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Synopsis

At the dawn of time, two ancient adversaries battled for control of Earth. One man rose to stand at humanity's side. A soldier whose name we still remember today…

Mikhail has a new mission: train the warriors to fight back against the mysterious kidnappings. But the journey from soldier to general is never easy, especially when the Chief's son undermines his authority. Challenges compound when they learn that 'lizard demons' have put a bounty on Mikhail's head.

Ninsianna thought her prayers had been answered when a man fell from the heavens and vowed to protect her village. But She-who-is is a demanding mistress—not only does she send nightmares of impending evil—but SHE views her husband with a self-serving eye. Can their marriage survive possession by a goddess?

Meanwhile in the heavens, rumors of a cure to the Angelic's impending extinction winds its way through the Emperor's desperate armies. Raphael is charged with finding this 'Holy Grail,' unaware that Lucifer barters the solution in a quiet coup d'état. The Eternal Emperor and Shay'tan are so busy outwitting each other that neither notices an ancient Evil is outmaneuvering them all. 

A tragic death forces the Alliance to choose which leader they will follow in an epic, heavens-fracturing showdown. The Eternal Emperor … or Lucifer?

.

Sword of the Gods reading order:

—The Chosen One .

—Prince of Tyre

—Agents of Ki

—The Dark Lord's Vessel

—Archangel (coming soon)

.

—Angel of Death: A Love Story (set in the same universe, but in the modern day)


The Chess Game Thus Far…

(synopsis of Book One: The Chosen One)
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Mikhail awakens in his crashed ship with no memory of his past. He is saved by Ninsianna, a young woman who can speak to the goddess. With a broken wing and no way home, he is forced to integrate into her stone-aged village, a task made difficult by her jilted lover, Jamin. When young women start disappearing, Mikhail must organize her people to fight back. He trains eight archers, including Pareesa, a young woman with a preternatural ability to master any weapon, and later trains the village warriors, including Gita, a peculiar young woman who happens to be Ninsianna's cousin. But leadership does not come easy to the reclusive Mikhail.

Ninsianna's people have prophecies of a winged champion who will defend her people against an Evil One. Mikhail swears he is no demi-god, but his sword and his uncanny ability to kill says otherwise. Love blossoms and they marry, but each night the goddess sends Ninsianna nightmares of a white-winged Evil One who will cut their child from her womb. As her power grows, Ninsianna begins to view her people from the godlike perspective of She-who-is.

Jamin wanted to marry the woman of his dreams, but then Ninsianna broke off their engagement and took up with the winged demon who fell from the sky. Believing Mikhail harbors dark magic, he seeks proof Mikhail's own people are buying human women from the whispered lizard demons. But in the course of dancing with his enemies, Jamin makes a terrible mistake, one the village trollop, Shahla, uses to blackmail his affections.

The Eternal Emperor may be a god, but neither his knowledge of genetics, nor his godlike powers, have enabled him to fix the inbreeding which has rendered his genetically engineered super-soldiers sterile. If only the human root race had not gone extinct! But then he receives word that Mikhail was shot down onto a surviving colony which lies within the control of his ancient adversary, Shay'tan.

Shay'tan is thrilled when his Sata'anic navy, including the lowly Lieutenant Kasib, rediscovers humanity on a remote planet. Whoever controls access will control the fate of the galaxy. He sends an armada to annex the human homeworld, but it's been a long time since hybrids diverged as a separate species. Has enough genetic drift occurred that they are no longer genetically compatible? He orders Ba'al Zebub to find out and, in the process, why not tweak his ancient adversary's nose? The old dragon knows just which Alliance citizen would sell his soul for a chance to sire an heir. A certain disgruntled adopted prince, perhaps?

Unbeknownst to either emperor, Lucifer cuts a deal with Ba'al Zebub to purchase not just one human female, but hundreds of them. Marriage between hybrids is illegal, and so is fraternizing with pre-technological cultures. Fearful his adopted father is more interested in winning his pissing contest against Shay'tan than saving his species, Lucifer secretly match-makes humans to other sterile hybrids, including General Abaddon and General Kunopegos while he works behind the scenes to stage a coup d'état.

But lately, Lucifer has been experiencing blackouts. The behavior his loyal guard Eligor and Ba'al Zebub's delivery boy Apausha witness during these lapses differs drastically from Lucifer's recollections of humans as being non-sentient breeding stock, a delusion fed by his sycophantic Chief of Staff, Zepar.

Raphael continues searching for Mikhail long after the others have given his best friend up for dead. Supreme Commander-General Jophiel allows this because it keeps Raphael far enough away to not tempt her to defy the Emperor's anti-fraternization laws. With so few hybrids capable of reproducing, the only way their species will survive is if those who can reproduce beget offspring to introduce genetic diversity. But after their son almost dies, Jophiel begins to rethink the policies which forbid her species from ever knowing love.

Then Mikhail gets out a distress call, and the Emperor knows what Shay'tan has hidden up his ermine robe … but not where…

As intrigues roil the heavens and the two great empires race to secure the planet which will determine the fate of the galaxy, no one notices a far more ancient Evil is manipulating Lucifer to pull the factions strings to go to war.

No one, that is, except for Ninsianna, and her goddess-sent visions of the Evil One. Whether he wants to be their leader or not, Mikhail is the goddess' champion, and it is up to him to save the entire world.


Foreword to the Second Edition

Much to my surprise, my books have found an international audience, with versions of this series now available in multiple languages. Unfortunately, translation is a costly endeavor, necessitating that my "doorstoppers" be broken apart into "normal" length books. 

'Prince of Tyre' remains a single book, but as I was forced to tweak a few chapters before I broke it in half so that each translated sub-book would contain a complete story, I have decide to reissue 'Prince of Tyre' as a Second Edition which contains both sub-books, "Among the Fiery Stones" and "Queen of a Lesser Empire".


BOOK IV: 
Among the Fiery Stones
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How art thou fallen from heaven, 

O Lucifer, son of the morning! 

How art thou cut down to the ground, 

which didst weaken the nations!

For thou hast said in thine heart, 

I will ascend into heaven, 

I will exalt my throne above the stars of God: 

I will sit also upon the mount of the congregation, 

in the sides of the north:

I will ascend above the heights of the clouds; 

I will be like the most High.

Yet thou shalt be brought down to hell, 

to the sides of the pit.

They that see thee shall narrowly look upon thee, 

and consider thee, saying, 

Is this the man that made the earth to tremble, 

that did shake kingdoms;

That made the world as a wilderness, 

and destroyed the cities thereof; 

that opened not the house of his prisoners?

All the kings of the nations, 

even all of them, lie in glory, 

every one in his own house.

.

—Isaiah 14:12-22


Prologue
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You were anointed as a guardian cherub,

For so I ordained you.

You were on the holy mount of God;

You walked among the fiery stones.

--Ezekiel 28:14

.

Galactic Standard Date: 152,183.02 AE 

Haven 1: Eternal Palace

Eternal Emperor Hashem

.

240 Years Ago….

.

The ETERNAL EMPEROR

In God's laboratory, where so much of creation was shepherded through evolution, the Eternal Emperor Hashem paced back and forth as though –he- was the expectant father. The dark-winged Angelic female writhed in pain and screamed: 

“He has a right to know!”

Hashem glanced nervously at the Angelic's fetal heart rate monitor.

“You must keep this child's existence a secret,” he said nervously.

“This isn't a game of chess!” Asherah hissed. “Shemijaza is my husband!”

For millennia, he and Shay'tan had played chess to resolve their differences, and if that didn't work, then they gathered up their armies and went to war. Neither had been able to gain dominion over the galaxy until, one day, Hashem's greatest general had rebelled. Unable to take on the Alliance directly, Shemijaza had seized a string of planets too close to the old dragon's border to quash without igniting an intergalactic war and begun recruiting disaffected hybrids. With the Sata'an Empire nipping at his Galactic Alliance, the last thing Hashem needed was a civil war! 

Dark-haired and dark-winged, with eyes so blue they were the color of the Haven sky, he'd thought it a stroke of genius to send the beautiful, soft-spoken Asherah to entice the rebel leader to rejoin the Alliance. 

“You were supposed to negotiate a treaty!" Hashem scolded her. "Not marry him!"

"It was the only way he'd sign!"

"It will grant the Third Empire legitimacy!" Hashem shouted. "I can't allow Shemijaza to produce an heir!" 

Asherah took quick, shallow breaths as her contractions intensified. 

“I'm Seraphim," she pleaded. "Please? When we consummated our marriage, my life became tied to his.”

“You're only half-Seraphim," he corrected her. "You can survive if you so choose, which you demonstrated by coming here!”

Asherah clutched her belly and yowled. 

"Shemijaza was right! Our species is going extinct, and you do nothing to help us!"

Hashem's wild, white hair jutted outwards as he clamped down on the bolt of lightning and forced it, harmlessly, into the ground. What had once been a symbol of his brilliance as a geneticist, his ability to splice together life, had instead become a monument to his own incompetence. The genes which carried his army's animalistic features were recessive; to maintain them, he'd been forced to inbreed his armies until they'd lost the ability to reproduce. Now nothing; not his ascended powers, nor the best in vitro fertilization methods, had been able to fix it.

But that wasn't the real problem…

…the real problem was that he feared Shemijaza might be worshipping a far less altruistic god.

“The way he keeps outmaneuvering me is far too brilliant,” Hashem fretted. "With your genes, Shemijaza's child will be even more genetically evolved than he is." 

“I saw no live sacrifices," Asherah said, "no sign of ascended powers." 

"That's not what you said when you appeared on my doorstep!"

Asherah gripped the bed rails as her next contraction built to a crescendo. 

"Shemijaza has blackouts, headaches, bouts of temper," she said. "The man is sick! Not evil! The only evil I see is a selfish old god who would deprive a child of his father!"

Dark feathers flew everywhere as she fought the instinct to take flight. The child was coming, whether or not he wished for it to exist. 

“The child’s head is crowning, your Majesty” Dephar interrupted, his chief geneticist who was acting as a midwife. 

Asherah threw back her head and screamed her husband's name. 

Her cries awoke something that Hashem had never felt before, perhaps it was pity? With no words to convince her this was the right thing to do, he resorted to something he hadn't done since he'd ceased being mortal. 

"Take my hand, Asherah, and let me help you bear this pain?" 

His hand grew warm where it brushed against her skin. It burned through him, igniting a mortal need he'd long forgotten existed. 

Tears streamed down her cheeks as she focused her attention inwards, seeking to make contact with her husband through the telepathic bond Seraphim formed with their mate. He'd gone through great lengths to make the rebel leader believe his wife was dead. If Shemijaza found out that not only was Asherah still alive, but she'd just borne him a son, he would raze the Alliance to get her back. With Shay’tan sapping his resources, there was no way he could withstand war on a second front!

“Goddess!!!” Hashem shouted into the ethers. “I don't know how to prevent this!”

The scent of ozone filled his laboratory. Golden light sparkled and coalesced into a tall, slender female with pointed ears and gossamer wings. SHE rarely descended into material form because it made her vulnerable, but keeping this child a secret was paramount. 

“Favored daughter," She-who-is said, "I wouldn't ask you to make this sacrifice if the fate of the universe didn't depend upon it. Ki warned you that Shemijaza is tainted when you sang her Song to conceive your son.”

“Yes,” Asherah sobbed miserably.

Hashem felt a twinge of envy. Why had a mortal been given access to the Song of Creation and not him? By Ki, no less? She-who-is' mother?

“Your Eminence,” Dephar bowed with awe. “The child is stuck in the birth canal.”

“I shall deliver him myself." SHE placed her hand upon Asherah’s swollen abdomen. “Push, my daughter. I wish to meet this prince of Tyre.”

The child slid into HER waiting arms. He didn't cry as others did upon being cast out of their mother's womb, but reached for HER face as Dephar cut the umbilical cord and gurgled a sound which sounded like 'Inanna.' 

The goddess' lips turned up in a smile, genuine this time, as she recognized something which pleased her immensely. 

“Welcome back, Luciferi, Bringer of Light." She glanced at the sobbing Seraphim. "Be grateful, young prince, that this mortal loves you enough to keep you hidden from your -real- father. All that exists depends upon you not falling into Moloch's hands." 

SHE reached towards Asherah to grant her the mercy of wiping Shemijaza from her mind, but Asherah slapped her hand away. Dephar gasped at the Seraphim's audacity.

“Don’t you play your memory games on me!” Asherah sat up in her childbed as regal as a queen. “I shall do as you ask, but someday, Shemijaza and I will reunite!" 

Hashem cringed. She-who-is might be all-powerful, but Asherah understood the rules of the larger game which bound even old gods such as himself. Not quite genetically evolved enough to achieve immortality on her own, the Seraphim was too close to perfection to manipulate against her will. 

“So be it." She-who-is wrapped the infant in a blanket and handed him to Hashem. “You must protect this child with your immortal life.”

“Yes, your Eminence." Hashem bowed. “I will raise him as though he were my own son.”

The goddess' eyes burned gold with power. With a flick of her gossamer wings, SHE shimmered out of the material realm. 

Hashem looked down at the child who'd just been placed into his care. The infant had his mother's delicate facial features, but the snow-white wings and white-blonde hair of his father. Instead of blue, the child had inherited Shemijaza's eyes, silver like the moon, a genetic throwback to a bloodline they had all believed to be extinct. 

Morning Star… 

Hashem shivered even though he'd long ago evolved past the ability to feel the cold. Shemijaza had outsmarted him. Outsmarted Shay’tan. Outsmarted every creature in the galaxy, including She-who-is. Asherah had brought warning of a new threat snuffling around the rebel leader, one terrifying enough to cause the half-Seraphim to abandon her mate. 

Morning Star… 

A bloodline that was even older than She-who-is. Heaven help them if Moloch got his hands on Shemijaza's offspring!

“Asherah?" Hashem presented the infant to the grieving Seraphim. “Your son—"

“Go away!" Asherah curled up in a fetal position. “You wanted him, now you’ve got him!” 

It couldn't be good for the child to be rejected by his own mother. Hashem knew from his work as a geneticist that most rejected offspring simply withered and died. 

The infant stared up at him, his eerie silver eyes filled with trust.

Morning star…

The most beautiful, and dangerous bloodline that a geneticist could ever hope to study.

He glanced at the cold, sterile artifices of his genetics laboratory and the billions of creatures he'd shepherded towards higher lifeforms. She-who-is had given -him- the prize, and neither Shay'tan, nor the child's own father even knew it! 

All he had to do was make sure that Moloch didn't find out… 


Chapter 1
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September 3,390 BC

Earth: Village of Assur

Colonel Mikhail Mannuki'ili

MIKHAIL

Colonel Mikhail Mannuki’ili crouched behind the fence, surveying the crushed, grain as he stalked the diminutive demon which moved through his crops, laying waste to all that fell beneath its cloven hooves.

"Spawn of Shay'tan," he cursed. "I will crush thy horned head beneath my boot!"

His wife's primitive culture practically worshipped these creatures, but he, a superior being from an advanced civilization, saw that wherever this creature tread, it devoured all that lay in its path. It stood there now, consuming the barley the widow-sisters had helped him plant in tribute to Ninkasi, the goddess of bread and beer. Of all the fields which dotted the fertile alluvial plain, why had the creature targeted this field? The one he'd spent half the summer digging levies and planting? 

A black pit of anger simmered beneath the surface, threatening to erupt through his carefully constructed façade of self-control. Normally he remained even-tempered, but even an Angelic could be pushed too far. 

The demon had just laid waste to months of back-breaking work!

He tucked his wings against his back and crept closer, his belly pressed against the earth as he imagined wreaking vengeance for his ruined crop. Normally, he'd approach from the air, but there was nothing discrete about a dark-winged Angelic swooping down from the sky. 

His hand trailed down to touch his sword, envisioning justice—the goat, on a spit, with a pomegranate in her mouth—but Ninsianna insisted he charm the creature, not use vigilante justice. Bah! He didn't need a sword! Angelics had been genetically engineered to fight. 

He whispered the Cherubim prayers to focus on the mission.

Smite … the … demon…

He crept closer, invisible against the dirt, no small feat of stealth for a man more than two meters tall. He'd flown downwind, skimming the acacia trees, and crept up from the riverbed so she wouldn't scent his approach.

Nemesis' head shot up; her nostrils flared as she sniffed the wind. Her brown eyes rolled in a familiar gesture of contempt. He had a mission to complete; train his wife’s people to fight back against the raids occurring all over Ubaid territory, but Nemesis had made him a laughing stock. How could he ask these people to follow him when, every single day, the creature outwitted, out-maneuvered, and out-thought him? 

He would make her pay, if it was the last thing he ever did! 

His heart sped up, pumping oxygen to his muscles in anticipation of battle. If he could conquer the goat, then maybe his so-called 'army' would stop wandering off in fifty different directions, as well?

Nemesis stomped her hoof as though to taunt, ‘bring it on.’ 

With a mighty pounding of black-brown wings, he took to the air.

Just for a moment, he thought he had her, but Nemesis turned, causing him to overshoot the mark. He veered, feathers flying as his wings struck the ground. Nemesis zig-zagged through the low stone levies, leaping over fields of emmer and einkorn. How could she evade his grasp when he could catch a sparrow mid-air?

She bolted up the hill, straight towards Assur.

"Watch out!" the black-eyed girl shouted as Nemesis squeaked through the front gate with Mikhail hot on her tail. 

In the narrow streets, Nemesis had the advantage, but he soared above the mud-brick houses, cutting off her escape. Curiosity seekers peered down from their rooftop patios, taking bets on this daily battle. The villagers cheered, although he suspected it was the goat they rooted for, and not him. 

“There’s no escaping!” 

The goat stuck its nose through the rough stick gate. He had her!

“Yea!” the villagers cheered.

A rare smile lit up his face as he banked his wings to land, but Nemesis turned and bolted between his legs. He flapped his wings, trying to stay airborne as he reached down to grab her, but his momentum catapulted him forward, heel-over-head, into the milking shed, and then face-down, into a pile of goat dung.

Dark feathers flew everywhere. Bells rang in his brain, accompanied by the laughter of villagers who'd turned out to watch him lose. One voice in particular assaulted his ears, as light and musical as a heavenly choir.

“Why do you keep doing this to yourself?” Ninsianna laughed. “I told you I would milk her.”

Mikhail forced himself to his hands and knees.

"She targeted our field," he said. "She must be taught a lesson."

"She's a goat," Ninsianna said. "You must learn to temper your sense of justice with mercy and common sense."

Mikhail stifled an irritable reply as Little Nemesis greeted his wife with a friendly bleat and rubbed its nose in her hand, looking for treats. How come when he brought treats, the goat left hoof marks all over his clothing?

Ninsianna coaxed the goat to stand on a raised platform and placed a bucket of vegetable peelings beneath its nose. Her supple hands caressed the goat's teats, coaxing the animal to share its milk.

A most tempting image, of Ninsianna doing something along those lines to him later, caused a pleasant warmth to spread down to his loins, soothing his annoyance which would have been forgotten, but not for the fact he now reeked of goat dung.

“I swear!” Ninsianna laughed. “You have to stop thinking of this as a battle of honor. It’s only a bucket of milk.”

“That’s easy for you to say,” he grumbled. 

He glanced at the rooftops, where his "audience" had disappeared. Assur didn't have the resources to maintain a standing army, so as soon as everyone finished eating supper, every man and, in some cases, woman, capable of wielding a spear or bow would gather for their nightly 'boot camp' so he could train them to defend themselves. 

“How am I supposed to win them over if I can’t even subdue a goat?”

Ninsianna's eyes took on that fiery golden glow which they always got whenever she spoke with She-who-is' voice. 

“First you must win her over, Sword of the Gods," She-who-is-Ninsianna spoke through his wife. “How can you unite the Ubaid when you can’t even lead a goat?”

Mikhail shivered. He hated it when She-who-is used his wife as a megaphone. 

Ninsianna blinked; the glow faded. Mikhail hid his frustration, reminding himself that it was not his wife who spoke to him so disdainfully, but the architect of the universe.

She allowed him to carry the bucket into the house. He absolutely refused to allow his pregnant wife to carry the heavy bucket which, so long as she milked the goat and not him, always brimmed with milk.

Personally, he would gladly forsake milk and kischk for a certain roasted goat…

He closed the gate behind him so Little Nemesis would not escape. It was a futile gesture. The moment she finished eating, the little demon would jimmy it open and escape into one of the neighbor's fields; a crime which he would be obligated to compensate them for.

“You should let me smite that creature and find you a more obedient one,” he grumbled. 

“If the females in this family were obedient,” Ninsianna teased him. “I would be married to Jamin right now instead of you!”

“And my bones would be moldering in the wreckage of my ship.” 

Ninsianna shot him a beautiful smile, the kind that made him daydream about kissing her luscious lips instead of training warriors or fortifying the village defenses.

Now if only SHE would gift him with knowledge about how to wrangle goats? They were his people now. The crash had left him with few memories of where he had come from, but in the seven months he'd been stranded here, nobody had cared enough to come looking for him.


Chapter 2
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Galactic Standard Date: 152,323.09 AE

Zulu Sector: Command Carrier ‘Light Emerging’

Angelic Air Force 

Brigadier-General Raphael Israfa

RAPHAEL

Colonel Raphael Israfa was a commander in the Angelic Air Force's 480th Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance Wing. With golden wings and hazel-blue eyes, a mischievous dimple marred his otherwise perfectly engineered Angelic features.

The ship he commanded was the Light Emerging, smaller and sleeker than the other command carriers, but bristling with firepower. It had been a year since Supreme Commander-General Jophiel had gifted him the ship as a consolation prize before banishing him to the Uncharted Territories. 

The ship's bridge shimmered as a golden-white vortex appeared at the center.

“Sir?” Major Glicki tilted an antenna at the disturbance.

Raphael shot his Mantoid second-in-command a victorious grin. Given the message they'd just relayed, he expected nothing less. He smoothed his buff-gold feathers to make himself presentable before using the ship's intercom.

“Attention all crew. Report to the launch bay for inspection. The Eternal Emperor is on the deck.”

The crew stood stupefied at his unbelievable words. Most had never seen the old god who ruled their half of the galaxy, much less had him appear on a ship stationed in a remote spiral arm. 

The particles coalesced into a miniature sun, and then expanded outwards. All Hades broke loose as the light became recognizably humanoid.

“Backs straight!” Lieutenant Sachiel lined up the bridge crew. “Wings against your back! Get that line into formation! Straighten out that uniform, airman!”

Raphael stood a respectful distance as the Eternal Emperor materialized into the material realm. He wore his preferred visage of an older, wingless Angelic wearing a white beard and simple white robe. Raphael waited until he could see the Emperor’s golden eyes before tucking his buff-gold wings into a tight 'dress wings' formation to deliver a crisp salute.

"Sir!"

“As you were—" the Emperor nodded at the crew standing at stiff attention. 

“Your Majesty—” Raphael tried not to grin like a cat. "I take it you got my message?"

Seven months ago, Colonel Mikhail Mannuki'ili had gone missing in action while shadowing a suspicious Sata'anic cargo vessel. Raphael had searched for his best friend long past the time everyone else had given him up for dead, only now they had a lead. A great, big whopper of a lead.

Mikhail had found the Holy Grail!

“Show me, please,” the Emperor said. “I wish to see her with my own eyes.”

“Major Glicki,” Raphael said. “Please replay the message.”

Glicki touched the communications console, causing a twelve-foot-high image to appear on a flat video screen. All eyes were not on Mikhail, who was himself an oddity by virtue of his dark hair and black-brown wings, but the swarthy young woman who stood at his side, lips turned upwards in an enigmatic smile.

<< Raphael ... my ship is toast … the Sata’an have set up a base on an M-class planet at these coordinates ... Zulu three zero one eight crackle crackle… >>

“It was an extremely weak signal,” Raphael said. “If we’d been a few light years in either direction, we wouldn't have received it at all."

"Can you isolate his position?"

"The coordinates are incomplete, Sir," Raphael said, "but with the partial vectors, we estimate we’re looking at this portion of Zulu sector.” He pointed to a three-dimensional hologram which displayed the Orion-Cygnus spur of the galaxy.

“That’s a vast area—” the Emperor looked troubled. “It will be difficult to search without alerting Shay’tan.”

“We’ve been analyzing the video for clues, Sir,” Raphael said. “Major Glicki, if you please?”

His second-in-command used a computer-generated arrow.

“As you can see, Sir," Glicki briefed the Emperor, "this young woman appears as you do; a humanoid without wings."

With a few taps of her armored fingers, Glicki displayed measurements. "She is smaller than an Angelic female by 20%—" she changed the adjacent screen to display an Angelic who'd been dead for tens of thousands of years "—and bears genetic features their race used to possess, but have been lost over time."

A look passed between his men. Inbreeding… Angelics possessed wings, but they came at a terrible price.

“What other clues can you tell me?” the Emperor asked.

“She's wearing homespun clothing and a necklace carved from primitive stone,” Glicki said. “If you look at the console behind them, you’ll see a bow and arrows, as well as a spear. The arrow heads appear to be flint, not metal."

"If the planet is pre-technological," Raphael said, "it would explain why we can't detect an energy signature.”

The Emperor ran his fingers through his already-messy hair, making it stick up like he'd just rolled out of bed. Raphael was struck by how much their Emperor and god resembled a mad scientist.

“I lost an ark-ship in Victor Sector during the exodus from Nibiru," the Emperor said. "We’d assumed it had gone down, no survivors. Zulu Sector is a long way from its last known position, but it's possible it made it this far?"

Nibiru? Raphael glanced at the stone-tipped spear leaning within Mikhail's reach. It was hard to reconcile the Stone Age weapons with the advanced civilization which rumor said had spawned the Eternal Emperor.

"If they were originally a technological society," Raphael asked, "why didn't they try to contact us?"

"This isn't the first time a civilization regressed, especially during a calamity such as the asteroid which took out Nibiru." He scratched his chin, deep in thought. "If the ship was beyond repair, it would have been abandoned and its technology forgotten.” 

“See that crack in the hull?" Glicki drew a circle with the arrow. "That's not a natural angle to make a recording. We can assume he knew his transmission window was brief and compressed as many clues as possible into a short data burst.”

“Is there anything else?” the Emperor glanced at the awe-struck crew. 

“Sir,” Raphael said, “just an odd detail?”

“Speak freely.”

“Mikhail has his arm around this woman and is smiling.” 

"Ahh, yes," the Emperor smiled.

“Sir?” Lieutenant Sachiel, the ship's security officer, asked. “I don’t understand.”

“Mikhail is very serious,” the Emperor said, “which is not surprising given his family history.”

An instinctive shudder rippled through Raphael's feathers. Twenty-five years ago, pirates had raided the Seraphim homeworld and slaughtered every man, woman and child. Nine-year-old Mikhail had survived by pulling a sword from his dying mother's body and used it to smite her murderers; a silent, deadly reminder he carried always at his side. 

“He'd never embrace just any old female,” Raphael said. “The Seraphim have curious notions.”

The Emperor's eyes sparkled with amusement. 

“Perhaps he tried to convey additional information?”

“Your Majesty?” a young Spiderid said. “She's got golden eyes. I've never seen anyone with quite that color, but you, Sir.”

“So she does!" the Emperor exclaimed. 

“Another god, Sir?” Raphael asked.

The Emperor scrutinized the screen.

“Not yet, I think. A pre-ascended being?" He touched the young woman's eyes. “Soon, though, I suspect. She is on the cusp of evolving into something more. We must find her before she falls into the wrong hands.”

By 'wrong hands' Raphael assumed he meant Emperor Shay'tan.

Turning to Raphael, the Emperor gave him the crisp salute an officer gives to a subordinate and said loudly, “Brigadier-General Israfa, allow me to inspect your crew?” More softly, he added, “they'll be disappointed if I leave without inspecting them after you made them all line up.”

“Yes, Sir,” Raphael's dimple deepened into a full-blown grin, “but your Majesty, I am only a colonel.”

“Not anymore,” the Emperor said. “If I send you against the Sata’an Empire, I will give you the rank to do it.”

“Thank you, Sir!” Raphael saluted. 

He led the way out like an over-eager private, down into the bowels of his ship.

“Besides,” the Emperor said as soon as they were alone, “we both know the only reason Jophiel hasn't promoted you is because she doesn’t like to play favorites. You don’t put a mere colonel in charge of a command carrier."

"Sir?" His relationship with the Alliance's highest ranking military commander, and mother of his only child, was complicated due to the Emperor's strict anti-fraternization laws. So long as soldiers served in the military, for hybrids an obligatory five hundred years, they were forbidden to form relations except to sire offspring to fill their ranks.

"Has she said yes yet?”

“Not yet, Your Majesty.” After their son had nearly died, the Emperor had given him special dispensation rather than risk allowing Jophiel to resign. “She fears it will undermine morale if she is granted preferential treatment.”

“Keep asking,” the Emperor said. “She'll say yes if you find this planet.”

Raphael fluffed his buff-gold wings. Oh, gods! He hoped so!

He escorted the Emperor through the command carrier's labyrinthian corridors. Soldiers of every species lined up at attention to catch a glimpse of the Eternal Emperor.

"If I might ask, Sir?" Raphael said. "What purpose does Shay'tan have for setting up a base on that planet?"

"Besides preventing us from solving the hybrid inbreeding problem?" The Emperor's bushy eyebrows furrowed deep in thought. "Whatever it is, you can be certain it involves making me look like a fool."

Raphael feigned interest in a golden primary feather. The Emperor's chess game against Shay'tan was legendary.

"Find the human homeworld before Shay'tan sends reinforcements," the Emperor said. "Mikhail is a formidable soldier, but there's no way he can shape a primitive people into an army capable of fending off the Sata'an Empire."

Raphael chortled back a laugh. 'The Emperor's Personal Attack Dog' had an overdeveloped notion of duty and fairness, with no tolerance whatsoever for politics or egos. Despite the many promotions the Emperor had tried to shower upon him, the reclusive Seraphim studiously avoided accepting command of anything larger than an elite Special Forces unit.

"What's so funny, Brigadier-General Israfa?"

"I just pictured Mikhail leading a group of humans against one of Shay'tan's battle cruisers." He pantomimed throwing a primitive weapon. "It would be like asking a rock to herd a school of fish through the desert."

It was a laughing old god who strode into the hanger bay to inspect his men. The last thing Mikhail wanted was to be 'promoted' to general! He'd rather battle Shay'tan himself than be subjected to that kind of living hell!


Chapter 3
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September 3,390 BC

Earth: Village of Assur

Colonel Mikhail Mannuki'ili

MIKHAIL

It was an undisciplined bunch which met along the banks of the Hiddekel River. Elite warriors mingled with the soft sons of potters. Hides belted around the waists of field laborers clashed with the elaborate fringed kilts of the upper ranks. Only one thing united these people after an exhausting day spent laboring in the fields, resistance to learning his half-remembered snippets of Basic Training!

“Today we will practice combat against two opponents at once.” 

He marched down the line, if the drunken zigzag could be called a line. His young protégé fell into step behind him, stretching her legs to mimic his longer stride. At thirteen summers old, his 'shadow' had the uncanny ability to master any weapon. Pareesa wore her hair plaited into braids and wrapped around her head so that no man could get a grip on her. He'd appointed his young mascot 'second lieutenant' to entice more women to join, and also keep her out of mischief.

He stopped short to address one of the men. Pareesa crashed into the back of his wings with a surprised 'oh!'

“Should we wrap our fists?” She eagerly held out her leather bindings. 

“We won't be punching one another just yet, little fairy—” he tried to project the proper gravitas “—just grappling and throws."

It had been easier dealing with his prodigy when he'd simply thought of her as a little girl, an illusion his wife had shattered when she'd announced the reason Pareesa practiced so hard was because she bore him "an affection." Of course, Ninsianna thought that about all the women, having a propensity for jealousy. To him, Pareesa merely seemed an eager student. 

He turned to address two of the "elite" warriors.

“Say two enemies jump you at once?" he singled out Dadbeh and Firouz. "How will you defend yourself?” 

“He who fights then runs away,” Dadbeh joked, “will live to fight another day.” With mismatched eyes and a broken nose, despite his slight build, the man was fast and good with a spear. He would have been an ideal warrior had he not possessed a tendency to turn everything into a joke.

“Bok gawk!” Firouz flapped a pair of imaginary wings. “Bok gawk, bok bok bok!” With a beak of a nose that made him look like the fowl he impersonated, Firouz elicited a roar of laughter.

Mikhail retreated behind an unreadable expression. Had a Cherubim master given him such a look, he would have snapped to attention, but the humans were oblivious. He ordered them to fall back into line.

“Pareesa, Siamek,” he addressed his two lieutenants. “Let’s demonstrate the move I taught you yesterday?”

“Sir!” Siamek snapped into position. Tall and handsome, with a lithe yet muscular build, the three rows of fringe sewn onto Siamek's kilt marked him as belonging to a high-ranking family, but he was otherwise unprepossessing, competent to serve, but no more eager to be in charge than Mikhail was.

“I’m too short to reach your shoulders!" Pareesa bounced on her toes like a little yippy dog. "I barely come up to your chest."

He knew her too well to believe her complaint. The little imp would compensate and make him earn his victory. He moved into a ready stance, legs spread to move in any direction, and pressed his wings against his back so as not to gain an unfair advantage. The troops quieted down in curious anticipation.

His eyes met Siamek's brown ones, his nostrils flaring as he scented the air.

“Now!”

They grabbed his shoulders. Mikhail used a roundhouse block to deflect Siamek's longer reach and grabbed his wrist, using his own momentum against him to yank him forward. A half-heartbeat later, Pareesa was on the ground beside him, yelping. An appreciative murmur went through the men and women.

“You can let me up now,” Pareesa groaned. 

"I'm sure you'll repay the favor." He glanced at a bruise which encircled his wrist. He helped her up, and then extended his hand to Siamek.

“Thank you for demonstrating." 

Siamek eyed him warily, but allowed him to help him up.

He turned to the trainees. "Break up into groups of three and practice this maneuver.”

Two hundred novice warriors sorted themselves into cliques. Elite warriors refused to pair with field laborers. Potters and weavers eyed woodworkers and flint-knappers with distrust. Men refused to pair up with women, while older warriors from the Chief's generation looked down upon the younger troops. He was relieved when Siamek herded his reluctant 'soldiers' into the requested threesomes.

"Line up like men!" Siamek shouted. "Or we shall make you march until dawn!"

A raucous laugh caused the men to all pause and look. A man emerged from the reeds with a wild boar thrown over one shoulder, dripping blood from the spear which had been thrust into the animal's heart. Taller than most Ubaid, muscular and fast, with the arrogant bearing of one groomed from birth to assume the position of chief, Jamin's black eyes glowed with hatred.

"He should be the one enforcing order," Jamin's head jerked in Mikhail's direction. "Not you, Siamek. Why do you bother training with this pretender?"

Siamek's eyes darted between his best friend and Mikhail, his earlier poise shattered by torn loyalties. Siamek trained with him because the Chief had ordered it, not because he wanted to be here. Mikhail had put him in charge because he was the best man for the job and, frankly, without him, he had no idea how to cat-wrangle the humans, who possessed no natural sense of duty.

"You should train these warriors, Muhafiz," Mikhail forced his voice to remain calm. "Not me. Your father put me in charge because you refuse to learn the new training methods."

Jamin examined his spear, a weapon he could throw with deadly accuracy. His black eyes drifted from the still-bloody spearhead, knapped from the finest volcanic obsidian, to Mikhail's heart, calculating the distance.

"Let me know when you start teaching them how to use a real weapon—" Jamin grinned like a hyena baring its fangs "—and perhaps I'll consider it?" 

Pareesa's slender hands clenched into fists. "You weren't laughing when I shot one of those 'not a real weapon' arrows through your hand!"

Jamin lunged at her, but with the boar on his shoulder, she easily danced out of his way. Mikhail stepped between them, not certain that he was a less appealing target than his smart-mouthed protégé. There was bad blood between them; he and the son of the village chief. From the day his ship had crash-landed on this world, their rivalry had poisoned everything.

"The foundation of any system of warfare is the ability to defend yourself using nothing but your empty hands—" Mikhail physically cut Pareesa off "—and to work as one unit with your fellow men. Only then should you rely upon weapons."

"That's easy for a man who possesses a firestick that shoots lightning—" Jamin pointed at the pulse rifle strapped to Mikhail's hip "—and that sword you use so well. When will you teach us to use those?"

The question rippled through the men and women. No matter how many times he explained that his pulse rifle was a weapon of last resort because its energy source was almost depleted, his assertions always elicited disbelief. If he had fallen from the heavens, possessed wings, and could fly, why not simply ask this Emperor-god he could only vaguely recall for more "magic"?

Varshab, an older warrior of the Chief's generation, gave Jamin a stony stare. 

"Much as we would like to join you in the hunt," Varshab said, "we cannot evade our responsibility to defend this village. Perhaps, Muhafiz, you might care to watch and learn something?"

Middle-aged, of average height, but with the muscular build of a man who'd worked hard his entire life as both a warrior, and also in the fields, the Chief's "enforcer" was the one man that Jamin respected, or feared, enough not to taunt. A murmur of agreement rippled through the warriors. They didn't want to be here, either, but unlike Jamin, none dared disobey the Chief.

Jamin glowered at his father's enforcer, but held his tongue. It was, Mikhail knew, the exact same chastisement the Chief himself had laid into his son when he'd stripped him of command.

"Fine, I'll watch." With a thud, Jamin dropped the dead boar onto ground.

A spark of hope ignited in Mikhail's gut. Maybe Jamin would resume his role as Muhafiz? And free him from pretending to be a farce of a "general?" 

Jamin plopped down on top of the dead boar as though it were a throne.

"Let's see if there's anything worth learning?" Jamin said. From his hateful glare, learning was the last thing on his mind. He was here to scrutinize all the ways Mikhail fell short and undermine him.

"Everybody back into your threesomes!" Mikhail prayed that, for once, the warriors would follow orders. 

Siamek came to his rescue.

"You heard the man!" Siamek shoved people back into place. "Fall in!"

With a grumble, the warriors moved back into line. He waited until Siamek enforced order before continuing this evening's lesson.

"Let's demonstrate that move again?"

Pareesa and Siamek moved into position. Siamek scrutinized his eyes and hands, knowing that's where he'd catch the first hint of movement. Pareesa crouched like a lioness about to spring on prey. He wasn't sure what she did to outmaneuver him, but the kid was so fast, he had to work to get a grip on her.

"Go!"

Both rushed at him. This time Pareesa nearly evaded his grip and forced him to flare his wings. Siamek got in a good blow before he hit the ground. Feathers flew everywhere as Pareesa tore at his wings.

"Hey…" he gave her a stern look. "We're only sparring."

He rubbed his ribcage where Siamek had landed a ridge-hand strike. 

"That will bruise," he said loud enough for the warriors to hear.

Siamek's gaze shifted to where Jamin sat watching the both of them like a cobra eying a mouse, his expression wary. Mikhail gave Jamin a respectful nod. Jamin shot them both a hateful glare.

"Good going!" the warriors cheered the two lieutenants.

Pareesa danced back to the female warriors, their hands held high as they eagerly grabbed at her double-handful of sable trophies, his plucked feathers. Ever since the day she'd stood against Jamin, young women had flocked to his young protégé, weary of being looked down on, or abused, by husbands, fathers and boyfriends.

A buzz of anticipation rippled through the ranks. Getting the men to try something showy was never a problem. It was convincing them to perform the more repetitive aspects of training; to fight together as a single army. Each trio began to crack skulls and jut knees into body parts that earned yelps of pain. As he moved through the men, correcting errors and demonstrating the proper way to do things, he almost forgot about his "audience" on his slaughtered pig "throne." 

A skirmish at the far end of the line caught his attention. A dozen men clustered around Firouz and Dadbeh, cheering them on as they performed a dance. Mikhail stood in front of them, arms crossed, but they remained oblivious.

"Is there something you don't understand?" He ruffled his feathers, perplexed at their odd behavior.

"No," Dadbeh shot him a grin.

Dadbeh stuck his fingers onto his head and rushed at Firouz. Firouz made an overhand stabbing motion as though he were throwing a spear. Other warriors circled around and began to clap.

"You're supposed to practice!" 

"We are practicing!" Dadbeh wiggled the two fingers he had perched on top of his head as though they were horns.

"Come, stag!" Firouz called with great dramatic presence. "I call thee! Come bless my spear with thy flesh!"

Dadbeh danced towards Firouz, tossing his 'antlers'. At this point, every warrior had ceased their training and circled around. Rather than help rein them in, Pareesa cheered them on.

Shay'tan's tail! This was worse than being disrespected by the goat!

"You're supposed to help me," Mikhail growled. "Not encourage them."

"Just watch." Pareesa pranced, reminding him of her tender age.

"Smite that stag and offer it the goddess of the hunt!" the warriors called in a sing-song manner. Whatever stunt the two pranksters were pulling, every member of the tribe was in on it except for him.

"Come, Stag," Firouz called. "I call thee to offer thy heart to She-who-is." He pulled a stick out of his belt, a mock knife?

Dadbeh rushed at Firouz, making a lowing noise like a beast. Firouz grabbed Dadbeh by the shoulders and leaped to pull him off-balance, pulling him to one side so that as soon as Dadbeh went down, his legs snaked around his back so he couldn't get back up. The move gave Mikhail a niggling sense of recognition.

"Goddess be!" Firouz stabbed his 'stag' in the heart.

"Oh! Oh! Oh!" Dadbeh's tongue lolled out of his mouth. "I die for She-who-is." He jutted his feet in the air and kicked, making a great spectacle of dying.

The warriors burst into laughter. Heat surged into Mikhail's cheeks, making the vein throb in his forehead. He rammed his anger behind an unreadable mask.

"You're next," Firouz pointed at Mikhail. "Jamin says if we're going to fend off the Angelics who hired the slavers, we must learn to take you down first."

A viscous laugh wafted over from where Jamin sat perched upon his dead pig like an emperor upon a throne, mocking his ineptitude as a leader. An uneasy silence rippled through the warriors. Jamin had told everyone about the Amorite leader's bizarre claim:

—"Why are you taking our women?" Mikhail had asked.

—"I might ask you the same thing?" Rimsin, son of Kudursin had said.

—"What do you mean?" 

—"It appears your people have an insatiable appetite for women, because the lizard-gods have declared we're to bring every breeding-age woman we can find for three golden darics apiece."

But before he'd been able to find out more, Jamin had buried a spear in the Amorite leader's chest.

That black pit of rage he'd felt lurking beneath the surface, the one his Cherubim masters had warned he must never lose control of, left him with an eerie sense of coldness. He stared at their faces, these men he'd been charged with teaching. They might as well be enemies for all the respect they gave him. The rage bubbled closer to the surface, calling to him, whispering.

'Call upon me and the power is yours…'

His field of vision began to narrow. Smite. The. Enemy. His eyes, his ears, his sense of smell, all told him where Jamin was weak. Tear out his heart. 

Jamin stepped forward, ready to kill him. 

Mikhail's hand slipped down to grip his sword. The steel shivered as began to draw it from its sheath.

A voice cried out: "Jamin, don't!"

An emaciated girl stepped between them, one of his female warriors. Preternaturally large black eyes stared from a face so thin and pale it felt as though he were staring into the eyes of death. Mikhail shivered as her eyes met his.

—Mikhail! Come and find me…

—Black eyes, peeking from a shade of grape leaves.

—I search for her, but already she is gone.

He grabbed at the memory, but it faded as quickly as it had come. He saw himself in those perceptive dark mirrors, wings flared like a carrion bird; a weapon to be aimed and not a leader. 

He clamped down on his anger and forced it back beneath the surface.

Pareesa touched one wing. 

"The Stag Dance is the move I used to almost take you down a few weeks ago," she said. "Dadbeh and Firouz wanted to surprise you."

The two tricksters wore an expression of hurt. Jamin laughed. This was not the kind of man he wanted to be.

"First we must teach your brothers-in-arms—" his town was conciliatory "—so you don't find yourself fighting alone without an army at your back. When the time comes, I'd be honored to have you teach the others. Agreed?"

Raise both eyebrows. Display emotion with sheepish humility. We're all on the same side here, right? It was all part of the awkward lessons he was learning about the non-verbal, dominant language of human communication.

The two pranksters recognized he offered an apology. With no sign of their earlier good humor, they moved back to rehearse the defensive maneuvers. His faux pas sat upon the men like a shroud, their moods subdued as they practiced under the hateful black gaze of the man who should have been in charge, but refused.

Mikhail fingered his dog tags, tracing the stamped cuneiform which spelled the lie, colonel. Some leader he'd turned out to be! It was little wonder the Alliance hadn't responded to his distress call. His hand slipped down to the pulse rifle holstered on his hip, its power source too depleted to use as anything but a last-shot desperate measure.

As far as these people were concerned, he was nothing but a hired gun.
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Galactic Standard Date: 152,323.09

Haven-3

Alliance Secret Services: Special Agent Eligor

ELIGOR

Eligor hid his boredom as they piloted the Prime Minister back from Haven-1. Usually Furcas and Pruflas shadowed Lucifer like a pair of matching gargoyles, but whenever the puppet-prince was summoned to answer to his father, the two bodyguards were always indisposed. Eligor suspected it was because the Cherubim wouldn't let them step foot inside the Eternal Palace.

"Do you think we'll get shore leave?" his copilot, Lerajie, asked hopefully. It had been a long, boring stint out in the uncharted territories where Lucifer kept his diplomatic flagship stashed to avoid surprise inspections.

"It depends on whether Zepar has any 'appointments' lined up for him," Eligor snorted. "I don't know why he keeps trying to impregnate an Angelic when he's got seventeen half-human offspring on the way."

Eligor was as ordinary as Angelics came, blonde-haired, blue-eyed, with a nose which had been broken and never set quite right. He had white wings as all Angelics did, but was taller than average, and a hell of a lot more cynical.

His feet hurt from standing outside the Great Hall at attention. For four hours, the Cherubim guards had neither offered them a seat, nor a bite to eat, while they waited for Lucifer to get his ass handed to him by his immortal father. Ever since the Emperor had gotten back, Eligor had been making these runs, and never once had he been invited inside.

They both gave the clown-prince a furtive glance.

"So, which one do you think he is today?" Lerajie asked. "The good twin? Or the evil one?" That was how the Angelics stationed on the Prince of Tyre referred to the two sides of Lucifer they saw with increasing regularity.

Lucifer stared out the heat-shielded passenger window, deep in thought. His snow-white wings and white-blonde hair picked up the dying sunlight as the spacecraft dipped beneath the stratosphere of Haven-3. Just for a moment, it looked as though he was made of sunlight; his pale features reflected the light that streamed in through the window and cast it deep into the recesses of the ship. The shuttle grew warmer as it descended into the troposphere and began its final approach.

"The good twin," Eligor murmured. "Whenever he goes to see the Emperor, he's always on his best behavior."

"Maybe we should hit him up for shore leave?" 

The speckle-winged Angelic was always quick to argue on behalf of an emerging species or the civil rights of pond scum. Idealist. It had been Lerajie's big mouth which had landed him on Lucifer's ship.

Eligor shot him a look that said 'knock it off.' The last thing they needed was the Alliance's highest-ranking civilian authority to overhear them making fun of him. It would be a one-way ticket to the Tokoloshe front.

The shuttle lurched as he maneuvered the VTOL to land upon the concrete space port. This flight was supposed to be confidential, but as usual, someone had leaked the Prime Minister's flight plans to the press. The terminal was so crowded it was a wonder the paparazzi didn't push each other off the elevated launch pad to their death.

"I see our friends are waiting for us," Lucifer shot Eligor a displeased look. "Looks like you two will be earning your keep today."

A low rumble emanated from deep in Lerajie's chest. Eligor placed his hand upon his copilot's forearm. Lucifer had always been a bit of an ass, but ever since Ba'al Zebub had cut a deal to sell humans as mail-order brides, a whole other side of Lucifer had emerged. One that made Eligor want to cut and run.

Unfortunately, he had a few warts in his own past, ties to the Third Empire that would get an Angelic court-martialed. Zepar made no bones about being able to make his checkered past reappear on his service record if he ever tried to quit. Every man on Lucifer's ship was in the same boat. 

Including Lerajie…

Lucifer sighed.

"I'm sorry—" his white wings drooped with exhaustion. "I didn't mean it to come out like that. It was a rough meeting with my father." He grimaced. "Let's just get through this clusterfuck, okay?"

Eligor stared into Lucifer's eerie silver eyes. Even on a good day, Lucifer had always been an arrogant fuck, but lately the Prime Minister had been acting a bit 'off.' Right now, however, he simply looked tired.

"We'll do our best, Sir," Eligor said.

"But—" Lerajie began to say.

Eligor elbowed him in the ribs. 

Ever since Lucifer had kept a few of the human females they were gifting all over the Alliance to sterile hybrids, Lerajie had been on the warpath. While humans were little more than animals, it still goaded them to see the root-race of their species mistreated. Only Eligor's warning that Zepar would 'disappear' them, along with any incriminating females, kept Lerajie's tongue in check.

They spread their wings, shoving aside paparazzi who tried to stick microphones into Lucifer's face and, in one instance, knocked a too-aggressive reporter to the ground. 

"Mr. Prime Minister! Mr. Prime Minister!" A young male Angelic rushed up to them. “Please! Wait!”

Eligor flared his wing to create a shield.

“The Prime Minister is busy—" he gave an icy stare. “If you want to speak to him, call the office and make an appointment."

"Please! It's about my sister!"

The young man had neither the practiced persistence of the paparazzi nor the wild-eyed air of a crackpot. Eligor had never been prone to pity, but ever since Lucifer had taken that first human female against her will, he'd been experiencing bouts of remorse. He'd thought he was long past the point of caring, but every now and again, something reminded him that once he had been a good man.

"Sir?" Eligor lowered his wing, drawing Lucifer's attention to the young man.

He'd occasionally seen Lucifer use his position of power to help an ordinary citizen, with no hope of gaining anything in return. He suspected Lucifer liked to remind himself why he ruled, even though he'd become disillusioned. Perhaps this would be one of those cases?

“It’s okay,” Lucifer gave a weary sigh. “I’ve got to talk to my constituents some of the time.”

Eligor nodded. That same desperation which had caused him to take pity resonated with Lucifer, as well. Lerajie frisked the man for weapons while Eligor cleared a path to the terminal. Spaceport security did their best to hold back the teeming masses, but it would be a matter of seconds before people slipped past and thronged around their rock-star of a leader.

“What can I do for you today?” Lucifer asked.

“My name is Hasdiel,” the young Angelic said. “I’ve been looking for my half-sister, Pravuil. She's one of your junior legislative aides.”

“Pravuil … Pravuil…” Lucifer tried to recall the name. “Lerajie, do we have a Pravuil on our staff?”

“Not anymore,” Lerajie said. "She was the, um…" Neither of them wished to say 'the ugly one' in front of the young woman's brother.

Eligor remembered her, hardworking and eager to please despite her plain-as-dirt features and mousy wings. Towards the end, she and Lucifer had always had their heads pressed together, whispering secrets and laughing like two best friends. Rumors had begun to circulate that the homely young woman had caught the alpha-stud's fancy, something different than the endless stream of beautiful Angelic females who threw away a precious mating cycle in a vain attempt to set the Prime Minister's seed.

One day Pravuil had come onto the Prince of Tyre on Lucifer's arm like someone who mattered … and then she had disappeared.

"You remember her, Sir?" Lerajie said. "The one with the, uhm, greyish beige wings. You used to send her on errands."

Eligor had been around the Prime Minister long enough to tell when he was covering for one of his intrigues. Something about Lucifer's perplexed expression set off a warning bell.

Lucifer's hand shot to his temple. 

"I can't remember," he grimaced, a telltale sign of the migraines he'd been experiencing lately.

Lerajie opened his mouth to contradict him. Eligor elbowed him before he could stick his wing into his mouth.

“My sister called me every week,” Hasdiel pleaded. “Your Chief of Staff told me she went AWOL with a Centauri stallion, but Pravuil never said anything about dating anyone.”

Head over heels in love with Lucifer was more the truth. They'd all assumed Lucifer had lost interest and sent her away, the same as he had every other star-struck female he'd ever fucked. News she had run off with someone else didn't fit with what Eligor had seen.

"She spoke very highly of you, Sir," Hasdiel said. "The week before she disappeared, she called me, really afraid. She said that if anything ever happened to her, that I should speak to you. She said you were the only person she trusted."

Lucifer clutched his chest as though it hurt to breathe. 

"I can't remember." His voice sounded strangled and weak.

"Of course he can't remember," a voice cut through the clamor of the crowd. Chief of Staff Zepar appeared, flanked by the two steel-eyed goons who usually accompanied Lucifer everywhere, Furcas and Pruflas.

And here's the puppet-master….

“Our father placed us in the same academy together,” Hasdiel insisted. “Pravuil would have told me if she’d formed a meaningful attachment!”

“Permanent attachments are forbidden!” Zepar cut him off. “She probably ran off!"

“She wouldn’t do that!” Hasdiel clenched his fists. “Even if she got married, she would have told me where she went!”

"Pravuil?" Lucifer bore a look of agony. "I remember her. She was my … chol beag!" 

A warning bell went off in Eligor's mind. Pravuil? Lucifer's little dove? Chol beag was an endearment reserved for those you felt close to; immediate family, children, or a serious girlfriend.

'Watch Lucifer,' an instinct whispered.

“Let the police look into it.” Zepar squeezed Lucifer's shoulder in a fatherly manner. “It’s not the Prime Minister's job to chase after every female who breaks the law.”

Lucifer regarded his Chief of Staff with an expression of horror.

'Watch Lucifer…' said Eligor's sense of self-preservation.

Lucifer gripped his head as though it were about to split in half. He whimpered in pain, and then he froze. As if his pain of only moments before had never existed, Lucifer straightened out, his eerie silver eyes glinting with an ice-cold stare.

An odd chill ran down Eligor's spine…

“Our species is in enough jeopardy without foolish females running off with someone they can’t even reproduce with!” The air reverberated with power. “Of course she didn’t tell you! Now be gone!”

“The police won't do anything except take a missing person report," Hasdiel pleaded. “I’m afraid something bad happened to her!”

Lerajie opened his mouth to contradict both Lucifer and Zepar. Eligor caught the dead-ice stare of Pruflas, one of the two goons, and discreetly ground his heel into Lerajie's foot. Lerajie was idealistic, but Eligor had dwelled in the shadow-empire founded by Lucifer's biological father.

"Get him out of here," Zepar ordered Furcas and Pruflas.

The two goons slammed the frantic young Angelic to the ground and twisted his arms behind his back. Feathers flew everywhere as wings clashed. Eligor was the only person in position to see Furcas slip a miniature pulse pistol into Hasdiel's hand. 

"He's got a gun!" Zepar shouted. 

Furcas stepped back just long enough for the security cameras to document the gun before stomping on Hasdiel's wrist and breaking it. The young man curled up in pain, crying out for Lucifer to help him.

Civilians thronging at the security checkpoint shouted in terror and began to stampede, some out of the building, others to rubber-neck and see. It was total chaos.

"I didn't see a—" Lerajie started to interrupt.

Eligor kicked him.

"We weren't in a position to see anything, Sir." Eligor shot Lerajie a 'trust me on this' look. Lerajie opened his mouth, but he'd been right too many times for his pink-winged sidekick to go off half-cocked. They would argue about it later, someplace where Zepar's spies wouldn't overhear.

With shouts that he was innocent, the security guards hauled Hasdiel away.

Lucifer flared his wings into his usual politician's pose, the triumphant leader who had prevailed against enemies of the Alliance. The crowd cheered. Hundreds of flash bulbs flashed as the paparazzi documented the failed assassination attempt. With an exaggerated flourish, Lucifer waded into their midst, feeding upon their adoration like a rock star playing for a stadium full of fans.

Eligor looked into Lucifer's ice-cold eyes and shuddered.

'The evil one,' he thought to himself.

He grabbed Lerajie by one wing and dragged him out of there before the foolish idealist got himself killed. Perhaps once upon a time Lucifer had been a decent man, but the creature which stared out of those malevolent silver eyes reminded him of someone else he'd met before the man had been slaughtered, along with every other rebellious inhabitant of Tyre.

Shemijaza. Lucifer's biological father…


Chapter 5
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Late-September - 3,390 BC

Earth: Village of Assur

NINSIANNA

Ninsianna inhaled the decadent scent of water, a sacred substance to the people who lived in this dry land. In the sky above her, an enormous mated pair of golden eagles floated lazily in the updraft of the Hiddekel River. Wispy clouds gave promise of the winter storms which would soon swell the river up over its banks. Until then, the alluvial plain made an ideal place to practice archery.

She pictured someone she hated—that slut who kept lusting after her husband. 

*Thunk*

With a vicious grin, she handed the bow to Yadiditum. 

"How am I supposed to hit it?" her best friend lamented, "if you keep moving the target further away!"

"Just picture you're hitting one of the slavers."

Delicate pink puffs of energy flowed off Yadiditum's spirit-light. It was her irresistibility to men which had driven the voluptuous beauty to take up archery. If the slavers breached their walls again, Yadiditum was determined not to be their prize.

Homa and Gisou chanted encouragement.

"C'mon," Homa said.

"You can do it!" Gisou called out.

All three women held their breath as Yadiditum drew her bowstring back to her cheek. As the "most fashionable" young woman in the village, if she could master archery, it would encourage other young women to try.

Ninsianna prayed, 'Steady. Steady…'

Yadiditum shut her eyes. With a dull *thwung* the arrow fell short of its mark.

"Nergal's breath!" Yadiditum invoked the god of war. "Pareesa
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