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.

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…

.

Cut down by an act of betrayal, Mikhail lingers between life and death while his fragile alliance crumbles against the onslaught of a Sata'anic invasion. Fearful the intrepid Angelic might lose hope and die, his young protégé concocts a plan to fool him into thinking his wife is at his side. Meanwhile, held captive by the Evil One, Ninsianna must choose between loyalty to her fallen husband and manipulating the Evil One's minions to turn against him. 

As darkness tears the heavens asunder, a tiny Mesopotamian village finds itself the epicenter of a war between good and evil. But all is not lost. An ancient goddess has recruited two 'Watchmen' to turn darkness back into the light; mortal creatures who do not realize they are pawns in an eternal war.

The saga of the greatest superhero to ever walk the Earth continues in Agents of Ki…

.

This book is NOT religious fiction!

.

Sword of the Gods saga reading order:

The Chosen One Omnibus (includes:)

—Heroes of Old: Episode 1x01

—Sword of the Gods

—No Place for Fallen Angels

—Forbidden Fruit

Prince of Tyre

Agents of Ki

The Dark Lord's Vessel

The Fairy General (coming soon)

.

Children of the Fallen series

(set in the same universe, but in the modern day)

Angel of Death Omnibus (includes)

—Angel of Death

—Angel of Death: A Love Story

A Gothic Christmas Angel (A Children of the Fallen novella)




Dedication

I dedicate this book to all the brave men and women who serve in the armed forces. To you I dedicate the biggest, baddest superhero to ever walk the earth. The Archangel Michael. A soldier … like you.

.

You are the wind beneath our wings. 

Thank you!
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Abaddon - Supreme Commander-General Abaddon is the commander in chief of first the Angelic Air Force, and since Lucifer's rebellion all four branches of the Alliance fleet. He serves upon the command carrier Jehoshaphat, whose name means 'Judgment of God. ‘ Shay'tan, himself nicknamed Abaddon 'The Destroyer'. He is married to the human female Sarvenaz and has a daughter on the way.

Aigiarn - is the deceased human wife of Centauri General Kunopegos. She died when their foal proved to be too much for her tiny human body to carry. When given the choice to abort the foal or risk death, Aigiarn chose to risk continuing the pregnancy.

Alalah - is an older woman who is one of Mikhail’s archers. She is one of two older women who is often put in charge of training the other villagers to use a bow.

Apausha - is a Lieutenant in the Sata’an Merchant Marine (a thinly veiled title for what would otherwise be considered state-sponsored smugglers). Apausha became increasingly concerned about the well-being of the human females transported to Lucifer and tried to report it to Shay'tan. He was captured, tortured, and forced to give the location of Earth to Lucifer.

Asherah - Asherah died when her son Lucifer was only 15 years old. She was the daughter of a now-deceased Seraphim princess who married a 'shipboard' Angelic, Zuriel under a hint of scandal which has never been fully revealed. As a half-Seraphim, she was exempt from the Emperor's 'breeding program.' She married the Eternal Emperor's nemesis, Shemijaza, but then fled the Third Empire and sought sanctuary in the Eternal Palace for reasons which have yet to be revealed.

Aturdokht - Aturdokht is the green-eyed fiery young widow of the neighboring 'people of the desert' (i.e., Halifian) tribe. She is one of Shaykh Marwan's daughters. When her deceased husband's tribe disgraced her by first sending her back to her father's tent-group, and then attempting to force her back again for a Levirite marriage, she refused and declared she would marry whichever man could avenge her husband by bringing her 'the winged demon's heart.' Jamin has sworn he will bring her this and marry her. When Jamin's last attempt to kill Mikhail failed, she sold him into slavery rather than let her former father-in-law kill him. Her full-brother is Nusrat and her slain husband was named Roshan.

Babajidas - is a captured human male who now resides on the Leonid battle-cruiser Beylan. He is father of numerous Leonid cubs, but favors Major Orias's daughter, Habibas.

Ba'al Zebub - ‘Lord’ Zebub is the Sata’anic political equivalent of the Alliance Prime Minister. He was one of Shay'tan's most trusted public servants until the old dragon found out Ba'al Zebub went behind his back and brokered the sale of hundreds of human females to Lucifer. He is currently wanted for treason.

Behnam - Behnam is an elderly man of Assur and also one of the members of the Tribunal. He is one of Mikhail’s eight original archers and, despite his age, is a damned good shot. Mikhail often uses him as a sounding board for advice.

Bishamonten - Bishamonten is the Cherubim god of war. When invoked, he allows his novitiates access to a certain wavelength of the Song of Creation which most people perceive as 'the blue ray of truth' or 'the killing dance.' Anybody who misuses his energy is promptly smote.

Dadbeh - is a warrior of Assur and one of Jamin's elite warriors. He has a small, wiry build and has mismatched eyes. He is a bit of a prankster and often pairs up with Firouz to act out hilarious little skits. He is in love with Shahla and hoped to marry her.

Dephar - is the Eternal Emperor’s most trusted political advisor and also his chief geneticist. He is a Muqqibat 'dragon' which is not a true dragon, but in human terms might be described as something similar to a 'Chinese dragon.'

Dirar - Dirar was a Halifian mercenary and the younger half-brother of Yazan. He wished to get back in his brother's good graces by marrying his slain nephew's wife, Aturdokht, but she did not wish to marry him because he was a cruel man. Aturdokht's brother Roshan engineered Dirar's death at the hands of Mikhail to spare his sister from a disasterous forced marriage.

Dierdre - is the name given to Kunopegos and Aigiarn's foal. She was born months premature and it is not certain whether she will live.

Ebad - As the son of a potter, Ebad was a rather incompetent warrior until Mikhail assigned him to study under Pareesa as part of her 'B-Team.' He has a hopeless crush on Pareesa.

Eligor - A former mercenary, Eligor is an Angelic stationed upon the ‘Prince of Tyre.’ When Lucifer was arrested, Eligor put into action a plan to have Parliament subpoena Lucifer before them on a Writ of Habaes Corpus to free him. While on the surface he appears to be a coarse mercenary, Eligor is a lot smarter than he lets on and has begun to notice there's something not quite right about Lucifer.

Firouz - is one of Jamin's elite warriors. He is best friends with Dadbeh and together the two team up to provide much comic relief. 

Furcas - is one of Lucifer’s two personal bodyguards. The other Angelics describe him as a ‘goon.’

Gita - you would never know this timid, black-eyed girl is Ninsianna's cousin except for the similar shape of their otherwise different-colored eyes. Her father is the bitter, drunken brother of Immanu and this has made Gita an outcast. She secretly shadows Mikhail because she has a crush on him and, because of this, joined his warrior training. Gita is quite good with a spear and has the ability to remain unnoticed in the shados. She is best friends with both Shahla and, so long as she doesn't embarrass him by expecting him to acknowledge it, also friends with Jamin.

Gisou - is one of Mikhail’s archers. She is around the same age as Ninsianna and is best friends with Homa.

Glicki - Major (now Colonel) Glicki is a Mantoid stationed on Raphael's command carrier, the ‘Light Emerging.’ She is Raphael’s second-in-command and also one of his closest friends.

Habbibas - is a Leonid lioness stationed on the Beylan who has been experiencing fertility problems. She favors the human male Babajidas, who sired her cubs.

Hadraniel - is a Lieutenant stationed on the ‘Eternal Light.’ He is the ATO responsible for handling Jophiel's living ‘needle’ ships.

Halpas - is a doctor stationed on the ‘Prince of Tyre’

Harakhti - Leonid General Re Harakhti is in charge of the Leonid Multi-Purpose Forces, which in modern human terms might be considered a similar branch of military as the Marines.

Hashem - the Eternal Emperor Hashem is ruler of the Alliance and also an ascended being (aka a god). He fell in love with Lucifer's mother Asherah, but that love was never returned. He was devastated when she died and retreated into the upper realms for 200 years, leaving Lucifer to run his empire.

He-who’s-not - also nicknamed The Dark Lord or Lord of Chaos, He-who's-not is the guardian of She-who-is. He is comprised of primordial chaos and will destroy anything which might potentially threaten his mate. While a fearsome and destructive god, HE is not inherently evil.

Homa - is one of Mikhail’s archers. She is around the same age as Ninsianna and best friends with Gisou.

Hudhafah - General Hudhafah is the general in charge of overseeing the Sata’anic annexation of Earth.

Immanu - is a powerful shaman in his own right, though not as powerful as his Chosen daughter Ninsianna. He is the second highest ranking man in the village after Chief Kiyan and 'adopted' Mikhail as his son. He is married to Needa.

Jamin - is Chief Kiyan’s son and Ninsianna’s ex-fiancé. He was in charge of Assur’s elite warriors until his rivalry against Mikhail caused him to betray his village to the Halifians. He was banished from Assur after he beat Shahla and caused her to miscarry her baby, an action he now regrets. He is obsessed with proving that Mikhail is really their enemy and not some 'angel' who has fallen from the heavens to help them.

Jiljab - is Chief of the neighboring village of Gasur, which is where Ninsianna's mother Needa is originally from. The village of Gasur is one of Assur's staunchest allies.

Jingu - Empress Jingu is queen of the Cherubim.

Jophiel - is Supreme Commander-General of all four branches of the Alliance fleet. She is mother to Uriel and eleven other Angelic offspring, a birth rate which is unprecedented for the dying species. She is secretly mated to Raphael, Uriel's father. 

Kasib - Lieutenant Kasib is the chief Logistics Officer for Sata'anic General Hudhafah and an obedient, loyal servant of Shay'tan. He secretly helped a poor blind human woman, Taram, avoid likely death at the hands of the Amorite slavers by having her officially listed as 'deceased' after she was rejected as suitable 'bride' material and has stashed her amongst the nearby human village until he can figure out a way to get her home.

Ki - is the mysterious Mother-goddess of She-who-is and all universes. It was Ki who stripped Moloch of his ability to assume a physical form or manipulate physical matter directly, leaving him a disembodied wraith who can only act through others.

Kiarash - is an older warrior of Assur and one of the Chief's personal guards. Technically he is one of Jamin's elite warriors, but really, he only serves in that capacity to keep an eye on him for the Chief.

Kiana - is one of Mikhail’s archers. She is a few years older than Ninsianna.

Kiyan - Chief Kiyan rules the village of Assur. He is Jamin’s father and also a widower. After his only son betrayed their village, Kiyan had no choice but to bring Jamin before the Tribunal, but he prevented them from issueing a sentence of death and only banished his son.

Klik'rr - Major (now-Colonel) Klik'rr is Jophiel's second in command on the ‘Eternal Light.’ He is a Mantoid.

Kudursin - is leader of the Amorite slave traders.

Kunopegos - General Kunopegos is in charge of the Centauri Cavalry. He commands the carrier Syracusia and threw his support behind Lucifer due to infertility and the bribe of Aigiarn, a human female. When faced with the choice to abort their foal, his wife refused and later died. Kunopegos turned back to the Emperor to help him keep their foal alive, but it is not known whether or not Dierdre will live.

Lerajie - is an Angelic stationed on the ‘Prince of Tyre’. He is Eligor's sidekick, whether Eligor wants to have a sidekick or not. Lerajie is often described as having 'pink wings' due to the reddish speckles throughout his feathers, but really this is more of a derogatory snipe about Lerajie's idealistic nature.

Lubaid - is a younger son of Marwan, the shayhk of the nearby rival Halifian tribe. He bears Jamin some ill will because Jamin once disarmed him and took away his knife.

Lucifer - is Prime Minister of the Alliance and the Eternal Emperor Hashem’s adopted son. His mother, Asherah, died when he was only fifteen years old and left him in Hashem's care. He has been experiencing migraines and blackouts lately. The last of his bloodline, Lucifer was obsessed with finding a solution to hybrid infertility, even if that solution involved selling humans as breeding stock, and engineered a breathtaking coup d'etat to seize power from his immortal adopted Eternal Emperor father. He now has seventeen human wives and counting, all carrying his offspring.

Marbas - is the flight commander of the ‘Prince of Tyre.’

Marwan - is Shaykh of the nearest rival Halifian tent settlement. He is a wily old coot, with a terrible scar that runs from his mouth all the way to one ear. He has many wives and offspring, including Aturdokht, Nusrat and Lubaid.

Merariy - is Immanu’s bitter, drunken brother and also Gita's father. When Gita was a little girl, he accused her mother of adultery and smashed in her head with a rock. He and Immanu do not speak.

Mikhail - Colonel Mikhail Mannuki’ili currently serves in the Angelic Special Forces. After his entire Seraphim sub-species was wiped out by unknown assailants, he was sent to train with the Cherubim. They taught him to harness the energies of the Cherubim and he is a terrifyingly good fighter, but for some reason they also taught him to suppress his emotions. Mikhail currently suffers from almost near-total memory loss caused by injuries sustained during the crash of his scout ship on Earth. He is now married to Ninsianna and they have a child on the way. 

Needa - is Ninsianna’s mother and also a gifted healer. She is married to Immanu, the village shaman. She 'adopted' Mikhail as her son prior to his marriage to her daughter. Unlike most women in Assur, Needa 'wears the kilt' in the family and doesn't put up with any guff from anyone.

Ninsianna - saved Mikhail's life after his ship crashed and she is now married to him with a baby on the way. She is a gifted healer. She also has a known jealous streak. She is thrilled to be She-who-is' Chosen One and loves spending time traveling the Dreamtime to pull secret information out of the ethers. She is obsessed with getting Mikhail to train their village to stave off the invasion She-who-is has shown her will someday level their village.

Namhu - is Pareesa's little brother. He's almost as good with a bow as she is and just as precocious.

Nusrat - is a man of a nearby Halifian tribe. He is Shaykh Marwan's son and Aturdokht's only full-brother, although he has many half-siblings by Marwan's other wives. He engineered Dirar's death at Mikhail's hands rather than allow his sister to be forced int marriage to the brutish mercenary.

Orias - Leonid Major Orias commands the Beylan. She is mother to Habbibas, an infertile lioness who now carries the human Babajidas' cubs.

Orkedeh - is an older woman who is one of Mikhail’s archers. She is one of two archers who is often put in charge of training the other villagers to use this new weapon (the other being Alalah).

Pareesa - is Mikhail’s littlest archer, and also his most talented one despite her young age. He saved her from being kidnapped, and she, in turn, saved him for an arrow in the back. Her name means ‘Little Fairy.’ Mikhail has fondly dubbed her his çok puan mızrak [spear with many points] which is the closest he can come in the Ubaid language to calling her his "little weapon of mass destruction."

Peyman - Doctor Payman is a physician stationed on the Sata’an base on Earth. He helped Lieutenant Kasib save a blind woman from being turned out into the desert by slavers to die by listing her as officially 'dead.'

Pharzuphel - is a Major on the Jehoshaphat. She is Abaddon's second-in-command.

Pravuil - is one of Lucifer's legislative aides. She is 'as plain as dirt.' She disappeared after Lucifer tasked her with looking into her past.

Pruflas - is one of Lucifer’s two personal bodyguards. A ‘goon.’

Raphael - Brigadier-General Raphael Israfa is commander of the ‘Light Emerging.’ He is Mikhail’s best friend as they went through basic training together and has been put in charge of searching for his missing-in-action friend. He father to Uriel and now secretly mated to Supreme Commander-General Jophiel.

Roshan - was Aturdokht's slain husband. He was Yazan's son and a member of the rival Halifian tribe.

Sachiel - Sergeant Sachiel is an Angelic stationed on Raphael's command carrier, the 'Light Emerging.'

Sarvenaz - is the human wife to Angelic Air Force General Abaddon. She gave a breathtaking speech before Parliament, imploring them to let her husband 'kick the lizard people off of Earth.'

Shahla - is a beautiful, but promiscuous young woman of Assur. Her attempt to blackmail the chief's son, Jamin, into marrying her because she was pregnant backfired and he beat her so badly she miscarried the baby. She is best friends with Ninsianna's black-eyed cousin, Gita.

Shay'tan - is the emperor of the rival Sata'an Empire. He is an old dragon and an ascended being (aka an ‘old god’).

Shemijaza - was Lucifer's biological father (now deceased) and ruler of the now-defunct Third Empire. He had silver eyes just like his son.

She-who-is - is the Architect of All-That-Is and the highest goddess in this universe. She has 'Chosen' Ninsianna for a great task.

Shzzkt - is a Mantoid lieutenant-commander on the Jehoshaphat under Abaddon. He is also their communications officer.

Siamek - is a warrior of Assur and one of Jamin's former (now Mikhail's) elite warriors. Mikhail has named him his 'lieutenant' even though he does not trust him due to his former status as Jamin's best friend.

Taram - is a kidnapped young blind woman and sister to Sarvenaz. She was saved from being turned out into the desert to die by the Amorite slavers by Lieutenant Kasib. She now currently resides in the village adjacent to the Sata'an Forward Operating Base.

Tirdard - is a young warrior of Assur and one of Jamin's elite warriors. He is now married to Yadidatum, one of Mikhail's eight original archers.

Utbah - is the Sata'an Assistant Minister of Agriculture.

Valac - is a weapons officer on the Jehoshaphat under Abaddon.

Varshab - is an older warrior and Chief Kiyan's main 'enforcer.' People refer to him as 'the Chief's man.'

Yadiditum - is one of Mikhail’s eight original archers, though she is a rather incompetent archer who keeps on trying. She is now married to Tirdard, one of the warriors. (fka Niyoosha)

Yalda - is the eldest woman in Assur and the chief legislate of the Tribunal. Her younger sister is Zhila. The two widow-sisters have become surrogate 'grandmothers' for Mikhail. The two survive by baking bread and brewing beer.

Yazan - is a shaykh of a far-distant Halifian tribe. His now-deceased son Nusrat was married to Aturdokht, Marwan's daughter.

Yoritomo - Master Yoritomo is the highest ranking Cherubim master, second only to Queen Jingu, and the Eternal Emperor's most trusted personal guardian.

Zakiti - is Pareesa's precocious little sister. Only five summers old, she's a delightfully mercenary little imp.

Zepar - is Lucifer’s Chief of Staff.

Zhila - is the second-eldest woman in Assur and sister to Yalda. She and her sister have taken Mikhail under their 'wings.' She is a talented brewer of beer.

Zzzler - Ensign Zzzler serves on the ‘Light Emerging.’ He is a Mantoid.




List of Species

Angelics: genetically engineered super-soldiers spliced together from a genetic base of humans and the keen eyesight and wings of eagles. They carry the highest percentage of human DNA. They act as the Alliance's air force. Due to inbreeding to maintain their animal features, fewer than 7,500 Angelics remain in existence today.

Catoplebas: a naturally evolved, boar-like species that makes up part of Shay'tan's armies. They are known for their pugnacious disposition.

Centauri: genetically engineered super-soldiers spliced together from a genetic base of horses and humans. They act as the Alliance's cavalry. Due to inbreeding to maintain their animal features, fewer than 4,000 remain in existence today.

Cherubim: a naturally evolved species of fierce, ant-like creatures which dwell in hive-like colonies of Monks ruled by a single queen. They are the personal guard of the Eternal Emperor and teeter at the threshold of becoming ascended beings. Their population has remained stable at exactly 1,000 for the past 15,000 years.

Delphiniums: a naturally evolved species of sentient frog-like amphibians. They have almost totally replaced Merfolk as the Alliance's Navy.

Grigori: a species of fire-breathing dragon which disappeared from the galaxy approximately 150,000 years ago. It is rumored Emperor Shay'tan was once a Grigori, a true dragon, a question which always elicits a toothy, enigmatic smirk.

Humans: a species that went extinct after an asteroid hit their homeworld, Nibiru, approximately 74,000 years ago. All attempts to reseed humans onto other planets failed and they died out. It is rumored this is the species which spawned the Eternal Emperor, but the Eternal Palace has refused to comment.

Leonids: genetically engineered super-soldiers spliced together from a genetic base of lions and humans. They are the most animalistic of the four branches of the Alliance military. They act as multi-purpose situational forces. When the going gets tough, the Emperor says, 'Send in the Leonids!' Due to inbreeding to maintain their animal features, fewer than 3,500 Leonids remain in existence today.

Leviathans: a genetically enhanced species of sentient aquatic mammals originating from the same homeworld that humans came from, Nibiru. They evolved separately after being successfully reseeded on a remote planet. Many of their species merged with Merfolk.

Mantoids: a naturally evolved species of sentient six-legged insects. They have supplemented Angelics in the Alliance Air Force.

Marid: a naturally evolved species of blue-skinned humanoids which had begun to spread out in the uncharted territories until the Sata'an Empire annexed their territory three generations ago. They are now divided into two sub-species: the Sata'anic Marid, who serve in Shay'tan's armies, and the Free Marid Confederation, far-flung former Marid colonies who still remain free (i.e., mostly smugglers).

Merfolk: genetically engineered super-soldiers spliced together from a genetic base of humans and aquatic mammals. They were engineered to act as the Alliance's navy. Five hundred years ago their species merged with a sister-species, Leviathans. Only a handful of purebred Merfolk still exist today. The hybrids are known as Mer-Levi.

Muqqibat: a naturally evolved species of sentient serpent-like creatures with short arms and legs and a head that resembles a dragon. They are an 'old species' and many of their number teeter at the threshold of becoming ascended beings.

Nephilim - a species of enormous, dark-skinned humanoids who once served as the basis of Shay'tan's armies, but were exterminated and replaced by Sata'anic lizards after they rebelled. They are believed to be extinct.

Saori: a naturally evolved species of gazelle-sized sentient mammals. They supplement and support the Centauri Cavalry, but due to their small size, have not been able to replace them.

Sata'anic Lizards: a species of sentient lizard which make up the largest portion of Shay'tan's armies. They suddenly appeared 74,000 years ago to replace Shay'tan's predecessor species of soldier, the Nephilim, a species which is now extinct.

Seraphim: a sub-species of dark-winged Angelic which was wiped out 25 years ago by unknown aggressors. Only one member of this species survives, Colonel Mikhail Mannuki'ili. The Colonel went missing 9 months ago and is presumed dead.

Spiderids: a naturally evolved species of sentient eight-legged insects. They have supplemented Leonids in the Alliance Air Force.

Tokoloshe: a sentient, bear-like species infamous for its aggressive nature and their disgusting habit of cannibalizing their enemies to increase their social status. The Tokoloshe have spread across the uncharted territories like a plague to carve out the Tokoloshe Kingdom and all species fear them. Rumor has it they are a science experiment gone terribly wrong, but whenever asked, Emperor Shay'tan and Emperor Hashem both point their fingers at the other and exclaim 'he did it!' Rumor has it, this is the motivation behind the Eternal Emperor's strict 'seed world' policies prohibiting interference with emerging pre-sentient species.




A note about time…

This story is epic fantasy/space opera. As is typical of the genre, it has numerous, intersecting plotlines and is told through multiple points of view. All time within this novel happens more or less sequentially unless explicitly stated otherwise. The two galactic empires use a calendar which dates back to the signing of the Treaty of Nibiru 152,000 years ago which divided the galaxy between the Sata'an Empire and the Alliance. Earth-times are referenced using our current Gregorian calendar.

152,323.11 = November 3,390 BC




The Chess Game Thus Far…
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A Synopsis of Book 1: The Chosen One 

and Book 2: Prince of Tyre

.

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 to disappear, Mikhail trains eight archers, including Pareesa, a young woman with a preternatural ability to master any weapon, and later the village warriors, including Gita, a peculiar young woman who happens to be Ninsianna's cousin. Leadership does not come easy, and Mikhail's formidable self-control begins to slip under the onslaught of human passions, revealing he has far darker urges lurking in his missing memories than simply his half-remembered mission. Things come to a head when a vindictive young woman, Shahla, claims Mikhail fathered her illegitimate baby. 

Ninsianna's people have prophecies of a winged champion who will defend her people against an Evil One. Love blossoms and they marry, but each night the goddess sends nightmares of a white-winged Evil One who will cut Mikhail's child from her womb. As her power grows, Ninsianna begins to view her people … and her husband … from the godlike perspective of She-who-is. Although her mind says Shahla’s accusation is a delusion, in her heart, Ninsianna cannot forgive Mikhail even as she pushes him to train her people.

The Eternal Emperor Hashem may be a god, but neither his knowledge of genetics, nor his godlike powers, has enabled him to fix the inbreeding which has rendered his four species of genetically engineered super-soldiers sterile. If only the human root race had not gone extinct! Then Mikhail gets out word a remote colony survived, somewhere in the grasp of his ancient adversary, Shay'tan. 

The Emperor orders Raphael to launch a manhunt, but the need for secrecy undermines his control over his dying armies. As Raphael disappears into the uncharted territories, the mother of his offspring, Supreme Commander-General Jophiel, dreams of a day when the armies of heaven can marry freely, just like the naturally evolved species the hybrids were created to serve. If Raphael finds the humans, will the Emperor rethink his policies which forbid her species from ever knowing love? The same breathtaking coup d'état which strips Jophiel of her command also gives her the opportunity to follow her heart and declare her love for Raphael.

Shay'tan is thrilled when his Sata'anic navy discovers humanity has survived on a remote planet, far from his adversary’s nexus of power. Whoever controls access to humans will control the fate of the galaxy. He orders his armies, including the lowly Lieutenant Kasib, 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? Shay’tan knows just the disgruntled adopted prince who’s been having difficulty siring an heir…

Unbeknownst to either emperor, Lucifer cuts a deal with Ba'al Zebub to purchase not just one human female, but hundreds of them. 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 orchestrates a breathtaking coup d'état. But lately, Lucifer has been experiencing blackouts, leaving even his henchman, Eligor, wondering who is really pulling Lucifer’s strings? Lucifer? Or his sycophantic assistant, Zepar? After Lucifer orchestrates what appears to be his death at the hands of Emperor Shay’tan to incite the two empires to go to war, they torture the coordinates of Earth out of Lieutenant Apausha, leaving Abaddon and Shay'tan to duke it out while Lucifer absconds. 

Unable to get past Ninsianna's betrayal, the Chief's son, Jamin, seeks proof that Mikhail's own people are the ones buying women from the lizard demons. But in the course of dancing with his enemies, Jamin makes a terrible mistake, one that Shahla uses to blackmail him into marriage. When Shahla instead claims her baby was Mikhail’s, an enraged Jamin beats her and causes her to miscarry. Now banished, Jamin has no place to go but into the arms of his enemies.

And then Jamin is sold to the Sata’anic lizards…

As intrigues roil the heavens, a white-winged Angelic promises Jamin he'll deliver unto him the heart of his enemy in exchange for one unfaithful former fiancé…
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Time: Indeterminate

Ascended Realms

SHE-WHO-IS

Pitiless black eyes stared across the chess board from HIS sharp, obsidian features. 

“It’s your move, uxor mea…” 

She-who-is fiddled with her small white king, a petty lesser-god she'd assigned the tedious task of micromanaging a galaxy. At play was a fat little solar system she'd been tinkering with, one which had aroused HIS interest after the deity had abused HIS power to carry out her will. If one was a wise old god, they avoided drawing HIS attention.

Giving her most coquettish smile, She-who-is flicked her gossamer wings in a flirtatious hum, praying he'd be more interested in winning HER favor than in winning the game. He-who's-not did not buy into her stalling tactics…

"Make your move," HE repeated.

The Dark Lord had no shape, but over the millennia, he had learned to fashion a shell which, truth-be-told, was rather attractive in a tall, dark, and terrifying 'I'm about to dissipate you into primordial chaos' kind of way. Brutally handsome, with high cheekbones, six horns, leathery bat-like wings and a long, scorpion's tail which dripped destruction instead of venom, every aspect of HIS being was shaped to protect HER from her accursed father; Moloch, the Devourer of Children…

Some called the Dark Lord her husband, others the devil, but the truth was the Guardian of the Universe was little more than her babysitter. At least that's how SHE thought of him most of the time. HE was an obstacle to be charmed into giving her what she wanted. She chewed her lip as she thought of ways to salvage her solar system.

The timekeeping device HE used to keep her stalling tactics at bay ran out of sand. His ebony features were devoid of emotion as he spoke the ominous words which meant the death-knell of any creation they played opposite each other to win.

“You are out of time.” 

The Infernal Palace shuddered from the power in his voice, the Song of Destruction come to devour her playthings. With a touch of HIS fingertip, the entire solar system went supernova and dissolved back into his essence, primordial darkness, the power of the void.

“Malum est!!!" She-who-is slammed down the little white king who'd just been left without a seat of power. "I wasn’t ready!" She crossed her arms and turned away. 

“You were out of time, uxor mea,” He-who's-not said. Beneath his voice swirled an undertone of pleading. "Those are the rules you agreed to be bound by when we began this game."

"Then go find somebody else to play with!" She-who-is snapped. With a disgusted wave of her hand, she punished him by withdrawing her light. As she did, the walls of the palace he'd worked so hard to build for her began to buckle and lose shape, for without HER, the Dark Lord wasn't good at holding any shape … not even his own!

A chess piece from one of the adjacent galaxies fell over. It was a small, white queen, adorned with a golden crown, denoting it was one of HER favorite chess pieces.

"Hey!" She-who-is exclaimed. "That galaxy wasn't even at play! That's my Chosen One!"

"I did not move against it," the Dark Lord said. He pointed at the small, White Queen, careful not to touch it. "You must have knocked it over, uxor mea, when you arose in haste. Just put it back where it belongs and I will not penalize your error."

One of the shadows leaped out of the walls and chittered at the Dark Lord's ankles. He picked up the tiny shadow and cradled it in his lap.

"Ugh!" She-who-is recoiled in disgust. "Shadow-cats!" 

How she hated the things the Dark Lord shaped with his own hand! The small, dark creature was not afraid of HIM, for it was comprised of the same primordial chaos as HE was, but it jumped up and down like a worried little dog. The shadow cat was too primitive to speak, but something had the formless shadow agitated.

"What is the matter, little one?" the Dark Lord's asked. His sharp features creased with concern. 

As the shadow-cat chittered, HIS chess piece, the dark knight he had tasked with watching over her favorite white queen, fell over as well, and then her Chosen One disappeared. Their eyes met across the chess board. Neither deity had made that move.

The shadow-cat squeaked a single sound that, even with its primitive ability to vocalize, was understood by both of them.

"Moloch…"

A feeling of vertigo swirled around HER as cold, dread terror seeped into her incorporeal form. The Dark Lord reached across the chess board and carefully took her hand. 

"You know what I have to do?" HE said.

"But I like that queen!" She-who-is burst into tears. "She has always been my favorite daughter!"

He-who's-not squeezed her hand. HE might be a god of primordial chaos; death, destruction, darkness and desolation, but if he had one redeeming quality, it was that he loved HER more than his own existence. HE could bear her fury. HE could withstand the full force of her light. HE could even endure her frequent temper tantrums and lengthy pouting, but when her tears were genuine, he could not bear to see HER cry. HIS obsidian eyes scanned the chess board, searching for an option.

"Perhaps Ki already has a chess piece in position to play against the Evil One?" the Dark Lord said gently. "One we cannot see because it is part of their higher game?"

She-who-is's lip trembled. Oh! How she hated it when her mother's game against her accursed father interfered with running her universe. Moloch attacked HER favorite chess pieces because he liked to remind her that someday he would devour HER the same way he had devoured her brothers and sisters. She chided herself for her earlier selfishness. Oh! How easily she had forgotten why her mother had paired her with a creature of the void; to co-rule the universe they had shaped together from HIS primordial darkness and HER primordial light. Together … they were stronger.

"Ask my mother to send in her Agent," She-who-is grasped her husband's hand. "A Watchman. An Agent of Ki. If they fail, then you will have no choice but to step in and destroy their entire galaxy to prevent Moloch's spread. But first, please give my Chosen One a chance?"

The Dark Lord kissed HER hand. With a shudder of power, he unfurled his enormous, leathery black wings and cast himself to the highest edge of the universe to plead with Ki to send in her Agents. As HE did, he inadvertently destroyed his chair, his throne, and half the wall of the Infernal Palace. There was a reason the Dark Lord was forced to work through a mortal vessel to enact HIS will … his power was too vast to touch the lives of mortals. 

She-who-is glanced down at the shadow-cat which purred at her ankles seeking gratitude, no doubt, for its too-belated warning. With a disdainful flicker of her gossamer wings, she shoved the disgusting creature away with her foot.

"Shoo!"
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November 3,390 BC

Earth: Mesopotamian Plain

PAREESA

Pareesa's heart pumped as she ran at a speed she would have never thought possible. A conversation she'd once had with Mikhail during training after landing a successful blow replayed within her mind:

“If you get distracted like that during battle," she had said after Mikhail had glanced over at his wife instead of watching her, "it could turn out very badly for you.”

Mikhail had effortlessly disarmed her and handed her back her staff without even ruffling a feather.

“If I didn't trust you,” the big Angelic had said, “you would never get close enough in the first place to -see- me get distracted.”

Her arrow was strung before she broke over the rise. She knew. She knew their plan. She shot as soon as she saw the glimmer of metal in the light of the campfire, but she was too late. The woman who was not his wife plunged the blade into Mikhail’s heart. 

"No!" 

The first arrow cut down the imposter, dead even though she still stood, quickly followed by a second. Grabbing two arrows out of her quiver at once, she drew the bow again and cut down two hideous lizard demons who rushed at him with firesticks. 

Mikhail's wings drooped towards the ground. The red-caped imposter slid out of his arms, dead.

Pareesa gave an anguished cry.

Mikhail staggered. Even from here she could see his look of disbelief as he tried to protect the woman who had just betrayed him. Around him, the lizard demons lunged, eager to finish him off.

Pareesa screamed her mentor's name. Stringing her bow again, she took aim and shot down a third lizard demon.

Mikhail's wings trembled like a dying bird, proud appendages brought low by this act of betrayal. She watched in horror as he wordlessly slid to the ground. 

Oh gods! Oh gods! The other warriors were a good six minutes behind her. She had to keep the enemy off of him until the others could get here! But how? Six minutes in battle was an eternity and she was outnumbered seventy to one!

“Bishamonten,” Pareesa prayed to the Cherubim god. “Watashi wa shi no gakki o hozon suru tame ni tsuyo-sa o ataeru [please give me the strength to save your instrument of death].”

She threw herself through the enemy warriors as if they did not exist, shooting arrow after arrow until her quiver was empty. She was so close it didn't occur to them to shoot back. They had not been taught to use empty hands and feet as weapons as she had; the last thing the enemy expected was a thirteen summer girl to hurl herself to her fallen comrade's side with single-minded fury. 

Diving into a defensive maneuver Mikhail had taught her to escape spear-thrusts, she rolled towards his body and rose. Somehow his sword found its way into her hands, the sword he’d refused to teach her out of fear it would someday be used against her. It was heavy. She didn't even know how to wield it. 

“Bishamonten!” Pareesa cried out to the Cherubim god. “Help me! Please! Use my body and do whatever you must to save him!””

Something tickled the crown of her head. She gasped as a sensation akin to the air during a thunderstorm slipped gently into her body and vibrated outwards from her heart into her extremities. It was not painful as she'd always assumed possession must feel, but a pleasant sense of tingling as the Cherubim god took control. That part of her which was still human watched from the left-hand side of her brain as her body worked of its own volition to defend her teacher without conscious thought. 

She felt like … power. Was this what it was like for Mikhail when he entered into the killing dance? 

No. This was something more. Mikhail channeled the old god's energy; used it to constrain the even deeper power only she and Gita knew the dark-winged Angelic could harness. Pareesa, on the other hand, had become the ancient Cherubim God of War.

Bishamonten planted Pareesa's feet on either side of Mikhail's body and caused her to crouch, sword raised above her head, ready to smite any who came at him. The lizard-demons were terrible creatures with sharp fangs and yellow eyes, but the Cherubim god viewed them with disinterest. He took out the largest threat first, a lizard-demon who seemed to be in charge of the ambush, leaving the other four demons in a state of disarray. Behind them, throngs of enemy human mercenaries surged, laughing at her audacity to defend her hero single-handedly.

They stopped laughing as, one by one, the lizard demons met their deaths at the end of Mikhail's sword…

The last lizard-demon took aim at her with a firestick. Pareesa did not have wings, but she was far faster than it thought she would be, especially enhanced with Cherubim reflexes. The creature underestimated her ability to leap into the air. 

Pareesa twisted sideways mid-air…

An explosion of blue lightning narrowly missed as she hit her apex and slammed downward with the sword. The sleek silver blade comprised of no substance yet available on their world, steel Mikhail called it, cleaved the monster from its shoulder downward through its rib cage. Gore splattered onto her body. With detached curiosity she noted the reflexive extra slice, running the lizard demon through its heart to ensure it would not get back up even though she was certain the creature was already dead.

The God of War was nothing if not efficient…

Gesturing an invitation for the human mercenaries to expend their lives at the end of her sword, Pareesa mercilessly cut down the human enemies who had the audacity to take on the Cherubim God of War …
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November 3,390 BC (4 hours earlier)

Earth: Village of Assur

NINSIANNA

The shaman's daughter was a comely woman, curvaceous and olive-skinned, with long, dark hair which cascaded down her back like a waterfall; but her most compelling feature was her luminescent golden eyes which marked her as the Chosen of She-who-is. This status gave She-who-serves-the-goddess many gifts, but most revered was her ability to hasten healing. Today's patient was Pareesa's little brother; a boy who, at nine-summers-old, was every bit as precocious as his older sister. Ninsianna gave the Namhu's head a sympathetic tousle.

"How many times has your Mama told you not to eat the potted fava beans until after she's reheated them?" Ninsianna raised a shapely eyebrow and gave the boy a knowing look. "This isn't the first time She-who-is has punished you for snitching the leftover supper."

"The rainy season is now upon us—" Namhu grimaced as another pain shot through his stomach. "I was hungry and I thought it would be safe to eat."

Ninsianna scanned the crowded loft where Namhu shared sleeping space with his six brothers and sisters, including Pareesa and his papa's granny. In a climate which ranged from boiling hot to tepid, the proper storage of food was always a topic of concern.

"Even when the autumn grows cold," Ninsianna said, "it is still warm enough to provide a house for evil spirits. That is why your Mama cooks your food until it burns your mouth." She laid her hands upon the boy's battered tummy. "The time to exorcise evil spirits is before you eat them, little archer, not afterwards!"

"Isn't there something you can do for him?" the boy's mother, Tabriti asked. "Please, Chosen One? It's such a wondrous gift, the power to heal all wounds. I have seen the wound you healed in Mikhail's chest."

Old jealousies turned Ninsianna's eyes copper, but not every woman lusted after her husband. She forced herself to don a sympathetic expression. 

"I can fortify your spirit light so you can heal yourself, but the gift of healing ultimately depends upon you." Ninsianna fixed her golden-eyed gaze back upon the boy, doing her best to appear wise. "What SHE doesn't like, little archer, is when she helps you once, and then you ignore her beneficence by repeating the same mistake over again!"

"I'm sorry," Namhu's lip trembled. He doubled over again as another pain wracked his tummy. He was a handsome lad, dark-complexioned, well-formed and slender as most youth his age were apt to be, but he bore the high northern cheekbones and straight nose inherited from his mother. The similarity to her own husband's unusual features elicited within Ninsianna a twang of pity.

"That's what you said the last time," Ninsianna sighed. "And the time before that, as well! Let's see if She-who-is believes you are truly sorry?"

She lay her hand upon the boy's stomach and closed her eyes, chanting the throaty song her Papa had taught her to chase away the evil spirits. As she did, her awareness increased of the cause of Namhu's food poisoning, some putrid-green blotches which grew on a pot of leftover fava beans which had not been heated enough to kill them. That same awareness whispered these were not true evil spirits, but the tiny creatures Mikhail called 'germs.' The first step to heal them was to purge Namhu's stomach of the evil spirits.

'Be gone,' Ninsianna whispered silently in her mind. 'Leave his body and plague this boy no more…'

"Ninsianna?" Namhu's stomach growled like a stalking lion as his flesh turned chalk-white. His cheeks puffed out as he inhaled, fighting to resist the inevitable.

"He's gonna barf again!" the next youngest sibling said.

"No he's not!" his little sister said.

"Is too!" a different brother said.

"No!" Namhu's voice came out as a strangled plea.

Tabriti shoved the pottery urn she'd emptied three times already under her son's face. Namhu retched into the pot, sobbing. Nothing but green stomach acid came up from his poor, battered tummy, but with her goddess-kissed eyes, Ninsianna could see the evil spirits which inhabited the contents he had just purged.

"There, there," Ninsianna soothed the boy. "This vomiting is the will of She-who-is." 

That dark gift Ninsianna had sensed lately invited her to take her healing one step further, to draw the vile green spirits out of the boy's body into her own body and use her gift of healing to transmute it. She sent a thread of attention towards the place Papa said the gift to transmute sickness resided, a dark place, a place she had always feared. As her spirit touched the Dark Lord's realm, the darkness closed around her, eager, inviting, desperate to embrace her light. She could feel the boy's sickness as though it was she who had eaten the rancid supper, sending it's green tendrils of poison into her system and making her retch instead of the boy.

No! Every instinct she possessed shrieked to get out of there! She broke off the path of darkness and returned to the path of light which was the only path the Chosen One of She-who-is ever cared to tread! 

"I am sorry, little one." Ninsianna gave the boy an apologetic smile. "She-who-is has no patience to heal a little boy who did not listen the last three times she warned you not to snitch the supper."

Namhu groaned.

Ninsianna turned to the boy's mother and ran her hand down the slight swell of her abdomen. Four months pregnant she barely was, but already Mikhail's child made it look as though she was five or six.

"If it were a life threatening illness," Ninsianna said, "I might risk singing the song of transmutation; but Namhu's symptoms are not life-threatening and I am with child. Papa said I should not take unnecessary risks."

Tabriti squeezed Ninsianna's hand, a mother of seven children to a soon-to-be mother of a half-Angelic infant. There were no accusations in her face, only disappointment. 

"I understand," Tabriti said. "Namhu must suffer so he will learn his lesson this time. It is the will of She-who-is."

Rattling off a long list of care to administer the next few hours, Ninsianna donned her favorite red wool cape and made her way home to eat supper with her Mama. Mama was a woman of few words unless they were important ones and Ninsianna was not in the mood to be talkative. She pushed the lentils around in her bowl, only too mindful this was essentially the same meal which had just made Namhu sick.

"Are you unwell?" Mama's face filled with concern. 

"No." Ninsianna lifted a scoop of casserole and tipped it upside-down to watch it stick to her wooden spoon. Why hadn't she insisted Mikhail take her with him to the regional meeting of chiefs instead of leaving her behind to tend to the lingering wounded? Wasn't that why she'd broken off her engagement to the Chief's son, Jamin? Because she hated being told what a woman could and could not do?

She stabbed her spoon into the congealed mush and sighed. Whether or not her husband saw her as his equal, he needed to be seen as Assur's unequivocal military leader if he had any hope of piecing together an Ubaid alliance against the strange, coordinated raids to kidnap women of marriageable age. No chief would follow a man who was henpecked by his wife!

"I just don't sleep well when Mikhail isn't here." Ninsianna lied. "How do you cope when Papa is away?"

Mama placed one hand over hers. 

"I don't sleep well, either," Mama said. "But I'll tell you a secret. Do you know Papa's old work-shawl? The one he uses in the fields?"

"Yes." Ninsianna pictured the shawl Mama described. It was washed several times each week, but always bore the residual stain of sweat.

"I curl up with that old shawl so I can smell your father's scent." Mama's expression softened. "It's the only way I can fall asleep."

"I already washed all of Mikhail's shirts," Ninsianna sighed. "I have nothing with his scent on it except for a few of his molted feathers."

"Goddess knows he drops enough of those all over the house!" Mama laughed.

"I wish I'd had the foresight to gather them up when he went through the molt this past summer!" Ninsianna said. "For a few weeks I swear he took on the appearance of a plucked eaglet."

"Then next summer you must make a sack," Mama said, "so you can gather up all those soft little under-feathers to make yourself a pillow. It would keep them out of our food!" 

Mama mimed the face Ninsianna made whenever she had to pick a pinfeather out of their supper and deposit it on the side of her plate. Ninsianna laughed. It was good to share this time together. Lately their relationship had been strained. 

"How is Namhu?" Mama asked.

"He snitched a pot of fava beans that sat out the past two nights and fed them to his friends," Ninsianna said. 

"Did you give him the tea of caraway, black seed, and asafetida?" Mama asked. She gestured to some neatly tied bundles of dried herbs which hung from the rafters of their large, multi-purpose room.

"Yes," Ninsianna said. "As well as an infusion of spirit-light to speed his healing. And I induced the vomit, to purge his stomach of its contents."

"What of the spirit songs?" Mama asked. "Your Papa would transmute the poison by singing the song of banishment."

Ninsianna could not meet her mother's eyes.

"That black shadow cat was at the entrance to the dark path," Ninsianna shivered, "waiting for me to travel down it."

"You must stop thinking of it as a path,” Mama said. "The person is sick. You simply allow yourself to feel their pain, and then picture how your body would fight that illness. There are no dark pathways involved."

Ninsianna shuddered. Perhaps it was a blessing her Mama couldn’t see what she invited into her spirit light each time she used her gift of healing? Ninsianna changed the topic of conversation before her Mama decided to drill her on her shortcomings as a healer.

"I have some bandages I need to wash in the river," Ninsianna rose from the table. "And I would like to bathe before I go to bed."

She helped Mama gather up the bowls and deposit them into the woven basket lined with goat-skin to make it waterproof for washing.

"Be certain you don't get eaten by a crocodile!" Mama said. "With fewer warriors to jab at them with spears, the accursed creatures grow bold."

"I will carry my bow," Ninsianna said. 

"And your knife." Mama scooped up the heavy obsidian blade Ninsianna had left on the table and handed it to her, hilt forward. "A bow is too unwieldy to use in an unexpected fight."

Ninsianna scrunched up her nose and refused to take it.

"Would you like me to carry my spear, as well, Mama?" Ninsianna's golden eyes sparkled with laughter. "If I carry anything more I shall have no room in the basket for the dirty bandages!"

Mama pursed her lips into that disapproving mother look all mothers had when their daughters were being stubborn. The one that made you wish they'd thrash you rather than endure their silent admonition.

"Better to carry many weapons, daughter," Mama scolded, "than to be kidnapped by our enemies and sold to the lizard demons as a slave." 

"They would not dare come at us again!" Ninsianna's chin jutted proudly. "They lost hundreds during the last raid. I doubt there is a single Halifian left who would dare take on Mikhail!"

"What will your husband say if he finds out you put yourself at risk?" Mama's brow furrowed with worry. "All of Assur protected the wall the last time they came at us, and yet they sent a raiding party into the village to kidnap you to get to him. -You- are his only weakness."

"The only reason they found their way inside our walls is because Jamin betrayed us to our enemies," Ninsianna said. "The Chief has taken steps to fortify our defenses."

"And you are going outside those walls." Mama shook the blade at her once more. "Where our defenses are not so tight. Siamek is too busy patrolling the perimeter to babysit one, stubborn Angelic's wife!"

Mama was, as always, frustratingly, maddeningly right. Ninsianna slipped her blade into the basket and made her way through the village, out the narrow alley which served as their northern gate, and down the steep embankment to reach the sacred Hiddekel River which kept Assur alive despite its placement in the middle of an unforgiving desert. With a sigh, she unwrapped the long, fringed shawl all Ubaid women draped around themselves to make a shawl-dress and waded into the cold water wearing only her loincloth. 

One by one she cast the slender strips of linen they used as bandages into the current like slender war banners to be cleansed, and then dumped them back into the basket, wringing them out just enough so her basket would not be too heavy. Before she could use them again, she would need to boil them, but that would wait until tomorrow! With a sigh, she sank into the cold water and lathered up her hair with soap root. As she did, she scanned the surface for signs of a 'log' with eyes. Perhaps she should have brought that spear, after all?

No! Ever since the chief's son had been banished, Ninsianna found herself shunning the weapon Jamin had taught her to use in favor of the archery taught by Mikhail. Her lips curved up in a smile at the memory of that first delightful lesson. She closed her eyes and visualized she could see him now, tracing the threads which connected all living creatures, especially those who knew each other intimately, until she could see her husband sitting amongst the regional chiefs, haggling to get his treaty. Ninsianna smiled. If there was anything her husband hated, it was to be forced into the center of attention. His spirit light looked … aggravated.

"I miss him, Mother." Ninsianna said to the goddess who ruled All-that-is. "I hope he gets these mutual aid agreements from the other chiefs so we can spend more time at his sky canoe." 

She envisioned what it felt like to fall asleep in Mikhail's arms, his hard body, his soft wings, and the oh-so-tender heart he hid beneath an unreadable expression. Mikhail had been an answer to a prayer, a winged god who had fallen from the sky after she'd pleaded with the goddess for an alternative to forced marriage to Jamin. And soon … together they would have a child. She ran her hand over her growing midsection, sensing the child who grew there was special, and pictured what it would be like when Mikhail finally held his son.

She paused to listen for wisdom from the goddess, but for the past few days, the She-who-is had felt oh-so-far away. She rose from the river, dried off, and grabbed her stone blade from the basket and slipped it into the rawhide which held up her loincloth. Wrapping her long, fringed shawl around her waist and belting it to remake her dress, she struggled up the embankment carrying her wet basket of bandages, her legs sinking into the yellow ochre that was prized by potters for many miles around. 

She realized as she struggled up the hill that someone stood at the crest, patiently waiting for her to ascend. The moment she recognized who it was, her eyes turned copper with anger.

"Did you need something, Shahla?" Ninsianna's voice dripped venom. "Or have you come to tell me that Mikhail's baby spoke her first words?"

The child in question did not exist. The village harlot had become pregnant by goddess-only-knows which warrior and, when her plan to entrap the Chief's son into marriage failed, she had turned her viperous tongue on Jamin's chief rival to claim Mikhail had fathered the child instead! Jamin had been so incensed that he had beaten the woman until she had miscarried, a violence which had resulted in his banishment from the village. So now Shahla wandered the village, hair matted and clothing torn, carrying a rag doll she claimed was Mikhail's daughter and telling everyone who would listen that someday he would carry her into the heavens to be his queen.

Hmpf!

"Be kind to a bird with a broken wing," Mama had scolded her when she'd said one day she'd like to use dark magic to strike the woman dead. "Even the most darkened creature has a role to play in the game of All-That-Is."

Shahla grabbed the basket out of Ninsianna's hand.

"Siamek sent me to fetch you." Shahla said. "Tirdard fell down some rocks while hunting a gazelle and broke his leg."

“Mama is better at that kind of thing than me.” Ninsianna sniffed. “Go fetch Mama and offer to help her carry her supplies.”

“No!” Shahla grabbed her arm. “Siamek asked me to fetch you. It will be dark soon. If you don’t set the bone, Tirdard will have to spend the night out in the desert.”

There was no way Ninsianna would ever trust Shahla at her word, but as the Chosen of She-who-is, there were ways to peek into another person's sprit light and ascertain the truth, ways she had learned from her father. Ninsianna softened her gaze until she could pluck out of Shahla's mind the images of what truly troubled her. What she saw were not the usual disjointed daydreams of men with wings or rag-doll babies, but a gruesome image of poor Tirdard laying in a pile of rocks, yelping with his leg-bone sticking through his skin.

“Okay,” Ninsianna sighed. “I will do for him what I can.” She pulled her red wool cape across her shoulders, thankful she had brought it to fend off the autumn chill. It had been a gift from a far-off tribe, elaborately embroidered, and was a deep shade of scarlet no Ubaid dye had ever achieved. There was none like it in the entire village, and when she wore the coveted gift, it marked her as a very high-ranking woman indeed. 

"This way!" Shahla called. She carried Ninsianna’s basket upriver, winding through the levied fields and date-palm orchards where dirt had been piled to stave off the rising winter flood. The young woman's spirit light glowed pink with happiness the further they got from the village. They crossed a stone cairn which marked the outermost ring of fields the Assurians claimed as their own. 

Ninsianna hesitated. They had journeyed beyond the point which Siamek and the other warriors patrolled.

"How much further, Shahla?"

A shadow stepped out from behind a rock. At first Ninsianna thought it was her husband, impossibly tall and dressed in the same strange foreign outfit Mikhail called a uniform, his raven-black hair silhouetted against the setting sun. The illusion was only momentary as she realized the man was olive-skinned and did not possess a pair of wings. 

"Jamin?" Ninsianna squeaked with surprise. Shock gave way to fear as she realized the Chief's disgraced son had defied his banishment to traverse onto Assurian land. She yanked her bow over her head and tried to reach for an arrow to shoot him, but Jamin clenched her wrist and wrenched the weapon out of her hand. 

"How could you?" Ninsianna shrieked at Shahla. "I thought he was your enemy?"

"Stop fighting me," Jamin hissed. "You'll only make things worse." 

"Mikhail will smite you for daring to lay a hand upon me," Ninsianna fought him. "Let … me …. go!"

Jamin imprisoned her against his body, a wall of muscle, not as powerful as Mikhail, but the most powerful man in all of Ubaid territory. Why had Shahla led her here? To the man who had beaten her and caused her to miscarry her baby? 

A throb of power, so palpable it shuddered through her too-sensitive sixth sense the way a mortal might hear a rumble of thunder, caused her to look up. A pair of white wings blotted out the dying rays of the setting sun. The air filled with the rustle of feathers as the Angelic slid down from the sky, so pale and beautiful that for a moment it looked as though he was the sunlight, the vision that for the past year had inhabited her nightmares. 

The Evil One! 

"Let me go!" Ninsianna tugged frantically against Jamin's grip. Her heart pounded in her throat as memory of her horrific vision screamed for every muscle to run.

The Evil One artfully draped his wings across his back, as graceful as a lily unfolding in the sun, and moved towards her like a stalking lion, tall, graceful, a predator even amongst other predators. He was a bit less muscular than her husband, but tall and perfectly formed, with pale skin, white-blonde hair, chiseled features, and the most beautiful silver eyes she had ever seen; but beneath those eyes, she could see his spirit-light burned with fire.

Shahla ran up to the Evil One and threw herself into his arms.

"You have done well, my beautiful bride," the Evil One said to Shahla. He flashed a smile which showcased perfectly straight teeth. He glanced up and made eye contact with Ninsianna. Beneath his false smile she could see the echo of fangs.

'Run, run, run, run…' Ninsianna thought frantically to herself, but her body refused to obey.

The Evil One nuzzled Shahla's neck and whispered into her ear. 

"Anything!" Shahla's face glowed radiantly happy. "And then you will take me to see the stars?"

Ninsianna stared into the Evil One's spirit light to search for an advantage. Although he kissed Shahla the way one might greet their beloved, his piss-puke-putrid green darkness swirled around the disturbed young woman and fed upon her illness like a leech. What Shahla perceived as warmth would soon consume her!

The Evil One pulled the promiscuous young woman against his tall, lean frame and thrust his pelvis against her belly in a gesture which could only be interpreted as a promise of things to come. Even from here Ninsianna could see the Evil One sported an erection that would put even her husband to shame. Shahla giggled.

"Soon." The Evil One stared straight at Ninsianna as he caressed Shahla's chin between his thumb and forefinger. "Soon I shall replace the one that this one's husband stole from you. But first … we must make sure he does not steal your baby from you again."

"Mikhail didn't cause Shahla to miscarry," Ninsianna said. "It was Jamin who beat her." She shot an accusatory glare at the black-eyed man who held her wrist.

"And for that I am truly sorry." Jamin's expression was strangely apologetic. "But I was not the one who put that child into her belly in the first place. Nor did I hide my guilt by burying the evidence someplace where Shahla could not grieve for it."

"The child was not his," Ninsianna hissed.

Jamin leaned so close his nose nearly touched hers. His black eyes bored into her, nothing able to hide from his perceptive gaze.

"And how do you know the child was not his?" Jamin said. "She believes it to be true! And every man in the village saw her proposition him about the same time that infant would have been conceived!"

A noise like a swarm of locusts mixed with the roar of a sandstorm passed overhead. Two sky canoes, unlike Mikhail's, descended to the earth like squat, fat beetles next to a third, slender sky canoe which she had failed to notice until after Jamin had grabbed her. The ships cracked open. Out spilled creatures of nightmare just as her vision had foretold, lizard demons, giant boars, blue men, and a smattering of other demons. One stepped forward, larger and fatter than the others, wearing jeweled robes to converse with the Evil One in a strange, hissing language.

"Are your men in position to hit them?" the Evil One asked the fat lizard king.

"As soon as you lure the Angelic into the trap," the lizard king rubbed his claws together, "our ships will hit the trouble makers and kill the leaders in a single raid."

Ninsianna listened with horror. To creatures who could shoot with firesticks from the sky, the sizeable contingent of warriors each Ubaid chief had brought with them as protection would merely add to their casualties. She glanced over at Shahla.

"Don't do this, Shahla," Ninsianna pleaded. "Please! Don't you understand what they're about to do? We are your people!"

Shahla's eyes were filled with happiness as she watched her so-called 'husband' plan their people's destruction. Unlike Ninsianna, who possessed the gift of tongues, Shahla was unable to translate what was really being said. 

"And how will you lure the Angelic to come for her?" the fat lizard king asked.

The Evil One gave Ninsianna a predatory grin.

"I find it curious the Colonel has not already sensed her distress," the Evil One said. He stepped close enough to tower over Ninsianna. 

Ninsianna stood unable to force her body to move even though Jamin’s grip had loosened. She felt the violation of her mind, thoughts, emotions, memories plucked from her head like ripened fruit from a tree. She tried to block him and was helpless to prevent the intrusion. The Evil One tilted his head closer, his pale skin, his white-blonde hair, his cruel lips so close she thought for a moment he might kiss her.

His nostrils flared.

He sniffed her neck.

An image danced into her mind.

Even as one part of her mind shouted no, that Mikhail was her husband; an older, more primal part of her responded to the Evil One’s seduction, causing her lips to part as the mere thought of being made love to by such magnificent creature caused warmth to gush from between her thighs. A small, guttural cry of pleasure escaped her lips. Shame flooded her cheeks as she realized what the Evil One had just made her do. His eerie silver eyes glittered with satisfaction as he switched languages to speak to her in the language of the Angelics. 

"Does your husband know you have not returned his bond of eternal love, flawed mortal?" The Evil One laughed. "She-who-is should have known better than to tempt HIS mortal vessel with a creation as flawed as SHE is." 

He gestured towards Jamin whose hand had tightened so firmly she feared her wrist might break. "You would have done better to have stuck with that one. Had you not spurned him, he would have defended you unto his dying breath and still left you with a champion who was not weakened by his bond."

"Mikhail will smite you," Ninsianna hissed in the Evil One's language. “He will run you though with his sword.”

The Evil One’s lips curved up in a cruel smile. He gestured to the two cold-eyed goons who had accompanied him here and barked orders at them in a language which seemed familiar, but she could not understand. Her gift of tongues no longer worked? No. The language they spoke was even older than the languages created by the goddess. The two goons held her arms outwards like a sacrificial offering.

"Jamin!" Ninsianna projected images into Jamin’s mind of the time she had healed him. "Don't do this! You have to know this is wrong!"

Jamin's eyes grew black with fury.

"Don't try your mind manipulations on me, sorceress," Jamin hissed. "Did you even love me a little? Or was it all just a game?"

Ninsianna remembered the times she had grit her teeth and pretended to listen to Jamin's ramblings about his dreams to transform Assur into the center of an Ubaid nation. She had cared for him because he was beautiful and all the other women had wanted him, but never had she loved him. No, she hadn't, even though he had fallen deeply in love with her. The only reason she'd agreed to marry him was because, at the time, she'd honestly believed that marrying the Chief's son was the will of She-who-is.

Jamin sensed her hesitation. 

"That's what I thought." Jamin clenched his fist. He yanked the red cape off of her and approached the Evil One with the garment held before him as though he presented a raiment for a king, blood-red in the dying sun.

"You covet this cape? Don't you, chol beag?" the Evil One asked Shahla. He set the magnificent red cape around her shoulders as though he were a lover preparing her for their bridal bed. He murmured something into her ear, loosening her hair and arranging so that she wore it the way that Ninsianna usually did. "You do want to be together? Don't you?"

"Yes!" Shahla's spirit light was pink and happy. She wanted to go with him more than anything in the world. 

"Just one small token of your affection," the Evil One pinched her chin. "And then you will be mine forever."

"He's not your husband!" Ninsianna shouted.

"Oh, but she is my wife," the Evil One laughed. "We even had a wedding ceremony, didn't we?” He gestured towards the fat lizard king. “Lord Zebub was kind enough to read the nuptials. And of course we consummated the marriage." He pulled Shahla into his crotch. "Didn't we, love?"

Shahla giggled. Ninsianna looked into her wide-open mind and saw the Evil One had mimicked her wedding to Mikhail, right down to a replica of her embroidered white linen shawl.

"I bore witness to it myself," Jamin glowered at her. He pulled a knife out of his belt, one Ninsianna recognized as a poorer version of the one carried by Mikhail, but far more effective than her own clunky stone blade. She struggled against the two brutally strong Angelic goons. Jamin stepped before her and stuck the point of the knife into the underside of her chin. Did he intend to kill her?

"Every single day since you spurned me and ran into that winged demon's arms," Jamin's nostrils flared, "I have dreamed of carving out his heart the same way that you carved out mine."

Ninsianna saw the place in Jamin’s spirit light where his heart still bled for her, the place where she had manipulated him to love her, and then she had hurt him when she had suddenly broken off their engagement. She-who-is's admonition, that it did not behoove her to be cruel, came back to haunt her.

"I am sorry that I hurt you," Ninsianna said. Tears welled into her eyes and she saw he was not unmoved. "I broke things off because we were not right for one another. Mikhail had nothing to do with it."

Jamin's hand trembled, causing the knife to cut her. Ninsianna winced. Jamin stared at the trickle of blood which seeped down his blade as though, just for a moment, he could not believe what he was doing. His eyes met hers, so black it looked as though she stared into the terrible dark path where only hours before she had refused to journey to transmute a little boy's sickness. It was not anger or hatred she saw in Jamin’s eyes, but a vortex of anguish so deep she thought it might swallow her alive.

She retreated from those hungry black eyes, the same way she had retreated from healing Namhu's illness. Jamin’s lip twitched with disappointment. His spirit-light shifted from deep fuchsia to an angry red.

"It's not your heart I want any longer," Jamin's voice hardened with hatred. "But his."

He whirled to stride over to the Evil One and handed him the knife.

"We had a bargain," Jamin said. "You rid my village of the demon and I would deliver to you his wife."

With a solemn nod, the Evil One took the knife and held it towards the lizard king. Ba'al Zebub held out a small vial and dripped a putrid green liquid out of it onto both sides of the blade. The Evil One tilted the knife this way and that until the entire surface glistened with a thin, oily sheen. With her goddess enhanced eyes, Ninsianna could see a putrid, green darkness emanate from whatever he'd used to coat it, as though the thing itself were comprised of puss.

With a start, she realized what they were about to do. 

“No!” Ninsianna fought the grip of the two tainted Angelics with all of her strength. The Evil One’s purpose in capturing her had become terrifyingly clear.

Pains cramped in her abdomen, reminding her that too much exertion would put her baby at risk. She was overpowered. She must focus on the weakest link. She called Shahla’s name and was rewarded when the mind-damaged young woman looked at her with a puzzled expression.

“Shahla!” Ninsianna pleaded. “Don’t do this. Mikhail tried to help you! We are your people!!!”

“Come, my love…” the Evil One enclosed Shahla in one of his magnificent white wings. “We have work to do before we can be together. You do want to be together, don't you?”

“When I am done, you will carry me into the heavens to be your queen?” Shahla asked. 

“Of course, my love,” the Evil One crooned. He caressed her cheek and pressed his lips to hers until Shahla’s knees buckled with desire. "But first we must make sure the Emperor's watchdog does not steal any more of your babies."

"You will give me another baby to love?"

A pang of guilt resounded deep in Ninsianna’s gut. She had refused to plead intervention on Shahla's behalf when the woman had gone into premature labor and been happy when the baby had died, taking all insinuations that Mikhail was the father with it. Ninsianna could see the putrid green tentacles the Evil One had sent into the weak spots in Shahla’s spirit light to manipulate her, the wound she had helped inflict by refusing to use her gift to console the broken-minded woman. 

The Evil One’s eerie silver eyes met Ninsianna’s as though he knew what was going through her mind, taunting her. The thought intruded into her mind even though she fought to keep him out.

'See, Chosen of my daughter … you are no different than me…'

Shahla quivered beneath the Evil One's touch like a virgin about to go to her bridal bed. 

"This baby really shall have wings," the Evil One whispered just loud enough for Ninsianna to hear. 

With her goddess enhanced vision, Ninsianna could see the lies take root in the fertile soil of Shahla's delusions as he preyed upon her unrequited love for Mikhail. Piss-puke-putrid green claws of seduction slithered past his lips to wrap their viperous tentacles around the mind-damaged young woman's spirit-light. He pressed the knife gently into Shahla's hands and closed her fingers around it.

“Don’t listen to him, Shahla,” Ninsianna shouted. “He is the Evil One sung about in the ancient song!”

Shahla hesitated a second time.

“Bring her to Zepar,” the Evil One snapped at the two goons in the Angelic language which only Ninsianna could understand. “I cannot have her reasoning with my instrument?”

“Yes, Master,” the two tainted Angelics said. 

"Jamin!" Ninsianna called to the Chief's son. "Please!"

Jamin gave her a smug smile as he moved to stand beside a slender lizard-man who regarded her with curious gold-green eyes. There was no help there, and she was pregnant and outnumbered. To win this fight, she would need to use her wits. She stopped struggling and pretended to follow the two goons docilely inside the sky canoe, waiting for her chance to get at the blade tucked into her loincloth.

A fourth Angelic approached her, ordinary in appearance with dirty-white wings, but this one was just as dark and rancid as the Evil One. The Evil One trailed into the sky canoe behind the other two, this time without Shahla … or Jamin.

"And now it is time to summons the last living Seraphim." The Evil One gave her a predatory grin.

"She is not mated to him, Master," the dirty-winged Angelic said. "I can see no sign of the Bond of Ki."

The Evil One closed his eyes and leaned closer, sniffing her scent as he had before. Ninsianna could feel him pluck the image of her most terrifying fear right out of her mind.

"There is a thread," the Evil One said, "but it’s a baser connection, unreturned and incomplete." He laughed. "This one is a powerful little sorceress to fool a full-blooded Seraphim into thinking he found his one true mate! We just need to give her the proper emotion to call him."

"Go to hell!" Ninsianna spat in his face.

She instantly realized her mistake. The Evil One dropped his veneer of slick taunting. His eyes turned scarlet. The seething hatred which roiled beneath the surface licked towards her like a conflagration, a horrific power, barely contained within the puppet of a shell he wore. He grabbed her by the throat and shoved her back onto a strange, raised table. The two goons pressed her onto her back and held her helpless.

"Let's see what a half-Seraphim bastard looks like, shall we?" the Evil One's voice reverberated through her like a sandstorm. He tore aside her shawl, exposing the swell of her belly where Mikhail's child grew. His lips curved up in a cruel smile as he spotted the blade tucked into her loincloth. He grabbed it and held it high above her abdomen with both hands.

“What was it you said the Seraphim bastard would to do to me?” the Evil One snarled. His hands thrust the blade downwards, straight into her womb.

Ninsianna screamed.

"Mikhail!"




Chapter 3
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Watch out for false prophets.

They come to you in sheep’s clothing,

But inwardly they are ferocious wolves.

.

Matthew 7:15

.

November 3,390 BC (about an hour ago)

Earth: Mesopotamian Plain

JAMIN

The Sata’anic lizard-soldiers piled wood upon the bonfire and built it to a height he’d only ever seen during the winter Narduğan celebration. The thin, green needles of tamarix shrubs sizzled, fat with moisture from the recent rains which had finally begun to fall after months of desiccation in the hot Mesopotamian heat. Unable to withstand the conflagration, they burst into flames, shooting sparks into the sky along with a tsunami of impenetrable, grey smoke. To the west, the horizon loomed blood-red like the ground after a gazelle hunt. The last rays of the dying sun faded beneath the sands of the desert horizon.

"Are you ready, my son?" Lucifer placed his hand upon Jamin's shoulder, a fatherly gesture. 

A feeling akin to standing on the top of a mountain during a thunderstorm rippled through Jamin's nerve endings. He hadn't decided yet if that was a good or bad thing. His whole life he had dreamed of possessing enough prowess to conquer the non-allied tribes, and yet the mere sight of Lucifer made him want to drop down to his knees and beg for allegiance.

"Let's get this over with," Jamin said. 

He forced himself to stand haughtily the way a chief's son should. He surveyed their preparations with a practiced eye. In just a few minutes the sky would be so black that no one would see beyond the bonfire to the three sky canoes waiting in ambush ... or the near-fourscore mercenaries the lizard-people had recruited from his father's enemies. From the air, it would appear as though a small raiding party had grabbed Ninsianna. He pointed to where Shahla whirled happily around the bonfire, dancing so the red cape flared out like a dervish. 

"She won't be hurt?" Jamin asked.

"She is my wife," Lucifer crooned into Jamin's ear, so close the breathiness gave him chills. "Just one nick, to prove I can trust her when I fall asleep with her in my bed. Do you think I would otherwise put her at risk?"

"It is rumored you have many wives," Jamin said. He glanced over at Lieutenant Kasib, who’d been reticent ever since he’d decided not to stab the enemy Príomh-Aire with the knife the lizard had deliberately overlooked. "What use to you is one who is mind-broken?"

Lucifer's eerie silver eyes reflected the flames and made it appear as though he was filled with fire. 

"It is not her mind which interests me,” Lucifer smirked. “All I care is that I can fill their wombs with sons and daughters. The emptier the mind, the better."

"And what of Ninsianna’s child?" 

Lucifer gave Jamin the hungry look a man might give who was about to sit down for a decadent feast.

“Why,” Lucifer’s mouth curved up in a smile which showed off his perfect, white teeth, “I shall treat it as though it was my own child.”

Jamin shivered. Much as he had fantasized about teaching his unfaithful former fiancé a lesson, now that he had Ninsianna where he wanted her, he didn't like the way Lucifer savored her as though she was the evening meal.

"Ninsianna will hate me forever," Jamin said.

"There are ways to make a woman forget any man but you," Lucifer whispered conspiratorially. "I will teach you, young chieftain." Lucifer brushed Jamin's cheek with the back of his fingertips, just a little too familiar. "After you have given me a demonstration of your loyalty."

Lucifer's scent wafted around him, sweetness paired with brimstone and a muskiness so male it screamed of power. More power, even, than the entire tent full of Ubaid chiefs he'd just betrayed to get back at his father for banishing him. Oh, gods! His whole life he had dreamed of power, and now Lucifer kept hinting he would give it to him … as soon as he completed this little mission.

Images of Ninsianna danced into Jamin's mind. Eyes shut, she cried out his name again and again as he brought her up to ecstasy. The strange, foreign 'pants' grew uncomfortably tight around his crotch. A small groan escaped his lips. He could almost feel Ninsianna's wet feminine mysteries sliding against his manhood. Oh! Gods! Power? No … this was what he'd sold his soul to get! 

"Ninsianna," Jamin whispered as though he uttered a prayer. 

Lucifer pulled away his hand. A sickening revulsion, silent taunts of why would he want to take to bride a woman so well used when Lucifer could give him any woman he wanted, echoed through Jamin's mind and settled into his belly like rancid meat. Laughter, unspoken, burned in Lucifer’s eyes, mocking him for his constancy to a woman who had done nothing but betray him. 

"Get out of my head," Jamin said.

'She carries the abomination of your enemy,' Lucifer taunted inside his head.

'I don't care,' Jamin thought to himself. 'If Ninsianna would love me, I would give it all away just to have her look at me the way she looks at Mikhail.'

Lucifer frowned. It felt like … loss. Loss of empathy. Loss of trust. He, like Shahla, had yet to prove he was worthy of Lucifer's beneficence. New images danced into his mind. Anger. His anger. He could almost taste how good it would feel to finally watch his adversary die. That ever-present rage ignited in Jamin's gut, grew hotter, more ferocious, as though Lucifer stoked the flames the same way the lizard people now piled wood upon the bonfire. Rage shuddered into his nerve endings and reddened his flesh like a desert fire. Lucifer had promised to give back to him what was his.

Lucifer's tongue darted out to lick his own lips as though he savored a drop of honey. 

"Come, my son." Lucifer's voice sounded as warm and luscious as the sensation of floating on the Hiddekel River in summer. "Your hatred pleases me. Let us give form to this fantasy you have named as your price for selling to me your service, and then you will be mine. Forever."

"Yes." Jamin's mouth formed the words even though a small voice in his heart shouted no!

Lucifer curled one snowy white wing around Jamin's back as though he wished to shield him from the wind and led him towards his sky canoe. At Lucifer's heel, the fat lizard-king named Ba'al Zebub waddled like an over-eager mutt, his fangs protruding from his corpulent maw in a pleased grin. Jamin still hadn't figured out the dynamics of who was in charge. Lucifer? The fat lizard king? Or this dragon-god Kasib kept genuflecting to, the one on the coin called Emperor Shay'tan? 

A large, green shadow moved to stand in front of them, blocking their egress into Lucifer's shiny, dart-like sky canoe. General Hudhafah hissed something in the Sata’anic language. He was a large lizard, almost as tall as Lucifer, but far broader with a muscular body filled with many scars that could have only been earned in battle and a deep burgundy dewlap. His razor-sharp dorsal ridge reared up, giving him the illusion of being even taller.

“What?” Jamin looked from one to the other.

Lucifer’s grip tightened on his shoulder. Pain shot deep into his bones as Lucifer hissed something back at the Sata’anic general.

Jamin glanced at Lieutenant Kasib, a slender lizard, far lower in rank than the general he trailed behind. In his hand he held the flat, magical talisman he called a flatscreen. His long, forked tongue flitted frantically into the air as he pointed something on that screen out to General Hudhafah.

Lucifer flared his wings and pulled Jamin closer, the way one lion might do to another that was sniffing around its supper.

General Hudhafah growled and bared his fangs. That same musky scent Jamin had noted earlier filled the air. Lucifer wasn't the only one who exuded an air of authority.

A throb of anticipation pulsed through Jamin's body. Lucifer’s features hardened into a mask of hatred. Jamin stared, fascinated as Lucifer transformed from suave trader into a visage which reminded him of the auroch which had once gored and almost killed him. Allies? The two factions didn’t act like allies.

Hudhafah uttered something that sounded like a dog’s bark. Six lesser lizard demons stepped up behind him, fingering the holsters where the lizards kept their firesticks. The two cold-eyed Angelics which Kasib disparagingly referred to as goons stepped up to flank Lucifer and fingered their firesticks as well.

Jamin glanced at the two squat, grey lizard-ships which sat on either side of Lucifer's slender sky canoe as though they were hounds guarding a jackal. The implication was clear. Lucifer carried enough authority that the lizard people were forced to deal with him, but he was not in charge of this lizard general whose job it was to subdue Jamin's people. 

Lucifer bared his teeth into a false smile and rumbled something to the fat lizard king who fawned all over him despite Kasib's assurances the two were social equals. Jamin leaned forward, straining to translate the few words of Sata'anic language he had learned thus far and realized Kasib and Hudhafah were doing the same. Whatever the language they spoke, Jamin's nerve endings shuddered with every word. Ba'al Zebub trembled and waddled forward to argue with his upstart general. 

Jamin had seen enough coup d'états to comprehend that Ba'al Zebub only ruled with the support of this lizard general. Ba'al Zebub first hissed pleasantries, then growled, and then shoved his clawed hand into General Hudhafah's snout. The lizard general stood firm, secure in the forces he could bring to bear, either for, or against Ba'al Zebub's intrigues. Although Jamin couldn't understand the words, he'd accompanied his father to enough parlays to recognize when one tribe's chief could not ratify a treaty because he lacked the support of the warriors who kept him in power. Kasib stood behind his commanding officer and wrung his claws, his long, forked tongue darting nervously as he looked anxiously from Hudhafah to Lucifer to Jamin.

Jamin realized the lizards fought over him. He was a prize? 

Lucifer's eyes met his. Glittering. Silver. Ferocious. The Angelic tilted his head and sniffed, nostrils flared as he listened to the two lizards argue. If the Príomh-Aire wanted to make the lizards dance like puppets, Jamin knew Lucifer could make them do it, but for some reason it pleased him to get people to do his bidding voluntarily. When Jamin had asked him about it. Lucifer had given him a fatherly smile and caressed his cheek as though he were a delicious little boy.

'My son,' he had said, 'isn’t it better if people serve you because you give them their most heartfelt desire?'

Yes. Jamin had learned a thing or two watching Lucifer manipulate others to do his bidding, but Hudhafah, it seemed, was immune to that manipulation, as was Lieutenant Kasib. Should he warn Lucifer that Kasib had let pass the knife Jamin had almost used to stab him? That small voice which whispered to him to keep Ninsianna close whispered now that the lizard-man was somebody he could trust.

And for some reason, Lucifer had not yet picked up that tidbit of betrayal out of Jamin’s mind…

Jamin locked it away in the tiny little treasure box his mother had taught him to imagine hiding his wishes in to keep them secret. He'd kept those treasures to himself until the day Ninsianna had healed him. She had opened that reservoir and made him share it with her. Jamin frowned. Ninsianna … perhaps turning the unfaithful witch over to her husband’s enemies hadn’t been the wisest thing he’d ever done?

With a snarl, Hudhafah turned towards Jamin and grunted in barely-understandable Kemet, 'you … lucky." 

With a twitch of his thick tail, the burly general turned his back on Lucifer as though he was no one of consequence and ambled away, but the six lizard-soldiers flanking the man did no such thing. They backed away, their gold-green eyes narrowed into slits as they watched Hudhafah's back until he'd retreated into the closest sky canoe, leaving only Kasib standing there, still carrying his glowing magic flatscreen.

Lucifer tugged Jamin towards him as though he was being forced to relinquish a favorite toy, his white wings ruffled with irritation. 

"It seems our good friend General Hudhafah is worried that, without you to act as an intermediary between his people and your own, there might be many unnecessary, how shall I put this tactfully, misunderstandings?" Lucifer spoke smoothly as though what he said was the most reasonable thing in the world. "You understand, don't you, young chieftain? If you want to rule these tribes, then their people must get to know you."

Jamin's jaw dropped, not certain he understood the insinuation. "Rule them?" 

"Why, of course." Lucifer slipped his arm around his shoulders and turned to face the direction where gathered the meeting of regional chiefs … the ones they were about to ambush. "Your tribe, the Uruk to your south, and, oh? Who were those dreary desert-dwellers you told me about? The ones who sold you into slavery?"

An image of Aturdokht's hazel-green eyes, the rest of her face hidden beneath a veil, filtered into Jamin's mind. From the way Lucifer's nose twitched into a smirk, Jamin knew he saw the image as well.

"Halifians," Jamin said. "They call themselves the People of the Desert."

"Ah, yes, the Halifians," Lucifer waived his hand towards General Hudhafah. "They are of no use to the Sata'anic Empire. Hudhafah has agreed to give them to you as a gift if you deliver to him the goods the Amorite slavers promised the day they convinced him to part with his treasury to buy you."

A feeling of dread settled into Jamin's gut. So. He was to be treated like a slave? 

"What would I do with the Halifians?" 

"Anything you want," Lucifer shrugged. "If nothing else, it will give you a second wife. One more worthy than the one who carries your enemy's bastard."

A pang of regret settled into Jamin's gut.

"Aturdokht no longer needs me," Jamin said. "She is a wealthy woman now ... from selling me to the Sata'anic lizards."

Kasib had told him Hudhafah had nearly emptied the Sata'anic treasury to purchase him from the Amorite slavers. Jamin had the feeling such a price mattered little to Lucifer ... -if- he was in the mood to pay it.

Lucifer tilted his head. His scent grew muskier, stronger, more powerful, blended with the scent of fire. Jamin could almost hear his mother's voice whispering from the treasure box, a memory of a favorite story about a little boy who snuck into his father's granary to snitch olives out of the enormous urns of olive oil. Olives. That was precious. Not this gold the lizard people threw around like mustard seeds upon the fertile soil alongside the Hiddekel River.

"Olives?" Lucifer's mouth formed the unfamiliar word. His lips curved up into a smile as he reached into Jamin's brain and plucked a memory of eating the rare, decadent fruit. He closed his eyes as though he were truly savoring it. "Yes. The Emperor would like this fruit." He brushed his fingertips beneath Jamin's chin. "Fear not, young chieftain. I shall return to fetch you … and a jar of these … olives … to salve his disappointment when I tell him I had no choice but to put down his favorite watchman."

The image which burned into Jamin's mind did not match Lucifer's beneficent smile. Him holding down an unknown white-robed man while Lucifer rammed a jar of olives down his father's throat. The image changed into him doing the same thing to his own father, Chief Kiyan, the man who had chosen a stranger over his own son.

"Yes," Jamin said, even as that part of him that still wished to earn back his father's favor warred with the hatred Lucifer fostered like a man blowing notes into a wooden flute.

"Serve your masters well," Lucifer whispered in his ear, "and when my armies join me, we shall offer these lizard-people a choice. Turn you over? Or keep you … and face annihilation?"

Lucifer sent him an image of armies so vast they dwarfed his imagination. A competing image, whispered into Jamin's mind from the treasure box he'd trained his mind to lock away all the things that might make him act less of a man. Green eyes, peeking from beneath the veil of a desert shaykah. Aturdokht's actions had not been betrayal, but an act of mercy to spare his life.

"And what if I no longer wish to go with you," Jamin said.

"But you will," Lucifer gave him a benevolent smile. He gestured towards the ship. "As soon as that which your heart most desires rids herself of the abomination she carries within her belly, I shall bring her back with me and use her to have my way with you."

The two cold-eyed goons who stood on either side of Lucifer chortled and passed a look between them, the first sign of any emotion Jamin had seen the entire time he'd known them. What was the joke? Did they somehow find this funny?

"Is that a promise?" Jamin asked.

The two goons sniggered louder.

Lucifer curled one wing forward to caress Jamin's cheek with a snow-white wing-tip. Without answering, Lucifer whirled on his heel, gracefully tucking in his wings against his back so he would not knock Jamin over with them, and strutted up the ramp of his sky canoe as though he were a much bigger man than the already-huge five-cubit-tall, thirty-foot-wingspan Angelic who towered over him by nearly a head. Lieutenant Kasib hurried to stand next to him as the ramp slid up and was swallowed into the belly of the sky canoe.

A lump rose in his throat. Had he really just turned Ninsianna over to Lucifer and allowed himself to be left behind?

"You're very lucky I was able to convince General Hudhafah to intervene," Kasib spoke to him in hissing, broken Kemet, the lingua franca of trade amongst most tribes in this region.

Jamin glanced over to the lizard-man he'd begun to think of as … not a friend … he hadn't known Kasib long enough to think much of anything about him other than the fact he now considered it normal to find himself speaking to a five-cubit-tall lizard. Moisture beaded in his eyes. Accursed dust! He turned away so Kasib would not mistake the reflex for crying. 

"You should have let me go," Jamin stared at the vanished doorway.

If Jamin could read the all-too-human facial expressions of the lizard people, he would swear the lizard-man pitied him.

"Did you love her?" Kasib asked.

The lump in his chest grew heavier, more insistent, as though Ninsianna pounded at the inside of his heart, pleading with him to save her. It was her. He knew she pleaded for her husband to save her using the same sorcery she had once used to trick him and bind his affections to her. Now that he had seen Lucifer use that same power, he would never fall for Ninsianna's manipulations again.

Jamin's mouth twitched downwards.

"Yes," he said. He turned to face the ambush he had sold her out to buy. Any minute now, Mikhail would come flying in to save her and mistake the ecstatic girl dancing around the bonfire to be his wife in peril.

His wife…

"At least I did love her. Once." He stared at Shahla dancing around the raging inferno. "Not anymore. That man died the day she let them bury me in a pit and then banish me for her husband's philandering."

"Good," Kasib tasted the air with his long, forked tongue. He glanced down at the unintelligible black scribbles displayed on his magic window. "Because Lucifer has a history of breaking his toys."

Kasib gestured towards the east, the direction where lay their next target the moment Mikhail was killed, the men who gathered to discuss fighting back against the Sata'anic Empire. 

"Come. It is time to cut off the heads of the snake."

"Are you positive this will prevent unnecessary bloodshed?" Jamin asked.

Kasib twitched his tail and shrugged.

"That all depends upon how convincing you are once they learn their leaders are dead and you have been appointed to shepherd them into Sata'anic rule."

Jamin followed Kasib mindlessly into the squat, grey sky canoe, every step he took causing his heart to scream he was not supposed to abandon Ninsianna. Jamin pushed it down and ignored it. The witch had made that choice for him the day she'd broken off their engagement and married Mikhail.




Chapter 4
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November 3,390 BC

Earth: Mesopotamian Plain

PAREESA

It felt as though she could see her enemy’s intentions; the shadow-enemy which flowed into their muscles and betrayed their thoughts even before their limbs had a chance to carry out the command. It was not the magic she had always assumed the gift to be whenever she had witnessed Mikhail enter the killing dance, but oh! What a wondrous gift the old god wielded!

The Cherubim battle incantations heightened her reflexes, enhancing her speed and the ability to defend against a spear-thrust or find a place where the enemy was weak. She positioned her body between Mikhail and the human excrement which came at them like the winter flood, eager to finish him off. They were unable to get behind her thanks to their own raging bonfire. 

A rumble of satisfaction emanated from deep within Pareesa's chest. The God of War was not without a sense of humor. He drew her eyes to the five dead lizard-demons she had smote, one enormous body piled atop the other like green-scaled levies. To get at her, the mercenaries needed to climb over the bodies of their own dead lizard-masters; bodies which, even now that they were dead, many of the mercenaries still feared. Fortune, it seemed, had created a defensible position. 

Shouts rippled through the enemy. Their language was alien to her, but even though she could not understand the words, the enhanced state of the killing dance enabled her to hear their intentions. One rushed at her and tripped on a long, green lizard tail. He looked up, his eyes filled with disbelief as he stared up at the unearthly blue glow Pareesa knew must glitter in her eyes … and the light of the bonfire reflecting off of Mikhail's sword.

"Bir kız?" the man asked with befuddlement.

"On'nanoko yori mo." 

Words spilled from Pareesa's lips, but they were not her words, but his. The God of War prompted her to run the man through. He forced a prayer past her lips as she kicked the still-twitching body to plug the hole in the wall of bodies which now surrounded her. It was disconcerting, listening to two minds think within a single head, one a frightened thirteen-summer girl; the other detached, calculating, and cognizant of things which lay beyond her field-of-vision. She felt satisfaction, but the Cherubim god regretted not having the luxury of granting the downed man mercy.

Something soft squished beneath her goat-hide pampooties. Even without looking down, that part of her which was still Pareesa sobbed. Mikhail's wings! The God of War forced her to calculate the detriment to her footing, where she needed to step, and ways those same feathers could be used to cause an enemy to slip instead of her. In a life or death situation, nothing was sacred. Not even Mikhail's magnificent, dark wings. 

"Patān o miru," the old god forced her lips to speak. Her eyes darted about, taking in the way the enemy moved, no hint of disdain as he whispered how much difficulty the sword would have cutting through the woolen cloaks, animal skin mantles, and padded shirts. 

So many enemies… 

Pareesa gulped. Her men were not too distant behind her, but it a battle situation, every breath was a moment in which your heart could be silenced forever. She had not given one iota of thought to her own well-being when she'd thrown herself through the hoard to save her mentor, but for the first time, hopelessness began to steal her courage. What it would be like to die? 

Blue light filled her vision and great hall opened up into the world beyond. If she fell, the Cherubim god reassured her, it would be a good death. A proud death. A meaningful death. If she fell, he would take her, and Mikhail as well, to this place where heroes watched over the lives of mortals and whispered courage in their hour of direst need.

Death wouldn't be so awful, but she'd much rather live!

With a grunt of satisfaction, the God of War prompted her to calculate which enemy would make the most lethal opponent, who was in charge, and which would attack only after another, stronger opponent had already weakened her. It was an odd juxtaposition, to watch her body move while a hum of alien images flitted through her brain. It felt as though she watched a puppet-show. Yes. Somebody else acted out a play in which a puppet had been fashioned in her likeness, but the puppet-master had rewritten her role to be the heroine and not just the hero's mascot. Alien thoughts began to make sense as images paired with bits and pieces of the Cherubim language she had thankfully had the foresight to learn.

A warning…

She sensed a change in the shadow-pattern of thoughts from the circling enemy. Their numbers parted. A fearsome bear of a man, four cubits tall, with shoulders so broad his knuckles appeared to drag upon the ground swaggered towards her wielding a war club, a horrific instrument embedded on both sides with multiple sharp, flint spear points. Pareesa noted with morbid humor the weapon for which Mikhail had nick-named her çok puan ile mızrak [spear with many points] or, as he liked to call her in his native language, arm beag ollscriosta [little weapon of mass destruction]. 

She clutched the sword, determined to fight even harder as War Club Man climbed over the wall of bodies and stared at her as though she was a two-headed goat. The man stank like sour milk and rancid meat. A thought flitted through her mind, though she wasn't certain whether it was her thought or the God of War's. Why was it that mercenaries everywhere were never well-acquainted with water? 

"Tsuki kanojo wa - daredearu watashi wa, kono teki o utsu yō ni watashi ni chikara no tekisetsuna shiyō-ken o fuyo." The God of War taunted the enemy champion in the clicking Cherubim language. 

War Club Man bared his teeth in a leering grin, exposing a gap where once upon a time he had possessed teeth, but now, top and bottom, nothing remained but a single jagged incisor. He reminded her of a hyena. "Yani Assurians bir adamın işi yapmak için küçük bir kız göndermek?" 

With near-blinding speed he swung his war-club, a crushing blow that would have shattered her skull and torn great chunks of flesh out of her body if it had landed. Pareesa raised her sword to block it, but not even Cherubim-enhanced reflexes could prevent her from being knocked backwards. With detached interest she noted the pain which vibrated into her bones. 

A recent training lesson danced into her mind.

'You lack sufficient mass to fight in this manner,' Mikhail had said. 'You must first move out of the way, then strike when your enemy is trapped in the momentum of his downswing.'

War Club Man swung a second time. This time, instead of using her sword to block the blow, Pareesa stepped to her left. The man shifted forward, so close his spittle splattered onto her cheek. Ugh! He hit the bottom of his downswing and, just for a moment, left his neck exposed. With a war cry, Pareesa slammed down the sword. It hit resistance at the spinal column, then with a 'snap' continued effortlessly through the meat of the man's neck. Warm, slippery blood squirted onto her legs as War Club Man's head plopped next her feet, his eyelids blinking with surprise. Ugh! She kicked the grim specter towards the wall of bodies so she wouldn't trip on it as the next man came at her.

Cold, alien images filtered into her mind. Sacred symbols painted in the temple of She-who-is. Squares. Rectangles. Many-pointed stars with people moving along the length of them as though performing a shamanic dance. No! Not symbols. Training katas! New enemies fanned around her in the pattern she recognized from the symbols, readying to surge over the growing wall of bodies. They toyed with her, leering, unaware a larger platoon ran only moments behind her. All she had to do was keep the enemy busy.

Another lesson filtered into her mind.

‘A group of men will fear hitting one another as they come at you,' Mikhail had said. 'They will watch what the other men do before rushing in to hit you. Use this delay against them.’

The God of War counted out a staff kata as a foursome rushed at her. This movement felt familiar. Mikhail had made them practice the routine so many times the memory of it was deeply ingrained into Pareesa's muscles. Strike the man in front of you. Get the man to one side and then the other. Block. Jab backwards at the man who thinks you are not watching your back. Start over. Do it again. The weapon she wielded had changed, become more lethal, more effective, but the manner in which it was handled felt familiar. 

She sensed the old god's satisfaction; this was a maneuver she could perform on her own. An image of a young Mikhail, training with the ant-like Cherubim to learn that exact same lesson at approximately the same age she was now, popped into Pareesa's mind. A sense of fondness filled her heart. A gift… 

"It's a sentiment we both share," Pareesa said as she thwacked to deflect a spear. 

She heard shouts, Assurian war whoops mixed with screams of dying men. The enemy turned, distracted by the threat which now came at them from the direction from which she had come. Ohthankthegods! At last her men were here!

A thunderous roar shook the ground. Pillars of flame erupted from the shadow of three rocky outcroppings. Hot wind blew a blinding sandstorm of debris into Pareesa's face. Only the ability to see that second spirit-shadow prevented the enemy from overrunning her. Dozens of fireflies lit up surrounding each outcropping, blinking in a pattern, one side red, the other green. Pareesa feared her ears would pop from the unearthly howl.

The boulders began to rise…

She realized the murky shapes she'd mistaken for hills were really sky canoes! Unlike Mikhail's vessel, which was broken beyond repair, these were still capable of ascending into the heavens! 

Another spear flew past her, thankfully missing her.

'Shōten o ateru!' the Cherubim god chastised her. Focus!

The enemy milled in disarray. The sandstorm grew more ferocious, pelting her with tiny pebbles and wafting thick smoke that smelled like bitumen in a campfire. She took advantage of their distraction to cut down any enemy stupid enough to gape at the sky canoes. 

Two sky canoes moved in the direction the Assurians had come from, but the third moved to hover directly over her like a fat, squat vulture. A vortex of calm opened up in the center of the wall of sand, providing an unimpeded view of the underside of the ship. A single, round orb rotated around to stare down at her with its evil eye. The eye watched her. Malignant. Baleful. Waiting for the enemy to collect their bounty by severing Mikhail's head.

'The Evil One…' the old god whispered into her brain.

Ancient rage rattled every fiber of her being, though whether it was her hatred, or that of the old god, Pareesa could not be certain. At this point their anger was one and the same. Another enemy rushed at her with a spear. She kicked the man in the crotch and yanked the weapon out of his hand. Using every ounce of strength her small mortal body possessed, she took aim and heaved the shaft at that malignant, reflective, shiny orb; to blind it to the man who lay helpless at her feet. The spear flew true, straight into the Evil One's eye.

Small sharp daggers fell onto her head. Pareesa threw up her arm to protect her eyes. The Evil One's sky canoe moved off, sandblasting her with debris until it moved far enough away that its roaring yellow dust devil subsided. Along with it vacated the heavy sense of oppression she hadn't even been aware had been pressing down upon her until suddenly the source had been removed.

The enemy regrouped, ignoring the Assurians nipping at their outer edge, intent on collecting what to them appeared to be an easy bounty. Mikhail lay so close they could almost taste it, already fallen, already defeated, helpless, with nothing but a slender woman-child wielding a too-long sword standing over him to defend him. Had the enemy not learned that what they lacked in individual prowess, they made up for by always standing together? 

Ebad was the first to reach her. He recoiled in fear as she pulled up short of cutting him down and he noticed the inhuman blue glow of her eyes. 

“Pareesa … let me help you?" Ebad lowered his spear to show he was no threat. He had seen Mikhail fight enough times to understand she was not just Pareesa anymore, but something extra. “You defend him and I will watch your back.”

The God of War prompted her to nod acceptance even though Pareesa, herself, was less than enthusiastic it had been Ebad, and not a more capable warrior, who had been the first to fight to her side. Words of gratitude came out spoken in the Cherubim language. Ebad clutched his spear and moved to stand behind her, his back against hers. All around them the battle raged as the better-trained Assurians, outnumbered almost three to one, took on the less cohesive enemy and, little by little, began to turn the tide. 

And still the enemy only cared to collect their bounty…

Explosions ignited off on the horizon, back in the direction where the Assurians had run from. The sky canoes had seen fit to rain down hellfire upon whichever chiefs had refused to answer Pareesa's call. A cheer went up through the enemy warriors who still outnumbered the Assurians. This, it seemed, had been part of their plan. Ebad moved more tightly against her back and together they fought on, stabbing, kicking, whirling, punching, whatever it took to keep the oncoming hordes off of Mikhail's body and away from his head with the knives they clutched ready to finish the job.

A screech of pain cut through Pareesa's killing incantations and resonated with an odd note of emotion and fear.

"Ebad?"

The young man crumpled into a heap behind her, a spear sticking out of his shoulder. The Cherubim god projected what had happened into her mind. Ebad had jumped in front of a spear to save her. The old god prompted her to rip it out and pierce the bastard through the heart who had injured him. Ebad screamed and curled up in a fetal position. 

“Sore wa orokade yūkan'na, watashi no yūjindeshita. Arigatōgozaimasu,” the old god spoke through her, thanking Ebad for his brave but foolish sacrifice. 

Pareesa now defended two fallen comrades instead of one, but ululating greetings heralded the arrival of a second, larger group of Ubaid. Allies. Sent by the regional chiefs. The Evil One's sky canoes had hit the encampment, but by the number of shouts, not many of them had been there to be killed! 

Pareesa laughed. Even in ambush, Mikhail had won! For the first time in Ubaid history, disparate tribes had rallied their warriors and responded against a threat as a single army.

Now outnumbered, the remaining enemies turned tail and ran into the darkness, abandoning their dead and the bags of gold the lizard demons had no doubt promised for their service. The Ubaid let out a cheer: Assurians, Ninevians, Gassurites and other allied villages who had gathered together to discuss Mikhail's plan to pool their resources as a nation.

The victory cheers stopped as the warriors realized why Pareesa had refused to budge. First one warrior, and then another, let out an anguished sob as they realized it was not their winged leader who had held off so many enemies. Her moment of dire need finished, Pareesa thanked the old God of War who had stepped in to help her save him and asked for one last favor. 

"Please, Sir? How can we keep Mikhail from dying?" 

The information jumped into her mind, a series of images instead of speech. Pareesa's lip trembled as she realized the news was worse than she had feared. One last piece of information spilled forth from her lips.

'Ebad wa, anata to no ai, orokana on'nanokodesu,' her own lips chided her in the Cherubim language. 'Anata no me o hiraite, teikyō sa reru mono o ukeireru.' 

The old god moved her hand and forced her to lay eyes upon the young man laying upon the ground. Shame flooded into her body, but it was not the old god's shame, but hers. All this time she'd already had someone who loved her as much as Mikhail loved his wife, and she had done nothing but treat him poorly. She should accept the gift Ebad offered to her, the old god chastised her, because never again would she find a man who loved her so much he would jump in front of a spear.

The old god released her, although she could sense he lurked in the periphery, feeding her strength, but otherwise reluctant to interfere. Her perception of Mikhail's sword grew weightier in her hand. It felt unfamiliar, clumsy, heavy, as though her prowess with it only moments earlier had been nothing but a dream. She had a long way to train before she could wield such a weapon on her own the way that Mikhail did. 

Pareesa dropped to her knees between Mikhail and her wounded team-mate. Ebad gave her a weak smile.

"We did it, didn't we?" Ebad said. "We saved him."

Tears dripped down Pareesa's cheeks a fresh spurt of blood gushed forth from Ebad's shoulder. She stared at Ebad as though she were seeing him for the very first time. No longer soft. No longer weak. No longer incompetent. Using Mikhail's training, Ebad had transformed himself into everything Pareesa had ever wanted in a man.

"We did," Pareesa squeezed his hand. "We did it together."

The Ubaid warriors poked fearfully at the wall of lizard demons, not certain what to do now that they witnessed creatures of nightmare materialized into the flesh. It was, ironically, Ipquidad, the portly son of a flaxseed oil dealer, who was the first to climb over the wall of bodies. He stared down at Mikhail with dismay.

"Tell us what to do?" Ipquidad's voice warbled with emotion. 

"Go. Go tend to Mikhail." Ebad gave her a weak smile.

Pareesa let go of his hand and stood, anger surging through her veins at the sight of the red cape peeking from between Mikhail's black-brown wings.

"Get her out of here!" She jabbed her index finger at the red-caped dead woman. "That is not Ninsianna!"

Ipquidad grabbed the red-caped traitor by the feet and dragged her out of Mikhail's arms, dumping her body face-down in the dirt, two of Pareesa's arrows sticking out of her back.

Pareesa glanced down at the Angelic she had risked everything to save; an unearthly creature, not of this world, but a man who had fought with the armies of a god. He did not look so god-like now.

“Mikhail!” Pareesa sobbed. 

She crawled to him, praying for him to be okay. 

Oh gods! Oh gods! He was so pale and limp!

"Please please please please!" 

She fumbled at his neck, searching for a pulse. She felt nothing. A sob wracked her chest as she pressed trembling fingers deeper into his jugular. 

"Please!" She shook his shoulder as if that, alone, might wake him up from this terrible nightmare.

The weak kiss of a pulse throbbed against her fingertips. Emotion tore through her chest as a sob of joy.

"He's alive!" 

The warriors cheered. 

Pareesa rolled Mikhail onto his back to assess his injuries, careful not to crush his feathers. Her lip twitched with a gasp of horror, capturing a single tear. There was a knife. Sticking out of his chest. How was he even still alive?

She grabbed his hand and gave it a squeeze.

“You must hang on!" Tears blurred the sight of his slack jaw. "Needa will tend your wounds. She can fix it. I know she can.”

She turned back towards the warriors who had grown silent, the reflection of the bonfire making a garish mockery of their expressions of grief, and looked beyond them to the conflagration the lizard-demon sky canoes had left billowing black smoke into the darkness of the horizon, the place where they had left behind the regional gathering of chiefs … including Ninsianna's father.

"Immanu!" Pareesa cried out. "Oh! Gods! Somebody go fetch Immanu!"




Chapter 5


[image: ]



Galactic Standard Date: 152,323.11 AE 

Alpha Sector: Haven-1

Brigadier-General Raphael Israfa

RAPHAEL

It was time to go meet his maker…

The light grew brighter with each step he took towards the beautiful, white-winged Angelic who beckoned to him from the far end of the hallway which reminded him of a tunnel. They'd agreed she would wait for him at the entrance to the Pearl Gate, to guide him past the challenges all seekers faced who wished to gain an audience with their Emperor and god. White crepuscular rays streamed down through the atrium and gave her the appearance of wearing a sunlit crown. His heart beat faster, though whether it was because he was happy to be running towards her, or fear that he was about to answer to his creator, he couldn't say. An electrifying sense of feeling sparked between them as he stepped into the light and slipped his hand into hers.

"Are you sure he'll be okay with us?" 

Brigadier-General Raphael Israfa carefully relieved his lover, Jophiel, of the red-winged toddler who'd fallen asleep in her arms and tucked their son into the shelter of his golden wings. By 'he' he meant the Emperor, and by 'okay,' he asked, 'will the Emperor really be okay with the fact that while the Alliance is falling down around our ears, you and I just broke every law he has prohibiting fraternization between active members of the Alliance military?'

Jophiel's unearthly blue eyes waxed almost as pale as her white-blonde hair and snowy white wings. Raphael caught his breath. Whenever she met his gaze, it felt as though he stared at a mirror into his own soul.

"He gave me leave to follow my heart," Jophiel said. She tucked her wings against her back and schooled her features into the mask of their Supreme Commander-General. "Besides, the Emperor would not have wanted me to miss a heat cycle. Given the intrigues Lucifer forced upon us, I had few options other than to draw upon my previous partners."

That sensation of feeling whatever she did ever since they'd cast all caution to the wind and declared their love let Raphael know she rehearsed a lie. After Lucifer's breathtaking rebellion, she'd been forced to take refuge in the palace, stripped of rank and ordered to submit to an interrogation by Lucifer's Parliament, an order the Emperor had politely declined. Abaddon really searched for him … and the 97 ships the Emperor had placed under his command.

Uriel's pet gorock trotted at Jophiel's heel as they moved towards the inner sanctum. Raphael could feel something troubled her, but he doubted she feared the Emperor would punish them for consummating the marriage which was now real in every aspect except for name. There was no undoing a sacred union once the Bond of Ki had been forged. They had declared their love before a higher god and their spirits were now so intertwined the thoughts of one echoed within the heart of the other. 

Raphael could see now why the Emperor had forbidden hybrids to marry. If left to their own inclinations, Angelics really did mate for life. What good was an army where, if one died, the Emperor lost two soldiers instead of one?

"How went your test?" Raphael asked.

Jophiel's hand slipped down to rest upon her lower abdomen. Sadness. Disappointment. Apprehension. Raphael sensed her emotions as though they were his own. Jophiel was stoic, but she could not hide the sob of disappointment which echoed in his gut. 

"It was so soon after we created Uriel," Raphael soothed her. He cuddled the toddler who nestled, asleep, against his chest, a result of their first union which had been contrived as all hybrid mating appointments were to prevent them from consummating a lifemate bond. "Perhaps we were mistaken about it being your heat cycle?" 

"The test came back inconclusive!" Jophiel sniffed. Her eyes were bright with unshed tears. "Twelve babies I have born this Alliance, and the first time I try to conceive one out of love instead of duty, She-who-is rejects us by refusing to bless our union!"

"We still have Uriel." Raphael slipped his fingers into her silky white feathers. "No other hybrid has ever borne as many children as you have to fill the ranks of our Emperor's armies. Perhaps She-who-is feels your body deserves a rest?"

Jophiel paused under a fresco of a round, many-winged species which stared down at them from the palace walls, its dozen eyes painted so realistically they appeared to follow them as they walked the hallway beneath it. They were Wheles, a species which had gone extinct within their lifetime. Jophiel glanced at Uriel's small red wings rising and falling against his back as he breathed in the worry-free sleep of the very young, and then back at the scarlet-winged species which no longer graced the material realms.

Extinct. As they soon would be if Raphael let anything deter him from his mission…

"I never even got to hold the other eleven!" Jophiel's voice warbled. "If Abaddon hadn't sent them here to make me personally tell them I was no longer their commanding officer, instead of bashing down the Emperor's front door like Parliament wanted him to do, I still might not know what it was like to embrace my own offspring."

"You were never given any choice," Raphael said softly. "Not until Uriel almost died."

"I think," Jophiel's wings fluttered with frustration, 'that that was Abaddon's point!" She resumed her solemn pace, glancing back only once at the painted testament of a species that had ceased to exist. "It is said that even as Abaddon moves his armada to the Sata'an-Alliance border, that his human wife goes with him. That even in battle, The Destroyer cannot bear to be parted from his mate."

"He flaunts his newfound power," Raphael said. "According to Mikhail's partial vectors, Abaddon searches in the wrong location. Parliament has plunged us into a war we cannot win!"

Their footsteps echoed on the marble like the drumroll of a military firing squad.

"Abaddon is a good man," Jophiel sighed, "if a bit of a war hawk. Maybe the Emperor should have elevated him to Supreme Commander-General when he returned from the Ascended Realms instead of me?"

Raphael pulled her closer with his free arm, ignoring her squirms of protest until she melted into his golden wings.

"The Emperor must have had his reasons." Raphael kissed the top of her head. "Perhaps he sensed Abaddon had grown too supportive of Lucifer in his absence?"

"Lucifer is dead," Jophiel hissed. "Parliament's authority to exist became null and void the moment Lucifer died without an heir."

"We don't know that for sure," Raphael said. "They found no wreckage, nor were they able to recover any bodies."

"Shay'tan destroyed the Prince of Tyre while it was orbiting the borderlands," Jophiel snapped. "The old dragon won't let us into his territory to gather evidence of his crime! He refuses to budge even with the Jehoshaphat moving into position to engage!"

"Lucifer's crimes?" Raphael asked. "Or Shay'tan's?"

"So you side with them now?" Jophiel tried to pull away.

Raphael curled one large, golden wing around her and used his free hand to tilt her chin up so that she had to look him in the eye.

"I'm an intelligence officer," Raphael gave her an apologetic grin. "Remember? I'm only pointing out what the news outlets are saying."

"What does that matter?" Jophiel pushed against his chest to break his hold. "Hashem is their Emperor and god!"

The withdrawal of her affection hurt him. Physically. As though she had cut off the supply of his own life's blood. Mated pairs. Being this close to somebody emotionally would take a period of adjustment, coping skills the Emperor had deprived his species of learning when he'd forced his armies to pretend a soldier had no need to understand any love except for a love of him.

"The Emperor has lost the people's trust," Raphael sighed. "Whether or not we find Lucifer's body, until the Emperor acknowledges he needs to win back his subjects' hearts and minds, he shall make no headway getting back control of his empire." 

Jophiel burst into tears. Uriel chose that moment to awaken and entangle his fingers in his mother's long, white-blonde hair, delighted she no longer kept it coiffed in a regulation bun. Jophiel forced a smile as she carefully untangled their baby's fingers from her tresses.

"Gi!" 

Uriel gave them a broad, pink smile. He was a beautiful infant, with bright red hair, auburn wings, and a smattering of freckles across his nose and cheeks. Instead of blue like most Angelic eyes, Uriel's were a deep shade of jade. Raphael had faint red stripes running through the underside of his buff gold wings, but not for thousands of years had the recessive gene for red manifested into his bloodline's plumage.

"Gi!" 

Uriel reached past his mum with a chubby little hand.

Said 'gi,' Uriel's name for his pet gorock, wiggled at hearing his name and rammed its long, slender body between Raphael and Jophiel. Gorocks were supposed to grow no larger than a small canine, but at six months old, Raphael swore the miniature water dragon had grown large enough to ride to work if one day his shuttlecraft ever ran out of fusion power.

"Enough! Enough!" Jophiel threw up her hand to shield her face from being licked. "Down Gi!"

Uriel squealed with laughter as the creature's long, pink tongue darted out to slobber all over his mother's face. His tiny, red wings pounded against his father, scattering red pin-feathers all over the palace as he tried to wiggle out of Raphael's arms.

"Why did the Emperor insist we bring him along?" Raphael laughed as Jophiel tried to contain the exuberant gorock.

"Because the Emperor declared it be so!" She grabbed Gi's long, serpentine neck and tightened up its leash so the creature had no choice but to heel. "This gorock is one of the Emperor's failed genetics experiments. It pleases him to see the creature has found a purpose other than the evolutionary niche he failed to adapt him to fill."

"I thought you said he was supposed to grow no larger than a madra," Raphael said.

Jophiel gave him an enigmatic smile that, just for a moment, made Raphael forget to breathe. Instead of the happy feeling he would have expected, all he sensed was sadness. Whatever troubled her, she chose not to share it with him. Was she sad because he needed to report back to the uncharted territories?

"Sometimes the Emperor's experiments don't turn out as planned," Jophiel said. "Us, for example?"

The gorock chose that moment to slip out of its collar, committing the ultimate blasphemy of running through the Eternal Palace, barking. Uriel shrieked in laughter at his mother's attempts to recapture the awkward creature. Its webbed feet slapped against the floor as Jophiel just barely managed to save a priceless relic from an inopportune slap of the creature's paddle-like tail. They were still laughing when they reached the final checkpoint. The guard captured the wriggling water dragon and held it while Jophiel slipped its snout back into its collar. 

The burly, grey Rhinocerin gave them a crisp salute and asked them to peek into a box with blinking colored lights. Raphael patiently answered questions as the machine measured his brain's electrochemical responses. 

"Squeaky clean, Sir," the Rhinocerin said. He jerked his head so his horned snout gestured up the hallway. "You're clear to go, Sir."

"Do you have any idea what the Emperor is looking for?" Raphael asked as he straightened out his clothing.

"Nobody knows," the Rhinocerin shrugged. "My job is to make sure no one gets past this point without being inspected by the hive mind."

They moved into a beautifully frescoed rotunda where five hallways met. Painted at the apex of the rose dome, She-who-is reached down with a beneficent smile. All manner of creatures cascaded from her fingertips, solidifying into recognizable species the closer they came to the floor. 

Four of the walls depicted a separate branch of the military. Hybrids. Genetically engineered super-soldiers spliced together by the Eternal Emperor from a root race of Nibiruians … humans as they'd come to be called in modern mythology … and animals: eagles, horses, aquatic mammals and lions. Each hybrid, Angelics, Centauri, Merfolk, and Leonids, had been created to fill a niche within the Emperor's army: Air Force, Cavalry, Navy, and Multi-Purpose fighters. Each hybrid stood between the viewer and the loftier, naturally evolved creatures the hybrids had been created to protect.

Raphael paused before the fifth wall which, unlike the other four, had burn marks which still bled through the paint even though it had been painted over many times. Hastily dabbed splotches of weeds and vermin marred what would have otherwise been a breathtaking room. Raphael had been through this hallway twice before, but both times he'd been so excited that he'd never noticed the fifth wall depicted a missing species.

"Who were they?" Raphael asked.

Jophiel's eyes were troubled. "Nobody knows. The Emperor refuses to talk about them."

They moved down a hallway to where two fierce Cherubim guards stood before an enormous door, their long, bladed naginata crossed to bar casual entrance. Raphael's feathers rustled in a nervous shiver. Even though he had committed no act to fear the defenders of the Eternal Emperor, they still made him want to soil his britches. At thirteen feet tall, the ant-like Cherubim possessed six limbs, two for walking and four for fighting. Their armor only accentuated their hard exoskeleton, polished to a glossy sheen, but nothing could cover the weapons dings of countless battles. Instead of pulse-rifles, the Cherubim carried twin curved katana swords and a shorter tantō tucked into their belt. 

Uriel buried his face in Raphael's shoulder and whimpered. The gorock heeled, wrapping its long, serpentine body around Jophiel's legs.

"Kon'nichiwa," Jophiel saluted them. "Master Higahaki," she bowed to the first one, "Master Guyjin," she bowed to the second, "I would like for you to meet my maité saoil, Brigadier-General Raphael Israfa."

Raphael's heart swelled at hearing her acknowledge their status, publicly … to the Cherubim guard, no less! Maité saoil. Lifemate. Jophiel had just made it official they had knowingly flaunted the Emperor's anti-fraternization laws.

If he expected any reaction, he was disappointed.

"The Emperor has just arrived, Supreme Commander-General." Master Higahaki clasped two of his four hands together and returned the bow. "Empress Jingu congratulates you on your choice of consort."

Empress Jingu? The Cherubim hive queen? Knew. About. Them? Whatever was going on, the only emotion Raphael registered from Jophiel though their newly-forged bond was a profound sense of relief.

"Convey my gratitude to the Empress for her blessing," Jophiel gave a deeper bow.

"Hai, yoake hoshi," the two Cherubim spoke with a single voice. With a clank of swords, the guardians stepped aside and pulled open the enormous wooden door unto which had been carved a likeness of the Eternal Tree. For the first time, Raphael noted the tiny carved 'Happy Bird,' the cheerful little song thrush who had come to their window and sung the day they had first declared their love.

"Ki!" Uriel pointed at the enormous carved wooden tree.

"That's not Ki," Raphael whispered into his son's bright red curls. "That’s a tree."

"Ki!" Uriel pointed at the tree a second time.

The gorock chose that moment to yank its leash, dragging Jophiel into the Great Hall, a room so large it was rumored the Emperor could park a command carrier inside of it. Raphael blinked as his eyes adjusted to the blinding white light. A plush, red carpet ran across the marble floor straight up to the throne where sat the Eternal Emperor. Trills of electricity rippled through Raphael's feathers, a manifestation of the primordial lightening the Emperor wielded. 

"Raphiel," the Emperor called like the rumble of a distant thunder. "Come! Master Yoritomo doesn't bite!"

Master Yoritomo stood beside him, the Emperor's Cherubim Master of Arms. For as long as there had been an Alliance, the Cherubim had stood vigil to protect the Emperor.

"Are you certain he won't smite me on the spot?" Raphael whispered.

"He's an old softie," Jophiel said. A shadow clouded her brilliant blue eyes. "Usually."

Jophiel's assurances weren't very reassuring. Raphael may have been out of touch when Lucifer had split the Alliance into factions, but all he'd seen since he'd answered Jophiel's summons was nonstop speculation about how wrong the Emperor had been to burn off Lucifer's wings. From a propaganda perspective, with Lucifer presumed dead after being attacked by Shay'tan, not only was the Alliance now at war, but Lucifer had been elevated to the status of martyr. It wasn't one enemy the Emperor fought now, but billions of them, from the eldest granny to the littlest child.

"Your Majesty," Jophiel gave a deep bow.

"Sir," Raphael bowed.

Uriel giggled and reached up to the comical-looking old god who'd forgotten to take off his laboratory coat and not quite hidden that error beneath his magnificent robe of state. The Eternal Emperor could assume any form he wished to take, but his favorite visage was of the Nibiru source-race before their planet had been destroyed. Wild, white hair and bushy eyebrows stuck up in every direction, giving the Emperor the air of a mad scientist which, technically, he sort of was. 

Raphael met the Emperor's luminescent golden gaze: the eyes of an ascended being. They were the same golden eyes the wingless, dark-haired woman standing next to Mikhail had possessed in the truncated message he'd been able to get to them telling them he was still alive…

"Come, Uriel," the Emperor gestured for Raphael to hand him up his son. "Jophiel … did you bring the book?"

"I did, Sir," Jophiel said. 

She reached into the side-pocket of the satchel she'd refused to let him carry and pulled out a slender, black picture book with an eleven-pointed star and silver lettering engraved into the cover. Song of Ki. Jophiel handed it to the Emperor. Uriel gurgled as he settled into the Emperor's lap as if being read a story by a god was the most natural thing in the world. The water dragon curled up at their feet.

"Please brief Brigadier-General Israfa about our real mission," the Emperor ordered, using his formal military title.

Jophiel pointed up at the vaulted ceiling. "Come, Raphael. It's time for you to see what has always been before your eyes."

She led Raphael back towards the door where the carving of the Eternal Tree stretched upwards into the ceiling. In the first rib-vault a blue, fairy-like creature crawled out of the primordial chaos and took the hand of a powerfully muscled bull-god. The second rib depicted Ki holding out her hand and birthing all the gods and goddesses who once each ruled their own, separate universe. In the third rib, the bull-god's universe began to collapse inwards upon itself. Ki's husband devoured his own children to perpetuate his continued expansion. It was a fairytale every Alliance child was taught … if they weren't good little boys and girls, the Devourer of Children might come and eat them.

The fourth rib-vault depicted the grief-stricken blue fairy gathering up the fragments of her devoured children and clutching them to her breast. Raphael stared up into the fiery red eyes of the bull-god they called Moloch. Eyes so malignant that, even painted, Raphael felt as though the bull-god might consume his spirit.

"The Evil One," Raphael whispered.

The Emperor's voice filled the Great Hall as he read to Uriel the slender black book:

.

In Ki’s most sorrowful, desperate hour,

When all was lost to blight,

She sang her Song of Creation,

And enticed Darkness to protect the Light.

.

Jophiel pointed at the fifth rib-vault. The blue fairy sat with a tiny golden star upon her lap and faced the darkness, singing into creation a monster to protect her daughter. A creature of nightmare, a horrid, shapeless mass, overpowered the bull god and prevented it from devouring Ki's last, remaining child. In the sixth rib-vault, the tiny golden star, now recognizable as She-who-is, touched the dark creature with one hand while, from her other sprang forth all the stars and planets of which this universe was comprised. The Emperor continued to read to Uriel.

.

Primordial Light, the architect,

Ki’s daughter, She-who-is,

Spun the darkness of He-who’s-not,

To create life, All-That-Is

.

But then one day, the sickness returned.

Moloch. Enemy of Ki.

The Evil One. The ex-husband spurned.

Collapse. Entropy.

.

He spread his evil, throughout the worlds,

Undoing all in his path.

Devouring his own children,

To make Ki feel his wrath.

.

But He-who’s-not, the Guardian.

Lord Chaos. The Dark Lord.

Sang the Song of Destruction,

To protect the Light he adored.

.

The vaulted ceiling depicted, again and again, the guardian Ki had created ripping apart putrid green vortexes filled with infection. A sense of fear settled into Raphael's gut. Protection? For whom? Not for them! Whatever He-who's-not touched, he destroyed.

.

She-who-is wept bitter tears,

To see her playthings broken,

The Dark Lord couldn't bear her grief,

And offered his mate a token.

.

To keep the balance so he could protect her,

They would play a game of chess.

She-who-is would create new pieces.

He-who’s-not would reclaim the rest.

.

"Is that where the legends that says the Emperor and Shay'tan play chess together comes from?" Raphael asked.

"The Emperor and Shay'tan really do play chess." Jophiel pointed up at the chess board on the ceiling. "As does every other pair of guardians the two appoint to watch over their galaxies. It keeps the old gods busy and out of trouble."

"You mean that legend is real?" Raphael raised a golden eyebrow in surprise.

Jophiel lowered her long, blonde lashes. "I have seen it with my own eyes." Her lips curved up in a breathtaking smile. "Though to call the galactic resource map a chessboard would be like calling the Eternal Tree a twig.

Raphael glanced out the glass doors which opened up into the Eternal Garden. At its center grew the real Eternal Tree whose branches rose above the palace like a beautiful, many-armed woman who reached skyward to touch the sun. It was rumored the Eternal Tree had been planted here the day the Eternal Emperor had founded the Alliance 152,000 years ago and that, so long as this tree grew here, the Alliance would thrive. He studied the ceiling which he now understood was a history of their universe. 

The Emperor resumed his story for Uriel about She-who-is and the Dark Lord.

.

But both must remain ever-vigilant,

Against Moloch’s eventual return,

He sends forth Agents to pave the way,

To escape the hell whence he burns.

.

When Moloch gains a foothold,

And desires to be fed,

She-who-is shall appoint a Chosen One

To warn of Moloch’s spread.

.

HE shall send a winged Champion

A demi-god fair and just,

A Sword of the Gods to defend the people,

And raise armies from the dust.

.

As Moloch corrupts Agents to do his work,

So shall Ki appoint Watchmen to do HERS,

From the ashes of despair,

When all appears lost,

Hidden Agents shall choose to serve HER.

.

"Agents?" Raphael's ears perked up. "What agents?" As a high-ranking officer who worked within the intelligence community, he was intensely interested in the fields of insurgency and counter-insurgency. Why hadn't he ever heard this portion of the Song of Ki? Had it been, like that fifth species which had been painted over in the rotunda, part of Alliance history which had been suppressed?

"Those green things are Moloch's agents." Jophiel pointed up at the putrid green blotches that preceded each incident of the Dark Lord destroying swaths of the universe. "They're cohorts, supporters, people who worship Moloch and try to help him gain a foothold here so he can get at She-who-is."

"And where are these Watchmen?" Raphael scrutinized the frescoes. "Ki's counter-agents."

"I still can't spot them in the mural," Jophiel said. "Although the Emperor insists they are there. Nobody recognizes an Agent of Ki until after they've completed their mission. Not even the gods."

The Emperor finished reading the story for Uriel:

.

True love will inspire the Other One,

To pierce her heart upon a thorn,

And bring back hope where there is none.

For agape can access Ki’s Song.

.

When all the players have made their moves,

And the Morning Star shines bright,

He shall light the way through the darkest hour,

And restore the path of Light…

.

And if these measures should someday fail,

And Ki’s protections fall,

The Dark Lord shall seize his vessel,

And protect the Light by destroying them all.

.

Raphael shuddered at hearing the last line of the poem. "That sounds ominous."

"It is," the Emperor said. 

Raphael turned to face his emperor and god. 

"I just wanted you to know what's really at stake if what I fear has been set in motion."

"You think this Moloch-god is sniffing around your Alliance?" 

"I have no proof," the Emperor said. He handed Uriel down into Jophiel's waiting arms. "Only a bad feeling about certain coincidences."

"Such as?"

"The rebellion of my son!" The Emperor's golden eyes waxed copper with anger, giving Raphael the impression they were filled with fire. "The sudden re-emergence of a species that went missing 74,000 years ago. And other … incidents … that I care not to go into."

The Emperor slid down off his throne, surprisingly short for a god who commanded such an imposing presence. Raphael tucked his wings against his back and prepared to be demoted, smote by lightning, or at minimum, lectured. It was time to answer for his crime.

"What are your orders, Sir?" Raphael asked.

A small door behind the throne opened and Uriel's froglike Delphinium nanny, Nanna Oophaga, hop-hobbled out, bumping against her an assortment of over-stuffed packages. Behind her the Emperor's chief geneticist and Muqquibat advisor, Dephar, click-click-clicked across the marble floor bent over his cane, a small tray balanced in his free hand.

Raphael felt before he saw the tears which Jophiel suppressed.

"Sir?" Raphael asked.

Nanna Oophaga puffed out her pale, yellow throat pouch and gave a nervous carroak as she fumbled her packages before the Emperor and bent to grab them, nearly butting her head onto Master Yoritomo's armor.

"Y-y-your Majesty!" Nanna Oophaga croaked.

"Good day, Madam," the Emperor gave her a reassuring smile. "I want you to know how much I appreciate the sacrifice you are making."

"En-en-anything for you, Sir," Nanna Oophaga fumbled with the packages, not sure whether to salute, bow, or curtsy. She finally did a combination of all three. The packages tumbled onto the floor.

Uriel reached towards her with a delighted gurgle while the gorock immediately hid behind Jophiel. One amphibious creature to another, Nanna Oophaga didn't put up with any of the gorock's antics.

"Did you remember his stuffed iompróidh?" Jophiel asked.

"Yes, Sir," Nanna Oophaga said. "And his blankie. The one Major Klikrrr's mother knit for him."

"This will only pinch," Dephar said. The Muqqibat dragon pulled a syringe out from under a napkin which hid the implements he carried on the tray. "I suggest you hold down that gorock, Brigadier-General Israfa."

Raphael gaped while the Emperor's chief geneticist pushed up Uriel's sleeve and plunged the needle into his arm. Beside him, the Emperor gave Raphael his orders, but all he could hear was a silent, overwhelming sense of grief from Jophiel. Raphael clutched his chest, unable to bear it even though he couldn't understand her fear.

"What's going on here?" Raphael choked out.

"Just a sedative," Dephar said as blandly as though he'd just vaccinated a pet. "So they don't panic."

"Panic?" Raphael turned to Jophiel, who pressed her face into Uriel's neck as though she feared she might never see him again. Her wings shuddered with silent tears. Uriel yowled at the indignity of having just been jabbed with a needle and peered over his mother's shoulder with accusatory jade eyes, his small red wings pounding against her even though he was still too little to fly.

"Your little friends should be here any second," the Emperor said. "Ah! There they are!"

Raphael whirled to where two living 'needle' ships appeared. Needles were long, slender biomechanical creatures that could 'jump' from one end of the galaxy to the other in a matter of seconds. They were the remnant of some vast civilization which had risen and fallen in a distant galaxy, leaving the creatures, who gathered in flocks similar to carrier pigeons, with no 'roost' to call home. Inside their abdomen was a large, natural marsupium pouch which could carry small amounts of cargo, messages, or, if one wasn't too large or claustrophobic, an Angelic.

The gorock yelped.

"Sit still there, ya pesky creature," Nanna Oophaga scolded the gorock as he tried to wriggle out of Master Yoritomo's grip, "or you'll make it worse on yourself. Don't you know who that is who's got ya there? That's the Emperor's Cherubim Master of Arms! You're lucky he doesn't use his sword to dock your tail!"

Master Yoritomo let the creature go. The gorock immediately ran and hid behind the Emperor's throne. Raphael watched, dazed, at the specter of the Emperor's throne room turned into a circus.

"Shouldn't you hold onto him?" Nanna Oophaga asked Dephar.

Dephar neatly arranged his two syringes back onto his tray and leaned wearily against his cane. His dragon-like snout curved up in a bit of a vindictive smile.

"Sixty seconds," Dephar said. "Sixty seconds is all it takes and then Gi will be happily sleeping on the carpet."

Raphael glanced over at Uriel. His big green eyes had grown heavy beneath his auburn lashes, only the occasional hiccough causing his tiny red wings to flutter.

"Are you coming with us, Jophie?" Raphael dared ask.

Jophiel's eyes were filled with tears.

"Supreme Commander-General Abaddon gave me a direct order," Jophiel's voice warbled. "Place each of my twelve offspring under the direct command of their sires because he cannot guarantee their safety if I chose to keep them with me."

"But ... the Emperor..."

The hand which touched Raphael's wing looked like any other hand, but the tingle of electricity was anything but mortal. 

"Needs you to complete your mission," the Emperor said. "Something you won't be able to do if you're worried sick about your son."

"She can come with me," Raphael insisted. "Abaddon has no idea where we search for Earth's coordinates. I can protect them both!"

The Emperor had a wistful, apologetic expression.

"I cannot spare her," the Emperor shook his head. "Jophiel is," he glanced up at the ceiling, "unique."

Raphael swallowed, his heart breaking along with Jophiel's as he realized she'd known this all along. Hybrids weren't supposed to become attached to their offspring, who were only begotten to further the glory of the Emperor's kingdom, but General Abaddon, Parliament's successor to Jophiel, had changed all that, ending with his rebellion hundreds of years of the Emperor's Be Fruitful and Multiply policies.

Nanna Oophaga bustled forward. Her broad, soft-soled shoes flap-flap-flapped across the marble as she lined the marsupium of Jophiel's personal 'needle' with Uriel's favorite blankie. 

"Come, Sir," Nanna Oophaga gestured. "I'll be there on the other side to make sure he's well taken care of until you can rejoin us."

Jophiel lay the now-sleepy infant down into the marsupium and wrapped him in his blanket.

"He's so little," Jophiel tenderly strapped on his air mask. "How will he thrive without me?"

"You know I'll take good care of him," Raphael promised. 

Master Yoritomo helped Nanna Oophaga ram her dowdy frame into the second needle, the one which had logged so many hours carrying Raphael to visit Jophiel and his son. Now, it seemed, the flow of visitation would have to flow in the opposite direction. Nanna Oophaga gave a frightened carroak as the marsupium closed its pouch around her, but thankfully, as a naturally evolved creature, she was far smaller than Raphael and fit comfortably inside the needle, packages and all.

"Come right back for me." Raphael rubbed his needle's nose ... if it was a nose. Nobody knew for certain. 

Jophiel sobbed as her own needle closed its marsupium around their son. The Emperor moved forward and placed his hand upon the needle's forehead.

"Ah, little friend," the Emperor said. "What a useful Alliance citizen you and your friends have turned out to be. If only I had more of your species. Then my Angelics wouldn't need to be spread out all over the galaxy, so far from their families." He rubbed the needle's nose affectionately. "Take good care of little Uriel?"

The two needles rose until they were three meters off the floor, and then made a leaping movement like a Leviathan catapulting itself through the water, and disappeared without a sound. Jophiel began to weep.

"Come, Master Yoritomo," the Emperor said. "I have other duties to attend to today. That filly can't do without me for long before some internal process needs tinkering."

"Hai, watashi no kōtei," Master Yoritomo gave the Emperor a quick nod. With a lumbering, clanking walk, he and the Emperor strode side-by-side out of the Great Room and disappeared into the doorway from whence the nanny and Dephar had come. 

Dephar walked behind to throne to check on the gorock, now snoring peacefully. This was not how Raphael had expected his audience with the Emperor would go. He'd anticipated many things. To be punished for following his heart. To be treated with stiff formality. Anything … anything except to have the Emperor treat him like … family?

Jophiel did not resist as he pulled her into his arms and wrapped his large, golden wings around her smaller white ones. 

"I assume the entire point of all this is that the Emperor feels it's too dangerous to keep Uriel around the palace?" Raphael asked.

"You've got 97 ships under your command," Jophiel said, "your men are not aware of the rebellion which has incapacitated the larger Alliance, and the only problems you've encountered so far are minor skirmishes with traders. Uriel will be safer with you than me. Right now the only thing protecting the Emperor from the will of Parliament is Abaddon's refusal to order his armies to engage the Cherubim."

"There's nothing out there in Zulu Sector," Raphael said. "Except a few marginally-habitable planets. It's the reason that spiral arm was never explored."

"If you find the planet," Jophiel said, "send in a reconnaissance team to determine how well Shay'tan's got it protected. Don't just rush in and save them. We have to figure out the supply lines."

"He cut off the Marid traders," Raphael said, "probably because he doesn't trust them. Wherever that planet is, Shay'tan cut off his own supply lines to keep us from tracking them to the human homeworld."

"They must be getting terribly short on supplies," Jophiel said. "Our intelligence says nearly a third of Shay'tan's ships have disappeared. It would take months for them to sneak into Zulu Sector from the outer perimeter of the galaxy, but once they get there, we'll never wrest that planet out of Shay'tan's hands. It's imperative that we get there first. Before Shay'tan resupplies his landing party."

"If I know Mikhail," Raphael said, "he's probably sneaking in under cover of darkness to hit the Sata'anic lizards where it hurts."

"Do you think he'd rally the humans?" Jophiel asked. "As soldiers?"

"Possibly…" Raphael thought back to his years of basic training with the brooding, dark-winged Seraphim. "He's a capable military commander, but his lack of social skills always hindered him with any grouping larger than a Special Forces unit. Unless Mikhail decides he wants to let you know him, he's about as sociable as a rock."

Raphael did his best impersonation of Mikhail's unreadable stare, which elicited from Jophiel a weak smile.

"Just find him," Jophiel sniffled. "Find your friend. You're not the only person who lost a friend the day Mikhail's ship went missing."

Just then the two needles reappeared above their heads.

"Ah!" Dephar called. "Brigadier-General Israfa. Could you please help me carry the gorock? I'm getting a bit old to be carrying around a pet."

"Yes, Sir," Raphael said. He picked up the awkward creature and tucked it into Jophiel's needle with a modified oxygen mask so it wouldn't suffocate. He turned back to Jophiel. "And what if the planet is too heavily defended, Sir, and for some reason I can't reach you. What are my orders?"

Jophiel's features hardened into the mask of their supreme military commander. 

"Then call in The Destroyer," Jophiel said. "Abaddon promised his wife he would lay that planet at her feet. He will seize the old dragon by the tail and make him bleed, whether or not it serves Lucifer's interest or the Emperor's."

"Yes, Sir," Raphael gave her a crisp salute.

Raphael ignored the retreating Dephar, who had enough sensitivity to vacate the room so Raphael could kiss his mate goodbye.

"You'll come visit us?"

"If I can."

"We're just a needle jump away."

Her blue eyes darkened as Raphael crushed his lips down upon hers. It was a desperate, almost frantic feeling, this desire to make love to her right in front of the Emperor's empty throne. 

A joyous note interrupted their kiss. A tiny, inconspicuous bird settled in a bush near the doorway which opened up into the Eternal Garden, warbling its cheerful song as though it had been granted an audience to sing before the Emperor. Jophiel broke their embrace and brushed at her eyes, embarrassed she'd let him see her cry.

"It's the Happy Bird," Jophiel said. "Perhaps it is a favorable omen?"

"I will find that planet," Raphael promised. "I will find that planet and bring home Mikhail."

With a final, desperate kiss goodbye, Raphael rammed his too-large wings into his needle's marsupium and stared up at the shapeless black mass painted on the ceiling to depict the Guardian of the Universe. Pitiless, dark eyes stared down upon him, reminding him of the consequences if, as the Emperor feared, the Evil One was on the move.

"I will find that planet," Raphael vowed to He-who's-not, "and bring Mikhail home to meet my family. This I swear to you. I will bring my best friend home."

He could have sworn as the womb-like marsupium closed around him that the darkness on the ceiling moved, giving him a glimpse of a muscular figure possessing bat-like wings that would have dwarfed the wings of even Emperor Shay'tan. Primal horror grabbed Raphael in the gut. Whoever this Agent of Ki was, they'd better fix the problem before this galaxy was the next casualty of the Dark Lord protecting his mate.

With a jarring dislocation, the needle catapulted him to the opposite end of the galaxy to rendezvous with the Light Emerging. 
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Time: Indeterminate 

Ascended Realms

BISHAMONTEN

The Cherubim God of War felt the summons milliseconds before his consciousness was yanked away from the aftermath of the battle where, against the rules, he'd participated in the outcome as a combatant. Before him stood the imposing Great Gate to the Infernal Palace, the abode of He-who's-not, also known as the Dark Lord. Fear ignited in what would have been Bishamonten's belly had he still possessed a corporeal form.

'I have been summoned,' Bishamonten thought to himself. 'And now I shall pay the price for interfering in the affairs of mortals.'

There was no sound here in the void, but if there were sound, it might be described as an endless, howling scream; the cry of insanity any living creature made when it stared into the nothing and recognized their own insignificance; the cry of emptiness, of hunger, of loss of life. 

Bishamonten could feel the vibration which rippled through his exoskeleton as the enormous black doors swung inwards like a great black, ravenous maw. Compulsion drew him inside. There was no running away from the god who ruled the chaos underlying All-That-Is..

He sheathed his swords and stepped into the gargantuan, chthonic hall which rose out of the darkness, devoid of light, of life, of love. Not even a candle could remain lighted when HE summoned you unto his presence, but lifesparks transcended the power of the ancient god of destruction who, along with his mate, had created between them All-That-Is. 

Bishamonten's own azure light thrust valiantly into the dark, illuminating the chess squares upon which he trod. As he stepped, each square revealed the galaxy that chess square represented. He paused to stare down at one as it cast a momentary, brave light into the darkness, its stars visible as it whirled peacefully on its axis, unaware that at any moment, the two immortals might gamble it away and cast its essence back into the void.

"Do not be afraid," a terrible, sonorous voice vibrated through the hall, everything about it screaming through Bishamonten's nerve endings to RUN. "I merely wish to discuss with you a problem."

Bishamonten stepped carefully through the massive chess pieces strewn about the hall like tombstones. He paused when he saw which square the Dark Lord's chess table had been placed upon, delineating the galaxy currently at play. In the chess square beneath the table spun the Milky Way, the galaxy Bishamonten had made his home.

A deep-seated thrum pulsated throughout the palace, a manifestation of He-who's-not's consciousness which held the otherwise formless construct into a shape which was recognizable enough to comprehend. The Infernal Palace had grown more solid since the last time Bishamonten had been summoned here, twenty-five years ago when the Dark Lord had asked him to take an orphan under his tutelage. It was to save that same orphaned Seraphim which had inspired Bishamonten to seize possession of the neophyte named Pareesa. 

A titanic deity sat in total darkness upon his massive throne. Pitiless black eyes stared out of a stern face so inhumanely handsome it appeared as though it had been chiseled out of black volcanic obsidian. Every aspect of the Dark Lord bespoke his role as Guardian of the Universe, from the sword-like spikes which adorned his leathery wings to the scorpion tail which curled menacingly at his side. He had six horns which encircled his face like a deadly crown, and from his torso bulged striated muscles. 

Even he, a god of war, feared the Dark Lord, for none had ever defeated the Guardian of She-who-is. But over the millennia he'd learned He-who's-not was not the evil entity mortal legend believed him to be, but merely a destructive one. She-who-is needed protecting. Sometimes SHE created things which put her at risk. The Dark Lord destroyed those things and recycled them back into his essence so SHE could use it to try again. There was nothing diabolical or malignant about the Dark Lord unless you were deemed a problem, in which case you'd better say goodbye.

"You summoned me, Your Eminence?" Bishamonten bowed.

"I did," the Dark Lord's orotund voice vibrated the molecules of Bishamonten's consciousness. "As you know, my Champion has fallen."

"I did my best, Your Eminence," Bishamonten said. "I saved his life. But I do not know if he will survive. His lifemate has been taken. Without her, I fear he cannot heal himself."

"I fear, even if she was present," the Dark Lord said, "that she would not be up to the task of healing him, even if we told her how."

"But they are now a mated pair!" Bishamonten exclaimed.

The Dark Lord leaned forward on his throne, his expression grim.

"Do you know what happens when you interfere in the affairs of mortals?" the Dark Lord asked.

Bishamonten forced his expression to remain neutral. Here it was. His punishment for interfering.

"Because lifesparks incarnate into this realm to accomplish their own purposes," the Dark Lord continued, "we never know, by interfering, how we might divert them from their chosen path."

"My apologies, My Lord," Bishamonten bowed, ready to take his punishment. "I…"

"…thwarted Moloch, who likewise wished to divert the Seraphim from his path," the Dark Lord said. His wing-spikes rustled with agitation, an ominous, deadly sound. "You did what was necessary, no more and no less, which is why I trust you to carry out my command."

"Then why…?"

"It is curious, isn't it," the Dark Lord's expression waxed thoughtful, "how the affairs of mortals can cause you to forget we have a larger purpose?"

As he spoke, tenebrous shadows danced around Bishamonten's feet, shapeless, soulless creatures, attracted to his lifespark like moths unto a flame. One of those shadows trembled with agitation, as though something had upset it. The Dark Lord reached down so the tiny shadow could leap into his arms.

"Sometimes, in trying to create good, you inadvertently create harm." The Dark Lord's face turned surprisingly tender, as though the shadow-cat he cradled was an infant. "Isn't that so, old friend?"

"Yes," Bishamonten said. He, like all the old gods, had learned the hard way it was better to remain impartial.

"This dark creature was assigned to watch HER Chosen One," the Dark Lord caressed the shadow. "When the Evil One surprised her, it raced back to warn me she was being taken. And now it cannot find her. None of us can find her. Moloch has learned to hide things within my own realm."

"Can't you simply track her through her bond to your Champion?" Bishamonten asked. 

The Dark Lord's features appeared surprisingly distraught.

"Did you ever do something to please another?" the Dark Lord asked. "Something you knew was wrong, but you were so cocky in your vessel's ability to remember why they were there that you forgot they are not omniscient as we are?"

A feeling of unease settled into Bishamonten's gut.

"How so, Your Eminence?"

The Dark Lord stared down at the shadow cat, which solidified under its father's ministrations into a soft, black fur ball.

"Sometimes, to please our beloved, we do things that are unwise."

The Dark Lord stared across at the empty table which straddled the chess square upon which lay ensconced the Milky Way. SHE was not here today, no doubt searching for her Chosen One. If Ninsianna was not found and permitted to complete her purpose, HE would have no choice but to destroy whatever Moloch had touched. The goddess had always possessed a weakness for…

"You interfered?" Bishamonten guessed. "When you allowed HER to send him Ninsianna."

"The Chosen One was not supposed to be paired with another player," the Dark Lord said. "We learned our lesson after my last champion lost his Morning Star. This Champion searched for another to form the Bond of Ki. When SHE substituted her Chosen One to heal him, we thwarted the path of one who was supposed to be there, instead."

"But he has already formed the Bond with her Chosen One," Bishamonten said. "All mortals possess free will. It doesn't matter who he bonded with, so long as his mate has given him the connection so he can contain your power."

"No," the Dark Lord's eyes glittered like hard, black diamonds. "She did not form the Bond of Ki with him. To do so, she must vow to be bound to him not only in this lifetime, but all lifetimes for so long as their two souls exist, and that is something the Chosen One will not do!"

It was a good thing that, as a god, Bishamonten no longer needed to eat, for if he had, any supper he'd consumed today probably would have been regurgitated upon the floor. Not only had the Dark Lord interfered when he'd urged the lonely Seraphim to accept the affection offered by Ninsianna, but so had he. He had quietly encouraged his lonely novitiate to accept the affections of the Chosen One.

Bishamonten recalled the arguments between the two which he had eavesdropped upon.

"This Chosen One fears the darkness," Bishamonten said. 

"And to heal him…."

"She must connect the Bond not only through the light of She-who-is," Bishamonten said.

"But also complete the other end through the Path of Darkness," the Dark Lord said, "through my realm, so that the two can always find one another, even in death." The Dark Lord patted the shadow cat, his expression wistful. "This, I can assure you, she has not done. She is like a bolt of lightning that sparks when natural conditions are just so, but without a completed circuit to stabilize her power, she is nothing more than a fleeting flash of light."

"But if the bond is incomplete," Bishamonten's ant-like pinchers spread with exasperation, "then how can she heal her husband?"

"She can't," the Dark Lord said. "Not unless she overcomes her fear of the dark and loves her husband enough to complete the bond. Now that they are separated, I fear she shall never find the strength to make the journey alone."

The tiny shadow cat stretched, then leaped off of its father's lap, rejoining its brothers and sisters which rubbed up against Bishamonten's ankles, attracted by his bluish light.

"What do you need me to do, Sir?" Bishamonten asked.

The Dark Lord pinched his chin between his thumb and forefinger, his expression thoughtful.

"Ki has sent two Watchmen to defeat her former husband," the Dark Lord said. "I have summoned you to make sure that nobody interferes."

"Do you know who they are?" Bishamonten asked.

"I was hoping you could enlighten me," the Dark Lord said.

Bishamonten frowned. Nobody ever saw an Agent of Ki until after they had completed their mission, although having existed through several cycles of the ongoing drama between Ki and her angry ex-husband, he'd been around long enough to recognize certain patterns. Moloch was a master of manipulation, but Ki was even better at it, recruiting Watchmen who, just when you thought the Evil One had won, all of a sudden the last person you expected to be a hero would appear out of nowhere and turn the tide back unto the light.

"The little protégé, perhaps," Bishamonten guessed, "who fought so valiantly to save him?"

"Perhaps," the Dark Lord said. "In which case somewhere there is a second Watchman. Watch for them. Give aid if you are certain they are the ones, and make sure no one else interferes. Not even She-who-is."

Bishamonten glanced over at the empty chess game. SHE was notorious for interfering on behalf of her favorites, although normally HE was sensible enough not to accede to her every whim. He understood now why he'd been summoned when SHE was not in the Infernal Palace. Once already the Dark Lord had allowed a manipulation which had placed his beloved at risk. He would not do so again, even if it meant SHE spent a few thousand years refusing to speak to him.

"It shall be so, Your Eminence," Bishamonten bowed.

The Dark Lord's expression solidified back into his inhumanely grim mask, his black eyes pitiless once more. He twirled one finger and, behind him, the back wall to the Infernal Palace opened up to reveal the supermassive black hole which lay at the center of the universe, the one around which all of She-who-is's galaxies orbited. As was always the case, the Dark Lord was busy digesting some unfortunate galaxy whose inhabitants had aroused his ire.

With a blink, Bishamonten was back upon the battlefield, no time having passed, for like all things in the material realm, including the illusion of solidity, time, and death, those things were not real. There was really only darkness and the light.
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November 3,390 BC (about 20 minutes before the ambush)

Earth: Mesopotamian Plain

GITA

With the onset of the rainy season, each year the People of the River sent delegates to a grand reunion where traders, craftsmen, and most importantly, the chiefs, discussed issues which, if left unresolved, sometimes festered until one village went to war against another. This year the delegates met in a rocky strip of desert between the two most powerful villages, Nineveh and Assur, who were often at odds even though, technically, they were all supposed to be allies. While the smaller villages had welcomed the Assurian destek ekibi or 'B-Team' delegates as Mikhail had christened them, Nineveh was less than enthused to be saddled with a scrawny, black-eyed girl and the portly son of a wheelwright.

"Hey! Girl-boy! Whoa!" the Nineveh chief's son taunted Gita. "I ordered you to fetch my spear!"

Gita forced herself not to fling the crock of simmering lentils at his head. Qishtea was his name, and he'd taken it into to his head to make her life a living hell. He was a tall man, muscular as all within the warrior class were apt to be, with thick, black locks oiled into ostentatious ringlets. A four-fringed kilt signaled his social rank and his body was perfumed with the scent of myrrh. His hirsute beard was braided with gold beads, giving him the look of an older man even though Gita knew he was the same age as Jamin. At least Jamin, curse the goats-teat of a former friend, had never sported that degree of flashy plumage.

Gita lowered her eyes to hide her disdain. It was a trick she'd learned to make people think they had her cowed when, really, she watched from beneath her eyelashes for a weakness. That dark gift of seeing showed her just where she should kick the arrogant peacock. Right … in … his … manhood!

"Mikhail says a true warrior never lets anyone but a most trusted friend touch their weapon," Gita spoke softly. "You never know when someone might stab you in the back." Her too-large black eyes glittered like a nocturnal creature as she handed Qishtea his spear. Unlike her spear, which was scratched and chipped from combat, Qishtea's obsidian spearhead was sharp and glossy. 

"What did you say, girl-boy? You? A warrior?" Qishtea slammed Gita in the chest. "If you think my men are going to take orders from a fat boy and a scrawny girl…"

Gita fell backwards into one of the hot rocks surrounding the cook fire. She bit her lip to suppress the urge to cry. Jamin may have been a pompous jerk, but he'd always treated her fairly, unlike this goat's behind who seemed to get off on pushing other people around. 

Ipquidad leaped up from where he'd been sitting just outside the ring of warriors. The stocky son of a wheelwright was as much of an outcast as she was, but him they ignored, not set to tasks doing woman's work. 

"Hey! Leave her alone!" Ipquidad said.

"Or what?" Qishtea stepped menacingly towards Ipquidad. "Just because my father agreed to the winged demon's crazy proposition doesn't mean we have to obey you! I'm the chief's son. I'm in charge."

Ipquidad stood firm, a tall, broad giant. He would only strike if struck first, but Qishtea didn't know that. Gita dusted the dirt out of her worn brown cape with as much dignity as she could muster.

"That's what Jamin said," Gita forced herself to meet Qishtea's glare. "Right before he got banished from our village."

Qishtea stared as if he couldn't believe she'd the audacity to talk back to him, then swung at her with the butt-end of his spear. Gita stepped into the arc the way Mikhail had taught them and deflected it with her hand, whispering the prayer which had kept her safe ever since the day the Amorites had killed her mother.

'I'm invisible … I'm invisible … I'm invisible…'

Qishtea blinked, surprised that Gita now held his spear. 

Ipquidad stepped between them.. 

"Or else we shall tell your father you declined Mikhail's offer to teach Nineveh the secrets of the armies of heaven," Ipquidad said, "and how, in Assur, even a woman can fend off more attackers than his eldest son." Ipquidad's cheeks flushed red with a sheen of sweat, but he stood up to Qishtea anyway, a gentle giant aroused.

Qishtea's eyes flashed with fury. "You can't expect us to take orders from a girl!"

"If you'd like us to go home," Ipquidad spoke evenly, "we'll abandon Nineveh to face men purchased with these." He pulled out a golden disc and flashed it in the light of the glowing campfire. Depicted on the coin was the bat-winged serpent Mikhail called a dragon.

"We're not afraid of this so-called Shay'tan!" Qishtea laughed. Around them the other Ninevian warriors cackled like a bunch of nervous hyenas.

A flutter of wings drew Gita's attention. A bird, no, a bat, flew into the encampment, attracted to the mosquitoes which plagued all who reeked of sweat in the lengthening dusk. Qishtea's lips curved into a cruel sneer.

"This is what we'll do to this so-called dragon." With a lifetime of skill honed hunting antelope and larger prey, Qishtea ripped the spear out of Gita's hand and used it to club the bat out of the air. He shoved a wide finger into Gita's face. "You're next!"

Gita forced herself to stand firm, picturing what she might look like if only she was as brave as Pareesa. Tall … erect … chin raised … fearless. That was who she wished to be. Pareesa … or maybe Mikhail?

"No," Gita met Qishtea's gaze. "You are next. An army is only as strong as its weakest link. With enemies bought with lizard-gold, you need every link you can get."

Qishtea ripped the gold coin out of Ipquidad's hand. "Made-up creatures!" He turned to face the other warriors. "Who here has ever seen a lizard demon?"

"Not me!" the other Ninevian warriors laughed.

Qishtea leaned into Gita's face.

"Why don't you go back to your drunken father," Qishtea hissed so close his breath made Gita want to gag. He reached out to touch her hair. His lips curved up in a suggestive smirk. "Unless you'd like to have a little fun? Now that's a useful job for a woman!"

Gita slapped away his hand. "Go to hell!"

Qishtea grabbed her bicep. "That's what your mother was! A temple prostitute."

Gita gasped. "How…"

"Shahla couldn't resist bragging about her best friend's colorful history the last time I fucked her," Qishtea sneered. "Your own father turned her over to the Amorites to be stoned to death for being an adulteress!"

Gita yanked away her arm. She rushed into the lengthening shadows and dropped to her knees behind a rock, sobbing. Why? Why had Shahla betrayed her secret? Sobs wracked her thin frame until her anger gave way to sensibility. Shahla. Oh! Poor Shahla! Shame on herself for telling Shahla when she knew the girl lacked discretion whenever it came to pillow talk whispered in the arms of a man. What was Shahla doing now, her poor, broken-minded friend?

Something warm squished beneath her hand. Oh, great! Now she'd crawled into a pile of excrement! She went to scrape her hand against a rock and realized there was nothing stuck to it. Feeling the shadows in the dim twilight, something warm and furry met her fingertips. She lifted it to where she could see it. It was the bat.

"Poor thing," Gita stroked its leathery wings. "I'm sorry. They didn't understand you are a good omen."

That dark gift, the one which could see not only where a creature was weak, whispered this creature was still alive. She clutched it to her chest and hummed the song the priestesses had sung at Jebel Mar Elyas. As she sang, that dark gift, that ability to see another creature's spirit light, showed her where the bat's light grew stronger, until at last the danger had passed. 

The scent of food, cooked meat and bread, wafted her way as the Ninevians broke into the food she'd spent half the evening preparing. Gita's stomach growled, but she refused to crawl back into their midst and beg. Let them eat it without her! It wasn't the first time she'd go hungry! 

A muttered curse brought her attention away from the tiny creature. An enormous shadow lumbered towards her, hand outstretched, and from a bowl wafted the delicious scent of fresh, hot lentils seasoned with wild onion and a hint of sage.

"Ipquidad," Gita said. She rubbed her face against her shoulder so he wouldn't see her tears.

Ipquidad lowered his sizeable frame to the ground and shoved the bowl towards her. "Here. You need this more than I do."

Gita gave him a weak smile. Her tears glistened in the light of the campfire and betrayed the fact she was an emotional woman. No wonder the Ninevians wanted nothing to do with her!

"You should eat it," Gita said. "I'll survive."

"He should not have said that about your mother," Ipquidad said.

Gita lay the bat down upon her lap and grabbed the bowl, devouring it like a hungry dog. A lifetime of flirting with starvation had taught her to accept food whenever offered, no matter how diminished her pride. They sat in her gut like mud, but unlike the usual cast-off fare, the lentils weren't rancid, rotted, burned or filled with insects or mold. It was a healthy meal, one which wouldn't force her to sit doubled over in pain as she coaxed her body to digest the evil spirits.

"You're not the only one who gets picked on, you know." Ipquidad's large, round face caught stray light from the campfire, reflecting that his eyes, too, glistened a little too bright. 

"I know," Gita said. "In Assur, they respect the B-team because you held the gate to the north, while I threw the first spear to the south, but to these jackals? All they ever care about is hunting."

"I hate it here," Ipquidad grumbled.

She drew her tattered cape closer around her shoulders. This time of year the desert grew cold. The rainy season brought rain, but also cold, a force of nature her emaciated body was not well-equipped to handle. A flutter in her lap caught her attention.

"Watch out!" Ipquidad said. He swatted at the fluttering bat. 

Gita caught his hand. "It's okay."

"You've got a … thing … attacking you," Ipquidad said.

"It's just the bat Qishtea tried to kill," Gita said. "It won't hurt me."

"You should finish it off," Ipquidad shuddered. "Bats are evil."

Gita picked up the tiny, terrified creature, careful to avoid its teeth which tried to bite her hand. She tucked its warm, leathery wings against its body and held it until it gave up fighting.

"It only came to eat the insects that would otherwise eat us," Gita said. "Bat's aren't evil. Only misunderstood."

Ipquidad's expression was doubtful in the darkening twilight. "You're going to get bitten."

"Then I'll get bitten," Gita shrugged. "And then I shall heal."

Ipquidad turned to face the ungrateful group of warriors. Ever since the attack on Assur, there had been seriousness about him, as if he'd resolved, as she had, that he no longer wished to be a victim. Only action earned people's respect. It was a lesson they'd both learned from Mikhail.

"I should get back to them," Ipquidad said.

Gita forced herself to give a fake smile. "They seem less hostile to you than me. Somebody needs to teach the idiots to stand together as an army."

She flattened her palms so the bat sat like an offering to the last ray of sun which had already retreated behind the horizon. The bat fluttered its wings, not sure if she would let it go, and then took off, flying away from the campfire where the ungrateful Ninevians stood swatting at mosquitoes. Ipquidad lumbered back to resume his seat at the outer fringe, a large, silent wall who would sit there so long that eventually the Ninevians wouldn't be able to imagine not having him there.

Gita stared up at the moonless sky. Not even the evening star glistened tonight to brighten her focus on something besides her own, persistent misery. The Ninevians and other warriors surrounding the chief's tents grew louder the more mead they consumed. She'd done her best, but here, as in Assur, there was no place for a motherless daughter. 

A click-click-click and flutter of wings drew her attention skyward. The little bat circled above her, devouring the mosquitoes which had come to devour her. It was a small omen, the bat's protection, but she would take it. To do otherwise would cause her to drown in her own despair. 

She began to hum the song her mother had taught her to chase away her woes. Once upon a time it had been a happy song, with joyous warbling high notes like the trills of a happy little song thrush, but whenever she sang it, it was always tainted with sadness. She closed her eyes and imagined she was back at the temple with her mother, still alive. It was a bright, happy memory, the only one Gita still possessed.

A commotion shook her out of her self-made bubble. Mikhail emerged from the tent, his wings flared as though he was a frightened sparrow about to dart into the air. Gita's heart leaped to see him before she reminded herself her foolish affection for her cousin's husband would only get her banished from her brand-new induction into the B-Team. 

Mikhail rushed over to where Pareesa sat fletching arrows next to Ebad and some warriors from Eshnunna. Gita couldn't hear what was said, but Immanu rushed out of the tent and pointed directly at her. Gita glanced over her shoulder. No. Not at her. At something that lay behind her. Mikhail took to the air, disappearing into the darkness with pounding wings, leaving large, dark feathers falling from the sky like raindrops. 

Chaos erupted as the B-team rallied around Pareesa. Chief Kiyan ran out and shouted orders. Pareesa grabbed her bow and took off into the darkness in the same direction Mikhail had gone.

Ebad rushed up to them, the B-Team's second in command.

"What happened?" Gita asked.

"Ninsianna's been kidnapped," Ebad said. "Chief Kiyan thinks it's a trap. Grab your spear and see if you can't convince the Ninevians to join us. We've got to help him before he gets himself killed." Before she could answer, Ebad had already run over to the next group of warriors, trusting her and Ipquidad to get the job done.

Only Gita knew, she and Pareesa, how uniquely vulnerable the big Angelic was when it came to all matters involving his wife. 

"We've got to go," Gita tugged on Qishtea's arm. "Please! Come with us. Mikhail is being lured into an ambush."

Qishtea twirled his beard as though thinking the matter over. 

"What do we care?" Qishtea said. "The only reason the lizard-demons hire men to come at us is because they can't figure out which Ubaid village harbors him."

This time Gita did kick him. Right … in … the … manhood. 

Qishtea doubled over. He hissed out between his teeth, hatred in his eyes as he tried to straighten up and pain wouldn't allow him the dignity, "I will kill you for this, boy-girl."

"First you have to catch me!" Gita said. She thwacked him in the backside with the butt-end of her spear. "I will be fighting alongside Mikhail. If you want me, come and get me."

Yes. The dark vision was always right. She pushed his chest, just as he'd pushed hers, and shoved him backwards so that this time it was he who lay upon the ground, blinking in surprise.

"Here," Ipquidad handed Gita her spear. He turned to the Ninevians. "I'm following the girls into battle. If that scares you, stay here and cower behind your chief's kilt. Our women will protect you from the devil!"

Without waiting for an answer, Ipquidad turned and followed Gita into the darkness.




Chapter 8
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Galactic Standard Date: 152,323.11 AE 

Sata'anic Empire: Hades-6

Emperor Shay'tan

SHAY'TAN

Some called him the devil, but dragons were an ancient species, blunt instruments created at He-who's-not's insistence to protect HER from Moloch's constant incursions. Moloch was a cancer; whatever he infected needed to be excised. But where the Dark Lord's power was so vast HE destroyed entire galaxies, dragons drew upon a specific force of nature, thereby diluting the Song of Destruction enough that only a single planet or continent would be destroyed. She-who-is still wept to see her playthings broken, but it was at a smaller scale, more manageable than the wholesale chaos of the Dark Lord, and as the dragons evolved, they had learned to dampen their power.

As the millennia passed, She-who-is shaped new creatures to inhabit her universe … tender beings with short lives and frail physical bodies that could incarnate into new physical forms faster than Moloch could corrupt them. One day the dragons lured Moloch into a trap. Deprived of physical form, the Evil One was limited to what he could convince mortals to do on his behalf. At first mortals were grateful to be rid of Moloch, but over time the weaker, naturally evolved races forgot how dangerous the Evil One would be if he ever found a vessel capable of carrying his non-corporeal form. The ungrateful mortals began to resent the enormous, destructive dragons and view them as their adversaries.

Heartbroken at the naturally evolved races betrayal, one by one the dragons disappeared, until finally only one dragon remained…

Y Ddraig Goch … the dragon known as Emperor Shay'tan…

And the element he controlled was fire…

"Where in Haven did Ba'al Zebub send my armada!" 

Shay'tan smashed a clawed fist down upon the table. On that table an enormous spinning replica of the galaxy depicted the source of his irritation. The chessboard flickered, but continued to taunt him with a reassuring hum, reminding him that for all his powers, his chief henchman had played him for a fool!

"I d-d-don't know, y-y-your Eminence!" the elderly Sata'anic lizard stammered. He glanced at the small, concrete bunker which graced every room in the palace, his tail twitching as he no doubt calculated the running distance to dive inside. "The Sata'an Secret Service has poured through every record we have on Ba'al Zebub's activities. So far as we can tell, the only place he funneled money was here."

The scribe pointed to a pale silver circle where the map should have shown a planet orbiting a sun. The planet was now nothing but rubble, a casualty of Hashem's temper tantrum over Lucifer's mother dumping him to run back to her rebel husband. Bright blue triangles blinked closer to the aforementioned planet. Abaddon's Jehoshaphat … and a third of Hashem's armies! 

Tiny red flames sparked down Shay'tan's scales and began to heat the room. The scribe sensed it too. Beads of sweat gathered on his eyebrow-ridges as the lizard-man edged closer to the bunker, centuries of service having taught him when his emperor and god was about to lose his temper.

"There's nothing there!" Shay'tan shouted. Fire incinerated the blackout curtains which had already been replaced three times. The scribe dove into the bunker and slammed shut the door.

The Hades sun shone through the smoke, diluting the holographic map of the galaxy and, therefore, Shay'tan's anger. It wasn't enough to dim the frantically blinking red triangles which were lined up on his side of the now-defunct planet Tyre, the place where Shay'tan had accidentally killed Hashem's adopted son…

He thought…

Actually, he wasn't really sure. He hadn't meant to kill the pompous little peacock. Just to capture Ba'al Zebub and torture the real location of Earth out of him! The destruction of Lucifer's diplomatic flagship so close to the seat of his biological father's Third Empire had been purely an accident.

If only Hashem would believe that…

"Damn you, Lucifer!" Shay'tan craned his serpentine neck at the smaller blue triangles which combed the territory searching for Lucifer's body. "Damn you for sticking your nose into business that had nothing to do with you!"

Two strings of triangles blinked closer together. Red … Shay'tan's war fleet. Blue … Abaddon's renegades. Red … blue … red … blue. Moving closer to a confrontation neither empire would survive. In the center of that map, five tiny blue triangles sifted through the debris of Ba'al Zebub's destroyed ship, searching for the bodies of their own Alliance Prime Minister and the wreckage of the Alliance flagship, Prince of Tyre. Shay'tan had ordered his warships to hang back and not antagonize the search vessels even though they crossed back and forth into Sata'anic airspace, but he could not allow an all-out incursion by The Destroyer to go unanswered. 

The door to the bunker opened a crack. The scribe peeked out, his dorsal fin rustling with fear.

"Your Eminence?" The scribe's voice was a high-pitched, hissing plea.

Shay'tan realized he acted like a mindless demon. Devil … that's what the Alliance called his species. What would she say if she saw him now? Sadness dulled his anger, causing the flames which licked down his scales to cool. He tucked his enormous, leathery wings against his back and sat down on his haunches, doing his best to appear to Budayl as a mortal.

"Any word from our spies?" 

"The Alliance Parliament thinks the planet is here," the scribe pointed a planet outside the neutral zone surrounding Tyre, "in our side of the territory. According to the whistleblower report, that was where Apausha delivered the human females.

That uneasy feeling that had sat in Shay'tan's gut ever since he'd received word about Ba'al Zebub's betrayal rumbled a warning. Something else was going on here, but he had yet to figure out what.

"What about Hashem?" Shay'tan asked. "What does he know?"

"Our spies have never been able to infiltrate his inner circle," the scribe said softly. "All we know is that the former Supreme Commander-General has taken refuge at the Eternal Palace."

"Jophiel knows something," Shay'tan pinched his eyebrow ridges. "But you say no one has shown up at the Eternal Gate to carry out Parliament's command?"

"No, your Eminence." The scribe opened the blast-door far enough for Shay'tan to see his entire snout. "Perhaps Abaddon fears angering his god?"

"Abaddon fears no man," Shay'tan said. "Neither man nor god. Many a good Sata'anic soldier has lost his life at the end of his sword, and more still at the bequest of his war fleet." Shay'tan paced over to the now-exposed window and stared out over his capital city, Dis. Citizens moved about the city below in an orderly manner; loyal, obedient, and pleasing.

"No … if Abaddon hasn't bashed down Hashem's door, either he truly believes the false intelligence Ba'al Zebub fed to them, or in that poor, misguided mind of his, Abaddon still bears some affection for his Emperor and god."

Shay'tan looked over to the singed report the scribe had just abandoned to burn on the floor. Ba'al Zebub worked for some enemy he hadn't yet figured out. Unlike Abaddon, who rebelled against Hashem not for glory, but to recapture his wife's homeworld, Earth, Ba'al Zebub had sold out Shay'tan for an even older god. 

Money…

Fresh flames licked down Shay'tan's dorsal ridge. The scribe ducked back behind the door. Oh, goddess-be! He could see now why the other dragons had abandoned this realm, unable to deal with the constant frustration. He closed his eyes and recited the calming exercises she had taught him, focusing on cooling the fires at the tip of his tail, his haunches, wings, all the way to his nostrils which still had smoke steaming out of them. Unlike his brethren who had abandoned the ungrateful mortals, Shay'tan had a whole empire full of subjects who needed and adored him. He had initially stayed for her, but he continued to stay for them.

"Would you like for me to summons your wives?" the scribe asked from behind the safety of the blast door. At 360 years old, the scribe had outlived most other Sata'anic lizards and, therefore, had witnessed many other occasions when Shay'tan had lost his battle to contain his temper.

Shay'tan pictured the feel of his wives snuggling up to his enormous girth, caressing his scales and massaging his tissues to remind his body how to keep a mortal shape. Forty-six wives he kept at present, their numbers increasing or decreasing as one passed into the Dreamtime and another was selected to replace her, but every one of them was a beautiful flower in the garden he had created to honor her. 

"In my current state I would end up cooking them alive," Shay'tan rumbled regretfully. "Especially with The Destroyer about to cross into Sata'anic territory." 

He hung his head. Everybody wanted to snap their fingers and manifest a godlike power, but few realized what a heavy responsibility it was, worrying that a sneeze might cause you to undo a few hundred thousand years of evolution.

"Perhaps, if your Eminence won't be angered by the thoughts of so unworthy and simple a creature as myself, Sir," the scribe peeked his lizard-like snout out the door again, "might I make a suggestion?"

Shay'tan softened the shape of his claws. "You may speak freely." 

"M-m-maybe you should just tell Hashem the truth?"

"What?" Shay'tan exploded. "What truth?" He pointed a clawed hand at the spot where five little triangles searched for their missing leader. "Oops? I'm sorry I killed your adopted son? Rumor has it the ungrateful little bastard staged a rebellion, so I thought I'd help you out by incinerating him just like you incinerated his biological father?" 

He whirled to the spot on the edge of the Tokoloshe Kingdom where dozens of Sata'anic warships should have patrolled the volatile border against the cannibals, but only a few red triangles remained, the rest reassigned to fight off Abaddon's impending incursion. 

"Or maybe I should tell Hashem that half my war fleet has been stolen and the Sata'anic Empire is defenseless if he chooses to retaliate and invade?"

The scribe slammed shut the door. This time, Shay'tan managed to only incinerate half the room before regaining control of his power. Just for the Haven of it, he snorted a puff of smoke right into the map which showed the advancing warships. For a reassuring moment the smokescreen obscured the truth, but then it cleared, Hashem's blue ships lining up in formation against Shay'tan's red ones. 

Oh, goddess! He needed to get control of his temper before he incinerated somebody he didn't mean to hurt. He took a deep breath and forced himself to calm.
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