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      Welcome to Lucifer Rising, the first book in the Morningstar series. I won’t take up a lot of your time at the moment, particularly as you might be sampling this book and want to get to the first chapter. There are generally two types of people who will be reading this book. The first group are people who have read some of my existing books. If you’re in that group, then thank you so much for your support, and I hope you enjoy this new book just as much as you’ve enjoyed the ones in the past.

      If you’re in the second group, then you have no idea who I am and aren’t familiar with any of my other books. So I should let you know right from the start that this book is a spin-off from the six-book Luther Cross series which began with Devil’s Due. If you’ve never read any of those books, that’s okay. I’ve largely tried to keep this book as accessible as possible for new readers. However, there are some ideas and characters from that series that are referenced in this book. So while you can read and enjoy this book without having ever read any part of the Luther Cross series, I think you’ll gain a new appreciation for this book if you also get around to reading those titles.

      Thanks so much for choosing Lucifer Rising. I hope you enjoy it!
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      In the beginning, God created Heaven and the angels. The angels were beautiful, powerful creatures, holding no free will of their own, existing only to serve their father. But one angel, considered the most beautiful and beloved of all, was so struck by the sin of pride that he sought to elevate his station above that of even the Almighty. He led a rebellion against God, but he and his followers were defeated and cast down into the pits of Hell. His name was Lucifer.

      Or at least, that’s how the story went. But reality was often quite different from what people had been led to believe. And in truth, the angel known throughout the halls of Heaven as the Morningstar was not so struck with pride that he wanted to be a god himself. The truth of the matter is Lucifer had learned a forbidden secret, known to no other angel save the Seraphim who serve as the priests of Heaven.

      There was no Almighty, no Presence, no God. Or if there was, no angel in Heaven had ever spoken to him. Lucifer, honoring his title of Lightbringer, sought to free his brothers and sisters from the bondage of servitude. And so he led a rebellion, but was defeated by his own brother and cast into Hell.

      That was where Lucifer had remained, presiding over the Infernal Court and generally keeping to himself for thousands of years. But that all changed when he met a man named Luther Cross. The son of one of Lucifer’s lieutenants from the revolt and a human woman. A cambion who saved the world from a rogue angel driven mad by the same knowledge Lucifer had discovered. Lucifer had agreed to help Cross in his campaign in exchange for one thing.

      When it was over, Lucifer would walk the Earth and Cross would become the Shaitan, the supreme ruler of Hell.

      That was how the Devil found himself in a club located on Chicago’s Rush Street, dressed in a white suit and a black silk shirt with an open collar. His dark hair was neatly combed back and his eyes had a haunting yellow glow to them. While the other angels who had fallen with him ended up corrupted by Hell and transformed into demons over time, there was something different about Lucifer. He still maintained his angelic beauty and his feathered wings. The only mark Hell had left upon him was his sulfur-colored eyes.

      He moved on the dance floor, gyrating with two women at once. Their hands moved up and down his torso and he felt sensations he hadn’t experienced since before The Fall. During his time in Hell, he’d mostly stayed isolated from the others, never indulging his urges. It was a form of penance for him after he failed in his stated mission. As the Lightbringer, he saw himself as a disseminator of truth, but the greatest lie of all was still believed by angels and many humans as well. And after Pyriel’s madness, Lucifer realized the other angels would have shared the same fate.

      So he declared his penance over and rose to walk the Earth. To experience everything he’d missed out on for centuries. He could feel the perspiration dampen his clothes in a feeble attempt to cool his body. His heart thumped against his chest in excitement as he savored the women’s fingertips moving across his arms and chest, their lips softly pressing against his neck.

      The song ended, but the women seemed content to continue even without music. Lucifer was tempted himself and was already whispering into their ears, offering the suggestion they find somewhere a bit more private. They both seemed enthused by that idea and Lucifer wrapped his arms around their waists, leading them from the dance floor and towards the exit.

      But before they reached the door, a hand fell on Lucifer’s shoulder. He turned and saw a large man dressed all in black standing behind him. “If you’ll excuse my interruption, sir, but the owner would like to have a word with you.

      “Luc, you know the club owner?” asked one of the women.

      “How come you didn’t tell us?” asked the other.

      Lucifer smiled at the two of them, then turned back to the bouncer, his smile vanishing. “I think you’ve made a mistake, friend.”

      The bouncer shook his head. “No mistake whatsoever. She was quite insistent you meet with her immediately. Sire.” The bouncer’s eyes changed yellow, revealing who was truly inside that body.

      Lucifer sighed and turned to the women. “I’m afraid I’ll have to take care of something first, ladies. If you wouldn’t mind waiting at the bar, I promise I won’t be long…” he produced a platinum credit card with a wave of his hand and offered it to them, “…and drinks are on me, of course.”

      They smiled and took the card. Both simultaneously planted a kiss on each cheek before they went to the bar to make use of the credit card. Lucifer smiled with satisfaction as he watched them go, but when he turned back to the bouncer, once more the smile vanished.

      “Very well, let’s go.”

      Lucifer was led through the club and up the stairs to the sixth floor. The first floor of Lust was where the main dance floor was. Each subsequent floor up from there was more like an extended balcony wrapped around, with full-service bars, tables, and a view of the dance floor. The sixth floor had one extra feature that set it apart from the rest. And that was a large office with floor-to-ceiling windows looking down at the club. The door was guarded at all times by two men—also demons.

      This was where Lucifer left his escort. The two demons bowed their heads as he approached the door and entered. The office was large and spacious. It was colored red and there were burgundy couches and chairs arranged in front of the window with a bar manned by an employee in the far left-hand corner of the room.

      Lucifer walked towards the couch and saw a figure sitting there. Long, dark hair spilled over her shoulders and she was dressed in a black suit. She raised a hand without looking at Lucifer and beckoned for him to come. He straightened his jacket and circled around, facing her.

      She was a demon as well, named Mara. A loyal servant of Lilith, the first human corrupted by Hell. And now, Mara was Lilith’s representative on Earth, ruling over Lust and keeping the demons who managed to make Chicago their home in check. She stared at Lucifer for a few moments, her jaw slackening.

      “I…I wasn’t sure it was true…” she stuttered, her wide eyes fixed on him. “I mean, I knew. Of course I knew. But to see you here…in the flesh…”

      Lucifer chuckled. “It’s quite all right. Seems I tend to have that effect on people.”

      Mara stood slowly, her eyes never wavering. She took a step closer to Lucifer and then bowed down on one knee. Lucifer rolled his eyes and pulled her up to her feet.

      “No, don’t do that,” he said.

      “But you’re him…the Morningstar…”

      “Yes, I know. But one of the reasons I rebelled was because I hated the idea of bondage. Well…that form of bondage, at least.”

      “Right, right…umm…” Mara giggled and played with her hair. She glanced back at the bartender. “You want a…a drink or something?”

      “A martini would be lovely. Gin, not vodka.”

      “Sure, of course.”

      She signaled the bartender and he went to work making the drink. When it was ready, he brought it over and Lucifer happily accepted the drink. He glanced at the chair nearby.

      “May I sit?”

      “Oh! Yes, absolutely. Please.”

      Lucifer settled into the leather chair as he sipped his drink. Mara was still standing and staring at him. She had a reputation in Hell as a fearsome warrior. But now she was acting like a schoolgirl talking to her crush. The whole thing made Lucifer a bit uncomfortable. One of the reasons why he’d isolated himself from the rest of Hell in the first place was because he abhorred being worshipped. He might have been arrogant and prideful, but he certainly was no hypocrite.

      “Mara, dear, sit.”

      “Okay…” she sat back down on the couch.

      “Your man said you wanted to speak to me, so I was hoping we could speed things along,” said Lucifer. “You see, I have two very beautiful and very aroused women waiting for me at the bar.”

      “Right, I’m sorry to keep you, but it’s just…” She still stammered. “Look, you’re…here. On Earth, I mean. And some people—not me, of course—but some people may think that’s…bad.”

      “And what sort of people are we talking about?”

      “Well, there’s…” She glanced up and pointed towards the ceiling. “I’m guessing they don’t like you walking around.”

      “No, I’d imagine they don’t. But they also won’t move against me unless I give them reason to,” said Lucifer. “Besides, most of their forces are presently focused on monitoring Hell or trying to find that nephilim boy. They won’t be an issue.”

      “And what about others? Like the Sons of Solomon? The Opus Dei?”

      Lucifer dismissively waved his hand and took another drink. “I don’t concern myself with a bunch of uptight assholes dressing up in robes and jewelry.”

      “Okay, but what are your plans?”

      Lucifer finished his drink and set the glass down on the table. He set his elbows on the armrests and steepled his fingers. “Ever since The Fall, I’ve been living in seclusion, simply watching from a distance.”

      “Watching?”

      “Hell. Earth. Just watching from my tower. Never interacting, never participating, never experiencing,” said Lucifer. “It was because I failed that I felt it was necessary to punish myself with seclusion. But now, I feel like my sentence has been lifted and I want to experience things.”

      “That’s it?”

      He nodded. “That’s it.”

      “So you’re just here to get drunk and screw anything that moves?”

      “I also enjoy sitting on the beach with an interesting book and dinner at a good restaurant. But in so many words, yes.” His face softened and he smiled at Mara. “Listen, I’m not interested in making trouble for you or the angels or anyone else in this city. I’m just trying to enjoy my retirement. You can appreciate that, can’t you?”

      She gave a nod. “I understand. And of course I can. But other people may not feel the same.”

      “If they cross my path, they’ll quickly learn just why I was so feared in Heaven,” said Lucifer. “But until then, I do have something to take care of. I trust we won’t be speaking of this matter again?”

      “If that’s what you wish. I apologize if I came off as…over-enthusiastic. I just wanted to be certain all your needs were being met.”

      Lucifer stood and buttoned his jacket. “Well, not everything. But I’m off to change that. Have a lovely evening, Mara. And thanks for the drink.”

      He left the office and bid farewell to the demons standing guard. Lucifer quickly went down the six flights of stairs. As he did, someone bumped into him and Lucifer stopped in his tracks. Flashes appeared in his mind’s eye, clear as if it were his own memory.

      He was looking through someone else’s eyes, seeing someone else’s memory. Seated at a bar, there was a glass of wine nearby in front of an empty seat. The man whose memory Lucifer was seeing took out a small bottle and unscrewed the cap. He poured some of the liquid into the wine. A few moments later, a woman with brown hair and in a red dress came to the seat and started talking with the man. She picked up the glass and took a drink.

      There was another flash. Lucifer saw the woman look drowsy and start to stumble. The man helped her stay on her feet. He suggested they should get some air. She nodded and he started to lead her from the bar, down the stairs.

      And that was where the vision stopped.
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      Contrary to popular belief, the Morningstar was not evil incarnate. Most of what people know about the Devil was just as erroneous as what they knew of the Bible in general. There was no such thing as an ultimate good and an ultimate evil, just varying degrees of each. And though most demons—or even angels, for that matter—would ignore the vision, Lucifer felt compelled to act.

      He continued down to the first floor of Lust, but he couldn’t see the woman from the vision. As the vision had been from the man’s perspective, he had no idea what the would-be perpetrator looked like.

      Blindly searching wouldn’t work. He needed more leads and he needed them fast. He took a breath and closed his eyes, focusing on the woman’s image, committing it to his memory. Then, with his fingers outstretched, he moved through the crowd, brushing his hands against every person as he walked by.

      Lucifer wasn’t a mind reader, but instead he had a psychometric ability. He was able to see visions through physical contact. His hope was that by focusing on that woman, he would also be able to narrow the scope of his psychometry and find others who had seen where they’d gone.

      “Luc! Luc, over here! Luc!”

      Someone grabbed his shoulder and Lucifer was pulled out of the vision. He spun around, his eyes burning bright yellow and his face contorted in annoyance. But when he turned, he saw the two women who were all over him before, looking at him with horror. Lucifer relaxed and the glow of his eyes diminished.

      “Jesus…” said one of the two.

      “Not exactly,” he replied. “I apologize, but I have something to attend to.”

      “What?” asked the other. “You’re just gonna leave? Thought we were going to party.”

      “Rain check, I’m afraid. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do.”

      Lucifer turned his back on the women and focused again. Once more, he focused on her image and started moving through the crowd, brushing his fingertips against everyone he walked past. There was nothing at first, no visions. He started to think this was a waste of time.

      But then a flash. He saw that same woman with the brown hair and the red dress. She was leaning against someone, a guy in a button-down shirt open down to his chest and his hair loaded up with so much product, it had practically become a helmet. In the vision, Lucifer saw them walk out the front exit.

      He stepped outside and saw the man helping the woman into his car. He tipped the valet and got behind the wheel and then took off before Lucifer could get close. Lucifer grunted in frustration and watched as the car drove off, quickly turning on the next street.

      “Everything okay, sire?” asked the doorman.

      “It will be,” said Lucifer, his eyes beginning to smolder.
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      It worked! That was the thought that kept running through Jeremy’s mind as he drove away from Lust. He’d been going to that club for months now, trying to get laid, but always striking out. But that was all about to change. A guy on the message boards he frequented had told him where he could score some roofies. At first, he wasn’t going to use them, but then he thought, why not?

      After all, he was a nice guy. Girls in high school and college would always cry on his shoulder whenever some asshole dumped them. But they would refuse his own advances. So it was really all their fault he was doing this. If they weren’t such teases, he wouldn’t have to go to such lengths.

      So he bought the drug and poured some into the girl’s drink. He couldn’t even really remember her name. Carrie? Kelly? Cassie? It didn’t matter anyway. After tonight, she’d only be remembered by him as that bitch in the red dress he fucked in his car.

      But first, he had to find a secluded place. He was nervous about stopping just anywhere. What if some nosy cop was driving down the street? That and finding a place to pull over was pretty hard to begin with. Street parking was lined with cars and he kept turning down side-street after side-street trying to find just one spot. If he was double-parked, that might draw unwanted attention before he could finish.

      He turned down another street and his headlights fell upon someone in the middle of the road. It was a man in a white suit and he had large, feathered wings extending from his back. His eyes burned bright yellow. Jeremy cried out in shock and instinctively pulled the wheel to the side.

      The hood of the car slammed into one of the vehicles parked by the side of the road. A car alarm was triggered, which in turn triggered more alarms on the block. Jeremy had hit his head on the steering wheel and when he opened his eyes, his vision was fuzzy. The girl mumbled something from the passenger seat, but still remained unconscious.

      Jeremy didn’t know what it was he saw, but it had to have been a hallucination or something. Or his eyes playing tricks on him. He didn’t remember drinking that much at the bar, but maybe he lost count. Or maybe someone slipped him something, too.

      He heard a sound and looked outside his side window. He jumped when he saw the same winged man standing right next to his door. The man bent over and gently knocked on the window.

      “Get out of here, you freak!” Jeremy screamed.

      The stranger didn’t seem to take the hint and just kept knocking. Jeremy shifted the car into reverse and stepped on the gas, slamming his back bumper into a car parked on the other side of the street. When he looked again, the man was gone.

      “Fucker,” said Jeremy and he shifted into drive, trying to ignore the cacophony of car alarms that echoed up and down the street. He had to get out of here before people on the street woke up and came outside to see what the commotion was all about.

      But just as he was about to start moving down the street again, his car was stopped. He stepped on the gas, but the wheels did nothing. It was like he was stuck in the mud. When Jeremy looked in his rear-view mirror, he saw that same freak again, holding onto the back of his car.

      “What the hell…?” he muttered. Then, while holding up his phone he screamed, “Get lost before I call the cops!”

      Of course he wasn’t going to do that. But hopefully it would scare this nutjob off. It seemed like he just vanished. Jeremy turned to drive off, but then he heard a new sound. The sound of metal tearing.

      Something ripped his door right off his car. Jeremy looked with horror as that same man stood there, holding the door in his hands as if it were nothing. He bent it in half and then tossed it over his shoulder. He grabbed Jeremy and pulled him from the seat, slamming him against one of the parked cars. As Jeremy looked at him, he saw those yellow eyes burning ever brighter, and the man wore a sadistic grin to match.

      “Wh-what the fuck are you?”

      “I’ve had many names over the centuries, Jeremy Raines. But tonight, I’m your punishment.”

      “P-punishment? But I didn’t do anything!”

      “I can tell when someone’s lying to me, Jeremy. It’s one of my many talents. Tell me, have you ever heard of Lucifer?”

      “Th-the Devil…?”

      “Precisely. And do you know what that name means?”

      Jeremy shook his head. This guy was some kind of religious nut. Seemed to be a Satanist. Though he tried to stop it, Jeremy couldn’t help himself. He was too scared and he started blubbering, tears welling up in his eyes and his nose quickly filling with snot.

      “Please, man…I don’t wanna die! I just…I thought…”

      “You thought you deserved it. Yes, I know,” he said, nearly hissing the words. “I know exactly what was running through your twisted little mind, Jeremy. Now answer the question: do you know what Lucifer means?”

      Jeremy shook his head, still crying. The stranger just smiled even broader.

      “It means ‘Lightbringer.’ Now this can be interpreted as one who delivers knowledge, but there’s also another meaning.”

      He placed his hand on Jeremy’s head and Jeremy could feel heat radiating out from it. At first it was just warm, but the temperature kept rising. Soon, it was as if someone had held a hot frying pan to his face, and his nerves screamed in pain.

      “Stop! Please, stop!”

      He just kept smiling, his eyes glowing ever brighter. “I think you understand the other interpretation.”

      He took his hand off and just as Jeremy started to breathe in relief, he was tossed away. Jeremy’s back hit the pavement. He didn’t even know how far he’d been thrown. But then he opened his eyes and saw the man descend upon him from the sky. He put his foot on Jeremy’s chest and kept him pinned down. Even though the guy looked to be slender, it felt like Jeremy was pinned under a car.

      “You wear my mark upon your face now, Jeremy Raines,” he said. “Every time you look into the mirror, I want you to see my eyes and remember what happened here this night. And if you ever attempt to let your lust override your judgment, rest assured that I will return. And next time, I won’t be so merciful.”

      He knelt over again and all Jeremy could see was his eyes. Jeremy screamed and screamed, retreating into himself.
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      After he’d finished dealing with Jeremy Raines, Lucifer left the man in the middle of the street, screaming. He stood upright and began walking back to the car. At this point, people had started to come out from their homes, just watching in stunned silence and trying to figure out what was happening.

      “It’s quite all right, bystanders. Just performing a public service,” he said, waving to the stunned onlookers. “I’ll be out of your hair in just a moment and then you can return to your evenings already in progress.”

      Lucifer reached the car and opened the passenger door. He gently took the unconscious woman from the car and held her in his arms. Lucifer lightly placed his hand on her head, concentrating and determining just who she was and where she lived.

      “It’s going to be okay, Kelly Wright,” he whispered. His wings stretched out and wrapped around the two of them. Then, in a flash of yellow light, they vanished.

      When they rematerialized, it was in the girl’s bedroom. Lucifer very carefully set her down in bed and she squirmed a little, but remained sleeping. She would be fine in the morning, and she’d never know just how bad this evening almost went.

      Lucifer stood upright and watched her slumber. He felt pride at what he’d done tonight. Helping someone who no one else would have and punishing someone who likely would have gone on to do it again had he gotten away with it.

      It wasn’t quite the wild night Lucifer had envisioned for himself, but it brought with it another kind of satisfaction. Lucifer wrapped his wings around himself and disappeared from Kelly’s bedroom, as if he’d never been there in the first place.

      Tomorrow, there would be tabloid headlines talking of the angel who left a man screaming insanity and took a woman off to Heaven. They wouldn’t really know the truth of what happened, but that wasn’t important to the Morningstar.
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      Eden was a real place, but it wasn’t a garden as in the Bible. Instead, Eden was a pocket dimension between worlds, separating Heaven and Earth. It was an outpost, from which the angels of Heaven could monitor what humanity was up to on Earth. From there, they could guide the fate of humanity under the watchful eye of an appointed guardian. There were many such outposts, but this was one of the most important.

      Anael had never left the safety and security of Heaven. So when she was summoned to Eden, she was more than a little surprised and also fairly curious. She flew from the celestial skies overhead and gently touched down on the veranda just outside the entrance. Her bright, blue eyes peered inside, observing everything. It was in the form of a high-class night club, with shining, white marble everywhere. Her long, dark hair framed the sharp angles of her face and fell lightly on her bare shoulders, ending just before the top of her white dress.

      She made no effort to retract her wings, and so when she stepped through the doors, Anael immediately felt all the eyes in the place fall upon her. She looked at them with unease and slowly approached the circular bar in the center of the club. Anael tapped her manicured nails on the marble surface, waiting for one of the servants to come over.

      Finally, one of the bartenders approached. He was also staring at her wings and he pointed to them. “Miss, if you don’t mind? There’s…something of a policy here regarding wings…”

      Anael glanced over both her shoulders and then looked at the bartender while sharply cocking her head. “Why? This is an embassy of Heaven, isn’t it?”

      “Yes, but…” The bartender looked nervous and leaned in closer, lowering his voice. “After recent events, open displays are making people a little…nervous.”

      “That’s not my problem,” said Anael. “I’m not here by choice, I was summoned. So I’d rather keep my wings where they are. And if he has a problem with that, then he shouldn’t keep me waiting so long.”

      “I’ll just…I’ll go tell him you’re here. Would you like something to drink while you wait?”

      She looked away in something of a dismissive fashion and said, “Surprise me.”

      “Right…surprise…” He took a stemmed glass and set it on the counter, then filled it with white wine and slid it over to Anael. “I’ll go tell him you’ve arrived.”

      “You know who I am?” she asked as she picked up the glass.

      “I don’t believe he’s expecting anyone other than you.”

      The bartender left and started moving through the crowd. Anael picked up the glass and held it up to the light, examining the wine inside. She brought it close to her face and gave a gentle sip. Then, she stuck her tongue into the glass, just barely touching the surface of the liquid. She tried again, testing how the flavor tasted on her tongue. Satisfied, she took a sip and found she was pleased with the drink.

      She went back onto the balcony and looked over the edge, staring into nothingness. It was like this structure floated in a void of endless night. She wondered how any angel could actually be satisfied here, so far from the beauty and wonder of Elysium, the Celestial City.

      “Anael.”

      She turned at the sound of her name and saw a man in a black tuxedo approach. He had short, silver hair and a matching beard. His wings were concealed, but the unearthly blue eyes were a clear indication of his race. He smiled as he approached her and the two briefly embraced.

      “It’s been a long time, Uriel,” she said. “Though I was a bit surprised to learn you were watching over Eden.”

      “Pyriel made a complete and utter mess of things. Though naturally we’ve kept things pretty quiet around here, there have been rumors circulating,” said Uriel.

      “Is that the reason you’re hiding your wings?”

      Uriel gave a sigh and a nod. “Yes. It might seem ridiculous, but Raziel often kept his wings concealed when he was the ambassador here, and many people found it made him more approachable. Pyriel was the opposite, never once hiding them. And his arrogance made things worse. So with all the rumors swirling around after his and Zadkiel’s…disappearance and the strange events that occurred last year, I thought it best to lean more into Raziel’s example.”

      “I can appreciate that,” said Anael. “Doesn’t mean I necessarily approve, but it’s understandable.”

      “That being the case, would you mind…? Just so long as you’re in my territory.”

      Anael rolled her eyes. Her wings started to glow, transforming into pure light and retreating into her back. “There, happy?” She looked away and sipped her drink.

      “Thank you,” said Uriel.

      “Why are you here, anyway?” asked Anael. “I thought Raziel was found again?”

      “He and Michael came to an agreement, allowing him to locate the nephilim child without any oversight from Heaven. So he’s off with the mother and some others trying to find the boy,” said Uriel. “Gabriel would have been the logical choice given his affinity for the mortals, but his role in the Pyriel affair caused some in Heaven to doubt his fealty. So he’s been ordered to remain in Elysium for the time being. Michael felt I was a reliable choice to keep watch for now. Though I pray to the Presence they won’t keep me here for long.”

      “So why am  here?” asked Anael. “I’ve never been asked to go beyond the gates of Heaven in all my existence.”

      Uriel approached the railing and placed his hands on it, leaning over and peering down into the abyss. “There’s been another development in the wake of Pyriel’s death. One that the Divine Choir wants kept absolutely confidential. Though I’m not sure how well they can do that as many demons are aware of what’s happened already.”

      “What are you talking about?” asked Anael. “What do demons have to do with anything?”

      Uriel took a breath and then gave Anael a look of such intensity that she almost flinched. “The son of Abraxas is the new Shaitan.”

      “What? How did a cambion come to sit on Hell’s throne? What about—?” She stopped herself, afraid to utter the name she hadn’t spoken in eons. “Was he deposed?”

      Uriel shook his head. “Honestly? I have no clue. All we know is that Luther Cross now rules Hell. And as for the Morningstar…well…”

      Anael’s entire body stiffened in anticipation. She moved closer to Uriel, staring into his face, her eyes demanding a clear answer.

      “Tell me.”

      Uriel closed his eyes and tilted his head back. “The Morningstar walks the Earth.”

      Anael felt her legs go weak. She felt like she’d just had all the air knocked out of her body. With her mouth agape, she stared in disbelief at Uriel.

      “That’s insanity,” she said. “It’s not possible.”

      “Unfortunately our sources tell us otherwise,” said Uriel. “There was an incident in the mortal city called Chicago. Several witnesses saw a man with wings not far from a den of flesh called Lust.”

      “Lust?”

      “It’s run by a demon named Mara,” Uriel continued. “The witnesses saw this winged man burn the face of a mortal and left him screaming in the middle of the street.”

      “That’s not proof,” said Anael. “That could have been a demon.”

      “A demon with feathered wings?” asked Uriel. “Furthermore, we’ve been sending mortal spies into Lust to gather information and keep an eye on things. And a few reported seeing a man with the same description as the one with wings. The demons in Mara’s employ treated him reverentially, even referring to him as ‘sire.’ We also know for a fact that Cross is now sitting on Hell’s throne while Lucifer is unaccounted for.”

      “I appreciate the update, but this doesn’t concern me.”

      “The Divine Choir begs to differ,” said Uriel. “Of all the Heavenly Host, none knew Lucifer better than you. Before The Fall, the two of you were actually quite close, if I recall correctly. Of course, that was until⁠—”

      “I know what happened, Uriel, I don’t need a history lesson!” Anael snapped.

      Uriel held up his hands in a defensive posture. “Didn’t mean any offense. But the fact of the matter is aside from The Fallen, you understand him best. Maybe even better than they do.”

      “I used to understand him,” said Anael.

      “Perhaps you should try again. Because you’ve been selected for this mission and⁠—”

      “No,” she said.

      Uriel’s eyes widened in shock. His voice became a harsh whisper. “Have you taken leave of your senses? Do you know what will happen to you if you refuse a mission directly from the Divine Choir?”

      “If the Choir wants Lucifer dead, they should summon Azrael out from his cave,” said Anael. “But I’m not going to exploit whatever connection may still exist between us just so I can get close enough to knife him in the back.”

      “So you admit there’s still a connection.”

      She shook her head. “No, I don’t. I’m just saying that’s what your plan is.”

      “Well, it’s actually not what I had in mind,” said Uriel. “I never said I want you to kill the Morningstar. Whether he sits on the throne or not, that would be seen as a violation of the armistice. And after Pyriel nearly brought on Armageddon, we don’t want to give the Infernal Court the idea that we’re going to break the treaty and start a war.”

      “Then what do you want?” asked Anael.

      “Lucifer’s arrogance won’t let him see the danger in what he’s doing,” said Uriel. “The demons seem to know, but what happens as more people find out? There’s more than just angels and demons to consider, as you well know. What if someone like Thanatos saw Hell as now ripe for the picking?”

      “I don’t know what you expect me to do.”

      “Talk to him, try to make him see reason,” said Uriel. “If anyone can do it, it’s you.”

      “I tried that once before. And as you’ll remember, it didn’t work out so well,” said Anael. “And when it didn’t, you know what I had to do. So if we’re going to go down that same path again, then they can just cut to the chase and smite me already.”
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