Northwest, I am concerned that they will head in the direction of Las Vegas or Los Angeles, since they are the largest cities in the vicinity where they can tempt en masse.  Be mindful of what I have told you about their speed and strength.  Try not to get overrun.  Kill them quickly and efficiently.  General Tabbris, myself, and High Commander Orrin will take three squadrons and fan out from Portland in an attempt to cut off the revenants and the Syankas from getting to the densely populated areas.  I wish you all luck,” Marcus nodded his head and stepped aside to allow Orrin to organize the troops.
 
   Tabbris clasped Marcus’ shoulder and nodded his approval of his speech, though Marcus could care less about his approval.  He had heard from Major Demyan about Tabbris’ disagreement with Anjali over his beheading of Delilah.  The General loved his theatrics.
 
   Tabbris whispered quietly to Marcus, so that he wouldn’t alarm his Warriors.  “You remember how difficult it was the last time we fought the Syankas.  We need to stay sharp and win this battle quickly.”
 
   “I remember all too well.  I don’t look forward to this battle,” Marcus sighed.  He adjusted his chest plate to his liking so that he wouldn’t have to look at Tabbris.  He pulled his camouflage shirt over his armor to appear as a mortal military officer.  They didn’t need the mortals knowing about the existence of angels.
 
   “I have faith that we will win,” Tabbris said loudly.
 
   Marcus pulled Tabbris aside to ask the most important question buzzing about his mind.  “Yes, and when we do win, what will happen to the Syankas?  I was told that someone slaughtered the Forgotten that kept them imprisoned.  How we will hold them this time?  We don’t have the resources to seek out more Forgotten while we are battling revenants.  The Syankas have the advantage in this fight.  They are notorious for raising their servants from the ground faster than we can kill them.  We need all of our available soldiers in the field.”  Marcus didn’t like being so far behind the Syankas.  Last time they had been able to organize faster than the Syankas and were barely able to stay ahead of their plan.  Now, they had at least 300 revenants and 134 Syankas making deals.  He didn’t like the odds they were facing.
 
   Tabbris smiled at him.  “Where there is a will, there is a way.  You must be optimistic.  One day you will look back at our victory with pride, knowing that your Warriors stood strong and tall by your side and defeated this threat.”  He shouted the last part so that he would elicit a cheer from his angels.
 
   It took everything Marcus had not to roll his eyes at his General.  Michael was better at grand speeches of encouragement, whereas Tabbris spouted nonsense about glorious deaths and memorable battles.  Sometimes he missed Alazar’s speeches, back when he was the Angel of Determination.  He could make you believe that you were invincible.
 
   While no one questioned Tabbris’ skills on the battlefield, having been trained by Aeries personally, the General acted more like a figurehead, too important to engage in battle, unless there was no other choice.  Marcus couldn’t remember the last time Tabbris had actually swung a sword.
 
   “Where is Lord Michael?” Marcus asked, hoping that they would be following him into battle, rather than Tabbris.
 
   “He is convening with the Council.  We are to assess the situation and call him if we can’t handle things.  They need to decide how best to imprison the Syankas, once we capture them,” Tabbris said proudly, as if he intended on capturing the creatures by himself.
 
   Marcus did his best to hide his dismay.  “Very well, hopefully we won’t need his assistance, though I am curious to know what the plan is in regards to capturing the formless creatures.  Last time, Father intervened and performed a ritual to bind the creatures to the unconscious Forgotten.  Without vessels, we don’t have much chance of restraining the Syankas.”  He knew damned well that Tabbris didn’t have a plan and would wait until Michael arrived and saved his ass.  In the meantime, he would make himself scarce while Marcus issued commands to save as many angels as possible.
 
   “Perhaps they will ask for volunteers to act as new vessels for the Syankas,” Tabbris replied drolly.  He looked at Marcus as if he expected him to be the first to volunteer.
 
   Tabbris barked random orders to the Warriors and made his way through the crowd, inspecting weapons and uniforms.
 
   “We are on our own, aren’t we?” High Commander Orrin said over Marcus’ shoulder.
 
   “Did you expect a different outcome?” Marcus asked sarcastically.
 
   “No, but one must have hope, or else the battle is already lost.  Thankfully, I have plenty of hope for the both of us since you seem to be running a little short, old friend,” Orrin smirked.
 
   Marcus watched Tabbris make a show out of how strong Recruit Fynn’s blade was.  He told him that he would not only survive this battle, but they would tell tales of his victory in years to come.
 
   Marcus tapped his foot, annoying by Tabbris’ antics.  “I do have hope Orrin.  Unfortunately, it’s misplaced.  I have faith that most of our warriors will return home.  I know that Michael will come through with a plan to stop the Syankas, but I hope that Tabbris shows himself to be the coward that he is and that Michael is finally there to witness it.”
 
   “Amen, brother,” Orrin smiled and clasped Marcus on the shoulder.
 
   Tabbris announced that it was time to gather for their departure.  Orrin, with Commander Nathanael at his side, took charge of First Lieutenant Nigel’s squadron and headed to the Northern section of Portland, while Tabbris and Captain Pythos took First Lieutenant Rowan’s squadron to the Western section of Portland.  Marcus and Major Demyan took the more than capable First Lieutenant Klavos’ squadron to the Eastern section of Portland and prayed that they all survived the night.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 18
 
    
 
   Anjali entered the Hall of Mirrors as best she could.  Her hip was on fire and her dress was clinging to her wounds, preventing some of the areas of healing.  She prayed that Hades was still in the Throne Room in Lucifer’s absence.  She had to find a way to keep Balthazar away from Lucifer, since he was in no shape to fight Vengeance.  At the first opportunity, she would call for Alazar and make sure that Balthazar saw his beloved blue sky just before he died.  She couldn’t understand how he had fooled her in the woods, but she tried not to dwell on it.  It wasn’t the first time she had been deceived by her angels.  Now it was time to learn from her mistakes and put a sword through Balthazar as quickly as possible.
 
   Balthazar appeared in his least favorite room in his least favorite place.  The Syanka could feel his impotent rage when he examined Serena’s former abode.  It was clear that Serena was dead if Lady Black was allowed to enter through the Hall of Mirrors.  Quickly adjusting its plan to tempt the Dark Queen, the Syanka knew that there were plenty of other ways to get to Lucifer.
 
   Anjali is lying to you.  She sits at Lucifer’s side and carries out his will.  She will be more of a tyrant than Serena ever was.  She is more powerful than Serena and filled with so much darkness.  I can feel her darkness calling to me.  She will betray and kill you.  Kill her Nachtghul and disable her so that Calin can take her head, then you can turn your attention to Lucifer, the Syanka hissed through Balthazar’s brain.
 
   Balthazar knew his Master was a despot and longed to kill her, but first he had to make it past Lucifer’s servants and the Fallen trying to protect Lucifer.  Anjali could command them to back down without a fight.
 
   Balthazar shivered when he saw the hooks in the ceiling, though the chains were missing.  He was surprised that Anjali wasn’t torturing the prisoners in the Hall of Mirrors, as Serena loved to do.  “I see that the bodies are gone.  It’s a shame that you didn’t pick up where Serena left off.  There were always plenty of reasons to chain up the Fallen and punish them.  I’m amazed that you managed to get the smell of blood and rotting corpses out of the floors.  I never understood how Serena dealt with it, but then again, she was stark raving mad,” Balthazar gripped his sword tighter when the Syanka reminded him of all the terrible things Serena had done to the other Predznak.
 
   “I told you, I’m not like Serena,” she growled.  She couldn’t stand seeing Derick in Balthazar’s grasp any longer.  She stopped and faced Balthazar.  “I did what you wanted, now let Derick go.”
 
   Balthazar stared at her, unfazed by her boldness.  “Fine.  Calin, Derick is all yours.  Shoot him if you want to make her suffer before you kill her.  Once I’m done here, you can kill both of them.”  He pulled the knife from Derick’s side and shoved him toward Calin.
 
   Calin pulled out his other Glock and trained it on Derick, while keeping Lady Black in his sights.  He would tear a confession from Anjali’s lips and then kill them.
 
   Derick stepped closer to Calin until the gun was pressed against his chest.  He wanted to make sure that he had Calin’s attention.  “I will kill you before this is over.  No one threatens her and lives.  I don’t care what it takes, I will end you.”
 
   Calin smirked.  He knew Derick loved her, but this went beyond love.  He was willing to put himself in harm’s way.  He was devoted to her, which would make his vengeance that much sweeter.  “I’m going to torture you slowly while she watches.  Only then will she understand the pain that she has put me through.  Once you’re dead, I will kill her and there won’t be anything you can do about it,” Calin whispered sadistically to Derick.
 
   “I would pity you, but I won’t waste my time.  You have no idea what is really going on.  You let your buddy Mike over there lie to you for years.  Lady Black had nothing to do with your sister’s death.  He’s using you for his own purposes.  If you don’t believe me, ask him to show you his shiny black wings,” Derick sneered.
 
   Calin raised his eyebrows.  “Black wings?” he asked incredulously.
 
   Anjali ignored the gun pointed at her head and focused on the swords in Balthazar’s hands.  She was going to burn his coat and melt down his arsenal.  “He’s not an FBI agent Calin, he’s my Angel of Vengeance, and he tempted you to take up your crusade to find your sister’s killer, but her death is irrelevant to him.  He only cares about who you are.  Derick’s right about him using you.  He’s mad at me for something that happened long ago.  He found you and kept you close in the event that he needed leverage against me so that I wouldn’t kill him.”
 
   Calin didn’t care if Mike was an angel, or if he was using him, he only cared about avenging his sister.  He couldn’t get her sweet smile out of his mind.  Rage overrode all his senses until he could barely breathe.
 
   Balthazar ducked his head around the corner to make sure the corridors were empty.  He motioned for Anjali to head toward the rotunda.  “You won’t break Calin.  I have complete control over him.  He’s waited too long for this.  Nothing will stop him.  Come, I want you to see what happens next, so that you will die knowing you can’t stop it from happening.”  Balthazar strode into the rotunda.  “Calin, if she tries to escape, shoot Derick in the head.”
 
   Calin walked behind Anjali and Derick.  He had each gun trained on the base of their skulls.
 
   Anjali and Derick begrudgingly complied and followed Balthazar out of the hall.
 
   By the time the group reached the rotunda, Balthazar had brutally attacked Hades’ servant Jared, who had been standing guard in front of the Hall of Misery.  Jared had been gutted and was bleeding on the floor, but appeared to be alive.
 
   She followed Balthazar into the Throne Room, biding her time until she could snap Balthazar’s neck.
 
   Hades looked up from his throne when he heard footsteps approaching from the walkway.  He ran a hand down his face.  He wasn’t sure if he could handle one more problem.  It was a rare occasion when he actually missed Lucifer.  Curse Lady Black and her feminine wiles; he was going to have a stern talk with her about her leaving him without a devil and without her meager assistance.
 
   “You and I have unfinished business, Hades,” called a voice from his past.  Without seeing the face, he knew immediately who had dared to call him out.
 
   “Balthazar,” Hades scowled.  He was about to ask how Lady Black had finally chained him to her side when he caught sight of her bleeding from the hip with a gun against her head and the head of her Nachtghul.  “Why am I not surprised by this, my lady?  I would ask how you managed to get yourself into this predicament, but I don’t actually care.  Why are you here, Balthazar?”
 
   “I’m here for you,” Balthazar stated.
 
   Hades shook his head at Lady Black’s incompetence, but quickly rose from his throne when he saw that Balthazar wasn’t going to waste time engaging him in a verbal battle.  He knew all too well how skilled Balthazar was with a sword.  Sadly, Balthazar was brandishing a sword in each hand.  Ever grateful that Lucifer was paranoid and distrustful of everyone, Hades quickly pulled Lucifer’s swords sheathed on the back of his Skull Throne and prepared for Balthazar’s attack.
 
   “Though I doubt that you need a reason to kill me, please enlighten me as to why you want me dead.”  Hades quickly stepped off the dais and circled to Balthazar’s left.
 
   The Syanka would take pleasure in killing Hades.  After years of listening to Hades’ whining, it would bring it actual joy to see him die.  It would be a simple task to push Balthazar to finish off the former Angel of Endurance, given their history.
 
   Remember what Hades did to her.  He must pay for his crimes against Delilah, the Syanka shouted in his mind.
 
   “You never understood why I hated you,” Balthazar taunted.
 
   Hades shrugged.  “Everyone hates me.  It comes with the job.  Just ask your Master how she longs to see my head on a pike.”  He was glad that he had sent Lucifer’s servants off on errands, lest they try to help Balthazar with his plan.
 
   Hades braced himself as Balthazar lunged forward and swung both swords downward toward his head.  He blocked the blades and kicked Balthazar away.  He knew that Balthazar was merely testing him.  He’d seen Balthazar fight Aeries enough times to know that Balthazar took his time in battle and preferred to wear down his opponents rather than kill them quickly.
 
   “You ruined her!” Balthazar spun and swung at Hades’ chest and neck.
 
   Hades bent back in time to avoid a sword to the neck, but his chest took minor damage.  Pissed, he stepped back, putting more distance between them.
 
   “Lady Black and I have settled our dispute.  What concern is it of yours?”  Hades hated having to dredge up his past deeds and worse still, apologize for them.  He preferred to live in the present and not worry about everything unforgivable thing he had ever done.  It was entirely pointless.
 
   Balthazar roared and advanced.  Spinning and swinging, Hades narrowly blocked the attack, but realized that he was too close to the wall.  He dodged to his right, not wanting to get cornered.
 
   “I don’t care about Anjali!” Balthazar shouted.  His eyes were filled with agony and his hands shook with rage.
 
   Hades quickly looked to Lady Black to figure out whom Balthazar was talking about.  He shifted to his right, hoping to find a way to take the offensive, but Balthazar had been well trained.  Every time he advanced, Balthazar shifted his stance and stalemated him.
 
   Anjali watched the fight trying to figure out how to get away from Calin without killing him.  She was confused as to why Balthazar would bother to engage Hades in a battle, until she remembered the conversation she had with Balthazar.  He had complained that Hades had ruined Delilah.  That’s when she finally understood what had happened in the cave.
 
   Delilah’s words came back to her.  “He came.  I wronged him, but he came.  Blood.  So much blood.  Punishment.”  Derick had been right.  If Delilah felt guilty about what had happened between them and had asked Balthazar to end her life, keeping her alive would certainly feel like a punishment.
 
   “He’s talking about Delilah,” Lady Black shouted.
 
   Calin shoved the gun into her back, right behind her heart.  “Shut up.”
 
   The Syanka whipped through Balthazar’s mind.  He was surprised that Lady Black knew about Delilah.  She was the perfect muse to fuel Balthazar’s rage.  Hades defiled the sweet innocent girl that loved you.  He must pay for denigrating her.  He took advantage of her and used her body in the most despicable ways.  Shall I tell you what he did to her?
 
   Balthazar twitched when he heard all of the deplorable things that Hades did to his best friend.  Darkness and rage filled every corner of his body.  He would destroy his enemy until there was nothing left of him.
 
   Hades was confused by Lady Black’s suggestion.  “What are you talking about?  What does Delilah have to do with this?”
 
   “When I arrived here, she was nothing more than your plaything.  You took advantage of her, you bastard!” Balthazar yelled.
 
   “Oh dear Lord, please don’t tell me that you loved her.  She did nothing but cry about how she had wronged you.  After she fell from Heaven, she told me all about your little pact to serve the Bringer of the Apocalypse.  Unfortunately, she had been terrified of you when you became Vengeance and backed out of the agreement.  How in the hell could someone as naïve and innocent as the Angel of Joy become a Predznak?  You were both stupid.  You should have never allowed her to chase such a ridiculous dream.  She had no right to volunteer.  What did she know about desire?  After you left Heaven, she became obsessed with trying to find another way to help Father.  Finally, she begged to become a Fallen.  You have no idea what a mess that was!”
 
   Balthazar roared and attacked Hades with quick strikes, trying to lower his defenses.  He swung low with his right hand and waited until Hades was off balance to knock away one of Hades’ swords.
 
   Hades, out of breath, was taken by surprise and had no choice but to let go of his sword.  With only one sword left, he moved toward the dais, hoping that higher ground would afford him an advantage.
 
   “You had no right to defile her,” Balthazar screamed, tears stinging his eyes.  His poor sweet Delilah had been abused by a sadistic monster.
 
   Hades rolled his eyes at Balthazar’s stupidity.  “Yes, she belonged to me because that was the only way to keep her safe.  After failing to volunteer to become the Angel of Desire, she took it upon herself to learn everything there was to know about sex.  She didn’t understand that desire as a sin meant wanting frivolous things, things that distracted from loving Father.  Instead, she took it to mean only physical pleasure, yet another reason why she would have failed as a Predznak.  She was a kind, endearing angel, whom I cared about once, but so help me, she was dimwitted, just like you.  She was nothing more than a child.  Unfortunately, when she arrived here, she changed.  She bedded everyone with wings.  I finally interceded because she was distracting all of the Fallen from their duties.  I never loved her, but I cared enough about her to keep her from causing problems.  She had the males fighting each other for her affection and the females were ready to tear her apart.  While the Fallen might not be the most loyal lovers in Hell, they do have feelings.  Delilah manipulated everyone here at one time or another.  I kept Delilah’s attention by doting upon her and fulfilling her twisted needs, but I did it to keep the others from killing her or taking advantage of her in foul ways.  So don’t you dare tell me that I ruined her.  To make matters worse, she looked to you when you arrived in Hell in an effort to gain your forgiveness, but you were too self-absorbed to care about her.  I was the one who took the knife from her hand, on more than one occasion, when she tried to end her miserable life.  So screw you, Balthazar!  Don’t you dare judge me!” Hades ducked behind Lucifer’s throne in an attempt to misdirect Balthazar and catch him off guard.
 
   Balthazar faked left, but sliced Hades’ arm when he tried to reach around the throne and attack him.  “I care nothing for your lies, Hades.  I’m all too familiar with your forked tongue.  You will say and do anything to avoid being punished.”
 
   Hades jerked his arm away and switched his grip.  Frustrated, he called to Lady Black for help.  “I’m sure you enjoy watching Balthazar kicking the shit out of me, but Heaven above, take that ring from your hand and blow this place up!”  He quickly advanced on Balthazar before he was forced into the roaring fireplace at his back.  He managed to back Balthazar off the stairs, but still couldn’t make the bastard bleed.
 
   Balthazar raised his arms as if he was going to give Hades a free shot at his chest.  “She won’t dare unleash her power.  She won’t do anything to endanger that boy.  He bears her mark, so he must mean something to her.”
 
   Hades threw back his head and groaned.  “Damn it!  Kill the boy and forget about this nonsense.  I need you to take responsibility for your angel and force him into submission before I lose any body parts!”
 
   Feigning disinterest, Hades quickly swung at Balthazar, but instead of flesh, he connected with steel.
 
   Anjali knew that she had to gain control of the situation, but to do that, she had to distract Calin, who hadn’t budged a single inch since they entered the room.  He was taking his guard duty very seriously.  He ignored the two angels engaged in battle and focused on her.
 
   “What do you think of your mentor now, Calin?  Apparently, his sob story about losing someone he loved wasn’t exactly the truth.  If you understand nothing about vengeance, know that it’s a selfish pursuit and serves no purpose except to ruin the life of the person hell-bent on achieving it.  The soul that killed your sister was most likely captured and sent back to the realms.  Vaughn, the angel who hunts escapees, would have found him.  I’m told that he never loses a prisoner.  I’m sorry that she was killed, but I had nothing to do with it.  Regardless of what Jericho may have told you, I wasn’t even in Hell at the time of her death.  I’m not an angel like Hades or Balthazar.  I was living as a mortal when she died.  I can find out more information about the soul, but that’s the best I can do.  I swear I would tell you if I had anything to do with what happened to Bitsy.”  She needed to break through Balthazar’s hold on Calin.
 
   “Lies.  Nothing more than lies,” Calin replied coldly.  He could see Bitsy laughing and playing in the snow.  He would never see her laugh again.
 
   “Ten years ago, I was in school and lived with mortal parents.  I had nightmares about Hell, but I had no idea who I was, or what I was destined to do.  While it’s true that I’m guilty of many things, I am not responsible for Elizabeth’s death.  I only arrived in Hell three and half years ago because of these,” she said she showed him the scars on her wrists.  “I fell victim to Lucifer’s lies, just as Bitsy believed the soul who lured her away.  We both lost our lives, but Bitsy went to Heaven, while I ended up at Lucifer’s feet and told I was his servant.  I am truly sorry for what happened to her, but I had nothing to do with it.”
 
   Calin was more monster than man as he spoke.  “I don’t believe you.  Jericho said that you are in charge of the prisoners in Hell.  You allowed Jericho to escape.  You let the same thing happen to the sadistic murderer who killed Bitsy.”
 
   Anjali tried to think of something, anything that would make Calin listen to her.  “I am in charge of the Realm of Nightmares where Jericho was kept.  It’s the last realm in Hell that you want to end up in.  There is no redemption once someone enters that realm, no reincarnation.  There is only eternal damnation.  Jericho will say and do anything to get even with me for punishing him there.  The truth is he deserves to rot in Hell till the end of time.  Why would you listen to a proven murderer like him?”
 
   Calin shook his head.  He didn’t want to hear any more.  He tightened his grip on the trigger, ready to end his suffering.
 
   Derick wracked his brain trying to figure out how to distract Calin, or kill him.  He vaguely wondered how Alazar would kill him.  The thought made him stop.  He wasn’t Death.  Anjali didn’t love him because he could slaughter someone.  She loved him because he was kind to her and accepted who and what she was.  Malcolm had told him to find a way to become more than just a servant who did the bidding of his Master.  He wasn’t her servant; he was her lover.  He was her reprieve from the evil that surrounded her in Hell, and her sanctuary away from Lucifer’s darkness and Hades’ arrogance.
 
   Derick did his best to keep his voice calm and even as he spoke.  “Calin, why would you want to hurt Anjali after you spent so much time trying to protect her?  You saved her from the vampire.  You killed Beck and fought the men who wanted to hurt her.  Hell, you were ready to punch me in the face when we met because you were jealous.  You love her.  I know you do.  She makes the loneliness disappear.  She makes the world worth living in.  You can’t walk away from that.  Balthazar has clouded your mind.  He’s using your pain to blind you to the truth.  Calin, killing Annie won’t bring Bitsy back.  What would she think of you if she saw you pointing a gun at the woman you love?  What would she think of her big brother who wanted to build snowmen with her?  Would she even recognize what you have become?  You tattooed her name on your wrist to remember her and honor her.  Is this the best way to do that?  Would you want her to watch you murder two innocent people in cold blood?  If you do this, you will never see her in Heaven.  If you kill us, you’re destined for the Realms of Torture.  You’ll end up in the fire, just like the soul who killed her.”  Derick tried to imagine Calin as a boy playing with his sister.  He felt terrible for Calin and all that he lost because of one senseless act.  He understood what it was like to have a family who was too involved in their own pain to care about anyone else.
 
   Calin tried to ignore Derick, but he couldn’t.  Instead of hearing Bitsy’s laughter, he heard her crying.  She had skinned her knee on the sidewalk and was bleeding.  He had run to the house and gotten a bandage for her cut.  He put the bandage on the scrape and ruffled her hair.  She smiled at him and told him that he was her hero.  Derick was right.  What would she think of him with his countless weapons, sleeping in his truck while following his next lead?  He’d hunted every dark creature he could find, but killing them couldn’t bring her back.  Nothing could make him feel whole again, not until he found the woman standing in front of him.  Annie had made him forget about the anger and the helplessness.  All the pain that he had locked away, the pain that fueled his mission, had disappeared when he held her.  Bitsy wouldn’t want this life for him.  She would be afraid of him if she saw him.
 
   Balthazar saw Calin lowering his guns.  He was going to strip Derick of his skin when he was done with Hades.
 
   “Don’t listen to them, Calin.  You made a promise to avenge your sister.  Anjali is within your grasp.  Don’t lose focus now.”  He unleashed his power and allowed all the darkness inside of him to rise to the surface.
 
   Calin’s mind became a black haze.  He shot Derick in the back of the leg and watched him drop to the ground.  “Enough talking.”
 
   Anjali’s anger welled up, threatening to break free.  Her eyes were black and filled with power.  “Balthazar, release Calin and I will spare your life.”
 
   Hades dodged Balthazar’s sword to the stomach, though barely. “Finally!  It took you long enough to get pissed off.  Next time I’ll shoot your Nachtghul at the beginning of the fight and let you handle the rest,” Hades huffed.
 
   “No deal,” Balthazar snarled.
 
   Derick breathed through the pain and tried to stay focused on the problem, not the burning pain in his leg.  I’m okay.  You have to calm down if you want to get through to Calin.  Anger won’t break through Balthazar’s hold.
 
   Anjali knew that Derick was right.  He had managed to get past Calin’s rage by being compassionate.
 
   She ignored Balthazar and thought about Calin, naked in the tub.  She remembered the longing on his face, the hunger.  He needed her in so many ways.  He needed her to trust him, to confide in him as much as he needed her love and her body.  He didn’t know how to love someone or accept love in return.
 
   “Calin, I’ve lost people too.  I lost a good friend to a crazed angel who was hell-bent on seeking revenge for something I didn’t do.  I wanted to kill her when she took my friend’s head.  I wanted to make her suffer, but I didn’t.  I didn’t allow vengeance cloud my mind.  I let justice do its job and she was punished by our laws, not by my fists.  You have to find a way to deal with your loss.  That’s what God wants.  He wants us to forgive and make peace with our past.  He punishes those who seek vengeance.  I don’t want to have to punish you in the realms.  I care too much about you.  There’s a reason why Balthazar singled you out.  You belong to me.  We’ve known each other before.  I know you feel connected to me, even if you can’t explain why.  We’ve been friends, lovers, and confidants for countless centuries.  You bear my mark because I loved you time and again.  He’s trying to hurt me by turning you against me.  I know you don’t remember what we shared, but I know you that you love me.  I know that because I love you and I would do anything to save you from the path of destruction that you are on.”  Tears ran down her face, wishing that she could remember her fierce warrior from decades past.
 
   Calin’s chest ached when he heard Annie say that she loved him, that he belonged to her.  He’d never belonged to anyone before.  He’d never had someone care about him, not since his sister went to Heaven without him.
 
   He shook his head, trying to push away his hatred.  He didn’t hate Annie.  He loved her.  She had done nothing to hurt him.
 
   Calin fought against the seething rage inside and tried to remember his conversations with Annie.  She had claimed to want to protect innocent people, and that she wasn’t the one who was in charge.  She wanted to keep people safe.  She had proven that by saving Rye’s widow Margery.
 
   He remembered the knife wound in her shoulder when he found her in the woods.  Someone had attacked her, yet the only monster still alive that night was Mike.  If he really was her angel and angry with her, it stood to reason that he had attacked her.  Mike had done everything to convince him to embrace his pain and use it as armor in his battles so that he could defeat his enemies.  He never once told him to mourn Bitsy and find a way to live without her.  He had trained him and molded him into a killer.  It certainly sounded like something the Angel of Vengeance would do, though he no idea why Annie would need an Angel of Vengeance, especially since she believed that seeking vengeance was a sin.
 
   Forcing his swirling emotions to settle, he calmed his mind by thinking about how Annie had looked at him in the mirror that night in the motel and in the bathtub.  She trusted him and accepted him.  She never judged him.  She cared about him.  She certainly cared more than Mike did.  Annie sounded more like his Uncle Brian, who had tried to console him after Bitsy’s death.  Unfortunately, he had been too numb to listen.  Instead, he latched onto Mike and his grand speeches about finding the evil soul and eradicating it from the world.
 
   “I made the wrong choice,” Calin croaked out the admission.  Tears blurred his view of Annie.
 
   “Yes Calin, you made the wrong choice, but it’s not too late to fix it.  You haven’t crossed the line, not yet.  Don’t let this be the moment where you take your final step toward darkness.”  Anjali slowly turned to face him.
 
   “You said that you love me.  How can you love me after all the terrible things I have done?”  His voice sounded small and thin, like a child who had done something wrong.
 
   “I do love you, Calin.  Bitsy’s death wasn’t your fault.  Your parents should have never put the blame and burden on you.  It was wrong of them.  They allowed their own guilt and anguish to get the better of them.  Don’t let their mistake define who you are.  Your sister wouldn’t want that.”  Anjali watched Calin lower his guns and blink away the tears.
 
   “I love you too.”  Calin crooked the corner of his mouth into a small smile.  Calin breathed out a long breath and let go of the last bit of his rage.  “Where are we?”
 
   Anjali breathed a sigh of relief.  She carefully took Calin’s guns out of his hands.  “I’ll explain everything once I kill your friend Mike.  Please get Derick out of here.  Take him back to the room where we first entered, the one with all the mirrors.”
 
   Calin suddenly felt guilty for shooting Derick and helped him to his feet.  “I’m not leaving you to face Mike or Balthazar, whatever his name is.”
 
   “Don’t worry.  I won’t be doing it alone,” she said, stalking closer to Balthazar.
 
   The Syanka felt Balthazar’s hold on the boy slipping away.  It needed to feed off hatred, anger, and pain to draw strength from it.  It had to find another victim.  Finish Hades.  We have other plans.
 
   Balthazar advanced on Hades and sliced through his right thigh and the left side of his chest.
 
   Hades screamed out in agony and fell to the ground.  He instinctively dropped his sword when he grabbed for his wounds.
 
   Balthazar kicked away the sword and crossed his blades against Hades’ throat, ready to finish him.
 
   “I’m in no mood for warning shots,” Anjali warned as she pointed both guns at Balthazar’s neck, but was careful to stay far enough away that he couldn’t reach her.
 
   The Syanka knew he had the advantage.  He could kill Hades and Balthazar in one move.  Do not allow her to capture you.  Death is better than imprisonment.  End this game.
 
   Balthazar didn’t take his eyes off Hades.  “I would rather die than be captured.  Do what you will, but Hades will be dead either way.”
 
   Hades didn’t know who would make the first move, but he believed Balthazar’s threat.  In fact, it was a threat he’d heard more than once, but from a different mouth.
 
   Balthazar flexed his muscles intent on pulling back on the swords and slicing Hades’ neck when a noise reverberated through the Throne Room and his arms were rendered useless.
 
   Anjali shot Balthazar in both shoulder blades so that he couldn’t use his swords.  “Alazar, I summon you!” she called to the ceiling.
 
   Balthazar bellowed and turned to Anjali.  The Syanka used his pain and twisted it inside of him, causing his mind to explode.
 
   Balthazar lunged at Anjali, but he never reached her.  Alazar appeared in front of Balthazar, and threw Balthazar’s own daggers into his chest.  Before Balthazar could stop his momentum, Alazar grabbed him, and twisted him so that he landed on his back.  Blue eyes filled Balthazar’ vision and couldn’t tell if he was lying down or flying in the sky.
 
   “Say the word, my lady.”  Alazar pinned Balthazar’s shoulders with his knees and stared into his brown eyes.
 
   She kicked away Balthazar’s swords and helped Hades to his feet.  She flipped the safeties on Calin’s guns and put them on the dais in front of her throne.
 
   Hades pushed away her hand and lumbered over to look at Balthazar.  “The next time I’m about to be killed by one of your angels, I would appreciate your full attention instead of watching you play kissy face with a mortal.  Sort out your priorities, my lady,” Hades snapped.
 
   “My priorities were sorted; you just weren’t at the top of them.  My objective was to keep Balthazar from Lucifer.  Between the two of you, you had better odds of staying alive during a fight.  Besides, aren’t you the one who constantly tells me that I’m useless and that you don’t need my help?”  Anjali tossed her hair over her should and sniffed at him.
 
   Hades sighed and accepted her logic, for the moment.  He looked down at Balthazar, who was trapped in Alazar’s icy gaze.  Hades would have felt bad for Balthazar, had Balthazar not just tried to drive a sword through him.
 
   “Balthazar said something out of character that worries me,” Hades said.  He knelt down on his uninjured leg and looked more closely at Vengeance.
 
   Anjali watched Hades with curiosity.  “He said many things out of character.  The traitor was ready to prove his loyalty and join with me the last time I saw him.  I gave him time to consider his options, just as I did for Alazar.  The next thing I know, he has killed the Forgotten Angels and is holding my Nachtghul hostage.”
 
   Hades shook his head.  “Of course you gave Balthazar a choice, since it worked out so well with Alazar,” he said sarcastically.
 
   Alazar sneered.  “Say one more nasty thing about me, and I’ll have your navy blue eyes in my view,” Alazar growled as a warning.
 
   Hades stifled a shiver.  He hated when Alazar threatened him.  Death didn’t make threats, he made declarations.  “Forgive me, oh powerful Angel of Death.  Now shut up so that I can make my point,” Hades sighed and stretched his stiff shoulders.  He turned to address Lady Black.  “Balthazar said that he would rather die than be captured.  I’m sure Alazar will agree with me that Balthazar would never say such a thing.  If he were captured, he would bide his time until he escaped and then slaughter everyone responsible for his capture.  Vengeance would never choose his own death over the possibility of seeking retribution.  If he had been the one hunted by Michael, instead of Alazar, he would have fought Michael with every breath in his body and danced on his grave.”
 
   Alazar nodded his head.  “I hate agreeing with Hades, but he’s right.  I can feel the rage inside of Balthazar and can see his anger.  I would swear that I was looking into Aeries’ eyes, not Balthazar’s.  There’s so much resentment and bitterness swirling in his mind, it hurts to look at him.  I’ve never seen Balthazar like this before.  Something is wrong.  The only time I’ve even seen this much hatred is when I looked into Lucifer’s eyes after a brutal battle with Hades.”
 
   Hades stopped breathing.  “Son of a bitch, he’s possessed by a Syanka.  Lucifer has always proclaimed that he would rather die than be captured.”  He quickly stepped back, pulling Lady Black along with him.
 
   Anjali tried to process Hades’ accusation.  “I left him alone in the woods.  I know he wasn’t possessed.  My power had been unleashed.  Balthazar helped me rein it in.  The Syankas would have encouraged me to end the world.  I know Balthazar was himself,” she said confidently.
 
   “But that was before we went into the Syankas’ tomb.”  Hades realized that he was standing in front of Lady Black, shielding her.  He quickly stepped away and disregarded his chivalrous act.
 
   “Yes.  When I saw the bodies, a part of me feared that Balthazar had killed them.  Now I know that he was responsible,” she said with sadness in her voice.
 
   The Syanka stared into the deep blue pools of endless possibilities.  It could surrender and lay down its sword, or it could rise up and strike down its enemies.  Either way, it would not allow them to imprison it again.  Fighting against the tranquil image, it forced itself to remember how they had left it to rot inside a dimwitted twit for centuries.  It knew all of Delilah’s secrets, all of her weaknesses.  It used every ounce of guilt, fear, and misery to bend her to its will.  It had fed on Delilah’s tragic pain and misery until it twisted her thoughts and forced her to wake up.  Once she was awake, the Syanka was able to break free and convince her to dig out the tunnel until she saw day light, so that it could send a revenant to free the other Syankas.  Now that it was free, it would be damned if it allowed anyone to stop it from reaching its objective.
 
   Breaking free of Alazar’s gaze, the Syanka willed itself to leave Balthazar’s body, though it was weaker without Calin and Balthazar’s fury.  It ascended into the air and headed toward its goal.
 
   “Shit.”  Alazar jumped back went he saw the black fog emerging from Balthazar.  He watched helplessly until it gathered into one large mass and quickly floated to the side of the room near the thrones.
 
   Hades and Anjali looked at each other in disbelief.  Hades ran to the edge of the dais to warn Lucifer as Anjali trailed behind him because of the pain in her hip.  The Syanka slid under the door leading to Lucifer’s bedroom beneath the Throne Room before they could reach the door.
 
   Hades was halfway down the staircase when he was met with the black eyes that he was trying to save.  Hades knew the Syanka had complete control over Lucifer when he saw the swords in his hands.  Lucifer’s sword was through his chest and his dagger through his throat before he could speak.  His feet left the ground and he was propelled backward into something that broke his fall.  The steel penetrating his body disappeared.  The last thing he saw before he blacked out was a soot covered black boot hovering over his face.
 
   Anjali crumpled under the weight of Hades being thrown into her.  It had happened so fast that she hadn’t had time to react.  Her head slammed against the marble step and her vision became impaired.  She vaguely felt a hand grab her and pull her by the arm up the stairs.  A sharp pain in her neck rendered her unconscious before she could struggle.
 
   Alazar stood in horror as he watched his Master tossed to the ground like a rag doll.  Seeing her lying on the floor in a heap made every nerve in his body twitch.  He looked up at Lucifer and stamped down every emotion fighting to take control of his brain.  Fear, anger, vengeance, and agony, were pushed away and replaced by the cold hard need to kill.  Lucifer would die and no one would stop him.
 
   Lucifer chuckled darkly.  “She’s not here to stop you from seeking your revenge against me for all the heinous things I did to you and your brethren.  Unfortunately, it will have to wait, Alazar.”
 
   Alazar lunged forward, trying to prevent Lucifer from disappearing, but he was met with empty air.  He slammed his fist against the marble in frustration.
 
   “What’s going on?  Why am I in Hell and why are my shoulders on fire?” Balthazar looked down at his bloody shoulders realizing that he had been shot.  The bullets had gone straight through his shoulders.  He surveyed the unusual blue and red throne on top of the dais where Serena’s throne had once sat and tried to remember how he had gotten there.  His thoughts were jumbled and scattered.  Parts of it seemed like a dream he couldn’t wake from, while his other thoughts were more distinct, like wanting to kill everyone he’d ever met.
 
   Alazar was off the ground and grabbing Balthazar by the throat in a split second.  “What is the last thing you remember?  I swear to Heaven, if you lie to me, they will never find your body.”
 
   Balthazar saw the resolve in Alazar’s eyes, even if he didn’t understand the reason for it.  “The woods.  I remember being in the woods with Anjali,” he choked out.
 
   “What were you doing in the woods?” Alazar hissed.
 
   “I made a mistake, Alazar.  I tried to kill Anjali.  I saw the dress.  I thought she was Serena.  She released her power and everything suddenly made sense.  The darkness was washed away and I could think clearly for the first time in forever.  I understand now what you said in the prison about how you looked forward to her teaching me what it meant to be a Predznak.  I was ready to join her, I swear.  After that there was only pain,” Balthazar spoke quickly.  He felt Alazar’s hold on him lessen after his admission.
 
   Alazar breathed a sigh of relief, and released his brother.  “You were possessed by a Syanka.  How did that happen?”
 
   Balthazar rubbed his throat and got to his feet without the use of his arms.  He tried to piece together his last memories in the woods.  “It said that it felt Anjali’s power.  I think it came looking for her, but found me instead.  After that, it’s hazy.  I think I saw Delilah.”
 
   “Delilah’s dead,” Derick called out from the entrance to the Throne Room.
 
   Alazar watched Calin assist a limping Derick over to Anjali’s limp body.  They were both visibly distraught.
 
   Balthazar looked to Alazar for an explanation.
 
   “Alazar doesn’t know what happened.  Anjali summoned him to kill you,” Derick said, kneeling down next to Anjali.  He carefully lifted her head into his lap and pulled the hair from her face.
 
   “What do you mean Delilah’s dead?” Balthazar asked.  He felt an ache in his chest, though it paled in comparison when he saw Anjali lying on the floor.  “What happened to Anjali?”
 
   Calin stepped in front of Anjali and blocked Balthazar from getting any closer.
 
   Derick bit back tears as he tried to gather his thoughts.  “A Syanka used you to free the other Syankas from their tomb and made you kill everyone except for Delilah, though we aren’t sure why she was saved.  When Anjali and the Council went to investigate the tomb, Tabbris killed Delilah before she could speak coherently enough to tell everyone what happened.  She was delusional.  She died quickly and painlessly.  Anjali wants Tabbris’ head,” Derick explained while stroking Anjali’s cheek.
 
   Alazar put his hand on Calin’s shoulder and motioned to Balthazar.  “It’s okay.  He was possessed.  Derick can explain everything later.  You can stand down.  Balthazar won’t hurt her.”
 
   Calin hesitated, but stepped aside to allow Balthazar to stand next to Anjali.
 
   Derick looked to Alazar.  “Will she be okay?”
 
   “She’ll recover, but it will take time.”  Alazar stood up and disappeared down the staircase.  He emerged dragging Hades along with him.  He laid Hades next to Anjali.  “Unfortunately, Hades will survive as well.  I’m not sure who will be more pissed when they wake up.”
 
   Derick looked up Alazar, befuddled.  “How did you know to attack Balthazar when Anjali summoned you?”
 
   “There’s only one reason that Anjali would summon me directly to the Throne Room and that’s because she was under attack by Lucifer, Hades, Celestial Warriors, or something equally as bad.  She told me that she would never summon me here unless there was a serious problem.  When I came here, I was prepared to attack whoever seemed like the biggest threat.  Balthazar was my first choice.  I’m glad I chose correctly, otherwise I would have a lot of apologizing to do,” he snickered.
 
   It took a moment for Balthazar to fully understand what had happened and comprehend what he had done.  Fragments of the past day wove together until he remembered the massacre in the tomb, his betrayal of Anjali, and his fight with Hades.  He rubbed his forehead and groaned when he thought about all the damage he had inflicted.
 
   Balthazar looked down at Anjali and Hades.  “The Syanka wanted Lucifer, didn’t it?  That’s what all of this was about.  Together they will lead the revenants into battle.  We have to find a way to stop them.”  If Lucifer could incapacitate the other Heads of Hell in a matter of seconds, he feared what would happen to the world in a few hours.
 
   “The Celestial Warriors are searching for the revenants.  Michael is leading the charge,” Derick replied coldly.
 
   Alazar tapped his foot.  “What are the chances that the Warriors will be able to fight a fury fueled Lucifer?  Even if they do capture him, they will either find a way to imprison him or outright kill him.  I hate Lucifer more than anyone, but Anjali and Hades have faith in him.  God has faith in him.  I can’t believe I’m saying this, and so help me Heaven above, if anyone dares remind me that I said this, I will kill them on the spot, but we have to find a way to stop Lucifer, without killing him.”
 
   Balthazar crooked his eyebrow at Alazar.  “You really have changed, haven’t you?  The last time we stood united, you wanted to trap Lucifer in this very room and set the tower on fire.”
 
   Alazar sighed and looked at Anjali.  “Yes, I have.  I’ve changed because of her.  Now, we have to maintain order until one of them wakes.  We need to let Malcolm know what’s happening so that he can secure the Throne Room.  After that, we need to find a way to annihilate the Syankas and the revenants at any cost.”
 
   “That’s more like the Alazar I know.  I’m happy to hear that you haven’t gone soft,” Balthazar snickered.
 
   Calin walked over to the dais and holstered his guns.  “What’s the plan?”


 
   
 
  

Chapter 19
 
    
 
   The Syankas watched the assembly of beleaguered and confused mortals file into the large structure the revenants called a “mall”.  The pathetic mortals were annoyed that they had been pulled from the warmth of their homes in the middle of the night.  They had been fooled by the revenants wearing police uniforms and riot gear.  The tinted helmets hid their pale, dead faces.  The reasons for their mass exodus from the city ranged from gas leaks to water main breaks to violence in the streets from gangs.  Each lie was enough to cause fear and panic.  The mortals ran from their homes and followed the officers to safety without question.
 
   The remaining Southenders and Ash Street Boys were hidden in the darkened storefronts on the upper floors, waiting for their cue to descend upon the crowd and scare them into selling their souls to the Syankas.  Once they sold their souls, the mortals would die and rise to join the ranks of their ever-growing revenant army.
 
   Nearly two thousand people trudged into the glass Atrium in the middle of the mall.  They loudly complained to each other about the cold air or how they had been inconvenienced at such a late hour.  Some of the terrified mortals had started to compare their stories to find out that they had been given different reasons for their evacuation.  Gossip and rumors quickly spread throughout the group, as new theories for their midnight march were bandied about.
 
   A small group of angry mortals shouted out that they had been tricked and should leave immediately.  Others in the crowd yelled at them to be quiet and stop with their conspiracy theories.  Fights broke out in different areas as fear and anger elevated the emotional states of the disoriented mortals.
 
   The revenant police officers watched on, making it clear that they weren’t going to involve themselves with the altercations.  When questioned by the mortals as to why they were really there, the revenants remained quiet, which infuriated or frightened the mortals even more.
 
   The Syankas waited until the entire crowd was on edge, stressed from the accusations and the prospect of being tricked.  They watched the level of violence escalate until people were ready to kill one another and run for the doors.  Just as the crowds were ready to tear themselves apart, the Syankas ordered the police to remove their disguises and cage in the mortals.
 
   The mortals on the edges of the crowd screamed when they saw the faces of the dead wearing the police symbols they trusted.  They pushed against anyone near them, trying to get away from the monsters.  Chaos broke out as the crowd trampled one another to find a safe place, far away from the counterfeit officers.
 
   Making their presence known, the Syankas appeared over the crowd, hovering near the Atrium’s glass ceiling.  “Silence!” they shouted above the noise.
 
   The crowd stilled, staring in disbelief at the black talking smog.  None of them knew what to make of this new threat.
 
   “Tonight, you have been chosen for a greater purpose.  God has forsaken you, all of you.  He has allowed you to live out your tragic lives, plagued by sadness and misery.  He doesn’t love you.  He doesn’t care for you.  If He did, He would never have allowed His perfect creations to be filled with agony.  No, He cares nothing for you, but we do.  We can help you.  We can end your suffering.  You will no longer fear death or illness.  Hell will no longer be a threat for the sinners.  We can protect you.  We can offer you immortality.  Join us and you will no longer know suffering,” the Syankas hissed in unison.  They played on the mortal’s fears by descending closer to the crowd.
 
   “What do we have to do?” one man shouted from the middle of the crowd.
 
   “Don’t listen to it.  It can’t hurt us.  God will save us!” an old woman shouted from the far end.
 
   The Syankas shifted and swirled.  “We mean you no harm.  We are here to offer you a better life, a life where you will never feel pain again.  God has no power here.”
 
   “If you don’t want to hurt us, then why won’t you let us leave?” a young woman screamed.
 
   The Syankas chuckled darkly.  “No one may leave until a choice has been made.  Join us or else.”
 
   “Or else what?” an older man shouted.
 
   The lights flickered in the stores on the second and third floors.  Once lit, they revealed the rest of the disfigured monsters.
 
   Pandemonium broke out as the Southenders and Ash Street Boys jumped over the railings and rushed to the edges of the crowd, just on the other side of the faux officers.  They snarled and hissed, putting on a good show.  Some of them took off their jackets and shirts so that their death scars could easily be seen.
 
   “Join us or die.  Make your choice.  Immortality or death!” the Syankas yelled.
 
   Groups of the mortals fell to their knees sobbing and praying for help, while others pleaded with the smoke creatures to save them.  The crowd was divided in their answer, but every one of them had an answer.
 
   “Those of you who do not choose to join us will die painfully.  You will beg for mercy before we are done with you.  Choose wisely, for there is only one real choice,” the Syankas snarled, angry that anyone would dare choose God over a painless existence.
 
   “They have another choice!” Lord Commander Marcus called out from the overlook on the third floor.  “They can choose to stand up and fight for their lives.  Evil can only win when good people choose to do nothing to stop it.  We are prepared to fight you and your undead monsters.  We have the building surrounded.  Release the people and surrender!”  Flanking him were Major Demyan and Commander Nathanael.
 
   Rowan’s squadron, led by Captain Pythos, stepped into view on the second floor and looked down into the Atrium, assessing the situation.  Outside the building, Klavos’ squadron had formed a perimeter in the event that the revenants tried to escape.  Nigel’s squadron appeared near the exits on the ground level, ready to clear a path for the mortals to escape.
 
   Pleas for help and screams of celebration echoed throughout the crowd when they saw the military officers arriving to save them.  The sinners who wanted their reprieve from Hell shouted for the Syankas to hurry up and fulfill their promise of immortality.
 
   The Syankas thickened and swirled in the air.  “You are nothing to us, Lord Commander.  We do not fear you.  You could not kill us before!  You will not stop us now!” the Syankas shouted through the mall, causing the walls to shake.
 
   “Destroy the creatures!” Marcus shouted.  He waved his hand and motioned to the revenants.
 
   Nigel’s angels quickly secured the exits on the ground level, while Pythos’ angels secured the second and third floors, making sure none of the revenants were hiding in the stores.  Together, they attacked the revenants from all sides, doing their best to separate them from the mortals.  They sliced the tough skin of the revenants with their metal swords, hoping to lop off an arm or a leg.  Without a bone through the heart, the creatures could not be defeated.
 
   2nd Lt. Medelia sniggered as she aimed at the shoulder joint of the walking corpse in front of her.  “How I long for the days when a single blow would kill an opponent.”
 
   Recruit Fynn ducked and weaved through the monsters, making sure that they didn’t gang up on him.  “I can’t believe you’ve faced these things before.  How did you win if it took this long to defeat one of them?”  Having joined the Warriors a few decades ago, Fynn was still learning about the countless types of enemies he would one day fight.
 
   Medelia smiled when she tore off the arm of a tall muscular revenant.  She quickly ran and slid to the side to grab the arm.  She tossed it to Fynn and watched him drive the bone through its back.
 
   “Team-work.  That’s how we won last time,” she clasped Fynn’s shoulder and nodded her approval.
 
   The Syankas separated into 133 entities and floated through the crowd, making deals with the mortals eager to become immortal, using the chaos to their advantage.  They quickly converted as many sinners as they could, knowing that most of their revenants would die by the hands of the Warriors.  The mortals who denied them were killed on the spot.  It would make it more difficult for the Warriors to determine which mortals would rise from the dead.
 
   Marcus shouted orders from the overlook on the second floor as Orrin and Lt. Commander Leandra took their positions on the opposite side of the Atrium.  They directed half of the angels to evacuate the mortals to the parking lot, while the rest of the angels hacked away at the revenants and distracted them from killing the mortals.
 
   “Sergei and Kolton, get as many mortals out the east exit as you can.  Be mindful of the children and the elderly.  Defend them from the revenants,” Marcus called out to his Senior Swordsmen.
 
   They nodded and moved to the east exit, cutting through as many revenants as they could.  They were surprised by the number of monsters that stood in their way.  Their numbers had increased significantly while they had searched the city for signs of the rising dead.
 
   Nathanael pointed to a group of mortals being herded toward a large clothing storefront.  “My lord, the revenants in the police armor pose a threat in that section.  The Syankas are using them to create fear and secure their loyalty.  Major Demyan and I can handle them, with your permission.”  He looked to Marcus for his approval.
 
   “Agreed, Commander.  Do what needs to be done,” Marcus nodded.
 
   Demyan and Nathanael disappeared and quickly reappeared in the middle of the fray.
 
   “Get their armor off so that we can destroy them faster,” Demyan shouted to Nathanael.
 
   Working as a team, they forced the revenants away from the mortals and used their swords to cut through the fabric holding their chest plates in place.  The revenants fought back and tried to tear Demyan and Nathanael apart, but the pair held them off.  One revenant tried to jump onto Demyan’s back, but he pulled the corpse off and threw him through the glass storefront into a group of mannequins.
 
   Nathanael struck one of the revenants with enough force to remove its head.  While it wouldn’t kill him, it would keep the corpse from seeing clearly.
 
   “Finish off the one to your left.  His elbow snapped off,” Demyan called as he kicked a brazen creature in the face.
 
   Nathanael spun, grabbed the arm, and stabbed the revenant in front of him.  He waited for the creature to fall, but instead it roared and grabbed him by the throat, lifting him off the ground.
 
   “What happened?” Nathanael gritted out, trying to break the worm eaten hand around his throat.
 
   Demyan cut off the knee of the distracted revenant, causing the creature and Nathanael to fall to the ground.  Demyan pulled the arm bone from its chest and stabbed it with the leg bone.
 
   “I said your left; this arm belongs to that one,” Demyan shouted as he turned quickly and stabbed the correct corpse with the arm bone.
 
   Nathanael forcefully removed the putrid hand from his throat and stood up.  “They all look alike when they’re trying to kill you,” he snickered.
 
   Marcus was grateful to see that more than half of the hostages had escaped from the building, though he was concerned about the rest.  Large pockets of mortals had accepted the Syankas’ offer to join with them.  Moments after they signed away their lives in blood, they were killed by the revenants standing in wait.  It saddened him to see so many mortals giving up on Father and turning to darkness.
 
   He looked across the Atrium and saw Orrin pointing and yelling.  When he followed Orrin’s line of sight, he saw three of his angels being overrun by a group of aggressive revenants.  Drawing his sword from his back, he quickly disappeared and reappeared in the middle of the fight.  He slashed at the grotesque abomination closest to him, but the creature laughed at him and pushed him into three other revenants, who disarmed him by twisting his arm.  His radius snapped in two places before the monsters tossed him aside.
 
   Landing in a water fountain, he lost sight of his angels when water blurred his vision.  By the time Marcus got to his feet, all three of his Warriors were dead, their heads having been ripped from their bodies.
 
   Furious, Marcus called for Orrin and stood to face the brutes.  Orrin appeared behind the four revenants, cutting off their retreat.
 
   “Those were worthy men, unlike you foul things.  I won’t allow their deaths to be in vain.”  Marcus pulled his backup sword from his hip and gripped it tightly.  He looked past the revenants and nodded to Orrin.  He and Orrin had fought side-by-side for millenniums and knew how to vanquish their enemies quickly.
 
   Jericho laughed at the soldier standing in front him.  “We killed your men in seconds.  You can’t stop us.  Lucifer himself couldn’t keep me in Hell.  What makes you think you can do any better?”  He looked to Monroe, Tiny, and Duke standing by his side.  As much as hated Monroe, he wouldn’t take anyone else into a battle with him.
 
   “We have defeated more formidable foes than Lucifer, I assure you.  You haven’t seen anything until you have battled a Veteres.  Orrin himself bested the Morto Naskiĝo.
 
   Jericho looked to Monroe to see if he knew what a Morto Naskiĝo was.  Monroe merely shrugged.
 
   “Why should that matter to me?  I don’t care if you killed Freddy Krueger.  I’m still going to rip your head off, just like your dead friends,” Jericho said flipping Marcus off.
 
   Marcus smirked.  “It matters because the Morto Naskiĝo was the Veteres who spawned creatures that came back from the dead, like yourself.  It was the original Necromancer.  If Orrin could handle that badass alone, the four of you shouldn’t give him any trouble.”
 
   Orrin quickly slashed at Duke’s neck, while Marcus acted as if he was swinging at Jericho’s head, but changed direction to catch Monroe’s kneecap.
 
   Duke had anticipated the move and ducked low enough that the sword hit his Tiny’s neck instead.  Tiny’s head flew through the air and landed on the ground, though his body was still functional.
 
   Duke spun and pulled his guns on Orrin, who quickly disappeared before Duke could get off a shot.  Orrin appeared on Duke’s left and kicked the weapons from his hands.  He kicked Duke’s left knee, which crumpled under him.
 
   Jericho turned to watch Duke fall to the ground.  He didn’t see Marcus running at him with all of his strength.  The sword pierced Jericho’s chest and he was pushed backed back into a marble support column.  He was pinned to the beam, unable to free himself fast enough to help Monroe.
 
   Marcus spun and caught Monroe’s arm, just as he was about to dole out a vicious right hook to Marcus’ head.  He used his momentum to flip Monroe over his shoulder until Monroe landed on his back.
 
   “Orrin!” Marcus shouted as held out his hand.
 
   Orrin threw his dagger to Marcus without looking.  Marcus snatched the dagger and kicked Monroe square in the stomach to keep him on the ground.  Gripping the dagger, he drove it through Monroe’s eye to blind him.
 
   Monroe screamed in rage.  Though the dagger didn’t hurt, he was unable to see out the damaged eye.
 
   “I’m going to do the same to you!” Monroe bellowed as he pulled the dagger from his face.  He lumbered to his feet and lined up the dagger with Marcus’ face.
 
   “Not if you can’t see me,” Marcus chuckled.
 
   Marcus disappeared and reappeared behind Monroe.  Weaponless, he picked Monroe up and threw him through a jewelry store window.
 
   From the corner of his eye, Marcus saw Orrin kick away Tiny’s head to keep him busy, while throwing his knee into Duke’s back.  Orrin drove his sword into Duke’s shoulder, severing the arm.  He quickly took the arm and finished off Duke.
 
   Marcus headed toward Jericho, who had finally extricated himself from the sword holding him to the pillar, but stopped when he heard women screaming above him on the second floor.  Leaving Jericho and Monroe for the moment, Marcus appeared on the third floor and found six women trying to escape a group of revenants who were tossing mortals over the railings to their deaths.
 
   Marcus quickly tossed all the revenants over the railing and led the women down the stairs and to the east exit where Kolton directed them to the parking lot.
 
   Sergei disposed of the revenant closest to him and turned to see Marcus running toward him.  He was happy to see that his commander was still alive.  He’d seen a number of his brethren fall during the confrontation.  “Lord Commander, there are still so many mortals in the building.  We saved as many of them as we could, but the revenants scattered them in all directions.  Captain Pythos directed Rowan’s squadron to break up and find the survivors.”
 
   “I’ll check on Pythos and see how many mortals are left.  Remain here and keep this exit clear.  It’s the most easily defensible area since the revenants can’t attack from the walkways above, like the other exits.  Have Klavos’ angels encountered any problems in the parking lot?” Marcus asked as he surveyed the area.
 
   “1st Lt. Klavos met with some opposition, but we are told that he secured the area and is working to direct the mortals away from the building.  His angels have been attempting to quell the fear of the mortals by insisting that the trouble was caused by the gangs in this area.  We noticed that many of the revenants bore similar markings and tattoos that implied they were in league with a larger group, so we thought it best to propagate that explanation,” Sergei replied.
 
   “Very good.  The mortals will come up with their own sane explanations as the days pass.  They always do.  Keep up the good work,” Marcus commended his Warrior and quickly disappeared.
 
   Marcus appeared on the overlook to get his bearings on his Warriors’ locations.
 
   Demyan and Nathanael were working together to free pockets of trapped mortals.  Orrin had finished off his headless revenant and was speaking to Nigel, pointing to the far side of the building.  Leandra had finished off a revenant and picked up a screaming infant who had lost its parents to the Syankas.
 
   Marcus knew he still needed to finish off the two arrogant revenants who had killed his men, but Orrin looked up at him with an expression he knew well.
 
   Marcus appeared next to his friend, prepared for the worst.
 
   “My lord, we have lost some of the younger, less experienced Warriors and Recruits in Nigel’s squadron.  A surge of revenants overpowered a number of our angels on the north side of the building.  I have directed 1st Lt. Rowan and Sr. Swordsman Edric to help them.”  Orrin put his hand up before Marcus could protest his orders.  “I know what you think of Edric, so don’t give me that look.  Everyone else is occupied.  Rowan will keep him under control.”
 
   Marcus tried not to groan in frustration.  The thought of Edric helping the mortals made his stomach churn.  The Senior Swordsman was an excellent fighter, but not great at obeying orders.  He was more likely to disregard his task and head off on his own mission.
 
   “Fine.  I’ll take it out of Rowan’s hide if Edric gets out of hand.  Right now, I’m more concerned about the floating nightmares all around us.  Any word from General Tabbris?  Have Lord Michael and the Council come up with any way of stopping the Syankas?”  Marcus nervously eyed the black masses hovering just above their heads.  Aside from tempting the mortals, they had made no move against the Warriors directly.  They seemed more concerned about making as many deals as possible.
 
   “I haven’t seen or heard from General Tabbris since he separated from Rowan’s squadron, which means there’s no plan.  You know he won’t show up unless he has a way to make it look like he saved the day,” Orrin sighed.
 
   “Okay, then we have no choice but to hold the area for as long as possible.”  Marcus looked down at the deceased mortals scattered in every direction.  “How long do you think we have until they start to twitch?”
 
   Orrin looked down at a young man who had died a relatively easy death, compared to some of the others.  It was very possible that he had made a deal, since his body had been spared any major damage.  If he rose from the dead, he would have all his limbs intact.
 
   “I don’t know.  The stronger the Syankas become, the faster the revenants pop back up.  I guess we have a couple of hours at most,” Orrin shrugged.  He wasn’t looking forward to starting a new battle.
 
   Marcus nodded.  “Take Leandra, pull Benedek and Sef from Klavos’ command, and move floor to floor.  Find as many survivors as possible.  I want everyone out of the building before the new revenants rise,” Marcus pointed to undamaged corpse.
 
   Orrin nodded his head and turned to look for Leandra.
 
   “Well, look who it is, the Morto Naskiĝo slayer,” Jericho said from behind Orrin.  He swung Marcus’ sword at Orrin’s head, who easily sidestepped the blade.
 
   “That sword doesn’t belong to you,” Orrin replied with a wink.  He picked up a decorative planter and smashed Jericho in the face, knocking him backwards.
 
   Orrin picked up Marcus’ sword and tossed it to him.  “I suggest you take better care of that.”
 
   Marcus caught the sword and spun to his right to strike at the one-eyed Monroe, who was sneaking up on his right side.
 
   He caught Monroe on the shoulder and dislodged his right arm.  He jumped in the air and kicked Monroe with enough force to propel him into the staircase a few feet away.  Scooping up Monroe’s arm, he strode toward him while Orrin punched and kicked Jericho to distract him.
 
   Standing over Monroe, Marcus held the revenant’s arm over his heart.  “You made the wrong choice.  No matter how bad your life was, you should have never made a deal to become this...this affront to God.”
 
   Monroe glared at Marcus.  “You have no idea about the choices I made.  I would have done anything to keep my sister safe.  Do me one favor, kill that bastard Jericho for me.  No matter how hard I try to kill him, the son of a bitch won’t stay dead.  Maybe your buddy over there can finally put an end to him.”
 
   “I’ll make sure he stays dead,” Marcus nodded his head and drove the shoulder bone through Monroe’s heart.
 
   Turning, Marcus saw that Orrin was about to take Jericho’s leg off, when he stopped mid strike.  A grating noise coupled with the sudden movement of the floor caused Marcus and Orrin to lose their balance.
 
   Marcus grabbed onto the staircase as the floor shook.  He looked around and saw the confusion on the faces of the revenants and the Warriors.  Before he could right himself, the building shook violently, causing the store windows to shatter.  Another quake produced cracks in the walls that quickly spread up the ceiling.
 
   Jericho laughed when the floors shook.  The idiot with the sword was distracted, so he kicked his hand, knocking away his sword.  He scrambled toward the food court and disappeared behind the counter of a burger place.
 
   “What’s going on?” Orrin shouted to Marcus.  He was mad that his revenant had gotten away again.
 
   “Ill-timed earthquake?”  Marcus lost his footing when the tiled floor beneath him splintered apart and shifted.
 
   “Highly unlikely.  It seems that something doesn’t want us to win this battle easily,” Orrin groused.
 
   “You think this is easy?”  Marcus surveyed the glass roof, knowing that one more tremor would shatter it.  “The building’s coming down!  Everyone fall back to the parking areas!”
 
   From the parking lot outside, 1st Lt. Klavos watched the walls of the structure ripple and sway.  Parts of the roof collapsed, falling in on the east exit.  He and his men fell back and formed a new perimeter at a safer distance.  They had rescued as many mortals as they could and urged them to return to their homes.  He had sent Perin to the far end of the lot to tend to the wounded until they could call for the mortal medics.
 
   One more tremor and the mall was plunged into darkness.  One by one, some of the other Warriors appeared near Klavos, having escaped the collapse.  Many of them were covered in blood and all of them appeared anxious.
 
   Marcus approached Klavos from his left.  “Report, Lieutenant, how many were rescued?”
 
   Klavos hesitated.  “We counted about 1300, my lord.”  He bowed his head.
 
   Marcus grimaced.  “At least 700 are dead or trapped.  I won’t be surprised if more than half rise as revenants.”
 
   Klavos kept his horror to himself and pretended to be calm.  “I understand, my lord.  We will hold the perimeter to make sure that none of the revenants, new or old, make it into the city.”
 
   Marcus was about to speak, but his thought was cut short when the sound of a bomb exploding rocked his body and mind.  The force of the blast threw him into Klavos, knocking them both to the ground.
 
   Orrin appeared next to them and pulled Marcus and Klavos to their feet.  “Are you okay?”  He brushed the debris from Marcus’ sandy-blonde hair and tried not to check his body for blood.
 
   Marcus shook his head, trying to unscramble his brain.  “I’m fine.  What’s going on?”  He looked through the dust-filled air, trying to understand what could have caused the explosion.
 
   “Maybe the Syankas planned to blow up as many of us as they could?” Orrin hypothesized.
 
   “It’s not their style.  They have nothing to fear from us unless we have a way to trap them.”  Marcus rubbed the dust off his face.
 
   “Lord Commander, should we inform Lord Michael?” Klavos asked, though he didn’t want to imply that Lord Marcus couldn’t handle the problem.
 
   “Let’s find the source of the problem first.  It could have been a real gas leak.  The fighting could have disturbed the gas or electric lines.  I’m not calling Lord Michael until I have more information,” Marcus replied, though he was uneasy.  He scanned the entire area, searching for an explanation.
 
   Through the dust and debris of the demolished building, Marcus could see someone walking toward them.  Though he couldn’t make out a face, the figure was cocky and determined in his strides.  Something seemed familiar about the person, but he couldn’t figure out what it was.  As the dust settled the man’s face became clear and distinct.  Truth be known, it was his sneer that sparked the first moment of recognition.
 
   “Lucifer,” Marcus hissed.
 
   Klavos and the other Warriors stood at the ready, though clearly disturbed by the turn of events.  They looked to Marcus for their orders with their swords at the ready.
 
   Lucifer, without a word, raised his arms and lifted his face to the heavens.  The Syankas gathered around him en masse.  They swirled and twisted, creating a vortex around him.  He absorbed the black smog into his body until the air was clear and the darkness was gone.
 
   “Rise!” Lucifer called to the sky.
 
   Old and new revenants crawled from the remains of the demolished building and quickly joined their Master.
 
   “Marcus, I think it’s time to call Lord Michael,” Orrin said to a dumbstruck Marcus.
 
   ∞
 
   Anjali opened her eyes and saw a wonderful sight.  Calin was sitting on the edge of her bed.  He was stoic, as usual, but looked gorgeous with a day’s worth of scruff on his chin and cheeks.  He looked tired, but happy to see that she was awake.  It was surreal seeing him in Hell, but she liked the view.
 
   “Did a raging Lucifer really impale Hades and throw him at me, or was that just a nightmare?” she asked tentatively as she rubbed her head.  She sat up and looked around the room expecting to see Derick or Alazar.
 
   “It really happened,” Calin said quietly.
 
   “Is everyone okay?  Is Derick safe?” she asked, trying to orient herself.  She felt dizzy and her neck was throbbing.
 
   “I took the bullet out of Derick’s leg.  He’s resting on the couch.  He didn’t want to be far away from you,” Calin replied as he pulled a stray hair from her face.  “He told me everything.”
 
   She looked at him in disbelief.  “He did what?”  She was surprised that Derick had given Calin the weather report, much less her personal history.
 
   Calin looked ashamed while he scratched the back of his head.  “I didn’t exactly give him a choice.  He told me that painkillers wouldn’t work on him and I had to dig the bullet out of his leg, which I apologized for multiple times.  I told him that it helps to keep talking and to focus on something he cared about.  Once I started fishing out the bullet, he didn’t stop talking.  He told me who he was, that he was your servant, and how Alazar saved him from the Shades.  He said that you were destined to end the world once you found your angels, because it was your job to decide when to end it all.  He mentioned that you were one of the Heads of Hell and that you did your best to keep Lucifer from losing his mind and killing everyone.  I know that we’ve lived other lives together and that my Uncle Brian is really your father the Archangel Gabriel.  I understand why he was trying to keep me safe and help me deal with my grief over losing Bitsy.  I also understand why Mike, or rather Balthazar, trained me.  He wanted to use me as a weapon against you if you tried to make him submit as your servant.  Derick told me about your Predznak and why they’re angry with you.  He also mentioned that there are eight other soul mates, as he called them, whom you’ve shared your many lives with,” he quickly explained.
 
   She stared at him in disbelief.  “After hearing all my secrets, why are you still sitting here with me?  I would have expected you to find the first exit and head back to your truck,” she grimaced.  She gingerly moved her neck and winced.
 
   “You are my home.  I was stupid and it took me way too long to figure that out.  I can deal with your secrets, trust me, but I can’t live without you.  I knew that back at the motel.  Even Balthazar couldn’t make me leave you.  I’m sorry that I attacked you.  I had interrogated Jericho and he told me that the woman in black was responsible for my sister’s death.  I was just starting to put the pieces together when Balthazar showed up and I was suddenly overwhelmed with the need to kill someone.  My rational mind was gone until you told me that you loved me.  You helped me fight through the pain and anger embedded in my heart.  You saved me.  You save me from ruining my life completely.  I know I screwed everything up, but I am ready to do whatever it takes to be with you,” Calin put his hand on her cheek and leaned in to brush his lips against hers.
 
   Anjali searched Calin’s eyes for any signs of doubt or fear, but couldn’t find anything other than acceptance.
 
   “I’m not mad at you, Calin.  I’m mad that Balthazar tempted you to get to me.  That rage you felt and the need to kill was his power controlling you, influencing you.  He is supposed to tempt the mortals to make a choice, which is his job, but unfortunately, he now bends them to his will.  He was wrong to cloud your mind, but I’m happy that you were able to break free of his power.  I’m proud of you.  Not everyone can resist my Predznak.  I’m glad that you were strong enough to fight the need for revenge,” she kissed his lips lightly, but pulled away before she indulged herself.  “I wish you could stay in my world, but you can’t.  You’re mortal and I live in Hell.  It’s beyond complicated.”  She hugged him one last time and moved to the edge of the bed.  “We can talk about this later, but right now I have to stop Lucifer.”
 
   Getting to her feet was harder than she expected because of the wounds in her hip from Balthazar’s gun.  The wounds had mostly healed once the bullets had worked their way to the surface, but it still stung.  Her neck was healing slowly.  It felt like her head and shoulders were angled the wrong way.
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?  You were practically dead!” Calin panicked when he saw her moving around so soon after being gravely injured.
 
   “Practically dead and dead are very different things.  I told you that I am tougher than I look,” she said raising her eyebrow.  “Right now, I have a possessed devil who is aching to tear apart the world unless I can find a way to stop him.  Sitting in bed until I have full range of motion in my neck is not an option,” she said brushing past him.
 
   Calin was flabbergasted.  She was a constant surprise to him, which he loved.
 
   Anjali turned when she heard Derick knocking into her coffee table as he stood up from her red couch on the other side of the room.
 
   “You’ve looked better,” she smiled at Derick.
 
   “So have you.  I’m glad that you are awake,” Derick’s heart leaped when he saw that she was okay.
 
   She looked at the bandage on his leg and realized that it wasn’t just her hip that hurt.  Her leg was throbbing due to Derick’s wound.  She had subconsciously known he was in pain and did what she could to transfer the pain to herself.  “Are you okay to walk around?”
 
   Derick stretched his leg and hip.  “Yeah.  I’m stiff, but the pain is better.  My leg is healing now that the bullet is gone.”
 
   “Did you really tell Calin all my dirty little secrets?” she teased.  She was grateful that Derick had told Calin the truth about her world since she had been too afraid to do it.  She didn’t want to look into Calin’s eyes and tell her that she was the Destroyer.  It had been hard enough telling Derick at the time.
 
   Derick glared at Calin.  “I didn’t voluntarily tell him everything.  It was more like an interrogation.”
 
   Calin sheepishly shrugged.  “Old habits die hard, what can I say?  He was willing to talk; I just guided him in the right direction.”
 
   Anjali rolled her eyes and turned to leave.  “Calin, stay here until I return.  We’ll talk more then.  I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
 
   Calin caught up to her in the doorway and put his hand on her arm to stop her.  “Tell me how I can help you.  I refuse to stand by while you put yourself at risk.  I won’t be able to forgive myself if something happens to you,” he said compassionately.
 
   Anjali carefully turned her head to look at Calin.  “I appreciate that you want to help, but Lucifer will crush you.  My world isn’t safe, Calin.  I’m lucky that Lucifer wasn’t trying to kill Hades and me.  He only incapacitated us, which leads me to believe that some rational part of him still has control.  The Syankas will stop at nothing to destroy the world, just as Lucifer once wanted.  They are the darkest part of Lucifer come to life.  Nothing is more deadly, cunning, and conniving than the Syankas.  I need to figure out how to kill them without killing Lucifer and I have no idea how to do that.  I don’t need Lucifer using you against me if he senses that I care about you,” she said, imploring him to understand the true scope of the problem.
 
   “Why not just kill Lucifer?” Calin asked simply.
 
   Anjali closed her eyes and tried to think of a simple answer to a complicated question.  “I was on the verge of death once, and Lucifer saved me.  I am bound to him by blood.  If the Warriors kill him, I honestly don’t know if I will survive.  If I die, Derick dies.  My angels will be without a Master.  There will be consequences for the entire Mortal Realm without a Destroyer.  I’m not expecting you to understand what’s going on or to fight my battles, but know that no matter what happens, I love you and want you to be safe,” she kissed him and quickly left her room.
 
   Calin ran after her.  “Fine, then we’ll find another way to stop him.  I have no idea what a Syanka is, but you have to find its weakness.  Everything with a consciousness can die.  I’ve proven that plenty of times over the years.  I’ve hunted more strange beasts than you can imagine.”
 
   Anjali snickered.  “I can imagine quite a number of strange beasts, but you’re right.  I have to find their weakness.”
 
   Entering the Hall of Mirrors, Calin pulled his Glocks and mentally prepared himself for whatever enemy came at him.
 
   “You know that guns won’t work on revenants and Syankas don’t have bodies.  Why do you have them out?” Derick asked.
 
   Anjali smirked.  “They help him think,” she replied.
 
   Calin winked at Derick and followed Anjali into the rotunda.
 
   “Once I make sure that Malcolm has assumed control of Lucifer’s throne, we’ll head to the Mortal Realm.  Alazar mentioned that there have been fights between the Fallen, and that some of them were getting out of hand.  With the stress they have been dealing with for the last few days, I’m afraid there might be usurpers looking to take over Hell,” she sighed.  “Calin, I need you to do what Derick does.  Stand behind me.  Don’t speak unless spoken to.  There are rules here that you won’t understand.  Derick knows how to act.  Follow his lead and don’t shoot unless I say so.”
 
   “I understand,” he said quickly as he fell into position behind her, next to Derick.  “Can guns kill angels?” Calin whispered to Derick.
 
   “Aim for the heart, or take off their heads.  Bullets will definitely slow them down,” Derick chuckled.  He was starting to see why Anjali liked Calin.  The guy was ready for anything.
 
   Entering the Throne Room, Anjali saw Alazar standing on the marble dais in front of her throne, arguing with Azazel, Pax, the new Overseer of the Realm of Claws, and Brend, the Overseer of the Realm of Teeth.  Garret, Dorian, Lev, and Vincent were standing in front of the dais, though they didn’t look happy.  She doubted that Garret would listen to anything Alazar said.
 
   “I refuse to take orders from the Angel of Death!  Malcolm is in charge when the Heads of Hell are not present,” Azazel yelled.
 
   Pax and Brend were at his side, nodding their heads and agreeing with Azazel.
 
   “Well, since you rendered him unconscious, he’s unable to carry out his duties,” Alazar sneered, clearly annoying by Azazel’s antics.
 
   “That means I’m in charge.  I’m the Overseer of Fire and second-in-command after Malcolm.  Nowhere does it state that the Angel of Death shall assume control of Hell,” Azazel replied snidely.  He put a foot on the black dais in a move of defiance.  He looked like he physically wanted to remove Alazar from the dais.
 
   Anjali swore to herself.  This is what she had feared.
 
   Without a word, she snuck up behind Brend and Pax and kicked the backs of their kneecaps with enough force to sending them sprawling to the ground.  Before Azazel could turn to find the source of the grunting next to him, Anjali stepped onto the dais and punched him square in the jaw, knocking him on his ass.  She noticed from the corner of her eye that Calin had his guns aimed and ready to shoot the Fallen who twitched first.  Derick was next to Calin with his palms held up, preparing to call forth Hell Fire, if needed.
 
   Leaning down, she stared into Azazel’s eyes and sneered.  “If I find out that you attacked Malcolm in an effort to gain control of Lucifer’s throne, nothing in Hell will keep me from eviscerating you,” she added Pax and Brend to withering stare.
 
   Pax and Brend immediately jerked their heads down in subjugation, bowing to her.  She knew that the pair often gave Hades trouble, but she didn’t know why Azazel was causing problems.
 
   Azazel wiped the blood from his mouth and quickly averted his eyes.  “My lady, I didn’t know that you were awake.”
 
   “You mean that you didn’t know if I was still alive.  There is a reason that Lucifer removed you from your position as Lead Punisher, which I remember all too well.  If I think for one moment that your loyalties no longer lie with Lord Lucifer, I will make sure that you feel the fires of Hell before Lucifer takes your head,” she growled.  With everything falling apart around her, there was no way she would allow Azazel to overthrow Lucifer and Hades and claim Hell for himself.
 
   Alazar stepped off the throne and bowed to Anjali out of respect.  “I temporarily assumed the throne because I feared Azazel was staking his claim as a Head of Hell, my lady.  I’m told that the moment Malcolm was called to take control of the Throne Room, Azazel jumped him.  I have no interest in running Hell.  Aside from being loyal to you, Lucifer’s throne is creepy and uncomfortable.”  Alazar flipped Azazel off and took his place next to Anjali’s throne.
 
   “Who told you that Azazel jumped Malcolm?” she asked, though she believed Alazar’s statement.
 
   “I did, my lady,” Balthazar said as he entered the Throne Room and bowed before her.  “I heard the exchange between Malcolm and Azazel.  I assume that Malcolm was reporting to the Throne Room when Azazel pulled him into the Annex.  I was resting from my injuries in my old room when I heard the confrontation.  By the time I got to the door, Malcolm was on the ground, unconscious and bleeding from a large cut below his eye.”
 
   Anjali watched Azazel’s reaction to Balthazar’s account.  He was mad and tense, which meant it was true.
 
   “Very well.  Hades can deal with Azazel when he wakes.  Garret, take Azazel to the Hall of Mercy for questioning.  He can wait there until Malcolm regains consciousness.  In the meantime, Alazar will assume control of my throne in my absence until Lord Hades or Lord Lucifer can take over,” she waved her hand and sent the Overseers and Garret out of the Throne Room, along with Dorian, Lev, and Vincent.
 
   “Are you okay?” she asked Alazar once the others were gone.
 
   “Better now that you’re walking and talking.  I don’t like seeing you unconscious on the floor,” Alazar put his hand on her face and stared at her, memorizing her eyes.
 
   She smiled and took his hand in hers.  “I’m surprised that you didn’t kill Azazel.  I know how much you hate him.”
 
   “Luckily you showed up and kept that fantasy from becoming a reality,” he kissed the back of her hand and looked to Balthazar.  “Are the rest of the Fallen behaving?”
 
   The corner of Balthazar’s mouth quirked up and he sighed.  “I definitely like seeing the Fallen afraid of me again.  It warms my heart.  I noticed a number of missing faces, which I’m happy about.  It seems that Lucifer finally weeded out some of the truly terrible Fallen.  Aside from that, it’s like old times.  Thankfully, no one touched my stuff, though someone was in my room.”  He was irritated that someone had dared to enter his room.
 
   Anjali bit her lip.  “That was me.  Hades and I were arguing and he dragged me in there so that no one would find out about the revenants.  After seeing your room and your figurines, I figured out that Jericho was your creation.”
 
   Balthazar hung his head in shame.  “I never meant for him to leave Hell, I swear.  I know that I went too far in tempting him.  I’m sorry, my lady,” he said, bowing his head
 
   She put her hand on Balthazar’s cheek.  “I know and I forgive you.  I’m just glad to see that you are finally on my side.  Are you well enough to fight?”
 
   “I’m okay.  My wounds are healing,” Balthazar said, stretching his shoulders.  “I will always be on your side, Anjali,” he said confidently.
 
   “Can I trust you?” she asked, looking into his brown eyes.
 
   “Yes, my lady.  I will not fail you,” he nodded his head, prepared to pledge his loyalty to her.
 
   “Good,” she nodded her head and turned to Alazar.  “Alazar, terrorize anyone stupid enough to act upon their delusions of grandeur.  No one can assume control of the throne.  Promise me that you will keep it safe until Hades returns.  There are plenty of people who want control of Hell.”
 
   Alazar put his hand on her shoulder.  “I swear on my life, I will guard it.  I can’t believe that I’m actually defending the throne when I wanted nothing more than to set fire to it, with Lucifer sitting in it.”
 
   “Thank you, Alazar.  I have faith in you,” she smiled.  “Balthazar, I need you by my side to distract Lucifer until I figure out how to remove that Syanka.  The Celestial Warriors can play with the revenants.  The Syankas and the devil are my concern.”
 
   “I will do what is needed, my lady,” Balthazar bent his head out of respect.
 
   Calin stepped forward.  “I can help with the revenants.”
 
   Balthazar cleared his throat.  “My lady, my opinion may not count, but Calin can handle himself.  He is a fierce warrior and worthy to fight for you.  His world is being threatened, he should be given the opportunity to defend it,” he said, looking at Calin with pride.
 
   Anjali sighed.  “Very well.  Derick, you and Calin need to find out how far the revenants have spread through the city.  Take Calin back to his truck to get his weapons.  Balthazar and I will find Lucifer.”


 
   
 
  

Chapter 20
 
    
 
   1st Lt. Nigel screamed in agony as his long white wings were ripped from his body.  He swung his sword at Lucifer to no avail.  The anger and darkness inside of the devil prevented him from feeling the sharp steel slicing his skin.  He blocked Nigel’s arm and twisted it, breaking it.  Nigel looked around for help, but Lucifer had defeated so many Warriors that few were strong enough to aide him.
 
   “You have no concept of the sacrifices I have made and yet you dare to judge me?  You dare to stop me?” Lucifer roared at no one in particular.  He didn’t see the faces of the Celestial Warriors, only their weapons intent on stopping him.
 
   He ripped Nigel’s sword from his hand and thrust it through his heart as a warning to the fools surrounding him.
 
   The Syankas twisted through Lucifer’s mind, focusing on the pain that had driven Lucifer to create them.  Father doesn’t love us.  If He did, He would have never allowed one of His favorite angels to step forward to create and rule over Hell, away from His guidance and love.  If Father loved us, He wouldn’t have sent His puppets to stop us.  The Celestial Warriors care nothing for us.  They don’t understand our plight.  They live with Father; they can’t possibly understand our agony and misery.  Kill them.  They will show us no mercy.  The Syankas rejoiced.  They were finally one with their creator.  They could finally fulfill their purpose.  All they needed to do was defeat the pompous Warriors.
 
   Lucifer roared.  His mind was flooded with the pain from the loneliness inflicted upon him by Father.  An eternity of living in Hell, away from Father’s love and light, had broken his heart and his mind.  A thousand swords blazed against his skin, a million needles stabbed his heart.  All he knew was agony.  Father had forsaken him.  He had been asked to take on the most terrible task imaginable with no reprieve.  Father had allowed the evil to permeate his soul so that he could punish the wicked.  It was more than he could bear.  There was no hope, no escape.  The only way to stop the pain was to destroy the pathetic mortals and obliterate the Mortal Realm.  Once the sickening, depraved fleshlings were turned into revenants, Hell would crumble, eliminating his assignment.  He would finally be allowed to return home to Heaven and find peace.
 
   Lord Commander Marcus swore and took out his rage upon the revenant closest to him.  Up to that point, Lucifer hadn’t taken a life, though he had batted away his Warriors as if they were children with toy swords.
 
   The revenants followed Lucifer’s commands and were attempting to head out into the city to find more willing victims.  Marcus had commanded Rowan and Klavos’ squadrons to fall back and form a perimeter while Nigel’s squadron focused on Lucifer.
 
   Lord Michael had been summoned, but Marcus’ Liaison to the Council, Daniel, had appeared in his place.  Daniel informed them that the Council was behind closed doors.  Marcus had quickly explained the situation and sent Daniel to speak to the Council as soon as possible.
 
   Marcus cut through two more revenants and searched the fray for Orrin so that they could regroup, but instead of finding his friend, his eyes locked on the last person he wanted to see when he was already knee deep in shit, General Tabbris.
 
   “I thought you said could handle things in my absence, but I see that you were wrong, Lord Commander.”  Tabbris was cocky as usual, but there was an edge to his voice.  Marcus couldn’t tell if it was fear or panic.
 
   “General Tabbris, with all due respect, we were gaining ground on the revenants and had evacuated most of the mortals from the building, until Lord Lucifer showed up and started wreaking havoc.”  Marcus dodged a revenant, wishing he could throw it at Tabbris.  With his back swing, he removed its arm at the shoulder.
 
   Tabbris watched Marcus destroy the revenant in front of them and turned to assess the scene.  Warriors were fighting in every section of the parking lot while the revenants tried to overpower them.  Lucifer was shouting orders to the revenants, telling them to ignore the Warriors and attack the city.
 
   “Well, I’m here now.  Lord Michael is still with the Council, working on a solution.  He sent me to deal with Lucifer,” Tabbris replied calmly.
 
   Marcus wiped the blood from a deep cut above his eye and pushed air into his lungs.  He saw the pristine condition of Tabbris’ clothing and body and wished that their arrogant General would jump into the fight and get dirty.
 
   “I understand, General.  We’ll subdue the revenants, while you take care of Lord Lucifer.  He’s right over there.”  It took everything Marcus had not to sound snarky.
 
   Tabbris sighed and took out his sword.  “This will take but a moment.”
 
   Marcus watched Tabbris walk through the masses of Warriors and revenants, pushing away anyone in his direct path until he reached Lucifer.
 
   “Good luck,” Marcus muttered under his breath before he spun and took out the knees of a leather-clad revenant behind him.
 
   Tabbris approached Lucifer and watched him swat away some of his best Warriors.  Demyan was lying on the ground holding his knee.  Next to him was Nigel, eyes open, staring at the sky, dead.
 
   “Lucifer, stop this is insanity.  Lay down your sword.  Father will be angry when He hears of your rebellion.  You will be condemned by the Council as a Rogue!” Tabbris called out to Lucifer, who had yet to notice him.
 
   Lucifer knocked away 2nd Lt. Medelia, throwing her into the rubble of the demolished mall.  He turned, knowing which idiotic Warrior had dared to address him.
 
   The Syankas were delighted to see Tabbris.  The embodiment of their misery would make for an exciting target.  The failure is here.  Remind him of his cowardice.  Destroy him.  He is not worthy to serve Father.  He is a disgrace.
 
   Lucifer spit on the ground in front of the former Head of Hell, his third in command.  “Tabbris, it has been a long time, brother.  I see that you are well.  Your eyes are clear and free of madness, and your posture is strong and firm, not shaking with despair.  It seems that you are the lucky one.  You managed to escape from Hell.  You call this insanity, but I call it an epiphany.  Had I run back to Father, sniveling and cowering, begging to be brought back into the fold, I too could be clear of madness and agony, but I stayed, foolishly believing that I was doing the right thing.  I should have turned coward and joined you, brother.  I would have been much happier.  Father would have given me an important title, one that means nothing, so that I too could feel better about failing.  You make a mockery of the name Angel of Faith, General Tabbris,” Lucifer said sarcastically.
 
   Tabbris cringed, but tried not to let Lucifer see his embarrassment.  “I am not a failure, brother.  I had the clarity of mind to realize that Father was wrong to ask us to create Hell and punish the wicked.  You understand now, when it’s too late, that I was right.  Hell should have never been created.  We should have never been asked to suffer there.”
 
   Lucifer chuckled.  “While we may agree on that point, I refuse to grovel at Father’s feet to return home.  I intend on fixing the mistake He made centuries ago.  Mortals should have never been given free will only to turn on Father and hate Him.  I will do what He cannot and wipe the slate clean.  Let Him create new pets, ones that will love Him unconditionally.  These mortals are beyond redemption.  I have seen that for myself.”
 
   Tabbris shook his head.  “I cannot allow that.”
 
   Tabbris shifted his stance and swung his sword at Lucifer’s head, hoping to catch him off guard and end the fight quickly.
 
   Ducking the blade, Lucifer laughed and dropped into a crouch.  Spinning, he kicked out his leg and swept Tabbris’ feet out from under him.  Tabbris fell to the ground, not expecting the counterattack.
 
   Lucifer pounced on Tabbris and punched him in the face until he saw blood.
 
   Tabbris tried to block Lucifer’ assault, but he was impossibly fast.  Giving up his defense, he put all his efforts into punching Lucifer in the sternum.
 
   Lucifer laughed off Tabbris’ pitiful attack.  “Vengeance is a powerful drug, brother.  It will take more than your fists to break my will.”
 
   He stood and picked Tabbris up by his shirt until his feet were off the ground.  Baring his teeth, he prepared to enjoy tasting the blood of his traitorous brother.
 
   Wanting to remove Tabbris’ head with his teeth, Lucifer pulled Tabbris closer to him, but before he could taste flesh, Tabbris was gone from his grasp.  Looking around, trying to understand where Tabbris was, a fist connected with his face and he fell into a pile of cinder blocks.
 
   Lucifer sprang to his feet and locked onto the cold brown eyes of Balthazar.
 
   Balthazar smirked.  “Hello, Lucifer.  I’ve been waiting to kick your ass for a long long time.  Forgive me if I seem a little giddy.”
 
   Lucifer roared and threw himself at his third least favorite Predznak.
 
   Balthazar tried to sidestep Lucifer’s attack, but couldn’t move fast enough.  He was knocked to the ground with enough force to shatter his left collarbone.  He couldn’t believe how powerful Lucifer was with the Syanka controlling him.  Having been the Syanka’s slave, he knew his strength hadn’t been that great.  If he had been that strong, Hades would have been a bloody puddle in seconds.
 
   Lucifer pummeled Balthazar’s body, knowing that he had to keep the Predznak off his feet.  He’d forgotten how glorious it was to take his rage out on Vengeance, the deplorable angel who had threatened him hourly and questioned his authority constantly, the angel that fought his Fallen relentlessly, making it difficult to keep an entire Realm filled with punishers.
 
   Balthazar growled and wrapped his legs around Lucifer’s waist.  He twisted sharply until Lucifer was under him.  A firm fist to the throat cut off Lucifer’s breath long enough to still his fists so that Balthazar could take the offensive.  He threw his knee into Lucifer’s ribs until he heard snapping.  Understanding the influence of the Syanka, he doubted that Lucifer would even feel the broken ribs, but it might limit his range of motion.
 
   Quickly jumping to his feet, he put distance between himself and the devil.  He mentally ran through the list of weapons under his coat until he knew exactly which ones he needed.
 
   Anjali’s last words to him upon seeing Lucifer attack Tabbris were “Don’t kill Lucifer.  Wound him, knock him out, find a way to capture him, but you can’t kill him.  I was on the verge of death and he bound me to him.  I might not survive if he dies.”  He hated working within such limited parameters, but he didn’t have a choice.  He couldn’t put Anjali at risk.
 
   Lucifer rolled to his knees and sneered at Balthazar.  “This will be a well-deserved victory.”
 
   He aimed himself at Balthazar’s midsection, hoping to knock him back to the ground, but two daggers flew through the air, directed at his thighs.  He batted one away, but the other imbedded itself in his left thigh.  Hitting the bone, the pain should have rendered him immobile, but instead, it fueled his rage.  He pulled the dagger out and disappeared.
 
   Balthazar prepared himself for a rear attack and turned, waiting for Lucifer to reappear, but instead, he felt a tearing sensation on his right side.  Lucifer had deceived him and reappeared a few feet to his left and had launched the dagger at him.  He pulled the dagger out and held his side, trying to stem the bleeding.  He needed to rethink his options.  He had expected Lucifer to fight dirty and ignore the rules of engagement, but his actions were those of a madman who didn’t have a plan of action.  He was following his emotions, not his brain, which made him unpredictable, like Aeries.  Unfortunately, there wasn’t enough time to understand his logic.  With his extraordinary speed and strength, Lucifer would quickly have his head.
 
   Balthazar drew his sword and focused all his senses, blocking out the noise of the battle surrounding him.  Lucifer had disappeared again, most likely waiting until his guard was down.
 
   Lucifer spread his wings and soared through the night air, watching Balthazar search frantically for him.  The fool wasn’t expecting an air attack.  Swooping down, he picked Balthazar up, making sure to control his sword hand.
 
   “I’m going to break every one of your bones before I take your head,” Lucifer snarled.  He dove through the sky and hurled Balthazar into a tangle of rebar from the demolished walls of the mall.
 
   Balthazar landed hard, smashing his head against the metal.  He evaluated his injuries, grateful that the rebar hadn’t hit anything major, aside from grazing his left shoulder.  Shaking his head, he tried to push away the dizziness.  “It’s not the first time I’ve heard that threat.”
 
   Thinking back on his fight with Aeries, he knew he had to find another way to stop Lucifer.
 
   “Yes, but it’s the first time that someone worthy enough has issued the threat.”  Lucifer landed in front of Balthazar and held a sword at his throat.
 
   Pushing the blade into Balthazar’s throat warmed Lucifer’s heart.  He would finally be rid of at least one Predznak.
 
   The Syankas rolled and thrashed in Lucifer’s head.  No, Vengeance can be of use to you.  He can subdue the Destroyer.  Keep him alive.  We will handle him.  Your focus needs to be with the revenants.  Push them into the city so that we can fulfill our mission.
 
   Lucifer sneered, but knew it was the right decision.  Balthazar could be helpful, if yoked.
 
   A Syanka slithered from Lucifer’s head and shifted through the air.
 
   Balthazar saw the Syanka and immediately knew the plan.  He was to be their puppet again.
 
   He tried to disappear, but the sword point in his neck tethered him.  Before he could move, icy shards filled his mind and the world went dark.
 
   Lucifer’s sneer turned into a smirk.  “Balthazar, I command you, release your power and tempt Anjali.  Force her to seek retribution on the world, as she was meant to do.”
 
   Balthazar’s head snapped up.  Fighting through the searing pain throughout his body, he closed his eyes and opened himself up to the darkness dwelling inside of him.
 
   ∞
 
   Anjali looked around the frenzy of revenants and Celestial Warriors, trying to figure out who was in charge.  She hoped Balthazar could hold off Lucifer long enough for her to find out if the Celestial Warriors had a way to imprison the Syanka.  She prayed that killing Lucifer wasn’t their main objective, but part of her knew better.
 
   It hadn’t taken her long to figure out that an entire section on the south end of Portland had been emptied of its inhabitants.  Derick and Balthazar had fanned out in search of the missing mortals, while she and Calin had stumbled upon a police station that had been ripped apart.  Calin had noticed the missing uniforms and hypothesized that the revenants had lured the mortals from their homes, posing as officers.  Once they regrouped, they decided to find the largest area capable of holding the mortals.  Their quest had led them to the battle raging in the mall parking lot.
 
   Motion to her left caught her attention.  A burly blonde haired Warrior was waving at her to move.  Turning her head, she saw a revenant running full force at her.  She recognized Jericho’s thug Welz from his mug shot in Jericho’s file.  The Warrior appeared to be frustrated that she was ignoring him and standing her ground.
 
   With Derick and Calin at her sides ready to help her, she taunted Welz to draw him closer.  When Welz reached her, she hooked her arm under his shoulder and used his speed to flip him over her head, while maintaining control of his arm.  He landed flat on his back.  Slamming her foot into his ribs, she used all her pent up anger and rage to crack Welz’s shoulder.  Calin tossed her one of his swords and she drove it through Welz’s shoulder, severing the arm.  Dropping to her knees, she finished him off, just as she had done to Nox.
 
   The blonde Warrior stared at her in disbelief for a second and then chuckled.
 
   “Impressive.  I see that you’ve done this before,” he tipped his head out of respect.  “Hello, Anjali.  It’s been a long time.”
 
   “It’s Lady Black, and yes I have.  It’s been a long two days.  Who are you?  I apologize; I have no memories beyond the last eighteen years I spent as a mortal and the last few years in Hell.”  She looked up at the tall runway model with the dreamy blue eyes and million-dollar smile.  She noticed that he had taken a step back and moved his hand closer to his sword.
 
   She had seen a few of the Warriors when Maraquette had tried to kill her in Romania, though she hadn’t been formally introduced to any of them, aside from Tabbris.
 
   “Of course, Lord Gabriel mentioned that you wouldn’t remember us.  I’m High Commander Orrin, my lady,” he nodded his head and turned to strike down a revenant to his right.
 
   “Are you in charge, High Commander, since I don’t see General Tabbris anywhere?”  Anjali had no desire to see General Tabbris, so she was hoping to find someone sane to reason with.
 
   Orrin pointed over his shoulder.  “Lord Commander Marcus is in charge, my lady.  I just keep the troops pointed in the right direction,” he said modestly.
 
   She looked over to the strong-backed sandy blonde Lord Commander who was fighting off three revenants, one of whom was none other than Jericho.
 
   “If you’ll excuse me, High Commander, I have a Nightmare prisoner to kill,” she said politely.  Quickly disappearing, she reappeared next to Jericho.  She threw her arm around his neck and pulled him from the fight.  Tossing him through the air, she threw him in the middle of Derick and Calin, who were waiting for him.
 
   Derick held Jericho’s arms behind his back while Calin kicked the backs of his knees so that he was kneeling in front of Anjali.
 
   Anjali stood over Jericho and shoved Calin’s sword against his neck.  “It’s over, Jericho.  Time to die, again.  Any last words?  On second thought, you’ve said enough.”
 
   Jericho rolled his eyes when he saw the brazen guy who had interrogated him in the drug lab.
 
   “I see you found your target,” Jericho smirked.  “Why is the lady in black still alive?”
 
   Calin squared his shoulders.  “Turns out that she wasn’t the source of my problems, she was the answer to them.”
 
   “Too bad.  It would have been nice to know that she got what she deserved,” Jericho chuckled.
 
   Anjali was furious.  “What I deserve?  Are you kidding?  I punish the wicked mortals who made the wrong choice.  I’m not the bad guy.  Look around Jericho, you started this war.  Your need for vengeance is the reason that these mortals are dead.  The entire world is in jeopardy because you couldn’t let go of your feud with Monroe.  You destroyed the lives of innocent people and turned your own friends into monsters, and for what?  Nothing.  Vengeance is a selfish indulgence that ruins lives.  It’s a petty endeavor.  You are just too stupid to understand that.  You will die tonight and there is no coming back.  There is no more Hell for you, no more reincarnation.  In your pursuit of revenge, you destroyed yourself.  You will fade into nothingness, just like the other revenants.  You killed their chance to redeem themselves in future lives.  Was it worth it?”
 
   Jericho looked at his enforcer Crusher lying on the ground next to him with his arm bone sticking out of his chest.  Across from him was Monroe’s dealer Crix.
 
   “My only regret is that I didn’t kill Monroe before he made his deal with the smog,” Jericho smirked.
 
   Anjali sighed.  “You will never learn, will you?  You should know that both of your crews will be dead by sunrise.”  She did her best to lie since she had no idea how to stop the war.
 
   “Really?  How do you figure?  Those smoke things will just make more revenants,” Jericho smiled.
 
   Jericho tried to pull free from Derick by throwing his body against Derick and knocking him off balance.  He head butted Derick until he let go, but Calin unloaded his guns into Jericho’s face, blinding him for a moment.  Anjali kicked his kneecap, sending him to the ground.  Swinging the sword, she removed Jericho’s right leg before he could grab her.
 
   Anjali held the leg over Jericho’s chest and lined up her shot.  “Oblivion is the best place for you.  You will never understand the full extent of what you did and you will never care about any of the lives you destroyed.  I’m glad that you made that deal, Jericho, because now you will never be able to hurt anyone ever again.”
 
   Jericho knew he was in trouble.  “Wait.  If you kill me, you’ll never find your angels.”  Jericho knew he could buy a few more seconds to plan his escape by using his ace in the hole.
 
   Anjali paused.  “So you do have Vaughn and the others.  Where is the Höllenhund?”
 
   Jericho smirked.  Now he had the leverage he needed.
 
   “Let me go and I’ll show you,” Jericho smirked.
 
   “I’m done playing, Jericho.  I’ll find him on my own,” Anjali lifted the leg in the air and prepared to drop to her knees.
 
   “Let him go!”  a female voice shouted from behind Anjali.
 
   Anjali looked over her shoulder to see Spider and a female revenant holding a Warrior hostage.
 
   “It’s about time, Jade!  I thought you were going to let me die,” Jericho snarled.
 
   Jade nodded to Spider who grabbed the angel and bear hugged him, pulling him off the ground.
 
   “Now that I have your attention, step away from Jericho,” Jade said calmly, throwing her dark hair over her shoulder.
 
   Anjali didn’t like the idea of losing Jericho again.  She had to find a way to save the Warrior and kill Jericho.  “You can’t have him.  He has to die.  He will continue his rampage and kill anyone near him.”
 
   Jade laughed.  “Why do you think I want him?  I don’t care about the angel.  I’ll even let him go.  I just want Jericho.  I wanted him to pay for what he did to me.”
 
   Anjali raised her eyebrow.  “Then you’re my new best friend.  Make him tell me where his hostages are being held and I’ll let you kill him,” she held out Jericho’s leg to show she was willing to negotiate.
 
   Jericho snarled at Jade.  “You wouldn’t dare kill me!”
 
   Jade shrugged.  “You don’t need Jericho to answer that.  The Höllenhund and his friends are in the basement of the abandoned grain processing plant,” she laughed when Jericho swore at her.  Jade blew a kiss to Jericho.  “Now that I finally know how to kill you, Jericho, I’m going to make sure that you’re dead.”
 
   Jericho roared and tried to throw Derick and Calin off him, but Spider dropped the Warrior and jumped on top of Jericho.
 
   “Spider, you traitor, get off me.  Why are you helping her?  After everything I did to bring you back, why would you help her?”  Jericho snapped and snarled, trying to bite Spider.
 
   Spider shook his head.  “You shouldn’t have made me kill Jade, Jericho.  I’ve regretted it ever since.  I’m the one who went down to the docks and unchained her once I realized that she would come back to life.  You always said that you loved her, but couldn’t have loved her.  When you love someone, you don’t chain them to the bottom of the harbor.”
 
   Jericho sneered.  “I always knew you cared about her.  That’s why I told you to drown her in the bay.  You’re the one who killed her, not me.  My conscience is clear.”
 
   “You swore you’d put a bullet in my head if I didn’t kill her,” Spider yelled, as he slammed Jericho’s head against the pavement.
 
   Jericho smiled.  “You should have eaten the bullet if you cared about her.”
 
   Jade kicked Jericho in the head.  “Shut up, you piece of shit.”
 
   Jericho glared at Jade.  “I will get even with you for this.  I will find a way.  I always do.”
 
   “No, you won’t.”  Jade threw herself down over Jericho’s chest and stabbed him in the heart with the bone.  She watched his body go limp and his eyes lose focus.
 
   Anjali motioned to Derick and Calin, who already knew what to do.  Derick tackled Jade and Calin threw his knees into Spider’s back, knocking him down and pinning him against Jericho’s body.
 
   Jade gave no resistance to Derick.  “I won’t fight.  Just make it quick.  I can’t stand one more second in this decayed body.”  Jade closed her eyes and accepted her death.
 
   Spider, on the other hand, fought Calin with everything he had.  Anjali knew Derick could finish off Jade, so she helped Calin by removing Spider’s arm as fast as she could.
 
   Spider thrashed against Jericho’s body and tried to grab Calin’s holstered gun with his remaining arm.  Anjali managed to hold him still as Calin positioned himself to drive the arm bone through Spider’s back.  Before Calin could finish off Spider, Jericho suddenly opened his eyes and grabbed Calin’s leg.  Calin’s knee gave way and he fell on top of Spider.  Spider knocked Anjali away with his shoulder and grabbed Calin’s gun. 
 
   Lumbering to his feet Spider pointed the gun at Calin’s head, who held up his hands in defense.  “I may not like being a revenant, but it’s better than being in Hell.”
 
   Spider watched Jericho’s eyes roll back as his head slumped to the side.  He was grateful for Jericho’s assistance, but was glad he was gone from the world.
 
   Spider motioned for Calin to stand next to Anjali.  When he tried to pull the trigger, he couldn’t manage to make his fingers work.  It took a second to realize that the arm holding the gun was now missing.  He felt something tear through his chest.  He looked down to see his other arm sticking out of his heart.
 
   Anjali watched Derick finish off Spider as Calin retrieved his gun from Spider’s hand.  She knew he was mad that he’d been disarmed.
 
   “I warned you that revenants don’t always die right away,” Calin frowned as he kicked Jericho in the head to make sure he was really dead.
 
   “Are you both okay?” she asked as kept an eye on Jericho.
 
   Derick nodded and dusted himself off.
 
   “I’m fine, but we need a plan,” Calin rubbed the back of his head.  He tried to sort out which side was winning but both the Warriors and revenants had high losses.
 
   She grunted in agreement.  She took a deep breath and looked around to find Lord Commander Marcus.
 
   ∞
 
   Marcus killed the revenant to his right and looked up to see a beautiful woman approaching him.  It had been too many years since he had seen the deadly blue eyes of legend.  He was about to say something witty to Anjali when he noticed her black dress, the dreaded mark of Lucifer.  She had been a turbulent force while she resided in Heaven, though he had never thought badly of her.  He wondered if her temperament had changed while residing with the devil.
 
   He was one of the few who felt pity for her.  She had no one to teach her how to use her power, especially with the Council forcing her to hide her abilities.  He always believed in having a Destroyer, unlike so many in Heaven.  Unfortunately, he had seen firsthand how out-of-control and devastating her power could be.  He had never held a grudge against her, unlike Tabbris, when she tried to defend herself from his Warriors, who were trying to subdue her.  The last time he saw her, she had been stark raving mad about the Council’s decision to send her into the Mortal Realm to live as a mortal.  She had taken out her rage on Tabbris by biting him and punching him in the eye.
 
   “Lord Commander Marcus?” Anjali yelled above the roar of the battle.
 
   “It is a pleasure to see you again, Anjali, unless you are keeping the revenants from killing me so that you might kill me yourself,” Marcus raised his eyebrow challengingly, hoping that she revealed her true motives.  According to Tabbris, she now had authority issues and a wicked temper.
 
   Anjali quickly stepped forward and pulled Marcus out of the way of Calin’s shotgun.  A revenant was attempting to sneak up on Marcus, but Calin distracted it while Derick appeared behind it and took off its leg.
 
   Marcus braced himself for her attack, but quickly realized that she was making way for an unidentified mortal to fire upon a new target.  He watched a young dark haired man appear behind the revenant with a sword and proceed to occupy its attention.
 
   “It’s been awhile since I’ve seen a Nachtghul.  Do you really think the middle of a revenant battle is the best place for him?”  He watched the mortal with the gun take the arm and drive it through the creature’s heart.  He was surprised by the boy’s strength and skill.
 
   “Yes, I do.  We need all the help we can get, hence the mortal assisting me.  If these things get into the city, Lucifer will be able to enact his plan.  Besides, the best place for my Nachtghul is with me, where I can protect him,” she winked at Derick, who nodded and grabbed Calin, pulling him toward another revenant.
 
   Marcus was relieved to hear that Anjali was on his side.
 
   He pulled her away from the main battle so that he might glean some information from her.  She would conceivably understand Lucifer’s motivations.  “How did this happen?  Why is Lucifer doing this?”
 
   Even though he was second to Tabbris, the General was closed mouthed about why the battle was happening.  Ever a loyal soldier, he hadn’t questioned Tabbris, but he was dying to know the reason for the chaos.
 
   “One of the Syankas escaped and started making deals with gang members caught up in a blood feud.  We think the Syankas used a blood oath to raise the fallen gang members.  The Syanka then gained control of Balthazar and released the other Syankas from their tomb.  Balthazar attacked Hades and me, but we were able to subdue him.  The Syanka escaped and gained control of Lucifer.  Now that it has merged with its Master, I’m certain that it will focus on its main goal of destroying the Mortal Realm.  The Syanka is clouding Lucifer’s mind.  I know Lucifer doesn’t want to kill everyone, but he’s not in control,” Anjali explained.
 
   Marcus heard the sincerity in her voice and knew that she was speaking the truth, though he was concerned about Lucifer’s real agenda.  He wasn’t convinced that Lucifer had no control over his actions.  Lucifer had declared on more than one occasion that he hated the mortals and wanted them destroyed.
 
   “Anjali, I’ve fought these things before, but last time they didn’t have Lucifer commanding them.  You do realize that Lucifer is now the enemy.  We have to stop him.”  Marcus saw the flash of anger and fear on her face.  He knew then that he couldn’t trust Anjali when it came to fighting her Master.
 
   “Lord Commander, he’s not himself.  We can’t kill him.  Hell needs its ruler.  If we can get the Syanka out of his mind, I know he will stop his rampage,” she argued.  Anjali needed to get Marcus to agree with her plan, otherwise, she would be fighting a second battle against the Warriors.  She couldn’t run the risk of Lucifer dying since she was bound to him, though she wasn’t ready to disclose that to Marcus.
 
   “Anjali, I have no idea how to get the Syankas out of Lucifer.  There’s a reason why we imprisoned Lucifer the last time we fought these creatures.  We knew there would be no stopping them if Lucifer were in charge.”  Marcus wanted to reason with her, but he could see that she had been in Lucifer’s charge too long.  She was too loyal to him.
 
   Anjali shook her head, and then paused to stare at Marcus.  “Wait, you said Syankas, as in plural.  There is only one possessing him.”
 
   Marcus sighed and looked her in the eyes.  “Not one, all of them.”
 
   Her body went cold when she thought about 134 Syankas hijacking Lucifer’s mind and will.  One he might be able to fight against, but 134, there was no chance.  Reasoning with him was out of the question.              
 
   She tapped her foot as she contemplated the latest problem.  Lost in thought, she barely noticed Marcus tense up and raise his sword.
 
   Turning her head, she caught the sight of Balthazar bulldozing his way through the crowd toward her.  The vacant look in his eyes was the only warning of danger she had before he disappeared.
 
   Standing very still, she ignored Marcus’ stream of questions and focused on where Balthazar would appear.  She had watched the Syanka’s fight with Hades in the Throne Room and knew what to expect.  The Syankas liked to toy with their victims, making sure that victory would come at the hands of a worn-out and bloodied opponent.  She assumed that its intention was to kill her or keep her busy long enough for the revenants to escape.
 
   Knowing that it wouldn’t be stupid enough to attack from behind, she opened her hands, allowed her Hell Fire to rise, and waited for a frontal assault.
 
   Marcus stepped back and gave Anjali his undivided attention.  He hadn’t been informed that the Destroyer had the Angel of Vengeance within her control, so he assumed the worst, and prepared to fight Balthazar.
 
   “Lord Commander, I swear to Heaven above, if you make one move against Lucifer or Balthazar, I will personally make your life a living nightmare.  Leave them to my care and focus on the revenants.  I can tell that you are a good angel and a good soldier, but they are my problem.”  She turned her gaze on him so that he could see the darkness through her eyes, barely contained beneath the surface.
 
   Marcus shivered when he saw her eyes darken, a sight that gave him cold sweats many a night.  He stood his ground, but believed her threat.  “My orders are to secure the area and keep things from getting out of hand, Anjali.  Lucifer, possessed or not, can’t be allowed to run free.  If Balthazar is also under their control, then he too must be stopped,” he said, preparing to fight whomever he needed to.
 
   Hell Fire filled the air as Marcus jumped out of its path.  He rolled out of the way and popped up to his feet.
 
   “Yes Lord Commander, they must be stopped, but not by you.  And one more thing, Lord Commander, you seem to have known me as Anjali, but now I’m Lady Black.”  With that, Anjali stepped to her left and punched Balthazar in the jaw just as he appeared next to her.  She quickly lit his coat on fire, hoping to take his arsenal out of the equation.
 
   Balthazar recoiled in pain and surprise.  The Syanka shrieked inside his head to continue the attack, but his body was boiling alive.  He didn’t bother to try to extinguish the flames knowing that it would never work.  The flames obeyed her commands.
 
   Anjali watched Balthazar’s weapons clatter to the ground as his coat disintegrated in the blaze.  Though it wouldn’t stop him, she felt better that he didn’t have his weapons at his sides.
 
   Derick appeared in front of Marcus at Anjali’s unspoken command.  Marcus would understand the laws of their world better than most.  It was illegal to kill a Nachtghul, so Derick was told to make Marcus his traveling companion and stay between him and Anjali.
 
   Derick stepped closer to Marcus with his hands help up, showing he was unarmed.  Leaning in, he whispered to Marcus.  “Trust me, you don’t want to get between them right now.  Have a little faith, Lord Commander.  The Destroyer isn’t about to allow her angel to kill her.”
 
   Marcus waved away his gathering men, who were concerned that he was being attacked.  “I guess she was right about having you by her side.  She’d better have a plan.”
 
   Derick smiled.  “You may have known her in Heaven, but I know her better than anyone.  She will find a way to stop this, Lord Commander.  Give her a chance.”
 
   Calin took up position behind Anjali and threatened anyone who was stupid enough to try to attack her.
 
   Anjali prepared herself.  Having felt a Predznak’s power before, she knew the roller coaster ride she was about to endure.
 
   The Syanka used what it knew of Balthazar from their last encounter and searched for the right words to turn Balthazar against Anjali.  Your Master dares to attack you.  It’s as you always feared, she will destroy you if she can’t control you.  She has chosen to turn against you instead of saving you.  She has never been there to help you.  She allows you walk blindly through the world in pain.  The pain she inflicts now will only fuel your rage.  Use your anger to conquer her.  You don’t need a Master, you never have.
 
   Balthazar used the searing pain of the fire to grow stronger.  He’d stood in the Fires of Hell before; it was nothing new to him.  He had burned because she wasn’t there.  Now she stood before him, prepared to end his life.
 
   He dodged her attempt to kick his knee and picked her up by the throat.
 
   “You will never control me,” he snarled.
 
   “I’m not the one trying to control you.  Fight the Syanka, fight for your freedom.”  She waved her hand and extinguished the flames, hoping to prove that she was not his enemy.
 
   He threw her to the far end of the parking lot into a marble art piece.
 
   Anjali crashed through the decorative marble and landed on her neck.  It was times like these that she wished she had wings.  At least she could have tried for a graceful landing.
 
   Before she could clear her head, Balthazar’s hand clamped down on the back of her neck and she was lifted from the rubble.
 
   Balthazar’s eyes darkened as the Syanka forced his power to the surface and searched for the words that would ensure a victory.  “You were created to destroy the mortals.  You are the ultimate punishment for their lack of faith.  Do you see how many gave up their lives to serve the Syankas?  The world will crumble under the weight of its own fear and hatred of Father.  They wanted immortality and died to achieve it.  They didn’t ask questions.  They didn’t read the contracts.  So quickly, they jumped at the chance to avoid burning in the fires of Hell.  Can’t you see that it’s time to end them?  You hold the power of Father’s wrath inside of you.  Unleash it upon the world and end them.  They are beyond hope.  Let Father create new loyal servants, if he chooses.  These mortals are beyond redemption, unleash your wrath upon them, and seek retribution for their faithlessness.  It is time!” he roared.
 
   Anjali’s body tingled and hummed.  Her power spiked and demanded to be released.  It took everything she had to keep it under her command.  Balthazar’s power was a like a drug.  She needed it, begged for it.  Images of fires and floods destroying the city burned through her mind.  She had seen the alarming number of mortals that had lost their faith and become monsters.  They didn’t love God enough to hold on to the hope of being saved.  The fear of the unknown and the lure of power were too great.  They submitted so quickly.  It angered her.  It made her want to punish them for their weakness.
 
   “That’s right, Anjali.  You know what you have to do.  Fulfill your destiny.  Show the mortals what happens to those who turn their backs on Father,” Balthazar’s voice was hypnotic.  It pushed its way into her mind and clouded her senses.
 
   The Syankas looked at the chaos around them, gleeful that victory was nearly theirs.  Lucifer was distracting the Celestial Warriors who were too stupid to surrender.  The remaining revenants were slipping away into the night to find more faithless mortals.  The Destroyer was close to joining their ranks.  Together with Lucifer and the Angel of Vengeance, no one in Heaven would be able to stop them.
 
   We must finish off the Warriors.  There must be no one left to stand in our way.  The Warriors must be too battered and fearful to continue their crusade.  We will conquer the world unopposed, the Syankas whispered as they thrashed and hissed inside of Lucifer’s mind.
 
   Lucifer watched the pathetic Warriors trying to fight his revenants.  “You are weak, every last one of you.  Lay down your weapons and join me.  It will ensure your survival.  If you attack me, I will have no mercy upon you!” Lucifer roared into the night sky.
 
   Marcus looked to Orrin and grimaced.  They were the only ones left standing between Lucifer and the destruction of the world.  Tabbris was nowhere to be found and Michael wasn’t answering their calls.  Anjali’s Nachtghul had not only formed an effective barrier, but he had also convinced him to let her deal with Balthazar.  According to the boy, she had gone toe to toe with the Angel of Death and subdued him.  Vengeance would be a challenge, but Derick believed that she would win.  Despite Lady Black’s threat, Marcus had to engage Lucifer, if only to keep him from advancing on the city.
 
   “Do you still have enough hope for both of us, brother?” Marcus asked Orrin as they watched Lucifer defeat Kolton.
 
   “I’m a little low on hope after having my ass kicked by the revenants, so perhaps I will rely on our battle experience and friendship.  I truly hope that we live to see another sunrise.”  Orrin gripped his sword, knowing that both of them could fall in battle against the raging beast before them.
 
   “To old times, brother,” Marcus raised his sword and nodded at Orrin.
 
   They sounded their battle cry and engaged Lucifer head-on.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 21
 
    
 
   Anjali envisioned the inevitable future where the faithless mortals bowed to the power of the Syankas.  The Syankas would continue on their quest until every mortal belonged to them.  The mortals were weak and easily corruptible.  They would willingly join the Syankas without question until the world was on the brink of dying.  The mortals needed to be punished for their sins.  They needed to understand that there were consequences for turning away from God and accepting the lure of power and immortality.  They intended to rebel against God and ignore His love and guidance.  She needed to retaliate and destroy them.
 
   Reaching for her ring, she had to end this.  Her hatred and frustration grew sharp and intense, flowing through her body and awaking her need to unleash God’s pain and anguish over losing his beloved mortals.  Her power clawed at her insides, demanding attention.  It had to break free.  It had to break through the confines of her ring and punish.  Punish those who opposed her.  It had to punish her arrogant angel.
 
   Her eyes flew open as her power rose.  She fought through her killing haze and realized that her power wasn’t rising of its own accord.  Balthazar’s power was tempting her.  Rage poured through her at the thought of her Predznak daring to tempt her.  It was against their nature.  They had been warned.  There were consequences for such an impudent act.  The world would suffer needlessly if she allowed herself to be tempted by the Angel of Vengeance.
 
   Staring down at the angel bold enough to tempt her, she prepared to unleash her wrath upon Balthazar.  Her eyes bore into the black eyes of her faithless angel and she saw the evil inside him.  She heard his deceitful words with a clear mind and pushed past the lure of his temptation.  That’s when she realized something was wrong.  The words felt forced and staggered, like he was searching for the right thing to say.  Her Predznak would never have difficulty finding the proper words to tempt someone; it was one of their abilities.  She noticed that Balthazar’s voice sounded harsh and strained.  This was not the pure power of her angel coming forth, but his power being manipulated by another force.
 
   She stamped down her rage and reined in her power.  The Syanka was in control of Balthazar, yes, he was being manipulated by it.  Balthazar was not defying her.  She couldn’t punish him for this.  She needed to help him.
 
   “You swore that you would never use your power against me.  Fight it Balthazar!  Fight the Syanka!  You belong to me, not to that deplorable thing,” Anjali sneered.
 
   She pulled against his hand wrapped around her neck and managed to pry his fingers open.  Falling to the ground, she rolled to her side to avoid his hand trying to grab her.  She knew she wasn’t strong enough to fight him physically, so she was left with only one choice.  Grasping her ring tightly, she pulled it from her finger.  Nothing was meant to stand between her and her Predznak.  She hoped that her power was strong enough to purge the Syanka from Balthazar’s mind.
 
   The darkness inside of her burst forth, but she did her best to tame it so that she didn’t start an earthquake or a storm.  It flowed from her body, spreading through the chilly night until the air crackled and swirled around Balthazar and embraced him.
 
   Balthazar shivered when an unseen energy touched his blistered skin.  He breathed in deeply, gasping for air as if he had been drowning.  It took him only a second to realize was it was.  It was Anjali.  His Master was near, even if he couldn’t see her.  Dizzy and disoriented, he tried to see through his eyes, but there was nothing.  The world was black and he felt small and cramped, like he was compressed inside a cave or a box.  He’d felt this way before, but he couldn’t remember when.  He was too angry, too filled with hate to think straight.  Injured and defeated, he had wanted to give up, until he felt the surge of energy.  It soothed his pain and loneliness, giving him hope that he would survive.
 
   He struggled against an unseen force that was restraining his mind.  He was groggy like he had been asleep or unconscious.  He gained strength by breathing in Anjali’s power.  It helped clear his mind and made him focus.  Pushing past the wall holding him back, he regained his senses enough to find that his own power, his unbridled need for vengeance, was emanating out of him, unrestricted.  He had no idea how this had happened.  There was no way for him unconsciously allow his power to rise, unless something else was controlling him.  He knew it wasn’t Anjali.  She was trying to aid him.  That’s when he remembered the last time had felt like this.  He realized that the damned Syanka was trying to possess him again.
 
   Balthazar pushed past the last barrier and opened his eyes, hoping to see what was happening, but all he could see was Anjali.  His stomach dropped when he saw her black eyes and her hair floating in the air.  Her arms were raised and she looked deadly.  In a heartbeat, he knew that he was in trouble.  He had used his power on his Master, or rather, the Syanka had.  She had obviously been outraged by the act of defiance and had unleashed her power.  He was in deep trouble.  There were consequences for using his power against her.  He had to stop the Syanka.
 
   He remembered his promise never to use his power to tempt his Master and used that to combat the Syanka that was forcing his need for revenge to rise.  He thought about his Master’s voice, her real voice, the one that commanded storm clouds and tornados, the one that threatened to punish Aeries for all that he had suffered.  The Destroyer was his Master, not the Syanka that was threatening to consume him.
 
   This creature inside of him was the darkest part of Lucifer.  Balthazar understood the devil better than anyone.  Lucifer was all about control and punishment.  If this thing wanted to control him, it had better hold on tight.
 
   Balthazar drew on his sheer hatred of Lucifer and his need to remain strong against his enemies.  He mentally attacked the creature with everything that he had.  Lucifer knew nothing of love and kindness when he was mired in evil, so he thought about every kind word, every embrace that Anjali had willingly given him.  When he felt the creature recoil, he knew he had the key to its destruction.
 
   Flooding his mind with the need to join his Master, not because he had to, but because he wanted to, he fought the creature.  He wanted her protection, yes, but more so, he needed her love and acceptance.  She had been upset about Delilah’s treatment.  She had expressed her anger with Aeries for scarring him.  She felt sorrow for all the pain he had endured without her.
 
   Suddenly, he heard the Syanka scream and felt it thrash in his head.  The numbness receded in his hands when the Syanka felt all the love and respect he had for his Master.  The Syanka only understood pain, not contentment.
 
   Anjali stepped closer to Balthazar sensing that he was trying to break free of the Syanka.  “I’m here, Balthazar.  Do not let that foul thing tempt you.  You belong to me!  Rise and we shall fight our enemies together!” she shouted.  Her voice was deep and filled with authority.  The Master was calling to her Predznak.
 
   “I choose you, Anjali,” Balthazar gritted out.  “I chose my Master willingly.  It can’t control me if I belong to you!”
 
   Anjali forced her power into Balthazar now that she had his consent to join with him.  Her power touched the rage of the Syanka and her knees buckled.  It felt like ice scraping against her skin and bones.  She could feel its loneliness and agony.  She felt terrible that Lucifer had to endure this misery for so many years.  She finally understood what had driven him to find her and claim her.  Her love was the only thing that eased his pain.
 
   Balthazar jerked when her power collided with his fractured body and mind.  The Syanka screamed, unable to maintain control.  Her power burned and seared the creature, but it filled Balthazar with an unparalleled strength.
 
   Without a doubt in his mind, he said the words that would forever change him.  “I, Balthazar, the Angel of Vengeance, accept Anjali, the Bringer of the Apocalypse, as my one and only Master so that I may serve as her Predznak, until my end of days.  I vow to help her bring about the destruction of the mortals when she deems that they have lost their faith in Father and are no longer worthy of His love.  I will be loyal to her and to the other Predznak from this day forward.  No other shall sway me from carrying out her will as Father and Heaven have decreed.  All I do henceforth, l do to serve her as she serves Father and Heaven.”
 
   A sense of peace overcame him when he made his declaration.  He realized that he had wanted to say those words since the first moment he had looked into her beautiful blue eyes.  It was fear of the unknown that had kept him from serving her.
 
   Instinctively, Anjali responded to Balthazar’s proclamation.  “I, Anjali, the Bringer of Apocalypse, accept you Balthazar, as my Harbinger and Angel of Vengeance.  You shall serve me henceforth as I carry out God’s will and the will of Heaven.  We shall smite the faithless and prepare for the day that paradise is once again achieved.”  She was excited by idea of welcoming Balthazar into her heart.
 
   She seized a part of Balthazar’s intense spirit and drew her power back into her body, taking a part of his power with her.  His power mingled with hers and joined the part of Alazar that resided inside of her.  Her entire body felt warm and she felt stronger.  Vengeance, though always a part of her power, settled into her bones and became one with her.
 
   Balthazar felt Anjali’s power leave his body, but he didn’t feel bereft.  He could feel her love linger inside of him.  He knew he would never be alone again.  He was now in her care.
 
   Balthazar felt the world he knew shatter into unrecognizable pieces.  He felt warmth spread through his icy body and shuddered at the sensation.  He felt the layers of anger, jealousy, and hatred peel away.  He forgot about Hades and his treachery.  The veil melted away from his eyes as he saw the deceitful Delilah as the innocent woman who put daisies in her hair and knew nothing about malice.  She saw rainbows and kittens in everything she did.  She was unburdened by her responsibilities.  She was a naïve girl.  He practically worshipped the ground she walked on because she was always happy and made him feel happy, but that was her job.  She spread joy and he mistook it for something more intense, more real.  He was an idiot for expecting more from her and turning his love for her into hatred.
 
   The Syanka tried in vain to hide from the happiness surrounding it, but it had nowhere to go.  It couldn’t escape.  It shrank until it faded from existence.
 
   Lucifer shrieked in pain as the Syanka inside of Balthazar flailed and withered.  The other Syankas could feel its agony.  They had no way of protecting themselves from the positive emotions assaulting them.
 
   Marcus and Orrin, bleeding and out of breath, saw and heard Lucifer shivering in pain.  It was the first time he had expressed feeling any pain from his injuries.  They knew they hadn’t inflicted the pain, but they used the distraction to double their efforts to subdue Lucifer and lock him in Celestial Bonds.
 
   “Grab him!” Marcus yelled to Orrin as he drew Lucifer’s attention by swinging at his shoulders.
 
   Orrin quickly clasped the bonds on a disoriented Lucifer and forced him to his knees.
 
   Marcus hefted out a breath and tried to swallow as much air as he could.  He was sweating and exhausted, his muscles shaking from strain.  He didn’t know what had caused Lucifer to falter, but he was grateful for it.
 
   He surveyed the battlefield, looking for an explanation for his sudden victory.  Marcus spotted Anjali and Balthazar approaching from the far end of the lot.  He was afraid that she was now working with the Syankas, but Balthazar appeared calmer than he had in a millennium.  He was almost, smiling.  Looking around, Marcus saw her Nachtghul and the mortal with the guns fall in line behind her.
 
   He didn’t look forward to fighting the Destroyer, but he would, if he had to.
 
   Anjali saw that Marcus had Lucifer in custody, which was both good and bad.  She was happy that he wasn’t hurting anyone else since the parking lot looked like a triage area with bloody Warriors and dead revenants everywhere, but she was concerned about the Warrior’s next step.  Knowing how they loved their rules, she was certain that the Council would be called and they would all end up on trial, again.
 
   As she got closer to Lucifer, a mob of wounded angels formed around him, forming a barrier.  There was a tall angel standing in front of the mob yelling, but she couldn’t hear him at first.  It wasn’t until she got closer that she immediately knew who it was.
 
   Tabbris was ranting and screaming at Lucifer, now that he was restrained.  Tabbris was sporting a nasty black eye and his nose was clearly broken.  Dried blood covered his faux military uniform.
 
   “Yield to me, Lucifer.  I will tear so many holes in your body that the Syankas will leak out you.  If that’s the only way to purge them from your body, then so be it.  Your plan has failed.  Your revenants are too few in numbers to cause any damage.  Surrender!” Tabbris shouted authoritatively.
 
   Lucifer chuckled darkly, having regained some of his bravado.  “You can’t stop us.  My revenants are already making their way through the city.  I can feel them.  This will never be over, not until the mortals are all dead.  Then, I’ll come for you, coward.”
 
   Tabbris threatened to backhand Lucifer, but Anjali pushed her way through the crowd and grabbed his arm.
 
   “You’re not in Hell anymore, General.  Only Overseers and Punishers can harm a prisoner while in custody.”  She saw a sneer flash across his face before he realized that she was in the right, and his Warriors were watching.
 
   Tabbris gently pushed Anjali away from Lucifer.  “We’ve taken him into custody, you need to stay back.”
 
   Anjali put up her hand to stop him.  “I can free him of the Syankas.”
 
   Tabbris laughed.  “I find that hard to believe.  If you had the power to free him, you would have done so by now.  If anything, I think you are trying to get close enough to your Master to aid in his escape.  How do I know that he isn’t controlling you?”
 
   Anjali rolled her eyes.  “If I was under his control, you would be dead.  I have a feeling that would be his first command,” she sarcastically.
 
   Tabbris cleared his throat, insulted by the accusation.  He instructed Pythos and Rowan to ready Lucifer for transport to Heaven.
 
   The Syankas thrashed around, screaming in frustration.  The Celestial Bonds did nothing to calm their fury.  The Bonds had no effect on them, other than to enrage them further.
 
   They had been weakened by the loss of one of their own.  In a move of desperation, they turned to Anjali.  They had hoped that Balthazar would unleash her need for vengeance.  Now they had to persuade her to unleash her power, which was tricky.  She wasn’t meant to be commanded by anyone.  Even with Lucifer’s blood bond with the girl, there was no guarantee that they could control her untamed power.  Her will, yes, but her power was unique and wild.
 
   Lucifer locked eyes on the Destroyer, the one whom he had saved by giving her his blood.  “You fight for those who wish to destroy you.  The Council fears you and your power.  They wouldn’t hesitate to put an end to you if they thought you would turn on them.  Why serve them?  Why serve a Council that hates you?  Join me and together we will rule them all.  The Celestial Warriors would not dare to stand against both of us.  The Mortal Realm will crumble beneath our feet.  We will be unstoppable.”
 
   Anjali stumbled backward when she looked into Lucifer’s black eyes.  The force of his gaze made her knees weak and hands tremble.  They enthralled her and threatened to draw her in.  She felt him trying to take control her thoughts, thought he had vowed never to do so.  Gabriel had once warned Lucifer never to use his blood bond to command her.  There were consequences for any who tried to use the Destroyer as their puppet.
 
   “Lucifer, you have to stop this.  You created the Syankas.  You have to find a way to fight them.”  Anjali could see that Marcus and his Warriors were getting twitchy.  While they may have given her space to deal with her own Predznak, they wouldn’t be as forgiving with Lucifer.
 
   From the corners of her eyes, she could see that Marcus was motioning for his angels to surround Lucifer.
 
   Lucifer chuckled and waved off Anjali’s pleas.  “I am one with Syankas.  One mind, one body, and one mission.  There is no stopping us.  Kneel before us and we shall show you mercy.”
 
   Lucifer’s eyes bore into hers and his words wove through her mind.  Her thoughts felt like cotton candy as she tried to grasp on to them.  Nothing felt real or solid.  She felt disoriented as one voice overrode her senses.  Her knees buckled slightly under Lucifer’s command.  The need to bow before her Master became a tangible force.  Though she served no one, deep down her loyalties lay with Lucifer because he had saved her life.
 
   “Lord Commander, if she bows to him, we will have an even bigger problem.  Kill them now!” Tabbris snarled at him.
 
   Marcus shook his head.  “Our orders were to assess the situation and call for aid, if needed.  We were not given the authority to kill Lucifer.  I certainly am not ready to kill the Destroyer, or her Nachtghul without cause.  Balthazar stands at her side now and will not allow us to kill his Master.  If Anjali’s knees hit the ground, we will subdue her and kill Lucifer, you have my word, but Balthazar will need to be contained.”
 
   In a distant part of her mind, she saw Marcus signal to his angels, through Derick’s eyes.  Five Warriors rushed toward her in an attempt to grab her or kill her, though she never found out their true purpose.  Balthazar, Derick, and Calin interceded and stood between her and the Warriors to protect her from the group.
 
   “Even now they wish to harm you,” Lucifer hissed.  The Syankas were grateful for the brash actions of the Warriors.  It would make things so much easier if they acted aggressively towards the Destroyer.  “Kneel, Anjali, and prove your loyalty to us.  You belong to us.  You are one with us.  Kneel to prove to that you belong to us.  Then you will remove your ring and end this!”
 
   Anjali’s entire body quaked.  Her mind was telling her to comply, but her body was unwilling.  Her Master was giving her an order.  She lowered herself toward the ground and reached for her ring.  Her Master wanted her to unleash her power.
 
   NO! A voice screamed inside her head as another voice yelled nearby.
 
   She couldn’t think clearly enough to know who was yelling.  She needed to obey her Master.
 
   Anjali!  You are stronger than this!  Lucifer doesn’t command you.  No one does!  Search inside and find the Destroyer, find the part of you that will crush anyone who dares to control you! Derick shouted across her brain.  He showed her images of her fury-filled eyes when Balthazar tried to use his power to tempt her.  He willed her to remember the dangerous side of her, the side that didn’t take shit from anyone.
 
   “Master, don’t listen to Lucifer!  He is deceiving you.  The Bringer of the Apocalypse bows to no one!  Remind him of that!” Balthazar shouted as he held his sword against Demyan, who was testing his defenses.
 
   Calin stepped in front of Anjali and pulled her to her feet forcefully.  He stared into her eyes and shook her.  “Anjali, Derick may have told me who you really are, but I already knew.  You are the woman who rescues the innocent without a thought for her own safety.  You would rather eat nails that let someone control your actions.  Think about what you wanted to do to Grady when he had me on the hood of that car.  You are the woman who refused to back down from a vampire and survived a fight with the Angel of Vengeance.  You chase monsters even when you’re outnumbered and don’t know how to kill them.  Whatever Lucifer is trying to make you do will hurt a lot of innocent people.  I know you don’t want that,” he said, imploring her to listen.
 
   Anjali blinked and saw Calin’s beautiful face as she thought about what all three of them had said.  She shook herself out of her daze as he looked into Calin’s fierce green eyes.  He had stood by her side because she was doing right the thing.  He was working with her to kill the revenants without complaint.  Now, he was challenging her to make the right decision.
 
   She pushed Lucifer’s commands from her mind and willed herself to break free from the lure of the blood bond.  She wasn’t a puppet or a servant.  She would be damned if she allowed anyone to unleash her power without her consent.  The Syankas would feel her wrath and beg for mercy.
 
   Calin kissed her passionately when he saw recognition on her face.  He was relieved that she was back with him.
 
   Anjali leaned into Calin’s kiss, grateful for his assistance.  She clung to him for support and grounded herself to reality.  Calin was here with her and willing to fight against an enemy that he didn’t understand.  He loved her enough to put himself in danger because he believed in her.  That’s when she suddenly understood how to kill the Syankas.
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered.  “Now, you might want to close your eyes for this.  It’s going to get messy.”
 
   Calin raised his eyebrows, but quietly complied.  He sheathed his sword on his back and pulled his Glocks to prove to the angels that he wasn’t afraid to defend the woman he loved.
 
   She stepped around Calin and kicked Lucifer in the face.  “That’s for breaking your promise to never use our blood bond against me.”
 
   Lucifer was stunned that she had broken free of his hold, but wasn’t deterred.
 
   “You will obey me,” he snarled.
 
   “Never,” she replied.  Turning to the crowd, she waved her arms.  “If you don’t want to see the devil’s whore in action, I suggest you avert your eyes.”  Without hesitation, she leaned down and kissed a flailing, angry Lucifer.
 
   She kissed Lucifer with everything she had, which was difficult since she wanted to strangle him.  She knew it was the only way to destroy the Syankas.
 
   Reflecting on the pain she felt when her power touched the Syankas, she allowed herself to pity Lucifer for all that he had been through.  She wanted to comfort him and take away his pain.  The part of her that always forgave Lucifer swelled and opened her heart.  When she could feel that familiar tingle that meant that the small piece of God’s light was in charge, she pushed that sensation into Lucifer.  If that light could strip away Lucifer’s darkness and make him feel pleasure, then maybe she could destroy the darkness of the Syankas with it.
 
   Marcus was surprised by the turn of events and motioned for his angels to stand at the ready.  He tried not to watch Anjali as she kissed and stroked Lucifer’s body, but had trouble looking away.  He wanted to believe that she was biding her time before she attacked the Warriors under Lucifer’s orders, but watching her kiss Lucifer, he didn’t think that was the case.
 
   “Is she crazy?” Orrin asked Marcus as he watched her fondle the devil.
 
   “I hope not.  I would like this to end without any more bloodshed,” Marcus shrugged and craned his neck to watch.
 
   Lucifer tried to push her off, confused by her actions, but she held on tighter.
 
   “Join us or we will kill you,” Lucifer hissed.
 
   “Your intention was never to kill me.  Lucifer needs me, even if you can’t understand why.  Let me show you why he needs me,” she grabbed his face, pushed her tongue into his mouth, and ground her body against his groin.
 
   Though he was slow to respond, she did feel a small tug at her lips.
 
   “I will not allow the darkness to cloud your mind any longer,” she whispered against his lips.
 
   She pushed all of her compassion into him as she thought about how he had rescued her from the brink of death after his servant Aganon stabbed her through the heart with his sword.  She remembered the fear on his face when he thought that she might die.  His smile told her how important she was to him.  That was the real reason he had bound her to him; he loved her too much to let her go.  He had to save her.  He hadn’t done it as a means of controlling the Destroyer.
 
   Countless voices screamed in agony inside Lucifer’s head, threatening his sanity.  It was nearly impossible to endure all the undiluted hatred and anger coursing through his veins.  He wanted to tear the world apart and make Heaven suffer.  The darkness clung to every space and corner of his heart and mind.  Lucifer couldn’t understand what was happening.  How could this much evil be battering his senses?  Why was it shrieking in horror and pain?  That’s when he felt it.  At first, it was nothing more than a dull light in the distance, but the light quickly grew until it burned brighter and warmer than the sun.  The light was familiar and made him smile.  Anjali.  His cold, numb body ignited and he could feel soft flesh beneath his hands.  The screaming darkness in his head tried to retreat, tried to burrow itself deeper into his mind, but the light chased every shadow, every speck of evil and scorched it until there was nothing left.
 
   Lucifer felt Anjali’s power ease his torment.  He tasted her sweet lips.  Heaven.  Heaven was waiting for him, if only he could find it.  His body was rigid and his mind was a tumultuous haze.  He had no idea where he was or what was happening, so he focused on his salvation.
 
   He had no idea why he was so angry.  The last thing he remembered was sitting in his room, mourning the loss of Anjali’s body.  Now he was wrapped in her arms and he was able to push away his intense feeling of loneliness.
 
   Loneliness.  He hadn’t felt this lonely and cold in so long, not since he had created the Syankas.
 
   Lucifer’s eyes flew open when he remembered the vile Syanka invading his mind.  He was about to tear the damned thing apart when he felt Anjali straddling his lap.  He knew something was amiss when he noticed the worthless Celestial Warriors pointing their swords at him.
 
   It was then that he realized he was in the Mortal Realm and sitting on the ground.  It seemed that his horrible dream of being possessed by the Syankas was unfortunately very real.
 
   Searching his thoughts, he found small traces of his plans to conquer and destroy the mortals.  Those thoughts and feelings seemed to evaporate the more Anjali kissed him.  Guilt overwhelmed him when he thought about why he would be caught up in this scenario.
 
   “Anjali,” he pulled back from this kiss to take in the sight of her.
 
   Anjali was wary of a possible trick, but relaxed when she saw a hint of blue around Lucifer’s black eyes.
 
   “Are you okay?”  She braced herself in case he tried to fool her.
 
   “I am now.  Do I want to know what I did?” Lucifer cringed when he saw Lord Commander Marcus standing at the ready.
 
   “You tried to destroy the world,” Tabbris growled.  He grabbed Anjali by the arm and pulled her off Lucifer.  He squeezed her arm and held her close as leverage against Lucifer.
 
   Balthazar refused to allow Tabbris to touch his Master.  He disarmed the closest Warrior with a Celestial Sword and held the blue flame sword at Tabbris’ neck before anyone could move.
 
   The Warriors surround Tabbris and Balthazar, threatening to kill Balthazar if he made a move against their General.
 
   “Release my Master, or I will kill you, General,” Balthazar said calmly, though his body was tense and ready to attack.
 
   “Take one step and your Master will be dead before you can stop me,” Tabbris replied stiffly.
 
   Anjali recognized the look in Tabbris’ eyes.  It was the same look that Lucifer had when threatened by an enemy.  She knew that Tabbris was close to losing control, which didn’t bode well for any of them.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 22
 
    
 
   “Release her!  She’s the one who just saved the world,” Balthazar growled.
 
   “I doubt that.  I’m not convinced that she did anything more than prove that she is Lucifer’s whore.  I’m disgusted by that distasteful display,” Tabbris snickered.  “Take Lucifer into custody,” Tabbris commanded, ignoring Balthazar’s sword.  He didn’t trust that Anjali’s little show had done anything to alleviate the problem.  She was most likely working with Lucifer to destroy the world.
 
   Anjali didn’t like Tabbris’ caviler attitude and feared for Derick and Calin’s safety.  She motioned for Balthazar to stand down.
 
   Balthazar begrudgingly relinquished his sword and held his hands up.
 
   Fey and Stanislaus trained their swords on Balthazar.  They knew better than to underestimate Vengeance.
 
   Lucifer cautiously complied since he was still fuzzy on the evening’s events, but kept a watchful eye on Tabbris.  He didn’t like the wild glint in his eye.  The arrogant angel was capable of anything when his authority had been challenged. 
 
   Anjali was frustrated by Tabbris’ refusal to see the truth.  “Lucifer is safe now.  The Syankas are gone.  Look around, all the revenants are dead.  There is nothing to keep them alive without the Syankas’ power.  It’s over,” she said calmly.
 
   “Silence.  For all I know, this could be a trick.  I have dealt with Lucifer long enough to know the level of deception that runs through his core.”  Tabbris gripped Anjali’s arm until she yelped, just to prove that he was in command.  “Lord Lucifer, you are hereby charged with treason, a crime punishable by death!”
 
   Anjali panicked.  She knew Tabbris was off the rails if he was overriding the Council’s authority and charging Lucifer.  His hatred of Lucifer was clouding his judgment.
 
   “That is not for you to decide.  The Council alone must charge him, if they see fit,” she yelled.  She knew from experience that Tabbris wasn’t interested in the truth; he was interesting in being obeyed.
 
   Marcus tried not to tap his foot in frustration as he ignored Orrin’s frown.  He looked at Lucifer, who was strangely quiet.  He’d battled a raging devil enough times to know that Lucifer hated to be held against his will and would rather die than be held prisoner.  He’d heard the exact words from Lucifer himself so often that he had contemplated making a T-shirt out of the saying.  He wondered why Lucifer was suddenly submissive.  He hoped that Anjali’s embrace had truly destroyed the Syankas, but he didn’t know how to prove it.  He could have commanded the revenants to play dead until he was ready to strike.
 
   Marcus chose his words carefully, not wanting to make it seem like he was questioning Tabbris’ orders.  “General, if I may, shall we escort Lord Lucifer and Lady Black back to Hell so that they may stand before the Council to explain their actions?  The Council will undoubtedly wish to pass judgment on them.”
 
   “The Council has already decreed that we must find the ones responsible for creating the revenants and dispose of them,” Tabbris smiled.  He was excited by the thought of finally killing Lucifer.  All he had to do was wait for Hades to make a mistake without Lucifer there to save his neck and he would be rid of them both.
 
   Anjali was surprised by the proclamation.  She had to think of a way to delay Tabbris long enough to convince him not to kill Lucifer, or until she could beat the truth into his feeble brain.
 
   Lucifer cleared his throat and eyed Commander Nathanael, who was gripping his shoulder tightly.  “With all due respect General, I highly doubt that the Council called for you to kill anyone.  It’s not the way they operate.”
 
   Anjali could tell from Lucifer’s voice that he didn’t trust Tabbris either.  Thankfully, she had expelled enough evil from him that he wasn’t eager to kill Tabbris.
 
   Tabbris approached Lucifer and chuckled.  “It’s well within my right to kill a Rouge, especially one who unleashed an army of the undead to slaughter the world.”  Without taking his eyes off Lucifer, he yelled to Marcus, “You have your orders, Lord Commander.”
 
   Marcus hesitated.  “With all due respect General, my orders were to stop the revenants.  They appeared to be lifeless.  I was never ordered to kill anyone.”
 
   Tabbris squared his shoulders and turned to glare at Marcus.  “I just gave you that order.  I was given the order by Lord Michael himself.  Are you questioning me?”
 
   Questioning Tabbris was his favorite thing to do, but he only had so much leeway with his Warriors watching. 
 
   “No, my lord.”  Marcus said, lowering his eyes.  He stepped behind Lucifer and pulled him to his knees.  Drawing his sword, he braced himself and held the hilt with both hands, holding the tip of the sword over Lucifer’s neck.
 
   Anjali was terrified.  She saw the fear and agony in Lucifer’s eyes.  Lucifer was bleeding from nearly every place on his body from the multiple battles he had endured.  His arm was likely broken, as well as his nose, cheekbone, and ribs.  He was in no shape to fight his way out of this.
 
   Looking around for an ally, none of the Warriors appeared to question the order.  Balthazar stared at her, waiting for the word to kill anyone threatening Lucifer.  He knew as well as she did that if Lucifer died, she may drop dead alongside him with her Blood Master gone.
 
   Marcus took a deep breath and held it, preparing to strike.
 
   “No!  I demand a trial.  This isn’t right!” Anjali yelled.  She pulled her arm free from Tabbris’ grasp and pushed him away.
 
   “You stupid girl.  How dare you question me!” Tabbris snarled and lunged for her.
 
   Anjali moved closer to Lucifer, hoping to snatch him from Marcus’ hold until she could find someone willing to listen.  “Lord Lucifer didn’t do this.  One of the Syankas escaped and planned all of this.  It possessed Balthazar and released the other Syankas.  It took hold of Lord Lucifer and brought him here.  The other Syankas joined with him.  He wasn’t conscious.  He didn’t know what he was doing.  I saw Balthazar when he was possessed.  He had no control over himself.  If you want to blame someone, blame yourselves for allowing the first Syanka to escape.  You were the ones keeping them imprisoned in your secret snow fort.  Lord Lucifer may have created the creatures, but he was not commanding them.  They were commanding him.”
 
   A sword was at her throat before she could take one more step toward Lucifer.
 
   “That’s far enough,” Rowan snapped.  He appeared ready to take her head.
 
   Anjali stopped and held her hands in the air, proving that she had no interest in losing her head.
 
   “Lord Commander, I grow tired of this.  We are needed elsewhere.  Finish this.”  Tabbris sounded bored, though his body was tense, waiting for Marcus to strike.
 
   “Lord Marcus, don’t do this.  You know it’s not right,” Anjali pleaded.
 
   She saw Marcus shift slightly proving her theory that he was a good angel.
 
   “She does not command you, Marcus, I do.  You have your orders.”  Tabbris turned away and pushed his Warriors about, directing them into different areas to clear the parking lot of the revenant corpses.
 
   Tabbris didn’t like the look on Marcus’ face.  Fearing that he would challenge his order, he pulled Captain Pythos aside and leaned into his ear.  “Do what needs to be done, as always.”  He pushed him away and walked in the opposite direction.  He had faith that Pythos would create a much needed distraction.
 
   Commander Nathanael overheard Tabbris’ statement to Pythos.  He thought it was strange that Pythos was given contradicting orders, but he held his ground waiting to see what Marcus would do.
 
   Marcus took one final look at Anjali and let go of the breath he was holding.  He closed his eyes and twisted his hands around the hilt of his sword, searching for the strength to complete his task.
 
   She was out of time.  She had only one option left to her.  “Gabriel, I summon you!” she screamed at the top of her lungs.  She prayed that her father would hear her, even if behind closed doors with the Council.
 
   Tabbris turned and snarled, ordering Rowan to take Anjali into custody.
 
   Rowan lowered his sword and clasped a Celestial Bond on her right wrist.  She used her power to throw him halfway across the parking lot before he could lock the second cuff on her.
 
   Seeing Marcus hesitate, she lunged toward Lucifer and jumped between Lucifer and Marcus’ sword.  Marcus stopped his sword mid strike, startled by Anjali’s boldness.  He lowered his sword and stared silently at her.  She thought she saw relief in his eyes.
 
   “I’m sorry about this, Lord Commander,” she said sweetly just before she used her power to toss Marcus into the demolished interior of the mall.
 
   Lucifer remained passive on his knees, swaying with the strain of holding up his bruised body.
 
   “Balthazar, protect Lucifer!” she commanded.  She knew that he would silently object in his head, but would follow her order.
 
   Balthazar kicked Stanislaus in the shin and knocked him off balance.  He ducked under Fey’s blade and swung around to head butt her.  Twisting Fey’s sword from her hands, he deflected Stanislaus’ blade as he rebounded from the initial attack.  Using Stanislaus’ forward motion, he tossed him into Fey and disappeared.  He reappeared next to Anjali and pushed Lucifer behind him.  Crouching low, he held his sword at the ready and stared down the Warriors advancing on him.
 
   Some of the Warriors stopped short when they realized that they were no longer attacking a weaponless Destroyer, but were about to battle Balthazar.  Demyan stepped forward to accept the challenge of fighting Vengeance.
 
   Balthazar tipped his head and acknowledged his claim.  “You will never reach him,” Balthazar stated calmly.
 
   Anjali believed that Balthazar would keep Lucifer safe at all costs, so she turned her attention to Tabbris’ men.  All of them had their swords drawn and they were staring at her, waiting to see if she would advance on them.
 
   She noticed that Tabbris was eyeing Derick.  She didn’t need to read his mind to know what he was thinking.  Quickly commanding Derick to move out of the reach of the Warriors, Derick disappeared just before one of the Warriors swung his sword at Derick’s leg, trying to wound him and cause Anjali pain.
 
   Calin silently moved closer to Anjali, though the Warriors didn’t know what to make of him.  He was a mortal, and they weren’t allowed to harm a mortal without cause, though they all acknowledged his locked and loaded Glocks pointed at them.
 
   “Calin, you need to stay out of this.  I don’t want you hurt.  They want me, not you,” she said quickly.
 
   Calin shook his head.  “They aren’t touching you,” he stated defiantly.
 
   Tabbris, standing safely behind the wall of Warriors under his command, sneered at her.  “Anjali, I will give you one last chance to surrender.  Hand over Lucifer and I will allow you and your people to live.  If you don’t comply, you too shall be deemed a Rogue.  You and Lucifer will both lose your heads,” Tabbris said in an imperious voice.
 
   Anjali didn’t like the fact that Tabbris had stopped calling Lucifer “Lord”.  It meant that Lucifer was already dead in his eyes.
 
   “Careful Tabbris, you have overstepped your authority here.  I don’t care how much you hate Lord Lucifer; you can’t condemn and kill him.  You are the one who is on the verge of becoming a Rogue.”  Technically, Tabbris could have the authority to do what he was threatening, but she wanted Tabbris angry.  There was a greater chance for him to make a mistake if he was overly emotional.
 
   Tabbris roared.  “You arrogant girl!  How dare you question my authority!”
 
   Tabbris pulled his sword from its sheath, preparing to finally put an end to the wretched Destroyer.  He pushed through his Warriors and advanced on her, howling in rage.  Swinging his sword at her head, he was surprised when his sword clashed with hard steel, not soft flesh.  Slowly working his way through his confusion, he looked up at his opponent.  In front was him weren’t the blue eyes and black hair of the Destroyer, but the blue eyes and sandy blonde hair of Lord Commander Marcus.
 
   Marcus was standing between Tabbris and Anjali.  His own commander had decided to side with the devil.  He couldn’t believe what he was seeing.  He would publicly humiliate him by banishing him and then ordered him killed without the knowledge of the Council.
 
   “General Tabbris, you can’t strike down the Destroyer without cause,” Marcus gritted out through his clenched teeth.  He used all of his strength to hold off Tabbris’ sword.  He’d stood by long enough and witnessed Tabbris make too many mistakes this night.
 
   Anjali was relieved to see Marcus appear in front of her.  Her respect for the Lord Commander grew.  She had been prepared to throw Tabbris into one of the swords of his Warriors.  She backed away slowly, and let Marcus deal with his crazed General.
 
   From the corner of her eye, she saw that Balthazar had defeated Demyan, who was panting on the ground with numerous sword wounds.  Rowan had stepped forward to fight Balthazar, but he was taking his time testing Balthazar’s reflexes with small strikes.
 
   Anjali looked to High Commander Orrin, who was approaching Marcus and Tabbris’ standoff.  Orrin was speaking calmly to the pair, trying to get them to lower their swords.
 
   She looked past Orrin and noticed that the sky was starting to brighten.  Dawn was approaching and soon the mortals would see the mess the revenants had made of their mall.  They had to leave soon if they wanted to avoid being seen.  She needed to get Lucifer back to Hell until the Council could be reached.  Tabbris wouldn’t be stupid enough to attack them on their home turf.
 
   “Balthazar, stop playing with Rowan and get Lucifer back to Hell,” she yelled over her shoulder.
 
   Instead of looking back and seeing Balthazar’s buzz cut, she saw a dark-haired Warrior appear next to her.  His blue eyes were aggressive and the strain on his face worried her.  She saw a glint of moonlight reflected against metal, but she never felt the sting of his sword aimed at her back.  Before she could blink, she saw Calin fall to the ground behind her.
 
   Time stood still while she tried to understand what had happened.  A brazen warrior had tried to sneak up on her, intending to stab her through the back, but Calin had been faster than the Warrior’s blade.
 
   The blood blossoming from Calin’s chest confused her at first.  Her brave Calin seemed impervious to injury, yet he was lying at her feet grimacing in pain.  A buzzing noise filled her head, though she had no idea where it was coming from.  It took her a full thirty seconds to realize that it was her voice, screaming in agony.
 
   Dropping to her knees, she took Calin into her arms.  Her hands were shaking too hard to inspect the wound.
 
   Before she could form a coherent thought, Derick appeared at her side.  He inspected Calin’s wounds and relayed the information to her.  He had been stabbed through the right side of his chest.  From Derick’s expression, she could tell it was a fatal wound.
 
   Derick removed Calin’s jacket to gain access to the wound.  Derick took off his shirt and balled it up.  He pressed it against Calin’s side to slow the bleeding.  He wanted to give Anjali a little more time with Calin.  He gently placed Calin’s jacket under his head, trying to make him comfortable.
 
   “Why?” Anjali asked Calin.  Her voice was hollow as she looked into his pale green eyes.  She pressed her hands against his chest, and tried to put pressure on the tourniquet even though she knew it useless.
 
   “I couldn’t let them hurt you,” Calin whispered.  He looked at her and smiled, despite the pain.  He was glad that he had saved her.  He had seen the despicable Warrior cautiously moving around her through the crowd.  He saw the look of determination in the Warrior’s eyes and understood what he was planning.  As much as he wanted to shoot the lowlife scumbag, he honored Anjali’s orders.  It would have caused a fight if he had fired upon the camo-clad angel.  He wasn’t fast enough to engage the Warrior in battle or push Anjali out of the way.  His only option was to take the hit and pray that the Warrior was going for a disabling hit and not a killing blow.
 
   Pain filled his chest and his right lung was useless.  Breathing was impossible, but he forced air into his body so that he could look at Anjali for as long as possible.  He refused to move on until he memorized every fleck of color in her bright blue eyes.
 
   Though he was losing feeling in his fingers, he tried to hold her hand.  He was mad that it had taken so long to find her.  Life would have been so much better if he had met her even a month, two months ago.  Wrapped in her arms, he didn’t feel lonely anymore.  He hated the thought of leaving her to mourn his loss.  He didn’t want to go.
 
   “I wish I could keep you, but I’m not allowed,” she said as her tears blurred his handsome face.  “I’m sorry for all the things I said.  I did need help.  I needed you; I just didn’t understand how much I needed you.  You belong to me and I love you.  I’m sorry that I brought you here.  When we first met, you told me to go home to where it’s safe.  I should have said the same to you.  I should have sent you far away from here.  You weren’t meant to be tangled up in my world.”
 
   “Home is where you are.  You’re the only one who has cared about me in a really long time.  I don’t want to leave,” he whispered as he choked up.
 
   “You aren’t allowed to leave me,” she whispered.
 
   Seeing her strong battle-worn soldier close to tears broke her heart.  His life wasn’t supposed to end like this.  Grief and anger suddenly overwhelmed her and she gasped for air.  If Tabbris hadn’t been deranged enough to challenge her, this would have never happened.
 
   She looked up, searching for Tabbris.  She was going to remove more than his head for this.  Instead of locating Tabbris, she locked eyes on the Warrior who had been stupid enough to sneak up on her.  She had heard someone call him Senior Swordsman Edric.
 
   Edric stood strong and tall next to Captain Pythos, who was scolding him.  Edric didn’t appear contrite for his actions.  He almost seemed smug.  She didn’t care that his superior was reprimanding him, she only cared that Calin was dying in her arms and there was nothing she could do about it.
 
   Through Derick’s eyes, she could see that the remaining Warriors standing around her suddenly back away.  They looked worried and even scared, though she couldn’t understand why.  Even Tabbris and Marcus had stopped their arguing to watch her fuss over Calin.
 
   Balthazar stood his ground in front of Lucifer, but she could see the anger radiating from his body.  She vaguely wondered if the Warriors were afraid of Balthazar attacking them in his grief.  Let them fear Vengeance and understand the huge mistake they had made in harming Vengeance’s pupil.
 
   “Lady Black, you need to calm down,” said a voice to her right.  She wasn’t sure if it was Orrin or Marcus since she refused to look away from Edric.
 
   “My lady, please, you need to control yourself.”  This time she knew it was Marcus speaking to her, though she ignored him.
 
   Derick’s voice infiltrated her rage-filled mind.  Anjali, your eyes are black and your hair is floating.  You’re scaring the Warriors.  I’m afraid they are going to attack if you don’t get your power under control.  Please, I know you love Calin, but they will kill us all if they think you are preparing to unleash your wrath.  Derick pleaded with her to calm herself.  He showed her an image of what she looked like.  Even Derick was afraid of her, which made her realize how bad things were.
 
   Clenching her fists, she took a deep breath.  She had to find an outlet for her rage before she destroyed everyone surrounding her.
 
   “I suggest you get Edric out of my sight, Lord Commander.  I wish to say good-bye to my lover without seeing his murderer,” she replied in a low cold voice.
 
   Marcus understood her meaning and quickly ordered Orrin to take Edric into custody and give her some space.
 
   Unfortunately, Tabbris didn’t heed her warning and boldly stepped up to her.  “That boy was threatening my Warriors, what did you expect would happen?  You were ordered to stand down and hand over Lucifer.  You refused.  I’m charging you with treason, Anjali.”
 
   Anjali was grateful that Tabbris had made himself a target for her anger.  “You can try to charge me, but I don’t think you will like the outcome,” she said, devoid of emotion.  She would leave Tabbris and Edric in pools of their own blood if they tried to touch her.
 
   Derick put his hands on her arm before she could let go of Calin’s hand and hunt Tabbris.  “Please don’t do this.  Calin needs you.  Tabbris can wait,” he pleaded.
 
   She debated how best to quell her misery, but the choice was made for her.
 
   “Anjali,” a familiar voice cut through the darkness swirling inside her mind as she pictured Tabbris dead on the pavement.
 
   She didn’t have to see his face to know who it was.  She would know his voice anywhere.  Gabriel.
 
   “Father,” she sighed.  Standing a few paces behind Tabbris were Gabriel and Michael.
 
   Tabbris immediately turned away from Anjali and knelt before Michael.  Tabbris would undoubtedly snitch on them to Michael, but it didn’t matter.  Lucifer was subdued and she had a dying mortal in her arms.  Tabbris could say what he wanted.  She knew the Council would side with her once they saw a calm Lucifer and heard Lord Commander Marcus’ testimony of Tabbris’ meltdown.  She was just relieved to know that Gabriel was there.
 
   She smiled when she saw Gabriel, but her smile faded.  Though Calin was on the verge of death, her Father wasn’t allowed to help save him.  She had been forbidden to create any more Nachtghuls.  Gabriel’s word wouldn’t be enough to overrule the Council’s decree.
 
   Gabriel strode over to her, but stopped when he saw Calin on the ground bleeding in her arms.  “I was going to ask why you summoned me, but now I see why.  What happened?”  He quickly kissed his daughter’s forehead and knelt next to Derick.
 
   “I stopped Lucifer by destroying the Syankas, but Tabbris didn’t care.  He charged Lucifer as a Rogue and ordered Marcus to kill him.  I stopped Marcus and ordered Balthazar to protect Lucifer.  Tabbris turned on me too.  He ordered his Warriors to attack us.  Calin jumped in front of Edric’s sword.  Calin saved me, Father,” Anjali explained.  Tears streamed down her face as she allowed her anger to turn into agony.
 
   Gabriel listened patiently as he carefully assessed Calin’s chest wounds.
 
   “There has to be something we can do,” Derick said quietly.
 
   Gabriel slowly shook his head.  “I’m afraid there is nothing to be done for Calin, but you have recourse against the one responsible for this.  You can make a request to Lord Michael that Edric be charged with killing an innocent mortal.  As long as Calin didn’t attack any angels or kill anyone, he will be considered innocent, even if defending you.”
 
   Anjali shook her head.  “Right now I could care less about Edric.  I want Calin to live, Father.”
 
   Gabriel smiled proudly at his daughter.  She had refused to enact revenge against an enemy.  She had come a long way since the first time she had visited the Mortal Realm and tried to end the world.
 
   “I’m sorry, my dear,” he whispered.  He took her hand and tried to comfort her.  He hated denying his daughter anything, but he had no choice.
 
   “What is the meaning of this?  Balthazar, stand down or I will kill you myself,” Michael bellowed somewhere nearby.
 
   “Tell your angels to leave Lucifer alone and Balthazar will stand down,” Anjali snapped, though she refused to look at Michael.
 
   Michael was shocked to hear Anjali speaking for Balthazar.  She must have finally joined with him.
 
   “Lucifer needs to answer for his crimes.  He created a revenant army and tried to end the world.  I will not allow him to return to Hell unless it’s in chains,” he sneered.
 
   “Open your eyes, Lord Michael.  He didn’t release the first Syanka from its tomb since he didn’t know where it was.  Balthazar released the other Syankas because he was possessed by one.  The Syanka inside of Balthazar jumped bodies once Alazar captured Balthazar.  It ran to the very person it wanted in the first place, Lucifer.  It merged with him and Lucifer stabbed Hades and snapped my neck.  The true Lucifer would never do that.  He may hate Hades at times, but he would never harm me.  Once I stripped Lucifer of his evil and killed the Syankas, Lucifer became docile and complacent.  Look at him, he hasn’t flipped off your angels or called them names.  He even knelt before Marcus, prepared to lose his head.  If that isn’t proof enough that he isn’t in his right mind, I don’t know what is,” she sighed.  She wanted nothing more than to take Calin away from here and comfort him in his final moments.
 
   Michael was taken aback by her bold statement.  He looked to Lucifer, who was sitting quietly behind Balthazar.  His body was a mass of bruises and cuts, but he did appear docile.  His dark hair was lighter and his typical black eyes were closer to a medium blue.  The fact that he was allowing Balthazar to protect him was surprising enough.  Lucifer normally would have tried to intimidate his angels; instead, he sat there waiting for some kind of decision or order.  He noted that Lucifer hadn’t said a word to him, which was unsettling.  He was used to the barrage of swears from the devil.  It was a strange day when the devil was quiet, while his own General was on the verge of losing his composure.  Something was definitely wrong. 
 
   Looking down at the boy in Anjali’s arms, he tried to figure out why the Destroyer was more concerned about a dying mortal than General Tabbris who was still demanding Lucifer’s head.  It was uncharacteristic of her to back down from a fight.  He had expected her to defend her actions at the very least.  Instead, she was crying.
 
   “What happened here?” Michael asked, pointing to the boy.
 
   Anjali snickered.  “This is the result of leaving Tabbris in charge of things, Lord Michael.  During his tirade, he demanded Lucifer’s head and decided to make an enemy of out of me as well, even though I’m the one who stopped a Syanka-possessed Lucifer.  He claimed that it was a trick and I was working with Lucifer.  Tabbris ordered that I be chained and that I lose my head along with Lucifer,” she said holding up the dangling Celestial Bond.  “He ordered his Warriors to advance on us.  Some of them fought Balthazar and lost.  I tossed Rowan, who tried to chain me.  Your Senior Swordsman Edric snuck up on me and tried to stab me in the back.  Truly noble of him, you must admit,” she sneered.  “This man saved me and now he is dying.  Edric is responsible for the impending death of an innocent mortal.  If you want to take someone’s head, I suggest you start with Edric’s,” Anjali replied, though she was unable to contain her tears.
 
   “We are not in the business of killing innocent mortals, Lady Black.  I’m told that he was fighting against my men,” Michael said cautiously.  He kept his hand on his sword and was careful to keep his distance in case Anjali lashed out at him.
 
   “I told him not to harm any of your men.  He could have shot them, and probably killed them given his skill level, but he never fired.  Go check your Warriors.  None of them have bullet holes in them,” she hissed.  “I had everything under control until Tabbris demanded that Lord Marcus take Lucifer’s head without a trial.”
 
   “My men don’t follow orders from the Destroyer,” Michael sniffed, though he wondered why Tabbris would overstep his authority and demand that Lucifer be killed.
 
   “Then your Warriors are stupid.  They could clearly see what was happening.  Good soldiers should know who their enemy is, regardless of their orders.  Only Lord Command Marcus had the presence of mind to question Tabbris.  He saved me from Tabbris’ blade while High Commander Orrin tried to keep them from killing each other.  This man in my arms is dying because the rest of your Warriors lack the intelligence and the strength to question a bad order, Tabbris’ order,” she sneered.  She put her hand on Calin’s face, wishing that she could take his pain away.
 
   Michael hung his head and sighed.  He had no idea how he was going to sort out this mess.  Hell would claim that Heaven overstepped their bounds while Heaven would argue that they were well within their right to control the situation.  He’d had the same fight with Lucifer and Hades time and again.  Anjali had apparently learned much from her Master.  The only way to defuse her was to distract her anger until he could sort out the details from his Warriors.
 
   Michael knelt down next to Calin.  “How do you know this mortal?  Why would he sacrifice himself to save you?” Michael asked.  He seemed genuinely curious.
 
   She smiled down at Calin who refused to take his eyes off her face.  “He’s like Derick.  I’ve known him for centuries when I lived as a mortal.  Though he didn’t remember me from our previous lives, he risked his life to fight the revenants.  He saved me because he remembered his love for me.  He belongs to me,” she smiled at Calin and leaned down to kiss him.  She didn’t care what Michael thought of her actions.
 
   Michael looked to Gabriel.  “You know this boy?  Is he one of the souls that you kept hidden in Purgatory?”
 
   “Yes.  I know the boy.  He has always fought to be at her side.  He is strong and brave, but I’m afraid that he fell victim to the influence of Vengeance.”  Gabriel hated admitting Calin’s weakness, but he saw no point in lying to Michael since the boy was dying.
 
   “Calin fought Balthazar’s influence when the Syanka was in control of Balthazar.  Calin refused to kill in the name of vengeance.  He redeemed himself and made amends,” she said as she pushed the hair from Calin’s forehead.
 
   Michael stared into Calin’s eyes.  “I’m sorry that Edric harmed him.  I’m sure that it was an accident.  Know that he will stand before me and explain his actions.”
 
   Michael stood, about to move on to other business, but Balthazar stepped forward.
 
   “Lord Michael, please, I’m told that my Master can’t make any more Nachtghuls, but you must make an exception.  This boy is one of the best mortals I have ever met.  Yes, he followed me on my path of vengeance, but he never succumbed to the darkness of it.  Everywhere he went, he helped mortals unable to protect themselves.  He saved countless women from terrible monsters.  Though he pursued the evil soul that killed his sister, he was never so consumed that he couldn’t see beyond his own pain.  No matter how hard I pushed him, I couldn’t break him.  He has never taken a mortal life.  Now, he sacrificed himself to save her.  A temptee of Vengeance would never do that,” Balthazar explained.  He owed Calin for all the good deeds he had done, despite his best efforts to push him toward the path of evil.
 
   Michael considered Balthazar’s plea, knowing that Anjali could easily call for Edric’s head.  Their rules were very strict when it came to killing innocent mortals.  If he allowed Anjali another Nachtghul, it might sway her from demanding Edric’s life.
 
   “You would need at least three Council Members to agree.  While I can see the goodness in the boy, my vote is not enough.  Even if Gabriel agreed, which seems unlikely since the boy was tempted by you, she still needs a third vote,” he said diplomatically, though he wished the circumstances were different and he could grant the request.
 
   Balthazar paced back and forth.  He had to do something to save Calin.  He owed it to his Master.  He had grown fond of Calin over the years.  Truth be told, Calin was his only friend.
 
   Raising his head to the heavens, Balthazar called for someone who used to stand by his side, no matter what.  “Adrian, I summon you.”
 
   Michael was stunned by Balthazar’s brashness, but hoped that he was able to sway Adrian to avoid complications with Edric.  He didn’t want to see one of his Warriors punished in Hell.  Anjali would find a way to cause him untold agony.
 
   Adrian appeared after a few moments.  He looked to Gabriel and Michael, waiting for an explanation.
 
   Balthazar smiled when he saw his old friend.  “You came.  I didn’t think you would come.”
 
   Adrian looked to Balthazar, but didn’t smile.  He squared his shoulders, but remained passive.  “Why did you summon me, Balthazar?”
 
   “You believe in fairness, you always have.  Do you think it is fair that two people who truly love each other should have to be separated because of a mistake?  Do you think they should suffer needlessly when they don’t have to?  You used to talk to me about how loving someone meant sacrificing part of yourself to help them achieve their goals.  If their goal is keep each other safe, they surely can’t do it while separated,” Balthazar replied.
 
   Adrian sighed.  “I don’t know what all of this about, but I was speaking about our love of Father.  We want to serve Him, love Him, and protect Him.  I told you that you couldn’t do that by becoming a Predznak.  Predznak are the opposite of angels in every way.  Angels spread Father’s love and inspire the mortals to do good.  Predznak spread evil and force the mortals to choose a path.  They push the mortals to commit sins, even when the mortal has never considered committing that sin.  They are the worst of Father’s creations,” he said with disdain.
 
   “That’s where you’re wrong, Adrian.  Some mortals refuse to commit acts of evil, even when a Predznak personally trains them to become a murderer.  Here lies such a man.  This man was trained by me since he was a teenager.  I have never given such attention to any temptee as I gave to him.  He was to be my best weapon against my Master, if I failed to kill her.  He refused to kill in the name of vengeance.  Now he has been given a fatal blow by a Celestial Warrior, a Heavenly Angel.  Should he die by the hands of a good angel, when he couldn’t be destroyed by a Predznak?  Is that fair?  He refused to follow the path of vengeance and now he will die because he protected the woman he loves.  He can be saved, but he needs your vote to make him a Nachtghul.  Michael has given his consent, proof that he knows that his Warrior was in the wrong,” Balthazar said passionately.  He couldn’t let Calin die.
 
   Adrian was surprised by Balthazar’s assessment of the situation.  The fact that Michael had given his vote spoke volumes.  It was common knowledge that Michael disliked the Destroyer.  Looking into the eyes of Lady Black, he saw her pain.  He wasn’t bothered by her having another servant, but he worried that the Council would realize that he had always voted in favor of Anjali and would discredit his votes in respect to her, as they often did to Gabriel.  He agreed that the boy deserved better than to be slain by a Celestial Warrior, but he had to be careful about how he stated his opinions.
 
   “Our rules against harming an innocent mortal are very clear.  Recompense must be made, if possible.  If all that you say is true, then I give my approval to Lady Black to make this boy her Nachtghul.  I must remind you that the mortal has to agree to lifelong servitude,” Adrian said matter-of-factly, hoping that he sounded indifferent and impartial.  The Council didn’t need to remember his friendship with Anjali.  Thankfully, she didn’t remember either.  It made it easier for him to seem apathetic to her requests.
 
   Anjali’s heart nearly stopped.  Adrian had just given her a wonderful gift.  All she had to do was convince Gabriel.
 
   “Thank you Lord Adrian, Lord Michael,” she smiled.  “Father, what is your vote?” she asked quietly, hoping that he didn’t deny her request.
 
   Gabriel sighed and hung his head.  “I have failed Calin so many times.  I was angry when I found out that Balthazar had tempted him.  I blamed myself because I hadn’t comforted Calin enough after his sister died.  I tried to teach him about forgiveness, but my lessons were lost on him because his parents began to hate him.  I should have been there for him, regardless of Balthazar’s influence.  I just couldn’t watch him be destroyed by the pursuit of revenge.  I shouldn’t have walked away.  Calin deserved better.  I know he would have found a way to keep his sister safe had he known of the dangers,” Gabriel said passionately.  He regretted how things had turned out.  “Calin, I’m so sorry for what I have done.  You have proven your loyalty to my daughter on more occasions that I can count.  You are worthy to be with her, though I wish the circumstances were different.”
 
   Calin was becoming lightheaded, but he understood what Gabriel was saying to him.  He wished he had listened to Brian...Gabriel.  “I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you,” Calin gasped.
 
   Anjali couldn’t move Calin without further injuring him, so she had to perform the ritual in the parking lot.  “Lord Michael, do we have a truce until we can sort this out?”
 
                 Michael narrowed his eyes and tightened his jaw.  He nodded curtly and walked away calling for Marcus and Orrin.
 
   “Balthazar, I need a dagger, hurry,” she said as she carefully put Calin down on the cold pavement.  She moved to face him so that she could prepare for the ritual to save Calin’s life.
 
   Balthazar was at her side in an instant handing her a dagger from his pants pocket.  He left Lucifer, who looked too tired to care what she was going.
 
   Kneeling down, he kissed Calin’s forehead and stared into his pale green eyes.  “Do you want to stay with me?” she whispered.
 
   “You already know the answer.  I refuse to leave you.  I don’t care what I have to do.  You are the only thing in my life that makes sense,” he said, working for each precious breath.  He didn’t know what was involved in staying with her, but he would fight Lucifer himself to be with her.
 
   “You have to die to become my Nachtghul, do you understand that?  I have to bind your soul to me, for eternity.  There is no going back.  You cannot live as a mortal.  You will be stuck with me forever.  You and Derick will be tied to each other as well.  You will know everything about the other.  You will have no more secrets.  If something happens to Derick, or me, you will feel it.  As soon as I bind you to me, Derick and I will feel your pain,” she explained quickly.
 
   “I don’t want to hurt you,” he said, swallowing hard, trying to breathe through the pain.
 
   “As your Master, it’s my place to take your pain away.  I am meant to protect you,” she smiled and brushed the sweat-covered hair from his forehead.
 
   “As long as I get to protect you in return,” he said as a smile fluttered around the edge of his beautiful lips.
 
   “You have always protected me and I thank you for that,” she smiled.  “Do you understand that I will be your Master and you will have to do what I say?  Do you really want to live in Hell with me?” she asked quietly.  She searched his face for fear or worry.
 
   Calin grabbed her hand and held on as tightly as he could.  “I want to be with you, regardless of where you go.  I would follow you anyway.  I can’t lose you just when I found you,” he said with tears in his eyes.
 
   “I love you, Calin,” she whispered.
 
   She felt him tighten the grip on her hand, just before it went limp.  Calin closed his eyes and coughed violently from the blood bubbling through his punctured lung.
 
   Anjali spoke faster seeing that Calin was close to death.  “Derick, do you agree to this?  You and Calin will be linked forever,” she asked quickly.  She needed Derick to consent to having his life changed again.  It wasn’t just about making Calin hers; it was about joining all of them together.
 
   “I know you can’t lose him, my lady.  I’ll find a way to live with him,” Derick winked.  You have to do this.
 
   The crowd that had gathered around her dissipated as Gabriel motioned for them to give Anjali room to work.
 
   Anjali cut her palm and pressed it into Calin’s chest to merge their blood, signaling the start of the ritual.  “Calin, do you agree to be my servant, my Nachtghul?” she asked loudly.
 
   Calin’s eyes fluttered, but he didn’t speak.
 
   “Calin, love, I need your verbal affirmation.  You have to agree to this if you want me to save you,” she said frantically, afraid that she was too late.
 
   He wheezed, but didn’t speak.
 
   Balthazar leaned closer to him.  “Calin!  You have to fight through the pain.  You are the toughest son of a bitch that I know.  You can’t give up now.  Fight for what you want, for what you deserve!” he yelled.
 
   Calin’s eyes fluttered open briefly.  He swallowed harshly.  “Yes,” he hissed with his last breath.
 
   “Calin McCrea, you have consented to be my servant.  Swear to me your loyalty and I will grant you immortality.  Blood of my blood, soul of my soul, you shall carry out my will henceforth.  You are bound to me and together we are one,” she called to the Heavens.
 
   Anjali’s hands were shaking.  She grabbed Balthazar’s hand to ground her as she wiggled off her ring, the only thing holding her power in check.  It fell into Derick’s palm and the unbridled force that resided inside of her crashed through the surface of her skin.  It took all her strength to guide it down into Calin’s cold body.  Her power surged through him and his body jerked.
 
   Her power filled his pain-ridden body, searching for his soul.  Fearing that his soul had already left his body, she ignored the agony flooding her senses and filled every corner and crevasse of his body until she felt a small flicker of life near his heart.  Calin was holding on, though barely.  She was happy when she surrounded every last part of his soul, protecting it from death.
 
   Tightening her hold on Balthazar, she braced herself for the next part.  Reining in her power, she plucked Calin’s soul from his body and pulled it inside of her.  For a moment, she was dizzy and disoriented.  She felt Derick sway next to her.  Her body felt crowded and too full.  She held on to Calin and embraced him.  Calin’s soul suddenly gained strength from her and turned a dazzling ball of light.
 
   Feeling that Calin’s heart had already stopped, she held on to a piece of his soul and slammed the rest of the ball of light back into Calin’s chest, causing his body to shudder and tremble.  His eyes flew open and he wildly sucked in the precious air.
 
   She withdrew all but one speck of her power and waited for Derick to return her ring to her finger.
 
   Calin’s pain was easier to deal with than Derick’s had been.  Derick had been shattered into a million pieces from his fall off the tower.  Her chest burned in the same place where Calin had been stabbed, but she’d felt worse done to her own body in the last few days.
 
   Derick grimaced and held his chest, but didn’t say anything.
 
   Calin sat up and took a series of deep breaths.  “Holy shit!” he breathed out.  He couldn’t believe that the pain was gone even though his chest still had a gaping hole in it, though it looked smaller than before.  He had never so happy to see the sun rising over the horizon.
 
   Anjali and Derick both closed their eyes when Calin sat up.  They could both see through Calin’s eyes, but they were more prepared than when Derick had become a Nachtghul.  Anjali closed off her thoughts to both of her men and focused seeing through her own eyes.  She didn’t need to lose control of her senses when Calin needed her.
 
   Calin was confused at first.  He could hear someone else talking in his head.  It took a second to realize that it was Derick’s voice inside his head.  He was thinking about the pain he was in, how sad Anjali had looked, and how angry he was with Edric.
 
   Suddenly he saw the most beautiful face he’d ever seen, even though he was still watching the sunrise.  Derick was staring at Anjali.  If Derick only stared at Anjali for the rest of his life, he could live with him inside his head.
 
   “Calin,” she whispered.  She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him.
 
   “Anjali,” he murmured against her lips.  “Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m better now that you’re alive,” she laughed.  “It will take a little time for you and Derick to become accustomed to seeing and hearing each other’s thoughts, but Derick is a valuable ally for you to have, despite your earlier reservations about him.”
 
   Calin breathed deeply, still trying to cope with his collapsed lung.  “We’ll figure something out.  I may have to teach him how to shoot, but we’ll work it out,” he smirked.  “How am I still breathing with a hole in my chest?”
 
   “Welcome to immortality,” Derick chucked next to him.  “You got off easy with a hole in your chest, buddy.  I was crushed from a fall from a tower.”
 
                 Calin raised his eyebrow at Derick.  “You have a weird habit of falling off of things, don’t you?  We’ll have to work on that too,” Calin smirked, trying to figure out how he was looking at Derick and seeing himself at the same time.  It was definitely going to take some getting used to.
 
   “You have no idea,” Derick laughed.
 
   Anjali gritted her teeth and stood.  She need to figure out if she and Lucifer were still in danger of imprisonment since she doubted that Michael would offer her a Nachtghul and then kill her, though it wasn’t beneath him.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 23
 
    
 
   Anjali looked around at the devastation in the morning light.  The mall had been reduced to rubble except for the larger chain stores at the outer edges of the mall.  The bodies of the mortals who hadn’t risen from the dead had been removed from the debris by the Warriors.  She assumed they had been buried further away.  The revenants were gone as well, though she didn’t care to know their fate.  There was a strong possibility that the mortals would find the remains of any revenants who had escaped into the city, though they wouldn’t understand why they weren’t lying peacefully in a cemetery or a morgue.
 
   The Celestial Warriors had thinned out, though Michael’s top angels were still present, including Marcus and Orrin.  They were standing between her and the Council.  It seemed like they were there to run interference if she or Balthazar decided to start trouble.
 
   Lucifer was in his original spot where Major Demyan was guarding him.  Lucifer looked sickly and exhausted.  What she wouldn’t give for the raging lunatic who would tell the Council to shove their ruling up their asses.  She was afraid to speak to him in the event that the Warriors decided she was colluding with the enemy.
 
   Gabriel, Michael, and Adrian were gathered together debating the night’s events.  She was grateful that they hadn’t called in Raphael.  It was a good sign, or so she hoped.  It was possible that Michael was embarrassed by Tabbris’ behavior and only wanted to involve the Council Members who were willing to make all of this go away.  Raphael would order a full inquisition.
 
   She left Calin with Derick as Balthazar helped Calin to his feet.  She slowly approached the Council, keeping a watchful eye on Marcus and Orrin.  Marcus had saved her, but things could be very different with Michael present.
 
   “Father,” she said tentatively.
 
   The three Council Members turned and composed themselves.
 
   “How is Calin, my dear?” Gabriel asked as he tried to look around her to assess Calin’s condition.
 
   “He’s healing.  Thank you for helping me, all of you,” she nodded to all three Council Members.
 
   Michael stepped forward quickly.  He looked like he was about to yell, but took a deep breath and relaxed his shoulders.  “I have spoken to Edric and he has made it clear that he wasn’t trying to harm the mortal.  He regrets his actions,” Michael said calmly.
 
   She suppressed a laugh, knowing it wasn’t true.  She had seen Edric’s face.  He hadn’t looked sorry about anything, but she didn’t want to anger Michael.  “Thank you for letting me know.”
 
   Adrian looked to Michael, but addressed Anjali.  “We have discussed the incident with General Tabbris and the other Celestial Warriors.  It’s clear that you destroyed the Syankas.  We are grateful for your assistance with the revenants and with Lord Lucifer.  After speaking with Lord Lucifer, we can see that he is not himself.  In fact, he has been very truthful about everything.  He has apologized for his part in the ordeal and regrets harming anyone,” Adrian said as if he was still stunned by Lucifer’s admission.
 
   Anjali nodded.  “Yes, I find that Lord Lucifer is very truthful when his darkness has been stripped away,” she replied, hoping that a remorseful Lucifer would help their case.
 
   Michael cleared his throat and looked at the ground.  “I’m not exactly sure how things got out of hand after you destroyed the Syankas, but General Tabbris was out of line to demand Lord Lucifer’s head.  He will be dealt with accordingly,” he muttered, clearly embarrassed by the incident.
 
   “I will express the Council’s apologizes to Lord Lucifer,” she said politely.  She desperately wanted to ask if Tabbris would be spending any time in the Realms of Torture for his flagrant disregard of Michael’s orders, but figured it was best to let Michael retain some of his dignity.  The Council might very well punish Michael for leaving Tabbris without a babysitter.
 
   “My lady, you have been cleared of your death sentence, and though you did attack First Lieutenant Rowan when he was ordered to take you into custody and Lord Commander Marcus when he was ordered to take Lord Lucifer’s head,” Gabriel said quietly.
 
   “In my defense, I did apologize to Lord Commander Marcus before I pushed him away.  I didn’t think he would harm Lord Lucifer, but he seemed at odds with the General’s orders.  I thought it best to relocate him,” she stated.  “As far as 1st Lieutenant Rowan is concerned, I don’t consider pushing him away a form of attack.  I could have set him on fire and I didn’t.  I apologize for his bruised ego, but I wasn’t about to let Tabbris take away my freedom when I didn’t do anything wrong.”
 
   Michael again refrained from saying something.  Instead, he nodded slightly.
 
   Adrian cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably.  “Lord Michael wished that you be punished for attacking his Warriors, but the Council feels that it isn’t necessary due to General Tabbris’ uncharacteristic behavior.  You and Lord Lucifer are free to go, though we would like to inquire about Lord Hades’ health.  You mentioned that he was injured when the Syanka possessed Lord Lucifer.  We would like to know who is in charge of Hell if he has been injured,” Adrian asked.  She could see the concern on his face.
 
   “Lord Hades was healing when I left Hell.  There was a disagreement between Malcolm and Azazel, so I was forced to leave Alazar in charge.  He is holding the Thrones of Hell until we can return,” she said, holding her breath.  It was within her right to appoint someone to defend the thrones, but she knew Michael would have a problem with it being Alazar.
 
   Michael looked like he was about to pop a vein in his head.  “Alazar is in charge?” he hissed.
 
   “He has been ordered not to execute anyone while I’m away.  I have confidence in him, Lord Michael.  He has changed since you last saw him.  He is loyal to me and I am loyal to Heaven and Hell.  There is nothing to fear, I assure you,” she said with as much confidence as she could muster.  She was worried more about usurpers than Alazar getting out of hand.  Azazel had crossed the line when he incapacitated Malcolm and still needed to be dealt with.
 
   Michael seemed dissatisfied with her answer, but Gabriel spoke before Michael could argue.  “It’s best that you return to Hell and make your presence known.  Please keep us updated on Lord Hades’ condition,” he smiled, giving her a reason to leave.
 
   “I will, Father.  Thank you, my lords,” Anjali bowed and held out her arm so that Michael could remove the Celestial Bond from her wrist.  She was still angry enough with Edric to embarrass Michael just a little bit.
 
   Michael begrudgingly removed the bond and she quickly went to Lucifer’s side, brushing past Demyan who sneered at her.  She had no idea what his problem was.
 
   Grabbing Lucifer’s arm, she opened her mind to Derick and asked that he and Balthazar bring Calin to her room to rest.  Once Balthazar, Derick, and Calin disappeared, she left with Lucifer and entered the Throne Room.
 
   She was eager to get Lucifer to his room to rest so that he could stop apologizing for everything.  She needed the devil back in his throne before she could truly relax.
 
   ∞
 
   “Did you try to kill him?  I thought we were supposed to keep him safe,” Alazar said when he saw Anjali enter the Throne Room practically dragging Lucifer.
 
   “I did keep him safe.  Help me get him to his room and I’ll explain,” she said, happy that Alazar could take some of Lucifer’s weight off her.  He was barely able to stand on his own and walking with him was difficult.
 
   Entering his room, they quickly helped him to his bed.
 
   Lucifer sighed when he saw his bed and was able to crawl into it.  His head was still swimming with the lies of the Syanka and the truth of what he had done.  Exhausted, he wanted nothing more than to curl up in bed with Anjali.  He was even too tired to care that she now had another servant.
 
   “Stay with me,” he yawned as he lay down on his black silk comforter.
 
   “I can’t stay.  I have a Hell to run,” she replied curtly.  After everything she had been through, she wanted to be far away from Lucifer.
 
   Alazar retreated to the bedroom door, sensing trouble, but refused to leave his Master.
 
   “What is wrong?” Lucifer asked briskly.  “Are you denying me because of your new Nachtghul?”  He knew there would come a point when they would take her away from him, and it terrified him.
 
   “No, Calin has nothing to do with this,” she snapped.  She was so angry she couldn’t look him in the eyes.
 
   “Then tell me what is wrong,” Lucifer pleaded.  He was relieved that Calin wasn’t the problem, but his chest grew cold when he thought about the thousand or so other reasons for her distance.
 
   “You are the problem,” she sighed.  “You don’t even know what you did, that’s why I’m mad.  You tried to force my submission.  I warned you never to do that.  I was never meant to serve you and your every whim.  We both know that.”
 
   Lucifer dropped his eyes to the ground.  “I was not myself.  I was not in control, you know that.”
 
   Anjali chuckled darkly.  “I’m not the Council.  You don’t get to use that excuse on me.  You weren’t possessed by some evil entity that you didn’t understand who was more powerful than you were.  You were consumed by your own darkness.  The Syanka came from you.  They are your own worst enemy and you allowed them to take over.  You could have tried to fight them, but instead you embraced them.  You allowed their darkness to consume you and you did the very thing that I feared.  You tried to command me to do your will.  By some miracle, I was able to resist you, but it wasn’t easy.  I fought with everything I had, yet you did nothing to help me.  The rational side of you, the side that swears it loves me, was nowhere to be seen.  Only the black-eyed devil stared at me, the same black-eyed devil that Maraquette walked away from.  At the first true test of love and loyalty, you tried to turn me into your puppet so that you could end the world.  How can I trust you now?  How can I believe that you won’t do the same given the next opportunity?  Believe me when I say that I am sorry for your plight and for the pain you have endured in Hell.  It’s the reason that I forgive you most days, but I am still furious that you used our blood bond against me.”
 
   Lucifer bit back his tears.  “I told you that your will was stronger than mine and that I would never be able to control you.  That is why I chose you to stand by my side.  No other person has been strong enough to fight me.  I knew you would succeed where I failed.”
 
   Anjali sighed.  “That still doesn’t make it right.  How can I be with someone who won’t fight for me?”
 
   Lucifer looked up, anger blazing in his eyes.  “I fight for you every day.  I protect you, even when you think I don’t.  I would die to keep you safe.  You are everything to me!”
 
   She saw the conviction on his face, but his words made her feel brittle.  “Saying doesn’t make it true.  You say that you would die to protect me, yet I didn’t see you falling on any swords when you were commanding me to kneel to you,” she whispered.  She turned and opened the door.  “I don’t want you to die to keep me safe.  I want you to live so that you can fight for me.  I want you to protect me the way I protect you.  I take your darkness away, but you leave me with nothing.”
 
   With that, she left Lucifer to his tears.
 
   Walking back up to the Throne Room, her bones ached and her head throbbed.  She knew Lucifer was selfish, but didn’t know how she could continue to defend him when he refused to fight for what he knew was right.  There would always be a part of Lucifer that got in the way of anyone ever truly loving him.
 
   “Now tell me what happened,” Alazar said impatiently.
 
   “I killed the Syankas, Balthazar pledged his allegiance to me, Tabbris wanted to kill me and Lucifer, and a Celestial Warrior by the name of Edric tried to sneak up on me, but Calin stopped him by putting his body between me and Edric’s sword,” she said quickly.
 
   Alazar stared at her.  “You’ve been busy.  I heard Lucifer call Calin your Nachtghul, but I had no idea that one of Michael’s own men would be the reason for it.  Michael must be pissed,” he said, shaking his head.
 
   “He seemed more embarrassed.  He was the first one to vote in favor of another Nachtghul.  Balthazar vouched for Calin, which surprised me.  Do me a favor and don’t tell anyone about Calin and Balthazar yet.  Hades will most likely want to kill Balthazar until I can calm him down.  I want Calin to adjust to life in Hell before he had to stand before Hades,” she sighed.
 
   “Agreed.  I’ll talk to Calin later and see if I can help with his transition.  I remember what Derick went through in the beginning,” he nodded.  “I’m going to have to make amends with Balthazar for a number of things.  I hope he doesn’t stab me again,” he frowned and unconsciously rubbed his chest where Balthazar had embedded his daggers.
 
   “Balthazar needs to learn the rules too, after he’s done punching you,” she winked.  “How is everything here?”
 
   Alazar grimaced as they entered the Hall of Mirrors.  He was concerned about what Balthazar would do to him.  “Strangely quiet since you left.  I’ve been kind of bored sitting here, which is a nice change of pace.  I don’t know the last time I actually relaxed,” he shrugged.  He had expected someone to at least challenge his authority, but was glad that they hadn’t since he’d been ordered not to kill anyone.
 
   “Good, I’m glad that you’ve had plenty of time to rest.  Do you mind holding down the throne a little longer?  I want to check on Calin and I don’t want to leave the thrones vacant with Hades and Lucifer injured,” she asked.
 
   Alazar stretched his neck and back.  “Okay, but don’t be too long.  The Skull Throne is lumpy and the metal heats up because of the fireplace, which probably adds to Lucifer’s raging hostility, but I can handle it for a few more hours,” he said.
 
   She placed her hand on his shoulder and smiled.  “Thank you.”
 
   ∞
 
   Calin tried to sit up in the bed, but was too dizzy and had to lie back down.  His chest was healing and the pain was mostly gone, but he had a hard time getting the hang of seeing through Derick’s eyes while having his own eyes open.
 
   Derick chuckled from the couch.  “The dizziness will pass in time.  You have to separate what you’re seeing from what I’m seeing,” Derick explained.  He was intentionally staring at the fireplace so that Calin could learn to split-screen his mind.  He’d done it so many times with Anjali that it was almost second nature to him.  Of course, he couldn’t see Anjali’s mind all the time, unlike Calin’s mind.  It would take some adjustment, but he would learn to live with Mr. Trigger Happy inside his head.
 
   “Who the hell is Mr. Trigger Happy?” Calin asked as he closed his eyes and tried to sort out his overcrowded brain.
 
   “You are.  Anjali nicknamed you that after you shot Beck in the street,” Derick laughed.  “Finally, there’s something that I’m better at than you.”  He was easily able to sort Calin’s thoughts from his own and took a secret pride in it.
 
   “I’ll get the hang of it,” Calin snipped.  He was annoyed that he was having trouble figuring out what he was seeing.  He felt helpless, which he hated.  It had been a long time since he’d been around people for any length of time.  He’d been alone with his own thoughts for so long it was strange hearing another voice in his head.  “Speaking of which, you seem to land yourself in a lot of trouble.  This Garret guy harasses you because he thinks you are an easy target.  I saw your thoughts.  He enjoys messing with you.  I can teach you how to defend yourself.”
 
   Derick closed his eyes and showed Calin a different image.  “I stared into Lucifer’s eyes once.  He was going to hand me my lungs.  He didn’t stop because I hit him or threatened him.  He stopped because I told him that I loved Anjali.  It made him curious about me.  That’s when he saw Anjali’s mark on my soul, before I became her servant.  He saw how powerful our love had been and he knew Anjali would be angry if he hurt me.  I survived not because I was stronger than he was or better with weapons.  I survived because of my love for her.  Alazar once told me that Anjali needs someone to ground her and keep her from falling victim to her anger.  My love for her and my compassion for people calms her down.  If it weren’t for those things, I don’t know what would have happened when you had a gun to my head.  I didn’t fight you.  I convinced you to let go of your pain.  That’s more important to me than kicking someone’s ass.  I don’t want to lose that side of me,” Derick explained.
 
   Calin rubbed the back of his head when he thought about how he nearly killed Derick to punish Anjali.  “You’re right.  I fought Balthazar’s control because of what you said to me.  You made me remember how much I loved her.  I wanted to fight for her, not against her.  Thank you for that,” he said.  He was grateful to Derick for his help.  “While I agree with being true to yourself, I still think you should know how to evade an enemy, just in case.  I’ll teach you defensive skills rather than offensive skills.”
 
   Derick drummed his fingers against his leg.  “Fine.  I don’t want to learn how to kill, but I wouldn’t mind learning how to avoid getting my ass kicked by someone who thinks he’s stronger than I am.  I should learn how to help load your guns.  I could be useful as your second set of eyes and ears.”
 
   Calin laughed when he thought about Derick accidentally shooting himself trying to help.  “Definitely.  I’ll teach you the basics so you don’t kill yourself with my weapons.”
 
   Balthazar laughed softly as he looked up from the coffee table he was carving.  He missed the camaraderie that he had once shared with his brothers.  Though he didn’t know Derick, he could see why his Master trusted him enough to make him her Nachtghul.
 
   “Well, it looks like you’ll never be alone again,” Balthazar said to Calin as he pointed to Derick.  “It’s time that you had a friend, Calin, someone you can rely on.  You’ve been on your own for too long, which is partly my fault.  Sadly, you’re the closest thing I have to a friend and an ally.”
 
   Calin nodded, knowing it was true.  Balthazar had been his only friend.
 
   Calin closed his eyes and tried to focus on the fireplace in Derick’s mind until he saw Anjali.  Opening his eyes, he saw Anjali looking at him, while seeing the back of her through Derick’s mind.  Maybe Derick could just stare at Anjali until the end of time.
 
   “Anjali,” Calin smiled, almost relieved to know that she was real and not a dream.  His head was still scrambled from everything that had happened.
 
   “How are you feeling?” she asked.
 
   “My chest is healing.  Derick said that I didn’t have to bother with stitches, which I’m happy about, but he said that it would weaken you when you eased my pain or speed up the healing process,” he said, concerned that he was putting her in danger.
 
   “I’m fine,” she said, not wanting him to know how tired she felt.  “I’m glad that you are healing.”
 
   Balthazar rose from the couch and stood by her side.  “My lady, I’m so sorry for everything I put you through,” he said.  He knelt in front of her and hung his head.
 
   She pulled his face up to look at her.  “I’m not mad, Balthazar.  I’m glad that I was able to destroy the Syanka inside of you before it could do any more damage.”  She pulled on his arm until he was standing.  “And you don’t have to kneel when no one else is around.”
 
   Tears filled his eyes.  “I should have accepted you as my Master in the woods.  I wanted to.  Every part of me screamed to run after you and pledge myself to you, but the Syanka took possession of me first.  The Forgotten Angels in the cave would still be alive and the other Syankas wouldn’t have been released if I had chosen you,” he said, his voice filled with regret.
 
   “They would have found someone else to do their bidding.  Their objective was to find a victim strong enough to open the cave and release the others.  The question is, why did only Delilah survive?” she asked carefully, not wanting to upset Balthazar.
 
   “The Syanka that possessed me had been imprisoned inside of Delilah.  It used her memories of me to form its plan.  It said that Delilah had been helpful.  It wanted her to tell her tale, but I have no idea what it meant,” Balthazar sighed.
 
   Anjali sighed.  “I feel like she was trying to tell me something before Tabbris stopped her from speaking.  She said “he came” and “I wronged him, but he came.”  I think she recognized you.  I think she believed you were there to save her.
 
   “The Syanka said that she had screamed for me to come and save her.  I wish I could have saved her,” Balthazar sniffled.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said, placing her hand on his cheek.
 
   Balthazar swallowed hard.  “The angel I knew died long ago.  Even if what Hades said was true about her feeling guilty for turning her back on me when I became a Predznak, she should have told me what she was going through.  I would have forgiven her.  Hell, it would have given me closure, too.  By the time I saw her again, it was too late.  She was twisted and evil.  She would have never told me how she felt.  Sadly, I was too angry to care.”
 
   “You can’t blame yourself.  Guilt has a way of destroying a person.  You need to deal with your pain and guilt over Delilah.  You were both young and naive.  You both made mistakes, but it’s time to learn from them and put them behind you,” she said sympathetically.
 
   “You’re right,” Balthazar nodded.  “I can’t let the past dictate who I am or who I want to be.  I have to find a way to accept that I made a mistake by not confronting Delilah before I left Heaven.  I wish that I could have spoken to her one last time in the cave.  Maybe it would have helped to ease her mind.”
 
   She put her hand on his shoulder to comfort him.
 
   “I’m glad that you finally accepted who you want to be and have agreed to be my Predznak.  I know it will take some time getting used to having a Master and living in Hell again, but I want to work with you, not against you.  I don’t want to be an overlord.  I want us to have a mutual respect for each other,” she smiled.
 
   He agreed.  “When I felt your power surround me and break through the Syanka’s hold, I knew that nothing could keep us apart.  I was wrong to fight you.  Your power was like a beacon, a ray of hope.  I knew I belonged by your side.  I’m sorry that it took me so long to understand that.  Thank you for saving me from the Syanka and from my misery,” he said as his voice broke at the end.
 
   She ran her hand over the scar on his eyebrow and cheek.  “No one will ever take you away from me,” she stated defiantly.
 
   Balthazar smiled.  He could see the conviction in her eyes.  “I won’t let anyone take you from me,” he replied quietly.
 
   She hugged him and kissed his forehead.  She laughed when she saw his face flush with embarrassment at the gesture.  “I didn’t mean to embarrass you,” she said, trying not to smile.
 
   Balthazar shook his head.  “No, I’m not embarrassed by the hug, but because of my stupidity.  After Delilah turned her back on me, I swore I would never trust a woman.  That was before Father told us that you were a female.  It didn’t bode well after what I had just experienced.  I decided right from the start not to trust you.  I resisted the urge to want you as my Master and made you my enemy before I even left Heaven.  It became easier to hate you when we believed that you had abandoned the Predznak.  I had never met you, yet you had hurt me too.  I was foolish to believe that I would be destroyed by a woman.  I’m embarrassed for thinking that I didn’t need you.  Just being close to you makes the loneliness subside.  I like the way it feels,” he said softly.
 
   “When Alazar joined with me, he said that he felt like he could face any challenge with me by his side.  I felt the same way.  I feel even stronger with you here.  I’m sorry that it took this long,” she sighed.
 
   “It was worth the wait,” he smiled.
 
   She smiled and nodded.  “I need you do something for me.”
 
   “Anything,” Balthazar replied without hesitation.
 
   “I need you to find Vaughn and the Fallen that accompanied him.  Jade said that they were being held in an abandoned grain processing plant.  Please bring them home,” she said.
 
   “I will find them,” Balthazar declared.
 
   “In the meantime, stay far away from Hades.  He’ll be even more unbearable than usual until he has fully recovered,” she frowned.  “I also want you to refrain from confronting Alazar.  I know the two of you have a lot to discuss, but I don’t need the two of you blowing up the Annex.”
 
   Balthazar grimaced and looked at the ground.  “As much as I would love to get even with Alazar for the hell he put me through, I’m as much to blame.  I allowed myself to be bullied by him.  I was never able to make him understand who I really was, though I admit that I’m glad that I learned how to fight.  It has saved me on more than one occasion.”
 
   Anjali smiled.  “Yes, it has.”  She pulled at the edges of Balthazar’s stained and torn red thermal shirt.  “Sorry I torched your coat, but I think you need to upgrade to something that doesn’t scream “bounty hunter” since you won’t be training any more mortals.  We do have a reputation to uphold,” she chuckled.
 
   Balthazar ground his teeth as he thought about his favorite coat.  “I guess I could find something that represents the Angel of Vengeance instead of Mike Turner.  I’ll work on it,” he shrugged.  “Maybe it’s time to grow my hair out too.  I’ll need to be more approachable if I’m not flashing a badge at people.”
 
   “Just so long as you don’t turn into a pansy,” Calin laughed.
 
   Balthazar flipped him off and laughed.
 
   “There is one more thing, Balthazar.  What the hell did you do to my coffee table?” she asked as he looked around his arm.  Her black coffee table had lines carved into the surface, which hadn’t been there earlier.  The legs had always been sculpted and ornate, but the top had been smooth.
 
   Balthazar put his hands into his jean pockets like a child who had been caught stealing candy from the treat jar.  “It was plain and boring, I was improving it.  It’s not done yet,” he said defensively.  “You’ve seen my room.  I carved every piece of furniture in there.  It helps to calm my mind.”
 
   “I see that I’m going to need more furniture,” she muttered.  “Fine.  Make sure it looks pretty but doesn’t resemble your next temptee,” she grimaced.
 
   “Yes, my lady.”  He strode out the door to the Hall of Mirrors.  He knew his life in Hell would be better this time around.
 
   Derick quietly got up and left Anjali to speak with Calin alone.
 
   “So this is your room,” Calin said, looking around the circular stone room.  It wasn’t exactly how he pictured her bedroom, but seeing her in her black dress, he realized that the room suited her.
 
   Anjali moved to sit next to Calin on the bed.  His shirt was gone and his tanned muscles bunched whenever he moved.  She was having a hard time concentrating on anything but his firm chest.
 
   “It is, though the bed is left over from my predecessor, who was insane,” she replied quickly when she thought about having Calin in her bed.  She quickly distracted herself by looking at her room.  “The coffee table, couches, bookshelves, end tables, vanity, and the fireplace mantel are my additions.  I wanted a reprieve from my crazy life.  Besides, I was a little homesick at the time.  I wanted it to be comfortable.”
 
   “I like it,” he said as his mouth curled into a half smile.  He touched her hand and played with her fingers just as he had when they were in the bathroom together.
 
   She couldn’t stop staring at him.  She was so relieved to see him moving and talking.  Watching him die on the pavement had been terrible.  She had never felt so helpless.
 
   Anjali thought back to the first time she met the mysterious man.  They had certainly come a long way from their encounter with Beck.  “I have a question.  In the body shop, you looked happy to see that I was alive, but then you suddenly looked mad.  Why?  Were you angry because I didn’t act like you were my hero and throw myself at you?” she snickered.
 
   Calin rubbed the back of his neck.  “I wasn’t mad because you didn’t throw yourself at me.  I saw the pain in your eyes and every part of me wanted to take it away.  I’d never felt that strongly for anyone before and it terrified me.  After the vampire attacked you, I swore that I wouldn’t leave you.  I knew you had lied about falling on a branch when you were lost in the woods, but honestly, I didn’t care.  I wanted to trust you even though I didn’t have a reason to.  When I was patching up your knife wound, which I assume Balthazar gave you, I weighed all the pros and cons of staying with you.  I couldn’t come up with another reason to leave other than avenging my sister.  Even that didn’t seem as important,” he pulled her against his body and kissed her.
 
   Anjali breathed in his scent and bit his lip.  She felt that she had to confess something to him.  “About the vampire, you didn’t have to go to such lengths to kill it.  It wouldn’t have hurt me.  I mean, it would have tried, but I’m immortal.  Their venom doesn’t do anything but sting a little,” she said abashedly.
 
   Calin blinked a few times and stared at her.  “Huh.  Well, damn, I’m really not your hero.  No wonder you weren’t scared, or surprised, or grateful for my assistance,” he said blankly.  So many things clicked into place.  All the times she had told him that she was tougher than she looked, and that she didn’t need his protection, she hadn’t been bragging.
 
   She quickly kissed him to lighten his mood.  “I’m glad you killed it so that it couldn’t harm anyone else.  I was interested in seeing how you disposed of it.  I’d never seen one before.  Hell doesn’t imprison vampires.  They are killed on sight,” she said, trying to convince him that he had done a good thing, even if it had been overkill.
 
   He nodded absently as recalled that night.  He was happy that he hadn’t hopped into his truck and ran away.
 
   “I’m sorry that I lied to you about everything.  I couldn’t have told you the truth, even if I wanted to.  You wouldn’t have believed me, though maybe you would have,” she chuckled.  “I wish I could have told you who I was,” she said, placing her hand on his cheek.
 
   Opening her mind to him, she showed him everything that happened in the last few days.  She showed him her fight with Balthazar in the woods and at the prison, after Jericho had hit her with the desk.  She gave him a glimpse of her conversation with Hades and Lucifer regarding the revenants and the Syankas.  She even showed him the cave with Forgotten Angels.  She wanted him to know everything.
 
   Calin ran his hands through her hair once the images in his head faded.  “Wow.  I’m sorry for everything you’ve been through.  I should have done more to help,” he said, rubbing her cheek with the back of his hand.  She lived a harsh existence.  Her life was worse than his life, which he didn’t think was possible.
 
   “Calin, you didn’t abandon me and continue in your pursuit of vengeance.  You cared about something other than your anger.  You helped both of us.  I’m happy that you had the courage to stay with me.  I was only worried about your safety,” she said.  She kissed his forehead, grateful for all that he had done.
 
   He hung his head and sighed.  “I should never have believed Jericho.  He told me that you punish the prisoners and are the one responsible for the escaped prisoners.  I shouldn’t have listened to Balthazar when he tempted me to kill you.  I don’t know what I was thinking.”  He regretted trying to hurt her.
 
   She took his face in her hands.  “Calin, Jericho wasn’t wrong.  I told you, I do oversee the prisoners, especially the ones as deplorable as Jericho.  I punish the prisoners in the Realm of Nightmares, though not physically.  I create personalized mental tortures for each prisoner.  I make sure they suffer in Hell.  It’s Balthazar’s job to tempt the mortals to choose sin over living a good life, but he shouldn’t have tried to turn you against me.  He did it to hurt me.  You were a pawn in his game.  He has apologized to me and I have forgiven him.  Now, it’s time to forgive yourself,” she kissed his shoulder and ran her lips along his collarbone.
 
   “I will make it up to you,” Calin murmured as her luscious lips made him shiver.
 
   “You can start by making love to me,” she giggled and bit his earlobe.
 
   Make love to her.  There was that phrase again.  This time he wasn’t afraid to make love to her, because he did love her, completely, deeply, and truly.
 
   He silently slid off the bed and bent over her to devour her lips, unable to get enough of her sweet taste.  He’d wanted to make love to her against the dresser or on the bed the first time he’d kissed her, but having her in her own bed made him wild with desire.  He belonged to her now, which was a terrifying and wonderful thought.  She would never abandon him and he would do everything within his power to please her.
 
   She ran her hands through his short hair and pushed her tongue into his warm mouth.  She craved his touch.  She’d been so afraid of losing him.  Holding him in her arms and knowing that he was safe lifted her spirits and drove the weariness from her body.  She could finally hear his thoughts in her mind, which was beyond gratifying.  Being a man of few words, she no longer had to decipher his stoic looks.  She simply had to reach out to his mind and know everything.  She promised to take away the pain his parents had left him with and drive out the loneliness from his heart.  He was in her care now and she intended on making him happy.
 
   Unbuttoning his jeans, she slowly slid the material down his toned legs and watched as his firm erection sprang forth, ready for her.  She broke the kiss and leaned forward to rub her cheeks against his length.  His velvet skin was tantalizing.  Taking him into her mouth, she rolled her tongue along his broad head.  His knees nearly buckled and she heard the guttural swear that ran through his mind.  She chuckled and grabbed his hips to support him.
 
   Calin thought he understood sex and how a woman could please a man, but he was wrong.  The pleasure and desire that permeated every cell was more than he had ever experienced or imagined.  He was surprised to hear her purring with delight in his mind and knew she was enjoying every stroke and flick of her tongue as much as he was.  There was no pretending, no false enjoyment.  He didn’t have to wonder if she was sucking him off as a way of thanking him for saving her or as a form of payment.  She showed him every emotion that she was experiencing and he was elated.
 
   “Anjali,” he moaned deeply in the back of his throat.  He grabbed her shoulders for support, unsure that his legs would support him.
 
   She chuckled and it reverberated through his stiff cock, making his knees buckle even more.
 
   Sucking in her cheeks, she stroked him fast and hard until he was about to explode in her mouth.  Instead, she abruptly stopped and looked up at him.
 
   Calin’s eyes flew open in confusion.  He was afraid something had happened to make her stop.  When he saw the lust in her eyes, he knew that she was toying with him.
 
   “You are my servant, Calin, which means you will please me in every way,” she teased.  She pulled the edges of her dress apart revealing her black satin panties and spread her thighs wide.
 
   His breath left him in a rush when saw how wet her panties were.  Seeing the humor in her eyes, he knew she wanted to entice him.  He bowed his head with a wicked smile and slowly sank to his knees.  He wanted to torment her body until she was desperate for him, but he was overwhelmed by the sight of her smooth thighs.  He couldn’t stop his hands from sliding up her legs and over her mound.  He used two fingers to reacquaint himself with her folds through the wet material.  His erection throbbed, aching for release.  Her moans told him that she had missed his touch.
 
   He leaned in and inhaled her scent.  He remembered how intoxicating her scent had been while masturbating to it.
 
   Quickly pulling her panties down her slim legs, he dove between her thighs and tasted Heaven.  His tongue took in every curve and slick surface.  He licked and flicked her nub until her legs stiffened around his shoulders.  He stopped and looked up at her.  When her questioning eyes found his, he pushed two fingers inside of her core until her back bent against the bed.
 
   Anjali was clutching the sheets, trying to control her breathing.  Pleasure spiked through her and her body quivered, begging for his touch.  Yelling his name, her core clenched his fingers, but she couldn’t find her release.
 
   “I need you!” she panted.  “I need you inside of me, please!”
 
   Calin smiled and stood up.  Aligning his pulsing erection with her core, he plunged into her warm heat and grabbed her hips.  Her throaty moans nearly threw him over the edge.  He pushed into her slowly at first until he couldn’t stand the aching in his shaft.  He moved faster and faster, urged on by her hands grasping his forearms.
 
   He released her left hip and slid his hand through her hair and down her neck.  Pushing aside the dress from her shoulder, he released her breast.  He kissed her collarbone all the way down to her rosy nipple.  He no longer feared intimacy, though he was still learning how to please her.  Taking her nipple into his mouth, he tugged on it and ran his teeth along the edge.  He heard her gasp and felt her nails digging into his arms.  He liked her reaction so much that he repeated his actions with the other nipple until she squealed with delight.
 
   He drove himself into her body until she shuddered beneath him.  She opened her thoughts to him and he saw the explosion of light and colors inside her mind.  He felt her pleasure spiral through his own body seconds before he found his release.  Plunging himself into her body once last time, he finally collapsed on top of her and let out a long groan.
 
   Anjali laughed when she felt how happy Calin was.  She kissed his neck and pulled his sweat-soaked hair from his forehead.  She wanted to hold him in her arms forever and keep him safe.  “Safe,” she muttered to herself.  How was she going to keep him safe in her world?  If only Edric hadn’t tried to sneak up on her, Calin could truly be safe in the Mortal Realm.  She was mad that her hand had been forced and was left with no other option but to make him a Nachtghul.
 
   Calin heard the words in mind and suddenly propped himself up on his good shoulder.  “Why did you save me?  I mean, I’m appreciative and everything, but it wasn’t your fault.  You don’t have to feel responsible for what happened.  I made the choice to step in front of that sword.  You didn’t have to bring me here,” he said.  He was nervous that she regretted bringing him into her life.
 
   Anjali bit her lip when Calin misunderstood her thoughts.  “Calin, you’ve only seen a small part of my world.  So many things have tried to kill me.  It’s true that I couldn’t let you die when I had a chance to save your life, but I wouldn’t wish this existence on anyone.  Please don’t misunderstand; I am overjoyed to have you with me, but this is not an easy life.  Living with Lucifer and Hades is difficult enough, but Hell has many enemies.  I have many enemies.  I have lived many lives and done truly terrible things, though I can’t remember my old life.  There are plenty of people and angels who don’t believe that I should end the world.  You will be a target for anyone who wants to hurt me.  I didn’t make Derick a Nachtghul because it’s a wonderful life choice, but because I would have lost him forever.  I made a selfish choice.  I damned him to this life and now I have done it again.  In my grief, I asked you to commit to something you could never understand.  You will never have a single thought all to yourself and everything you do will be a reflection on me.  You will be judged by everyone and asked to do unconscionable tasks.  I will end the world someday and you will stand by my side and watch me unleash my power.  You may very well regret this life that I have offered you,” she said remorsefully.  She was close to tears when she thought about all the challenges he would face as her servant.  “No matter what happens, know that I love you.”
 
   Calin slowly removed himself from her amazing body and pulled up his pants.  He turned and stared across the room.  “I love you too, I just don’t know if I can do this.”
 
   She panicked at the thought of Calin finally understanding the consequences of agreeing to be her servant in Hell.  She popped up off the bed and stood behind him.  Putting her hand on her shoulder, she steadied herself and quelled her rising terror.  “Calin, you don’t have to stay here if you don’t want to,” she said as her voice broke.  “You can go back to the Mortal Realm and live out your life.  I offered Derick the same concession.  I didn’t want to condemn you to Hell, but I was out of options.  I’m sorry that you couldn’t make an informed decision.  I won’t be mad if you leave.”
 
   He quickly turned and grabbed her face.  He kissed her passionately, thrusting his tongue into her mouth.  Slowing the kiss, he leaned his forehead against hers.  “I’m not going anywhere, Anjali.  I meant that I don’t know how to be with you.  I’ve been alone for so long.  I don’t know how to love someone.  I’m not sure how it’s supposed to work,” he replied, afraid that he wouldn’t be enough for her.  Derick was so open with his feelings and emotions.  He hated admitting his weakness, but he knew there would be no more secrets between them if she could read his mind.  “I’m not worried about your enemies.  I know how to protect myself.  I’ve already done unconscionable things.  I could care less about Lucifer or Hades.  I’m afraid that I won’t be enough for you.”
 
   She breathed a sigh of relief and laughed.  “You silly boy.  You are the one person in the world who would never fear my dark side because you think that you are worse than I am.  You are so very wrong, but I won’t argue with you now.  Someday, you will see for yourself.  As for not being enough for me, you underestimate yourself.  You’ve let your parents’ grief and agony shape who you are.  You allowed Balthazar to fill the voids in your life by training you to hurt anyone who might harm you first.  You need to learn how to be loved by someone and I intend on showing you what that means,” she smiled brightly.  She looked up into his eyes and tenderly touched his cheek.
 
   “Balthazar said that he was responsible for driving most of the women away, but I know the truth.  They ran because they saw the real me,” Calin said.  He lowered his eyes and took a step back.  Tears filled his eyes and his throated tightened.  “I don’t know if I’m worthy of being loved after everything I have done,” he said, his voice shaking.
 
   “I know the real you.  The real you cut down revenants and saved the city.  The real you stood between me a Celestial Warrior who wanted to kill me.  The real you stopped me from making a terrible choice in kneeling before Lucifer.  You aren’t afraid of the horrors of this world.  You stand up and fight for what you believe in.  Those women had no idea who you really are, but I do.  You are a hero, but not because you saved me.  You are a hero because you saved the world from facing a Syanka-possessed Lucifer and a raging Destroyer.  You are worthy of being loved by someone and I will spend the rest of eternity proving it to you,” she said, taking him into her arms.


 
   
 
  

Chapter 24
 
    
 
   Calin looked around the Hall of Mirrors and tried to wrap his head around everything that had happened.  He had almost died saving the woman he loved and now he was standing in Hell.  At least he wasn’t in the Realms of Torture that Derick had shown him images of.  He hadn’t been allowed to explore the castle or the realms yet.  Anjali said that she wanted to wait until Lucifer and Hades were back on their thrones.  There had been unrest among some of the Fallen and she didn’t want him to be a target.  Deep down, he believed that she was afraid of his reaction when he saw the real Hell.  He didn’t care what he saw outside the castle.  He wasn’t leaving her side, or at least wouldn’t leave her side once she returned from “checking in with Hades and making her presence known among the Overseers”.
 
   Staring at himself in the mirror, he looked the same, but he felt different.  He felt stronger, though still sore.  When he drew his weapons, he was faster and could see farther.  It seemed that being a Nachtghul had its advantages.  
 
   Anjali had kissed him deeply and somehow transferred some of her power to him.  He could now command Hell Fire, which was awesome, and he could create things at will, though he still needed to practice.  He had taken Anjali’s advice and changed his clothes.  Since he wouldn’t have his truck with him, he needed to be able to carry more weapons.  Taking a page from Balthazar’s book, he decided to line his coat and his sleeves with his knives and daggers.  He also decided to adapt Derick’s all black motif to his own style of clothes.  He decided on dark jeans, a long sleeve black fitted T-shirt, steel-toe boots, and a thigh-length leather coat.  His guns were easily hidden under the coat and his knives were neatly organized.  Twirling a knife in his hand, he stood up straight and practiced looking as intimating as possible for when he met Lucifer and Hades.
 
   Movement to his right made him jump, but thankfully, he stopped himself from throwing the blade.
 
   “Easy, it’s just me,” Balthazar laughed as he appeared in the hall with his hands held up in the air.  “Anjali summoned me.”
 
   “Sorry,” Calin said quickly sliding the blade into his coat lining.
 
   “I like the new clothes.  They make you look even more badass,” Balthazar chuckled.  He’d never seen the kid wear black before, but it worked for him.
 
   “That’s the point,” Calin winked.
 
   They both turned when they heard Derick enter the hall from behind the throne.
 
   “You look like hell.  What happened to you?”  Calin asked.  Derick looked like he hadn’t slept at all.
 
   “Messed up dreams,” Derick replied vaguely.
 
   “No kidding,” Calin said, shaking his head.  “I kept dreaming that I was falling.”
 
   Derick grimaced.  “That’s not a dream.  That’s my memory.”
 
   Calin bit his lip.  Apparently, being a Nachtghul also had its disadvantages.  “Ahh, that makes more sense.  You weren’t kidding.  That was a hell of a fall,” he tipped his head to him out of respect.  “Who are Pete and Josilyn?”
 
   “I can answer that,” Anjali replied as she entered the hall from the rotunda.  “Pete was Derick’s best friend who sold out him and his friends.  He swore allegiance to Lucifer’s crazy ex-girlfriend to lure Derick, Josilyn, and the other Spirit Experts to Romania.  Maraquette wanted to kill me because she didn’t want anyone snuggling up with Lucifer.  Pete became her servant and killed their friend Wedge.  Alazar made sure that Pete paid for his crimes,” Anjali smirked.
 
   “Damn it,” Balthazar mutter.  “I thought I was the only one clever enough to use your love interests against you.  Now I feel stupid that I did the same thing as Maraquette.”
 
   Anjali rolled her eyes.  “Really?  That’s all you took from the story?”
 
   “Sorry.  I take pride in my plotting.  If someone else can think of it, then I’m apparently not as good as I thought,” Balthazar sulked.
 
   Derick shrugged.  “Well, if it makes you feel better, she never tried to tempt me to hurt Anjali or kill her.  I was just the bait.”  Derick wasn’t sure why he was trying to make Vengeance feel better, but he didn’t think having another sulking Predznak would help matters.
 
   Balthazar brightened a bit and nodded.
 
   Anjali cleared her throat.  “Calin, I have some information about your sister’s killer,” she said tentatively as she pulled Calin toward her throne to give them some privacy.  “Balthazar found Vaughn, the Fallen Angel that Jericho told you about.  He’s the Höllenhund, the one who hunts down escaped prisoners.  Vaughn was overjoyed when I told him that I would inform Lord Hades about how he had helped me locate and kill Jericho, which is better than the truth about him being captured and tortured.  He was so happy that he was willing to think back to 1986 and remember the escaped soul who killed Bitsy.  His name was Dan Miller and he escaped when he was being transferred from the Realm of Monsters to the Realm of Fire.  He managed to slip through the Hall of Winds during a guard rotation.  Anyway, Vaughn tracked him to the town next to yours, but lost sight of him.  By the time he picked up the trail again, your sister was dead.  He captured Dan and sent him back to Hell before he was able to hurt anyone else.  Vaughn said that he felt badly about Bitsy and he moved her body from the secluded wooded area where she was hidden to a more populated area so that she could be found.  He gave me his sincerest apologies for your sister.  I know Vaughn.  He takes his job very seriously.  Hades threatened him only once.  Hades said that if Vaughn ever failed to capture a soul or was captured himself, he would kill him.  That was over four thousand years ago.  I know that if he could have saved your sister, he would have,” Anjali said quietly.  She took Calin into her arms and hugged him.
 
   Calin was speechless.  Part of him was glad that the soul had been caught, but he felt numb when he realized that he had spent his whole life hunting someone who was already back in Hell.
 
   He wiped a tear from the corner of his eye and cleared his throat.  “Thank you.  I needed to hear that,” he murmured.
 
   He let go of Anjali and looked at Balthazar.
 
   Balthazar’s shoulders slumped and he stared at the ground.  He knew Calin would be pissed that he had been led on a wild goose chase for years.  “For the record, I didn’t know that Vaughn had captured the soul, though I assumed he had.  I’m sorry for lying to you, though technically it’s my job to say whatever will tempt you to seek vengeance,” Balthazar said apologetically.
 
   “No,” Calin shook his head.  “I needed to deal with my grief.  I chose the wrong way to do it.  I take responsibility for that.  Uncle Brian offered to me help deal with her death the right way and I turned my back on him.  I chose to devote my life to living out my pain.  I’m just grateful that it led me to her,” Calin said as he took Anjali’s hand into his.
 
   “I’m glad that I found you,” she smiled at him and squeezed his hand.
 
   Derick raised his hand.  “I would have been happier if you hadn’t found him, but that’s just me,” he snickered.
 
   Anjali and Balthazar laughed while Calin mentally gave Derick the finger.  He was getting better at separating his thoughts and field of vision of Derick’s, though he liked the idea of having a second set of eyes to scan the room for threats.
 
   Anjali looked to Derick and Calin and squared her shoulders.  “Now that we’ve all hugged it out, I’m afraid that it’s time to get to work.”  She was all business as she turned and disappeared from the room.
 
   Balthazar disappeared behind her a second later.
 
   Calin motioned for Derick to go first, but Derick raised his eyebrow at him.
 
   “No, you go first,” Derick said, waving his hand toward the spot where Anjali had disappeared.
 
   “You’ve been here longer.  You know what’s going on.  I’m still figuring out how to create things at will and why I will have to bow to everyone,” Calin sneered.  He cringed at the thought of having to bow to Lucifer and Hades.
 
   “I may technically have seniority, but I don’t want to be standing between your guns and an enemy.  I don’t like being shot in the back of the head, so you go first from now on,” Derick said squaring his shoulders and waiting for Calin to move.
 
   Calin nodded.  “Good point.  I’ll go first.”
 
   ∞
 
   Sheriff Paul Grady leaned back on his chair and looked at the score on the TV.  He was pissed because he was losing his bet on the game, losing the poker game, and waiting to see if Beck would return.  He knew that the little bitch couldn’t have killed him, but he had no idea why Beck had left her alive.  The auto body shop had been demolished, but he found no signs of Beck.  He could only assume that the nosey bastard Calin had somehow kept Beck from killing the girl and Beck had gotten bored and searched for an easier target.  The boy was always going after the easy targets.  He had never learned that the more they struggled, the more fun it was.  Beck had a talent for killing, but didn’t have much of an imagination.  When the Sheriff had taken in his nephew, he never thought the kid would enjoy hurting people.  He was too weak and pathetic.  His sister had raised a sissy.  It took some time, but Beck finally learned, after quite a few beatings.  Beck had grown up to be strong and learned to take the respect he deserved.
 
   Popping a few peanuts into his mouth and washing them down with his beer, he looked at Ronny waiting for him to place his bet.
 
   “Are you going to fold?  It would save you a lot of time and humiliation if you folded now,” Grady bluffed as he looked at his own pair of twos.
 
   “You’ve got nothing,” Tim laughed.
 
   “I’m growing old over here,” Chris said sounding bored.
 
   “I swear you play like an old lady.  In or out, get on with it,” Walter sneered.
 
   Ronny finally threw his cards on the table in disgust.  “I’m out.”
 
   Grady laughed and pulled the pile of chips toward him.  He was better at bluffing than he thought.  Counting his chips, he thought about that pretty little spitfire again.  If she did something to Beck, he would have to hunt her down.
 
   “I swear, if I ever see that little girl again, I’m going to force her to give me some respect and teach her how we do things around here,” Grady muttered under his breath.
 
   Ronny nodded his head.  “If you find her, we want her first.  Man, did she have a body.  It’s been a long time since we had anyone that hot in town.”
 
   “Once my lousy nephew gets back, we’ll have all the fun you want.  I still don’t know how he came back from the dead, but things can finally get back on track,” Grady chuckled darkly.
 
   “You really think he’ll be back?  You saw that garage.  Steve was pissed that his auto body shop was trashed.  He still thinks we did it.  Maybe we should have torched it like we planned,” Chris scratched his stubble-covered chin and threw his cards down in a huff, having lost the hand.
 
   “Now Chris, we can’t blow up the whole town just because of one mistake.  Besides, once Beck gets back, it won’t matter.  We’ll finally get out of this tired town and move on to better things.  We’ll go to Seattle, just as we planned, and have ourselves some fun.  The boat is paid for and just needs a few more supplies.  It’s a big city and we’ll have our pick of the pretty girls.  As long as we burn all the evidence and dump the rest in the ocean, we won’t have to worry about anything.  This town will be a memory, and the investigations will stop.  The feds won’t be up my ass every time some hiker goes missing.  I’m so tired of their helpful criticism.  I’ll be a regular citizen, doing regular things, and no one will question me,” Grady stated.
 
   “I can’t wait,” Tim murmured.  He showed his winning hand and pulled the pile of chips toward him.  Everyone swore and tossed their cards on the table.
 
   Walter shook his head.  “I don’t think Beck is coming back.  Why can’t we leave now?  I don’t want to wait for that dead loser.”
 
   Grady drew his gun and shoved it in Walter’s face.  “We wait for Beck.  He may have dust for brains, but my stupid nephew is blessedly bulletproof and stronger than he ever was.  If anyone tries to come after us or gives us any trouble, Beck will make sure they are never seen again.  I taught the boy everything he knows.  He’s our insurance policy.  We don’t move without him.  Besides, if he comes back and we’re gone, what do you think he will do to us?  This was his plan before he died, remember?  Do you want to explain to the giant monster why we left without him?  We’d be dead before we grabbed the first woman,” Grady glared at Walter, waiting for him to comprehend the reality of their situation.  Beck was a key aspect to their plan, for better or worse.  Unfortunately, the walking sack of skin had to be kept in the loop.  The boy had been a murderer and rapist before he became the dead walking; there was no telling what he was capable of doing as an indestructible corpse.
 
   Walter held his hands up in defeat.  He relaxed when Grady put away his gun.  He definitely had to ditch Grady once he got to Seattle.  He was too unpredictable and his appetite for carnage would make people notice, even without the eyes of a small town watching him.  While he appreciated Grady’s handiwork, it was only a matter of time before someone caught on to his deadly activities and they all took the fall.  Most importantly, though he had been best friends with Beck when they were younger, he couldn’t stand the sight of his friend.  Beck creeped him out.
 
   Joe, the bartender, put five more beers on the table and quickly ran back to the kitchen.  He hated poker night.  No one in town wanted to be around Grady and his boys when they drank too much, which meant business always suffered when they played cards.  He would have to send them on their way once they started fighting and breaking things.  If only they had a real sheriff to call for help when things got out of hand!  He’d overheard their plans to head for Seattle, which made him somewhat happy.  They would finally leave town, which was a blessing, though he feared for the women in Seattle.  He decided that he would make an anonymous tip to the Seattle PD about Grady’s nighttime activities.  He was relieved that the pretty woman who had come looking for Beck had managed to get out of town.  He had wanted to scream at her to run, but Grady was already standing behind her.
 
   Joe sat down in the chair in his office and hung his head in shame.  Maybe he needed to move and make a fresh start.
 
   Grady slapped Chris on the shoulder and laughed when his team scored one last touchdown in overtime and won the game.  He liked winning bets against Chris.  The kid always thought he was better than him at gambling.
 
   Grady shifted in his seat and thought about what it would be like to get out of this town.  He was lost in his fantasies when he heard a clicking sound coming from the back corner of the bar.  The jukebox came to life and a record fell into place.  He figured Joe was tired of their laughing and wanted some music to drown them out.  It wouldn’t matter, they would just yell louder.  He was about to pick up his cards when he heard the song start up.  Johnny Cash’s “Ring of Fire” blared through the empty bar, loud enough to make them jump.
 
   Grady pushed his chair back and stood up.  He was going to shoot the damned machine just to piss Joe off.  He reached for his gun, but stopped when he saw that his boys were staring at the jukebox as if it was possessed.  Turning his head, he saw the reason for their shock.  The little bitch who had dared to punch him and knee him in the balls was leaning against the jukebox waving at them.  She had on a revealing fancy black dress that showed off her goods.  It seemed that he didn’t have to hunt her down after all.
 
   Stumbling a bit because of the alcohol rushing through his system, he walked toward her, happy for a second chance at her.  “Hello, honey.  I see you missed us so much that you got all dressed up to party with us.”
 
   Walter, Chris, Tim, and Ronny stood up and nodded to each other knowing what was going to happen.  They didn’t dare try to take her from Grady, lest they be shot, but they knew Grady would share when he was done with her.
 
   Anjali watched the inebriated sheriff lick his lips and pull up his pants.  She rolled her eyes at the sad display.
 
   “Oh, I missed you all right.  I’m sorry it took longer to come back here than I planned.  I’ve been a little busy,” she held up her hand when Grady was about halfway through the room.  “That’s far enough, Sheriff.  I want to remember you just like that.”
 
   Grady was confused at first.  “You don’t give the orders around here, I do, and no more of that punching bullshit.  I want you down on your knees with your hands behind your head.”  He pulled his gun when he remembered how hard she had hit him last time.  He pushed away his fantasies realizing that he needed to secure her first.  He shook his head, trying to push the fog from his brain.  Apparently, he had more to drink than he thought.
 
   “I didn’t kneel to the last man who tried to order me around, so don’t get your hopes up.  Unfortunately, for you, I’m tired of being bullied by impotent men who think they own the world.  It’s time to show you the consequences of your actions,” Anjali replied calmly.
 
   Grady wanted to wipe the smug look off her beautiful face.  He moved his thumb to cock the hammer, but stopped when something cold pushed against his temple.  He growled in frustration knowing that someone had gotten the drop on him.
 
   Carefully, he moved his head until he could see who was stupid enough to pull a gun on him.  His stomach churned when he saw the asshole’s face.  “Calin, good to see you again.”  He had no idea where the guy had come from since he was standing in the middle of the room, but he knew he was in trouble.  His boys would be of no help against Calin.  He wasn’t stupid enough to give them firearms.  He was on his own until he could disarm Mr. Jones.
 
   “Evening, Sheriff,” Calin replied.
 
   Grady watched the girl nod to her buddy.  Calin escorted him back to the table and pushed him into the chair.  The gun was still pointed at his head, but Calin had backed up a few steps.  Grady wanted to knock his gun away, but it was too far.  The kid was smarter than he gave him credit for.
 
   “Sit down, boys.  We have a few things we need to discuss,” Anjali sighed.
 
   Walter, Chris, Tim, and Ronny looked at each, trying to decide what they should do.
 
   Tim finally lost his nerve and backed away toward the front door.  “I want no part of this.  I saw what she could do with the fire.  I saw the evil in her eyes.  You’re stupid to fight her,” he said, holding up his hands in defeat.
 
   Anjali chuckled.  “You were more than willing to play the last time we saw each other.  You were going to use your switchblade to make me bleed, if I recall correctly.  You are very much a part of this.  Now sit down,” she sneered.
 
   Walter, Chris, Tim, and Ronny slowly sat down and kept their hands on the table.
 
   Ronny shook his head.  “We didn’t hurt you, lady.  We were messing with your friend.  We were going to scare him, that’s all.  Nothing happened to him.  You attacked us,” Ronny said defiantly, though his voice cracked at the end.
 
   “I’m not interested in your lies, nor am I interested in our previous encounters.  I know what you planned to do to me when Beck came along, but I’m not holding any grudges.  I’m here because of the terrible things you have done in this town,” she stated.
 
   The men all flashed each other a quick glance and suddenly appeared nervous.
 
   “Nothing’s going on here.  We’re just having a friendly poker game,” Chris smirked.
 
   Ronny kicked Walter under the table and motioned to Grady, who was sitting across from him.  Without warning, they both flipped the table toward Grady, hoping to knock him into Calin.
 
   Tim ran for the door.  He didn’t give a shit about Grady or the rest of them.  He knew what he saw in her eyes when she threatened him in the street.  She wasn’t human and she was very dangerous.  He needed to get far away from them before things got out of hand.
 
   Calin saw the contents of the table flying through the air just as the table hit Grady in the face.  He disappeared and reappeared a few feet behind Grady to avoid having Grady fall on him.  Ronny and Walter rushed toward Calin to disarm him, but they never made it.  Balthazar appeared and cut them off.  Chris skidded to a halt when they saw the intimating men appear out of nowhere.
 
   Tim slowly backed up into the bar with his hands up.  His escape had been cut off by another man who had appeared out of nowhere.  The door had been right there, and the next thing he knew, he had slammed into someone.
 
   Calin holstered his gun, knowing that things were about to get interesting.  He saw Tim backing up slowly from the exit.  Derick was in front of him, pushing him back into the bar.
 
   Grady picked himself up off the floor as he watched his men being rounded up in the middle of the room.  “Who the hell do you people think you are?” Grady yelled as he tried to pull his gun from the holster, but Calin snatched it from his hand.
 
   Anjali pushed herself off the jukebox.  “Derick, is the bartender safe?”
 
   Derick crossed his arms in front of Tim and blocked his path.  “Yes, my lady.  He’s safe.”
 
   “Good,” she smiled.
 
   She watched the men gather their wits after their initial surprise.  Grady was pissed that Calin had found his back-up weapon under the pant leg of his uniform.  The other four men looked to Grady to give them orders, but seemed unwilling to fight.
 
   “To answer your question, Sheriff, I am Anjali, the Bringer of the Apocalypse.  This is my Angel of Vengeance.  Be thankful that I left my Angel of Death at home.  We’re here to make sure that you never hurt anyone ever again.  Typically, we would leave people like you to your own devices since you have already chosen the path of evil.  You are all Hell-bound anyway, so it’s redundant at this point to tempt you, but you can still be of some use to me.  You see, I know the secrets you’ve been hiding in this sleepy town.  I discovered them when I buried your friend Beck out in the woods.  I found the bodies of your victims, and before you lie and say that Beck was responsible, I saw that some of them had died more recently.  Thankfully, I have the ability to speak to spirits.  I now have firsthand accounts from the victims who were too angry to cross over to the other side.  Man, do they hate you and your friends.  It seems that you have been raping and killing lost tourists and wanderers who passed through this town for almost 30 years.  You made sure to keep things quiet, so you only did it once or twice a year.  They told me their stories and I was horrified by the methods in which you tortured and killed them.  I would love nothing more than to put a bullet in your head myself, but that’s not my job,” Anjali said as she let her breath out slowly to calm her rising anger.
 
   “You’re full of shit.  You’re just pissed that we tried to grab you.  I promise you, I will make you suffer for this,” Grady shouted.  The true monster inside of him reared up and all his pleasant mannerisms were gone, leaving only the mass-murdering psychopath.
 
   “No, Sheriff.  It’s time to pay for your crimes.  You need to be punished for your actions.  I assure you, Vasha will have fun with all of you in the Realm of Monsters, and I will sleep well tonight knowing that you are suffering just as your victims did,” Anjali said quietly.
 
   She walked past Grady, who made a move to grab her, but Balthazar pushed him back.  Balthazar opened his new black leather duster to show him the weaponry secured inside of it.  Grady turned pale when he saw the kind of death that awaited him.
 
   “We’re innocent.  Grady made us do it,” Chris cried out.  He was shaking, knowing that he was about to die.
 
   She turned on her heel and glared at Chris.  “The first woman you ever hit was your own mother, though she wasn’t the last.  Be lucky that I’m not here to kill you.  Your death will be faster and less painful than what I would have done to you.  Men like you made me sick.  I’ll see to it that Kyler makes you suffer in the Realm of Skulls,” she sneered.  It took everything she had to walk away from him.
 
   Chris’ face turned stark white.  He didn’t refute her accusation.
 
   Grady growled in frustration.  “The second you walk out that door, I’ll kill your men.  I’ll make them bleed.  When I’m done with them, I’m coming after you, sweetheart.  I want you to leave so that I can enjoy hunting you down,” Grady snorted and blew her a kiss.
 
   “My men aren’t here to kill you, Grady.  They’re here to make sure that you don’t escape,” Anjali said as she approached the exit with Derick and Calin behind her.  “The Angel of Vengeance took the time to find the families of your victims who have been searching for their lost loved ones for years.  Many of them were so furious to find out what happened to them that they came all this way to seek revenge on the people responsible for their deaths.  They want their own brand of justice.  I would say goodbye, Sheriff, but it won’t be necessary.  I’ll be seeing you all soon enough,” Anjali turned and opened the door to the bar.  She heard the irate shouts of the victims’ friends and families outside the bar who were yelling to each other to get ready.
 
   Calin and Derick stepped in front of her and escorted her past the frenzied mob.  They walked further into town and waited for the mob to enter the building.  Anjali knew Balthazar would use his power to work the mob into a killing frenzy when they finally found the people responsible for taking their loved ones away from them.
 
   Calin heard the mob yelling from where they were standing.  He’d seen Balthazar’s work before, but this was impressive even for him.  There were more people than he expected who wanted a piece of Grady.
 
   He looked over at Anjali who was lit up by the streetlamp.  She looked just as she had when she rescued him from the hood of the police cruiser.  Her expression was the same.  She looked determined and angry, as if she wanted to punish all the wicked people.  "It’ll be over soon," Calin said as he stepped in front of her when gunfire erupted inside the building.
 
   "No.  There are still countless mortals who prey upon the innocent.  Sadly, this is just a taste of what’s to come," Anjali sighed, suddenly feeling tired.
 
   Anjali rubbed the back of her neck and yawned.  It had been a long night making sure Grady and his friends had been properly dealt with.  She had waited for the State Troopers to arrive to arrest the mob who was about to burn down the bar.  Before heading to bed, she decided to check on Alazar and see if Hades had been able to relieve him yet.  Hades had been pissed that Alazar had been given control of the Throne Room, but he finally calmed down when she told him about some the fights between the Fallen.  He agreed that it was better to have the Angel of Death on the throne than no one at all.  He was determined to get out of bed and head to the Throne Room by the end of the day.
 
   She had sent Derick to check on Lucifer since she still wasn’t ready to forgive him.  She knew Garret and Lev wouldn’t be allowed in the room when Lucifer was sulking.  Derick had a better chance of speaking with him.  Lucifer would use the opportunity to try to speak directly to her through Derick’s eyes.  Not needing to see Lucifer sobbing again, she had closed off her mind to Derick.
 
   Entering the Throne Room, she skidded to a halt.  Azazel was sitting atop the Skull Throne while Brend, the Overseer of Teeth, sat in Hades’ metal throne and Pax, the new Overseer of Claws, was awkwardly sitting on her throne.  The worst part was seeing Derick with a black bag over his head and a knife at his throat.  Garret was grinning madly as he held her Nachtghul near the far wall.  He appeared to be edging closer to the door next to the dais that led to the servant’s quarters under the Throne Room.
 
   “What the hell do you think you are doing?” she yelled.
 
   “This is us taking control of Hell, Anjali,” Azazel declared smugly, raising his arms to show her his new domain.
 
   Anjali shuddered when she heard her name upon Azazel’s lips.  She was no longer tired, but ready to release all her pent up wrath on the three losers who thought it would be fun to rule Hell.
 
   “I can see that, though I’m not sure why you have my Nachtghul.  If you believe harming him will keep me from removing your head, you’re wrong,” she sneered.
 
   Derick struggled in Garret’s hold.  “My lady, I’m so sorry.  Garret jumped me when I left the Hall of Mirrors on my way to see Lord Lucifer,” Derick said sincerely.
 
   Did Garret hurt you? she asked Derick, barely containing her rage.
 
   No, he jumped me from behind, but didn’t hurt me.  What do you want me to do? he asked, upset that she had to deal with this after all that had happened.
 
   I want you to play along and be ready, she replied sternly.
 
   “Garret, I order you to release Derick,” she stated firmly.
 
   “Garret works for me now,” Azazel laughed.
 
   “You can keep him.  He’s a dreadful servant, but I warn you, if Garret harms Derick, there will be nothing to stop me from obliterating each of you,” she sneered.  “Where are Hades and Alazar?”
 
   “Hades is asleep in his bed.  Nolan is there to make sure that he never wakes up.  We’ve suffered under Hades for too long...,” Azazel said, launching into his long-winded speech about why they were mutinying.
 
   Ignoring Azazel’s speech, she reached out to Calin and showed him what was happening.  Calin, I need you.
 
   Anjali cut Azazel off mid-sentence.  “I have no interest in your grand plan, Azazel.  I’m sure there are plenty of reasons to want to take over the throne, or kill Hades, but it doesn’t matter to me.  You’re too weak to defend Hell against its multitude of enemies.  Besides, I doubt this was even your idea.  You’re not creative enough to come up with this plan.  Am I right, Garret?” she said, looking to the arrogant servant.  The trouble seemed to start when Garret became Lucifer’s servant.  She didn’t doubt for a second that the former mob boss had planned this coup and motivated the Overseers to join him.
 
   Anjali watched Azazel sputter and swear, annoyed that he wasn’t getting the respect he wanted.  She was concerned that Azazel hadn’t mentioned where Alazar was, but she hoped that he was somewhere safe.
 
   “That’s not true!  I can rule Hell better than any of you can,” he said with a slight whine in his voice.
 
   Anjali rolled her eyes and slowly made her way closer to the dais, careful to keep Garret in sight.  “Azazel, if you can’t handle the Nightmare prisoners, as you have proven in the past, you could never rule Hell.  You don’t have the imagination or the strength to do it.  After seeing who you have chosen as your second and third-in-command, it’s very clear you that have no idea what you are doing,” she chuckled motioning to Pax and Brend.
 
   Pax and Brend glared at her, both offended by her slight.
 
   “They can handle themselves,” Azazel said confidently.
 
   “Doubtful,” she smiled sarcastically.  “I’ll bet they fold at the first sign of trouble.”  She inched closer to the far side of the dais where Pax was sitting on her throne.
 
   Pax laughed loudly.  “I like it up here.  I suggest you bow at my feet,” Pax sneered.
 
   Anjali smiled sweetly.  “You look like a hideous drag queen in my Fire and Ice Throne, you pathetic waste of an Overseer.”  With that, she raised her arms and commanded the Hell Fire in the enormous fireplace behind the thrones, causing it to flare out of the fireplace and envelope the thrones.
 
   Azazel leaped off the dais, landing spryly on the ground, but Pax and Brend weren’t fast enough.  Brend’s black-button down shirt caught on fire as Pax slid down the steps, landing comically at her feet.
 
   She kicked Pax in the face, breaking his nose, and picked him up by the throat.
 
   “Stop this now, or I will kill your Nachtghul!” Azazel shouted from behind her.  He had put himself between her and the exit.  “Release Pax and extinguish Brend.”
 
   Brend was rolling around on the floor trying in vain to put out the Hell Fire.  Pax was struggling to break her hold, as he gasped for air.
 
   Anjali smiled politely.  “I don’t think so, Azazel.  You may have a new servant, but so do I, and mine has a gun pointed at Garret’s head,” she snickered.  “Garret, you should be used to having a gun at your head.  It must feel like old times.  Now, let Derick go, and I will try not to kill you,” she sneered.  She used her power to hurl Pax head-first into the stone walls, rendering him unconscious.
 
   Azazel turned in disbelief toward the door to the walkway.  A tall, imposing mortal had a rifle trained on Garret’s head.  He could step between the rifle and Garret, but he didn’t want to run the risk of being incapacitated.  He still had other options, so he changed tactics.
 
   “Kill the Nachtghul, Garret!” Azazel commanded.
 
   Garret’s eyes were cold and his face was set.  He gripped the knife tighter, unmoved by the gun trained on his head.  “I will kill him,” he said coldly, about to slit Derick’s throat.
 
   Now, Derick! she yelled his head.
 
   Derick grabbed the hand holding the knife and summoned Hell Fire to his palm.  He was surprised that Garret didn’t immediately release him, but he finally let go and growled in defeat.
 
   Derick pulled the bag off his head and punched Garret in the throat, and then the jaw, just Calin suggested.  He watched Garret fall on his ass.
 
   “Calin, make sure Brend and Garret don’t go anywhere.  Shoot any of part of them that will keep them from running, if necessary,” she said commanded.  She waved her hand and put out Brend’s flames, but didn’t heal his wounds.  Smoke billowed off his clothes as he whimpered on the floor.
 
   Calin nodded and slung the rifle strap over his shoulder and pulled out his Glocks, training them on Brend and Garret.  Two shots fired, one of from each gun.  Garret howled in pain as his kneecap took the impact of the bullet.  Brend screamed when a bullet tore through his left shin.
 
   Azazel quickly scrambled up the dais to claim the throne.  “This isn’t over, Anjali.  I refuse to stand down.  You will have to kill me if you want me to relinquish command of the Skull Throne,” he declared.
 
   “I don’t have a problem with that,” she shrugged calmly.
 
   Azazel sneered.  “Hades is dead, Lucifer will be easy to kill thanks to you weakening him, and you won’t be here to witness my reign.”
 
   Anjali sighed.  “Who is going to stop me Azazel?  You?”
 
   Azazel reached behind Lucifer’s throne and pulled out a pair of Celestial Bonds and Lucifer’s sword.  He threw the bonds to her.  “If you want to know where your Angel of Death is, put these on.  I will whisper the answer to you before I take your head, Destroyer.  Refuse me, and he will die,” Azazel smiled coldly.
 
   She watched the Celestial Bonds soar through the air and slide against the floor to her feet.  “No.  I’m not putting those on.  Wherever Alazar is, I will find him, but you won’t be alive to see it,” she growled.
 
   She watched Azazel’s face fall into a pout.  She was happy to spoil his delusions of grandeur.
 
   “I’m not bluffing.  You will never find him, and if you do, he wouldn’t be the same,” he chuckled darkly.
 
   Dread filled her body when she suddenly realized where Death was.  “Like I said, Azazel, you’re not that creative.  I’ve been keeping you busy, you idiot.  You just told me what I wanted to know.  I know where Alazar is,” she snickered.
 
   Azazel’s face was blank, realizing that he’d been played.  “He could be anywhere,” he said quickly, trying to bluff his way out of his mistake.
 
   She shook her head.  “Don’t bother lying.  Your five minutes of fame are over,” she shook her head at the pathetic angel.  “While you have been desperately trying to gain control of this room, my Angel of Vengeance has been disabling Nolan and rescuing Hades.  Oh, that’s right.  You didn’t know that Balthazar has agreed to join me.”
 
   She saw the fear in Azazel’s eyes as he looked up to see Balthazar entering the Throne Room with a pale Hades in tow, shuffling behind him, holding his stomach.
 
   “Is Nolan still alive, Balthazar?” she asked quickly.
 
   Balthazar stared at Azazel.  “He’s alive, but he’ll wish he wasn’t when he wakes up.  He’ll think twice about trying to kill Hades again,” he chuckled.
 
   Azazel made random motions like he was trying to form coherent thoughts, but only a small squeak escaped his lips.  A moment passed before his face turned into stone and he was on his feet with Lucifer’s sword in his hand.  “I won’t go down without a fight,” he said definitely.
 
   “You may want to rethink that statement.  I’m sure Balthazar has plenty of reasons to seek revenge against you, Azazel.  As Lead Punisher during Balthazar’s time in Hell, there have to be a million reasons to hurt you,” she smirked.  She turned to Balthazar and nodded to him.  “Keep him alive, if possible.  I’m sure Hades would like to do the honors.”
 
   “Yes, my lady,” Balthazar said, bowing his head.  He opened his leather duster so that Azazel could see the pain that awaited him.  He would finally be able to repay Azazel for the times he’d been dragged in chains before Lucifer.
 
   Leaving Balthazar to deal with Azazel, she walked past Calin to speak to Hades, who was leaning against the wall.
 
   “You look terrible,” she said bluntly.  “What took Balthazar so long to subdue Nolan?”
 
   Hades coughed, and cleared his throat.  “It took a while for Balthazar to convince me that he wasn’t there to finish our fight.  He had captured and subdued Nolan before I was able to wake up enough to understand what was happening.  Regardless, I’m here now.  Once Balthazar hands Azazel his ass, I will make sure that he is rewarded for his treachery,” he chuckled, but coughed instead.  “Where are you going?  You fought for the throne, and now you’re leaving during the best part; putting down the troublemakers.”
 
   “Azazel has Alazar locked in the Realm of Nightmares.  I have to get him before he is overwhelmed by the evil in there,” she said quickly.
 
   She turned on her heel and ran across the bridge and through the rotunda.  She made it to the first floor of the castle in record time.  She stopped short when she noticed that the guards to the Realm of Nightmares were missing and the door was chained.  It explained why Alazar hadn’t escaped already.
 
   She used her power and broke the chains holding the door shut and pulled the metal doors open.  Before she could enter, a group of prisoners rushed out of the prison and pushed past her.
 
   “Shit.  He released some of the prisoners,” she muttered.  Fear welled up inside of her at the thought of Alazar being attacked by the vicious prisoners. 
 
   She quickly relayed the information to Derick and Calin so that Hades could summon more guards to contain the breakout.  She had to find Alazar before the prisoners killed him.
 
   Making her way down the dark spiral staircase, she found more stragglers who had managed to find their way out of the labyrinth.  She used her power to push them back down the stairs, hopefully knocking the other escapees with them until they tumbled to the bottom in a large heap.  Looking out over the massive system of tunnels and staircases, she had no idea where Alazar would be.
 
   “Alazar,” she shouted, hoping to hear him above the deafening sounds of the prisoner’s screams and moans.
 
   Her throat tightened at the thought of losing him.  She closed her eyes and let her power rise as she had when she found him in Romania.  She waited for an answer to her call, but nothing came.  She felt cold inside, afraid that she might already be too late.
 
   Scrambling down the last few steps, she leaped over the pile of prisoners who were trying to get their bearings.  She entered the long tunnel and ran until she entered the oldest part of the prison.  Relieved, she saw that not all the prisoners had been released.  The lower levels were still full.  Azazel hadn’t been stupid enough to cause a cataclysmic event.  She wondered why he had only released some of the prisoners.
 
   She raced through the maze, looking for any signs of Alazar.  She stopped when an angry mob blocked one of the passageways, screaming and shouting appalling things.  The thought of putting all the prisoners back in their cells frustrated her enough to want to kill them all.  Instead, she forced herself to calm down.  She took a breath and cleared her mind.  Looking at their angry faces preparing to attack her, it dawned on her that she knew them.  There were so many prisoners in the Realm of Nightmares that she often wondered if even Lucifer knew all of their names, but it surprised her to see that she did recognize them.  Perhaps she had been doing this longer than she thought and had started to memorize their faces.
 
   Looking into their eyes and seeing their crimes, she knew which section they were from.  She thought back to the other prisoners who had pushed past her and tried to remember their faces.  They too were from the same section.  Throwing out her hand, she stopped the mob from advancing by tossing them like rag dolls into the walls.
 
   She ran past them and headed up five flights before turning left.  Running full force, she knew where Alazar was.  Turning the last corner, she was both horrified and relieved to see a large group of prisoners in a frenzy.  They were punching and kicking someone on the floor.  She had to plug her ears to block out the sadistic things they screamed.  They were angry with Alazar and taking their wrath out on him.  That’s when it dawned on her why she knew their faces.  Every single prisoner who had been released had died because of Alazar’s temptations.  Feeling sick to her stomach, she gave credit to Azazel.  He had chosen his prisoners well.  All of them had a spectacular reason to want Alazar dead.
 
   Rushing into the fray, she tossed prisoners aside until she was close enough to see the blue glow of Celestial Bonds.  She paused when she saw two sets of glowing bonds.  Punching the last prisoner in her way, she reached down and grabbed both sets of bonds.
 
   Alazar’s face, though horribly distorted, came into sight alongside what looked like Malcolm.  The blood was too thick to know for sure, but her gut told her that Azazel had finally gotten his revenge against Malcolm.
 
   Alazar was muttering something, but it was barely a whisper.
 
   “Alazar, talk to me.  Are you okay?” she asked quickly.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I’m sorry.  I’m sorry,” he whispered over and over again.  For some reason, she didn’t think he was speaking to her.
 
   She let her anger rise when she saw her angel broken and bleeding.  The prisoners felt the air crackle and stir.  They backed up in fear.  Though they were already imprisoned in Hell and had little to fear from her destructive power, it was still ingrained in them to be afraid of her.
 
   She pulled both angels through the dirt-covered corridors until she reached the tunnel leading to the staircase.  There, Calin and Derick were waiting for her, though they dared not enter the main prison.
 
   Laying Malcolm and Alazar down in the tunnel, she quickly removed the Celestial Bonds.
 
   “Derick, take Malcolm to his room on the second floor.  His injuries are severe, but he will heal in time.  Since we don’t know who to trust at this point, stay with him and protect him.  I am to be informed if anyone dares enter his room,” she said.
 
   Derick nodded and hoisted Malcolm over his shoulder.
 
   Anjali took Alazar into her arms and cradled him close to her chest.  She whispered a stream of comforting words and phrases.  Together, she and Calin walked back up the stairs, tossing any prisoners back down the stairs.  She knew she would have to sort out the prisoners, but she needed to make sure Alazar was safe first.
 
   Calin was shocked when he saw Alazar’s bruised face.  “Will Alazar be ok?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Azazel released the prisoners who died by Alazar’s temptation.  He keeps saying he’s sorry.  You should have heard the deplorable things the prisoners said to him.  They blamed him for their own weaknesses and their deaths.  I intend on making sure they understand that they are responsible for their eternal misery,” she said coldly.
 
   Calin flinched when he heard the ice in her voice.  He almost felt sorry for the Nightmare Prisoners.
 
   “Distract me before I lose control of my anger.  Tell me that Azazel is dead,” she gritted through her teeth.
 
   “Balthazar had Azazel defeated within a few minutes.  He actually cried for mercy, which Balthazar granted him.  Hades was the one who took Azazel’s head, though for a second I thought he would command Balthazar to do it.  Hades looked like he regretted having to kill Azazel.  He said something like, ‘Why did you have to do it?  Why did you turn against me?’  He didn’t wait for Azazel to respond, he simply killed him.  The other servant, Lev, was instructed to take Azazel’s body to the pyres to be burned,” Calin explained.  “Hades sat on his throne, and started swearing at everyone.  Derick said he’s never seen him so angry.  He thinks Hades took Azazel’s betrayal hard.  Brend and Pax were taken somewhere called the Hall of Torment.  Hades seemed to think they were patsies in Azazel’s coup, and muttered something about allowing them to live.  Garret was turned into ashes on the spot, which was disconcerting.  Derick was surprised that Hades hadn’t asked Lucifer for his permission to kill his servant.”
 
   “Hades has the right to kill Garret after what he did.  I doubt Lucifer will even care.  I’m glad Azazel is dead, otherwise I would have done unspeakable things to him,” she growled.  She looked down at her semi-conscious angel and wept for his pain.
 
   Anjali pushed open the doors and watched Ioden and Dane secure the doors behind them.
 
   Ioden bowed quickly and began apologizing for leaving his post.  “My lady, Azazel relieved all the guards of their posts and told us he was locking down the Realm of Nightmares because of Lucifer’s weakened condition.  He feared that the prisoners would revolt so he posted the guards outside the castle with Bohden to keep anyone from entering until Lucifer was back on the throne.  Azazel said that he would stand guard on the first floor.  I’m so sorry.  We didn’t know what he was planning.”
 
   “Secure the doors until we can contain the prisoners in the realm.  From now on, you only take orders from Lord Hades, Lord Lucifer, Malcolm, or me.  Understood?” she asked authoritatively.
 
   “Yes, my lady,” both Ioden and Dane said as they bowed.
 
   Making their way up the stairs, Anjali was concerned about the fallout from the attempted rebellion.  “It will take time to sort out Azazel’s supporters, though I have a feeling Hades will do a thorough job of finding anyone else stupid enough to try to overthrow Hell and make them suffer,” she said as they entered the Annex.
 
   “I saw the fury on Hades’ face.  I know that look.  I don’t doubt that Hades will find anyone guilty of mutiny,” Calin replied.
 
   Balthazar was standing at the entrance to the Annex as she entered the hallway.
 
   “Calin, please inform Lord Hades about Alazar’s condition.  Duck if he throws anything and don’t shoot him.  I need him in one piece,” she said as Balthazar took Alazar’s arm and draped it over his shoulder so that Calin could leave.
 
   Calin rolled his eyes.  “Fine, I won’t shoot him since he’s obviously having a bad day, but he throws anything, he’ll regret it.  He headed off to the Throne Room to inform Hades about Alazar.
 
   Balthazar shook his head at Calin.  “Hades and Calin are going to get along famously,” he snickered.  “Now, tell me what happened to Alazar.  I’ve never seen him like this, not even the first time I attacked him in Sumer when he admitted that he and Aeries had wronged me.”  Seeing how severe Alazar’s injuries were, he felt bad for his brother for the first time ever.
 
   “Azazel punished Alazar by locking him in the Realm of Nightmares and unleashing Alazar’s temptees.  He was helplessly locked in Celestial Bonds.  He and Malcolm both suffered because Azazel was too selfish to understand what was needed of him.  He was supposed to serve Hell, not Hades’ childish whims.  Of course, Lucifer had ordered him to commit terrible acts for him as well.  In the end, Azazel became a victim to Lucifer and Hades’ darkness,” she sighed.
 
   Anjali and Balthazar carried Alazar to his room and laid him on his bed.  She wiped the blood from his face and undressed him so that she could see the extent of his injuries.  There wasn’t a single spot on his lean body that wasn’t bruised or cut.  Though the prisoners didn’t have any weapons, they had nearly punched and kicked the life out of him.  She could feel her anger seeping from her pores as she examined and cleaned him.  Sadly, there was little point in punishing the prisoners further.  Though she would make good on her promise to make them understand why they were in Hell, it wouldn’t bring her any joy to do it.  Alazar had done his job and had suffered for it.  She was bitter that he had been punished for doing the very thing he was created to do.
 
   She wrapped his black silk sheets around his body.  He curled up on his side, shaking and muttering apologizes.
 
   Hanging her head, she felt exhausted.  She carefully lay down next to him and whispered comforting words, though she had no idea if he could hear her.  Perhaps the words were more to comfort herself.  It seemed that no matter what she did, her angels were never safe from evil.
 
   Balthazar sat down in the black leather lounger and watched over his Master and his leader.  He listened to Alazar’s apologizes and shed a tear for his brother.  He remembered Alazar’s words of warning.  He said that one day a temptee could turn against him and attack him for tempting them.  If he did not know how to fight, he would suffer.
 
   He pulled his favorite dagger and laid it across his knees.  Alazar may have been misguided in his methods, but his reasons had been sound.  Never again would he fail Alazar or his Master.


 
   
 
  

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Hades walked into the Throne Room.  He was desperate to get things back to normal even though he wasn’t 100% yet.  While he was glad to be rid of Azazel, a part of him missed his old friend.  For centuries, they had plotted and schemed together until Lady Black had taken the throne.  Their friendship had been tense ever since Lucifer had demoted him from Lead Punisher to Overseer of the Realm of Fire.  Azazel blamed him for being demoted, even though Lucifer had given the order.  It hadn’t been the same between them since and truth be told, Azazel enjoyed stirring up trouble just to piss him off.
 
   Looking up, he saw Lady Black sitting on her throne with her new servants standing on the right side of the dais on the floor.  She was announcing that Gresham would be promoted to Overseer of the Realm of Fire.  He was grateful that she was at least trying to keep things under control, though she wasn’t ruthless enough to fully carry out the job.
 
   Gresham bowed to her and then stopped to bow to Hades before leaving the Throne Room.
 
   Ascending the dais, Hades refused to acknowledge Lady Black.  It was childish, but he was annoyed that she not only had a new Nachtghul, but that the boy was actually useful, unlike Derick.
 
   “You’re pretending to look well, Lord Hades,” Anjali said indifferently.
 
   Hades winced at the accusation.  He had been trying very hard to hide the full extent of his injuries.  They were slower to heal because Lucifer had been completely evil while impaling him.  Scars tended to form when the injury came at the hands of true evil.  Sadly, the new scars only added to his collection from his previous battles with Lucifer.
 
   “And here I thought I was back to being my old self.  What gave me away?” he asked, curious, so that he could correct the problems.
 
   “You’re favoring your left side, which makes your knee wobble when you walk.  Your mouth is tight when you switch footing.  Your gait is shorter than usual and it isn’t nearly as filled with hatred.  Normally you walk like you are headed off to execute someone,” she said quickly.
 
   Hades was impressed.  He didn’t think she paid that much attention to him.  “You saw all that in the span of twenty seconds?”
 
   “No, Calin did.  That’s what he’s good at, or at least one of the things he’s good at,” she snickered.
 
   Hades nearly vomited when he heard the innuendo.
 
   “Keep your new pet under control and try to curb your desire.  You spend too much time improving Lucifer’s mood, I don’t need you shirking your responsibilities because you are locking yourself in your room with them,” he said disdainfully pointing to Derick and Calin.
 
   Annoying by Hades’ tactless comment, she decided to inform him of how she had killed the Syankas.  “You asked me if it is worth it to turn Lucifer into a crying mess for a moment’s pleasure.  I would have to say yes, it’s worth it.  I killed the Syankas the same way I strip Lucifer of his darkness, with my compassion for Lucifer.  I will continue to strip the darkness from Lucifer so that he doesn’t feel compelled to create more of those creatures.  So the next time you complain that I’m useless around here, remember this day,” she said smugly.  It burned her that Hades never acknowledged her good deeds.
 
   “Yes, I will remember that the devil’s whore saved the day,” he replied sharply.  He was angry that she had created the mess in the first place by weakening Lucifer.  If she stayed in Hell, he would forever be cleaning up her messes.
 
   From the corner of his eye, he swore that Calin was reaching for a sidearm or some other kind of weapon.  He watched Lady Black’s back stiffen and casually shake her head.  It concerned him that Calin wanted to harm him, but was happy to see that at least one of her Nachtghul had a spine and would protect her.
 
   She abruptly rose from her throne and descended the dais.  She spun and glared at him.  “I hate you,” she sneered.  “Heaven forbid that you thank me for stopping the Syankas and Azazel from taking your tacky throne.  No matter what I do, I will never earn your praise or gratitude.  Thankfully, I no longer care what you think of me.  You have your throne back.  Good luck ruling it alone until Lucifer can sit beside you,” she snapped.
 
   She pulled the edges of her dress and spun on her heel wanting to put as much distance between her and Hades.  She knew there was no talking to him when his pride had been injured.  While he would lower his defenses and show her moments of kindness, he resorted to snide comments when forced to admit his mistakes.  There would be no reasoning with him until he reined in his ego.
 
   “Where are you going?  There is work to be done!” Hades yelled.  He became anxious when he realized that he had finally pushed her too far.  He regrettably wasn’t strong enough to hold the throne alone without Lucifer.
 
   “I have an angel to tend to,” she said over her shoulder.
 
   Hades softened his voice, hoping to distract her anger and smooth things over before it was too late.  “How is Alazar?” he asked with as much conviction as he could.
 
   She abruptly stopped when she heard Hades sound sincere.  She hoped that he had come to his senses and was willing to speak openly to her.
 
   “He’s dealing,” she said vaguely.
 
   “Dealing?” Hades asked, raising his eyebrow.  He didn’t like the tone of her answer.  She sounded concerned.
 
   Hefting out a breath, she hesitated, not wanting to tell Hades the truth, but she needed advice.  She would have rather confided in Gabriel, but he was behind closed doors with the Council and couldn’t be reached.  She hoped that Hades was calm enough to listen to her.  He would undoubtedly speak truthfully without the burden of emotional attachment.
 
   Letting go of her anger, she saw that Hades was genuinely curious.  “When Alazar was in the Realm of Nightmares, he had to face every temptee that had been banished there.  He had to relive every temptation of every atrocious soul.  They sought revenge, even though they foolishly fell victim to his words.  Every time he closes his eyes, he sees them attacking him, beating him.  They screamed at him and tore at him, angry that he had influenced their fate.  When I found him, he was barely breathing.  All he could say was, ‘I’m sorry’.  I realized that he wasn’t apologizing to me.  He was apologizing to them.  Though his body is healing, his mind seems at odds with his mission.  I think the guilt and the pain he felt while listening to the taunts of the prisoners has shaken his confidence.  He seems hesitant to return to his position.  I think he’s afraid to face the wicked in the Mortal Realm,” she explained, unsure of how to help Alazar.
 
   Hades ground his teeth, frustrated by Lady Black.  “Just when I think you can handle this job, you say something completely idiotic and force me to rethink my opinion of you and your abilities.  If Alazar can’t handle being the Angel of Death, replace him!” Hades snapped.  “We don’t need Death being too afraid to tempt the mortals to kill each other.  The Predznak were not created to regret tempting the mortals.  They were created to take pride in it!”
 
   Anjali bristled under his criticism.  “I won’t kill Alazar and I won’t turn my back on him when he needs me,” she sneered.
 
   Hades rolled his eyes.  “I didn’t say that you should kill him, but you need to get a handle on this problem immediately.  Replace him if he is unfit to carry out his duties and give him some other position.  Turn him into your tailor for all I care, but remove his power before it’s too late,” he said impatiently.
 
   She glared at him, though she understood his meaning.  She feared that Alazar might lose control and become overwhelmed by his power just as Tristan, the Angel of Fear, had.  “I will fix this, but it will take time.  I expect that you will keep this conversation between us.  I don’t need Michael finding out about Alazar’s diminished condition.  That last thing I need is the Celestial Warriors demanding to take Alazar into custody for his own protection,” she grimaced.
 
   Hades debated the issue.  He hated the Predznak, but Alazar had proven his worth by defending the thrones and had suffered for it.  He would agree to keep quiet as his way of thanking Alazar, as long as Lady Black took control of the situation.  “I will refrain from informing the Council, unless it becomes necessary.  I suggest you straight him out quickly,” Hades nodded, sealing his vow.
 
   Anjali bowed, thankful for his moment of clarity.  “Thank you, my lord.”
 
   “One more thing, Lady Black,” Hades said.  He shifted uncomfortably in his throne wishing he could go back to his bed to rest.  He hated asking her for a favor, but he had just made a huge concession by concealing Alazar’s condition from the Council.  “With Garret dead, Lucifer will choose a new servant.  Try to influence his choice this time so that we don’t have to publicly execute the next one for treason.  Perhaps you could finally be of some use to me,” he snapped.
 
   Anjali was annoyed by Hades’ snide comment, but moreover, she was mad that Hades was right.  Lucifer would choose a new servant and potentially make a deal with a new psychopath.  Maybe she could steer him toward someone more like Lev, who seemed to be the most normal servant to date.
 
   “I’ll see what I can do,” she said without turning around.
 
   ∞
 
   The sound of growls and high-pitched wailing permeated the stale-smelling Hall of Shadows.  The room was unbearably loud and the prisoners were so closely chained side by side that it was hard to move without bumping into flesh and fur, or claws and teeth.  Every single prisoner hated Heaven, Hell, and the Mortal Realm.  The prisoners had all been exiled to this dreary existence for various reasons, though most of them were imprisoned because they had vowed to destroy God and his domain.
 
   Walking through the rows of prisoners confined and debilitated in their Celestial Bonds, Lev made his way through the expansive hall until he reached the correct section.
 
   “Did you come here to taunt the gods, boy?  It is not a wise course of action.  We will rip your heart out and spill your blood for such an insult,” a small female voice snarled behind him.
 
   Turning, Lev saw the pale, gaunt face of the woman that had spoken.  The dark haired woman was frail and small, but her big blue eyes were filled with hatred.  He gazed at the surrounding rows of male and female prisoners chained to the floor who looked like mortals, but were far superior.  The men were powerful and the women were shrewd, but now they were starved and feeble.  They were once considered gods, but now were reduced to pathetic children.
 
   “You can drop the act, Hel.  It’s time,” Lev smiled a boyish smile.
 
   Hel narrowed her eyes.  “Has everything been prepared?”
 
   “The first part of the plan worked perfectly.  Lucifer has suffered a loss and is healing from an attack by his Syankas.  It’s draining fighting one’s own demons.  Hades is hobbling around like an old man, trying to hide the extent of his injuries.  The Angel of Death hides in his room, afraid to use his power on the mortals and Anjali is too concerned with his recovery to notice anything out of place.  Thankfully, Garret was too stupid to understand how or why I was manipulating into him to staging an uprising.  He only cared about gaining power.  He did everything that I suggested.  No one suspects that I was the mastermind.  Sadly, it took a lot of effort to make the Heads of Hell angry enough with Azazel to kill him.
 
   “Now that Hell is fractured, it’s the perfect time to enact the second part of the plan.  The mortals have seen true evil under God’s reign, having been attacked by a revenant army.  They will be more willing to put their trust in another god, or gods, as the case may be; gods who are willing to protect them, or at least pretend to care about their best interests.  They just need one more push and they will willingly sing your praises to the sky.  All you have to do is take Lucifer’s throne from him and Hell will be yours,” Lev bowed his head to Hel.
 
   “Yes,” she smiled cruelly.  “I will make him suffer for breaking our deal to grant me control over his domain.  I know he put Anjali in the third throne as a slight to me.  I should be the sole ruler of Hell; instead, I am left to rot here while she sits at his side and does nothing but look pretty.  They will both feel my wrath!”
 
   “I will make sure that your plans are fulfilled,” Lev said, bowing his head.
 
   “You have done well, Lev.  You will be greatly rewarded,” said a god to his left.
 
   Lev turned to Tỳr, the Germanic God of War and unlocked his chains.  “I just did as your cousin Jörmungandr instructed, sire.”
 
   “Where is Jör?” Tỳr asked, annoyed that Jör couldn’t be bothered to make an appearance.  He stood up and stretched his shaky body, waiting for his legendary strength to return.
 
   “He lies in wait at the bottom of the ocean, sire.  He will rise when you have need of him,” Lev replied as he quickly released Hel from her bonds.
 
   “It’s just like the Serpent King to keep himself hidden while we risk our lives.  He’s the one who wants to rule the Mortal Realm.  He should be here fighting this battle,” Tỳr sneered.  “Lev, tell your Master that once I’m done with Michael and Raphael, our truce is over and I’m coming for his head.”
 
   Lev ignored Tỳr’s threats and released Hel’s minions Ganglati and Ganglot from their bonds.
 
   “Worry less about my brother and focus on your part, Tỳr.  You promised me a victory.  You promised me Lucifer’s throne,” Hel hissed.
 
   Tỳr nodded his head.  “They shall both be yours, Hel, and then I shall have my revenge against Heaven,” he replied confidently.
 
   Lev quickly released Nótt, Váli, Ullr, Syn, Hermod, Mani, Skjöldr, Seaxnēat, Ilmr, Iðunn, Njörðr, Þorgerðr, Irpa, Dellingr and their lesser minions.
 
   From the corner of his eye, Lev saw the Fallen Angels guarding the Hall preparing to rush them and subdue them.
 
   He quickly approached the final god he needed to release.  Though he could cause more problems than needed, he was critical to Jör’s plans.  The black pile of thick fur with the silver-gray tips was panting on the ground and appeared sickly and malnourished, but was a force to be reckoned with.  The creature hated his siblings and wanted to kill Hel and Jör, unfortunately, he was a necessary evil.
 
   Lev reached down and ignored the deep growl emanating from the enormous fiend.  He ignored the hairs standing up on his neck as he slowly reached for the Celestial Bonds around the creature’s thick front paws, making sure it understood that he was freeing him, not attacking him.  Lev had no idea if the monster could understand his intentions.  He held up one hand in surrender, not wanting to be bitten by his thick fangs.  He pressed the thumb of Azazel’s severed hand to the lock of the blue glowing bonds.  The light dimmed and then faded completely.
 
   Lev stepped back and gave the massive black wolf room to rise to its full height.  It shook its entire body, clearing off the soot from its fur and stretching its thick muscles.
 
   “Go forth and strike fear in the hearts of the mortals, Fenris,” Lev bowed.
 
   Fenris threw back his large head and let out a growling howl that could scare the dead.  His eyes locked on the Fallen Angels rushing toward him.  They would be no match for the father of werewolves and his poisonous bite.
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