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Back Cover Description

Angelic Special Forces Colonel Mikhail Mannuki'ili has suffered from dissociative amnesia ever since his species was slaughtered as a child. The Cherubim said he must never try to remember the Seraphim Genocide. Whenever he tries, he blacks out and lots of people end up dead.

But old ghosts refuse to remain buried. With the village destroyed and whispers the white-winged Angelic is his own Prime Minister, each night, his dead chéad phósadh visits his nightmares to warn him about the lizard at the door. 

As Abaddon closes in on Earth, Lucifer deals with the fallout from his recent possession, Gita tries to clear her name, and Ba'al Zebub rallies a new threat against Assur, Mikhail must find a way to rescue his pregnant wife without succumbing to the terrifying power he can wield, but not control.

.

This book is NOT religious fiction!

.

Sword of the Gods saga reading order:

The Chosen One Omnibus (includes:)

—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: 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!




Song of the Sword

In Ki’s most sorrowful, desperate hour,

When all was lost to blight,

She sang her Song of Creation,

And enticed the Darkness to protect the Light.

.

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.

.

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.

.

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.

.

SHE 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.

.

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.




Prologue
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Have the gates of death 

Been opened unto thee? 

Or hast thou seen 

The doors of the shadow of death?

.

― Job 38:17

.

SHAY'TAN

The Infernal Palace rose out of the darkness, the place where the material world ended and primordial chaos began. It was an imposing structure, infinitely tall, long and wide, pitch black, shaped to provide a place for She-who-is and He-who's-not to meet. All around it swirled the Nothing; a howling, maddening storm of darkness, the Song of Destruction in its rawest, most terrifying form.

Shay'tan ran his paw down the enormous carved gate, a pair of double doors which dwarfed even him, a fire dragon. On that gate was carved the root system of the Eternal Tree. He traced a root all the way up into the branch which nurtured the galaxy he shared with Hashem. As he feared, the fruit had become speckled with a hideous, pussy brown color.

His internal fire flickered with a sense of fear. 

"Grant me entrance," he spoke softly to the gate. "I come in answer to a summons."

The doors swung open, drawn by invisible hands.

Inside the palace was completely dark, which meant She-who-is was not in residence. The doors shut behind him, leaving him in darkness except for the fire he carried within himself. Doric columns stretched up towards a vaulted ceiling. Shadows detached from the walls and crept up to lap at his paws, his tail, and his wings; curious about his light. Everywhere they touched he could feel drains of power.

"Not too much," he rumbled. "Just a sniff, and then be gone with you! I have business with your master."

The shadows parted, leaving him standing on an enormous chessboard delineated, not by color, but by the texture of the opposing squares. He lumbered past chess pieces so large they dwarfed even him. He paused when he reached a pair of stools placed around a table. As he feared, the galaxy the two elder gods had at play was his.

He turned to the shadow which led him to its master. Shadow cats, the goddess called them. The Dark Lord's thought-forms. Some of them had existed for so long they'd begun to gather sentience of their own.

At the end of the nave, the floor rose sharply into an enormous throne. Seated in the chancel towered a muscular black male with leathery wings, a scorpion tail, and a stern, handsome face surrounded by six curving horns. From those high cheekbones stared a pair of pitiless black eyes.

"You summoned me?" Shay'tan asked the elder god.

The Dark Lord unfurled his bat like wings, causing his wing-spikes to rustle like a pair of swords. The foundations of the Infernal Palace trembled as HE spoke in a terrible, deep voice.

"SHE thinks she has rehabilitated her brother, but I do not trust it. The game is, once again, at play."

"Why was I not told another Morning Star had been reborn?"

"SHE is angry you failed to protect her sister, so she gave him to Hashem to raise."

"Lucifer?" he guessed.

"Aye. She did it to spite you. Only it turned around to bite her in the wings."

 Shay'tan rubbed his brow-ridges. He should have suspected something was amiss when his adversary adopted a Seraphim woman's bastard child. That the child had later turned out to be Shemijaza's biological son had been frustrating enough, but now Lucifer was a Morning Star? And he had gone and given the man a human wife.

Shay'tan's wings drooped.

"I see."

The shadow cat swirled around him, draining a bit of his light, but in the creature's touch he felt something else, sympathy. As the Dark Lord's ability to feel had grown, so had that of his thought forms. 

"You don't see," HE said. "Hashem did an even worse job of safeguarding his charge than you did. Moloch used him to begin rebuilding his Caliphate. If the Morning Star proves incapable of keeping him contained, I have no choice but to destroy everything he touched."

Hashem's empire? Yes!

No. He touched -my- empire as well, and gallivanted off with half my fleet.

Nausea settled into Shay'tan's gullet.

"SHE will never allow that."

"SHE doesn't have a choice. I exist to protect her. But only last year I found out SHE hid Earth and pretended humanity was dead. It makes me wonder, what else has my dear wife hidden from me?"

Shay'tan's voice lilted up with alarm. "You want me to destroy the human homeworld?"

The Dark Lord gestured with frustration at the chess board.

"HER favorite daughter calls that world her home. I sent a champion there to protect the woman, but then SHE taught her Chosen One how to manipulate his memory so he'd fall in love with her!"

Shay'tan stared guiltily down at his clawed hands. He, better than anybody, understood how complicated things could get when a player's judgment became blinded by love. 

"Who is this champion?"

The Dark Lord's expression grew wary.

"He's a mortal creature, damaged enough by tragedy to stumble upon the key to wielding my power."

"A mortal?" Shay'tan flared his wings with surprise. "No mortal has ever wielded your power and lived!"

The Dark Lord picked up the shadow cat which begged for attention and began to stroke it absent-mindedly. 

"Have you ever placed a wager you regret?"

"Yes."

The Dark Lord's expression turned pensive.

"I knew he was searching for his chéad phósadh, but I had no idea the Other One was the key to controlling his power."

The chill of the Nothing rippled down Shay'tan's scales.

"How much void matter can this mortal vessel wield?"

The shadow cat bared his fangs and hissed.

"All of it."

Shay'tan's tail convulsed. Now probably wasn't a good time to tell HIM that Ba'al Zebub had just stolen the planet from him.




Chapter 1
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Ye are of your father the devil, 

And the lusts of your father ye will do. 

He was a murderer from the beginning, 

And abode not in the truth, 

Because there is no truth in him. 

When he speaketh a lie, 

He speaketh of his own: 

For he is a liar, and the father of it.

.

― John 8:44

.

BA'AL ZEBUB

Ba'al Zebub glanced over his shoulder, unable to shake the sensation that something malevolent stalked him from the rear. He scanned the shadows for the source of the prickling which crept from his dorsal ridge all the way down to his tail, flicking his long, forked tongue, but all he could taste was his comrade's infected leg wound.

"Master?" he hissed. "Is it a predator, attracted to Ameen's blood?"

He shut his outer eyelids and listened for the familiar whisper, but ever since their gunship had been shot down, Moloch had grown silent. For four days, he and the wounded guard had evaded the Angelic hunting them from the air, but now a new sensation niggled at his subconscious, warning they were no longer alone.

"Master?" He lowered his dorsal ridge. "It wasn't our fault. Your own peataí told us the Angelic only had primitive weapons." 

A chill shivered across Ba'al Zebub's pebbled green skin. It wasn't like the One True God to ignore his pleas. They'd been so close to locating the Nephilim artifact, but then Moloch played cat-and-mouse with that black-eyed chieftain. Bah! Humans! Why did Moloch insist on playing with his food? 

"Come, Ameen!" He dragged his wounded companion. "We must move further into the desert where the Angelic cannot follow us."

Bloodshot eyes glistened in the moonlight as the feverish guard's tongue darted out to taste the air. 

"Shay'tan is coming!"

Ba'al Zebub barked an ironic laugh.

"Shay'tan has no idea where this planet is. I stole his armada. In six weeks it will arrive to enslave the humans."

The chink of a falling pebble reverberated through the wadi. 

"Who's there?" Ba'al Zebub called.

He gripped his sharp, curved khanjar, but he could sense no humanoid, no stench of the enemy. He cast his eyes skyward, searching for the silhouette of wings against the stars. Was it the Angelic? Or a stalking animal? Only last week, Moloch had brought back the skin of a lion! 

"Master!" His voice warbled. "Deliver us from harm!"

A distant hunger rumbled deep within his psyche. A series of images played seductively into his mind. 

Ba'al Zebub stared down at the guard who'd become injured shielding him with his own body. Guilt panged in his gut as he gathered him into his arms. 

"Ameen," he said. "We had a good run, haven't we, old friend?"

"Yes, my Lord." Ameen shivered from the fever. "I will forever be your most loyal servant."

Ba'al Zebub smoothed the guard's sharp dorsal ridge, a gesture given only by a parent, a lover or a friend.

"The One True God saw your sacrifice. He wishes to make you his."

"Will he heal me?" Ameen's voice warbled. "Will he let me go home to my wives and hatchings?"

Ba'al Zebub made an ironic grimace. Shay'tan would cast both of their hatchlings out into the street and force their wives to marry the lowest street sweeper. The old dragon was an unforgiving bastard who never forgot a grudge.

He fingered his khanjar.

"The One True God has new wives to give you. Every one of them a virgin. Every one of them pure."

"How many?" Ameen's eyes bulged with feverish anticipation. "For serving you faithfully all these years?"

"How many wives would you like?"

Ameen devolved into a fit of coughing, but when he caught his breath he said, "Twice as many as you have."

"You want seventy-two wives?" Ba'al Zebub barked a laugh. "That's even more than Emperor Shay'tan!"

He placed his arm firmly across the wounded lizard's chest, a gesture of comfort, a gesture of restraint.

"Seventy-two virgins will be your reward—" he kissed his most loyal guard's forehead "—for carrying back into this universe the resurrected One True God."

He plunged the khanjar into Ameen's jugular. The guard barked a frantic scream. He kicked and clawed as Ba'al Zebub sawed across his throat, his tail thrashing in a desperate attempt to break the restraint-hold.

Blood spurted onto Ba'al Zebub's clothing, so warm and luscious he shut his eyes to savor the copper taste. A pleasant sensation pooled into his loins. An orgasm rippled through his muscles: ultimate power, the energy of someone else's life-force being taken into his own. 

He reared his head backwards until his eyeballs rolled up into his head. Fire filled his vision as Moloch took shape, not the pathetic white-winged mortal vessel he'd been forced to wear, but a muscular humanoid with enormous golden wings, topped off by a horned head that resembled a charging bull. This was the One True God's true form, the one Ki had deprived him of.

The otherworld shook with Moloch's fury.

"Ut mihi, et liberasti corpus meum vase prodidit atrum luscus spurius!" That black-eyed bastard betrayed me and stole my mortal vessel!

Ba'al Zebub trembled with relief. Moloch wasn't angry at him. His peataí had rejected him, which meant the One True God now needed a left-hand man.

"Tell me how to avenge this insult to your honor?"

The fire grew brighter as Ameen's spirit stretched to escape the pain. Shattered remnants of other souls Moloch had fed upon swirled around the golden beast like flecks of glitter.

"Our Nephilim allies have not yet found the artifact," Moloch said. "But when they do, they need the key to open the gateway between the realms."

"Tell me where I can find this key?"

Moloch's eyes glowed red.

"That black-eyed bastard had it all along! Just before he crossed the threshold into death, I looked into his mind and saw he held it in his hand."

"You think it is still in the Angelic's village?"

"I am certain of it," Moloch said.

Ameen's spirit light severed from his body. Ameen screamed as Moloch grabbed him by the ankle. His bovine maw split into a grimace as he sniffed the guard and sensed his spirit-light was darkened and corrupt.

"Next time," Moloch said, "sacrifice a victim who is pure."

The gateway began to close.

"But the Angelic's village is well guarded!" Ba'al Zebub shouted. "Tell me how to retrieve this key?"

Moloch pointed to a twinkling, yellow star.

"Follow the Scorpion's Heart southeast. There, at sunrise, you will find a hill with a flat rock at its summit. The Uruk chief has gone there to make sacrifice, pleading for the safe return of his youngest son. Tell him Tizqar was captured by Assur."

With a distasteful snort, Moloch shoved Ameen into his mouth. The gateway closed. Now that Moloch was fed, he had no further use for him. 

Ba'al Zebub tasted the air, now able to see, to hear, and to taste far more than he ever had before. After making sacrifice, he always felt more powerful, but this time was different. This time, Moloch had made him a Holy Agent.

Ameen's severed head glistened gruesomely in his claws, his long forked tongue protruding in a silent scream. Ba'al Zebub stared into the now spiritless eyes.

"Thank you, my friend, for serving me faithfully all these years."

He placed the head gently at the top of Ameen's body, wishing fervently he had another victim to sacrifice. But no matter. First he would pry the key out of the Angelic's cold, dead hands, and then he would take it and shove it up Lucifer's tailfeathers.

The shadows moved. Ba'al Zebub reared his sharp dorsal ridge and puffed out his corpulent frame. With his khanjar clutched in his fist, he lumbered towards the darkness he could not see, but a sixth sense whispered, 'here, there is something here…'

He reached into the shadows, determined to find his next victim. Animal? Sentient? It didn't matter. Any life form would make a fitting sacrifice if thoroughly terrorized and tortured. The shadows turned colder. Despite the power which surged through his veins, a disembodied ripple of fear trilled from his dorsal ridge all the way down to the tip of his tail.

"Come, foul lion," he growled. "Try to eat me now, when the One True God has given to me the power to consume your soul!"

Just for a moment, the darkness shifted. Within the shadows he caught a glimpse of an emaciated human girl, her eyes so large and black it seemed as though they possessed no white whatsoever. Whispered words took root inside his mind as the shadows moved to embrace her.

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

Ba'al Zebub reached towards the phantasm to see if it was real.




Chapter 2
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For many years now I, 

A poor soldier, 

Wandered aimlessly around 

The lush valleys of Troy, 

One month following the next, 

Worn out by the passing of time 

With only one frightening prospect

 In mind. That my wandering paths 

Will lead me to Hades, 

The destroyer of all

.

—Sophocles, Ajax

.

MIKHAIL

"Amhrán!" 

I bolt upright, my chest heaving as I reach across the void for the black-winged Seraphim's hand. Instead of flesh, I find the reassuring hilt of my sword. I wield it clumsily at the shadow in the doorway, an enormous lizard wearing a too-small uniform. My wings tremble as a cold sweat makes me shiver, but even as I speak the doomed child's name, her memory fades until all I can remember is a pair of fathomless black eyes. A distant song clashes with something primordial which nips at my subconscious, baying like a hungry animal waiting to be fed.

“It's just a dream, just a dream, just a dream…” 

I sheath my sword before I accidentally hack somebody to pieces.

My dog tag jingles as I pat the covers on my sleeping pallet, vainly searching for my wife among the blankets. No matter how neat the linens when I go to bed, by morning they always roll themselves up into a facsimile of a sleeping woman. It's been five long months since the last time I held Ninsianna, but to my shame, it is not her I dream of each night, but the death-cry of a child I’d been betrothed to as a little boy. 

I shut my eyes and force myself to remember what it felt like to hold the woman I love; her effervescent laughter, her radiant smile, and the way her goddess-kissed golden eyes glistened brighter every time I made her cry out with pleasure. 

Oh, gods! How I crave the touch which makes me forget anything but her!

"Ninsianna, ní féidir liom a bhraitheann tú." I can't feel you. My hand trembles as I caress the blanket, imagining its coarse weave is the warm silk of Ninsianna's skin. It's no use. Even when she was here, I've never been able to feel her unless I held her within my wings. 

I scan the darkness, utterly alone despite the rise and fall of eleven other chests which sleep in fitful injury. The makeshift hospital reeks of fermenting barley-water, poorly washed bodies and the crisp, clean bite of linen bandages boiled in myrrh. The beer almost makes me smile until I remember that, too, has been taken away. 

A familiar voice wafts sleepily across the room.

"Mikhail, are you okay?" 

I press my face into my hands, forcing my voice to remain steady as I answer my mother-in-law's question.

"I'm fine, Mama. It was just another nightmare."

Needa groans, her exhaustion so palpable it causes my wings to droop.

"That's the second one tonight. Would you like me to get up and make you a tea?"

I draw my wings around my torso and ruffle my feathers to fend off a chill that has nothing to do with the early spring temperature. I know which tea she speaks of, the one which makes me sleep without the nightmares. I stretch one wing, eager to drug the memories which lurk in my subconscious back into a stupor. One of my long primary feathers brushes across a sleeping form.

"Hey!" an anonymous voice grumbles.

I jerk my wing up and tuck it tightly against my back. 

"Sorry."

Were we alone, I might take up my mother-in-law's offer if for no reason other than to talk, but I need to wake up if the enemy strikes again. While my battle is done, Needa still wages a war against the injuries and infection which are as formidable an enemy on this primitive planet as the three spaceships which leveled Assur.

"No thank you, Mama. I have an early morning."

Needa's reply is lost to my ears as she turns back into her blanket and allows her exhaustion to carry her back into her dreams. I wait until her breathing resumes a steady, shallow rhythm before I heave myself off the sleeping pallet, holding my wings stiffly so I don't clobber any of the injured. I wince as my head bangs a ceiling rafter. I step carefully, not pausing to hunt for my combat boots or flight jacket. Ever since the lizards blew up our village, I've taken to sleeping fully dressed.

I duck out the low, wooden door and shut it behind me as I step into the pre-dawn chill. Out of habit I inventory my weapons. Empty pulse rifle. Sword. Survival knife. And a new tool, dropped by one of the lizards. 

I slip the night-vision goggles out of my pocket and focus the lenses skyward, searching for a ship. The night of the attack, I could have sworn I'd seen the sleek, white lines of the Alliance flagship, Prince of Tyre, but the only ship in orbit now is a squat, grey Sata'anic battlecruiser. A sense of unreality niggles at my subconscious. The white-winged Angelic of Ninsianna's nightmares couldn't possibly be Lucifer, could it? Why would he do such a thing? And what would the Eternal Emperor's son be doing all the way out here?

The scent of burnt-out houses and lingering stench of death hangs over the village even though we've buried all the dead. A lump claws at my throat as I caress the door-frame of the house which once belonged to my two adoptive grandmothers. If only I had reinforced the wood? Salvaged titanium panels from my crashed ship to make the door impenetrable? Stood there, personally, to defend Yalda and Zhila instead of the rest of the village? 

If… If… If… 

Why am I still alive, while everyone I care about is dead?

The strange key Yalda gave me beckons from my shirt-pocket, the one buttoned over my heart, along with the tiny wooden fetish I once carved for the girl who keeps reaching out of my nightmares. I hold the golden cruciform key up to the moon to examine its six-sided shaft and the eleven-pointed star which makes up the head.

“You must summon your Emperor,” the dying Yalda had whispered. “And take him to the temple at Jebel Mar Elyas. He will know what to do once you bring him there and give him this key. Him, and that other emperor you oppose, the dragon. You must bring them both there, for only if they work together can they bring the Evil One to his knees.”

I slip my fingertips along the deceptively slender chain. What does it mean? Find the temple at Jebel Mar Elyas? And even if I can find this temple, do I want to? Not when every fiber of my being cries out to find my wife?

That peculiar tunnel vision which always precedes a blackout makes the ruined village appear more desolate than it already is. The Cherubim say I must push the memories back into my subconscious, along with the fleeting tidbits which sparkle like fairy dust, bringing with them an inexplicable mix of happiness, grief and rage. 

My chest heaves as I whisper Jingu's admonition. "It is in the past, Nidan Mannuki'ili. You must act as if it never happened."

At times like this it doesn't behoove me to stand still, for only in right action can a man find respite from the ghosts. I walk amongst the burned out houses, focusing on the sound my combat boots make as they scuffle against the compacted dirt. Its mundane things which give me inner peace; hard physical labor, the wind against my face, and the soft, black leather which wraps the hilt of my sword. 

I clench my fist until I can feel the steel which underlays it. The sword always helps me fight the darkness best; the promise it contains that never again will I be that helpless nine-year-old boy.

I wander the streets until I reach a stretch which has been cleared of rubble. Most species depict us with fluffy little wings, but in reality they're bigger than our bodies because Angelics are bred to fight. I unfurl my full twenty-cubit wingspan and listen to the satisfying whoosh as I flap my wings against the inky sky. My axillary muscles ache from yesterday's long, fruitless flight. 

You're still too weak to leave. You'll never survive the journey across the desert. Even if you -did- know which direction to fly.

I drop to the ground to do a thousand pushups, an amount I did easily back when I went through Alliance Basic Training. I will not let my injuries defeat me. I will find out where she is. I will tell the Eternal Emperor we are here.

I push against the ground until my arms tremble, my blood roars in my ears, and sweat pours down my forehead into my eyes. I would do pushups forever if my still-weakened body would let me, but my lingering chest wound forces me to stop at five hundred and twenty-seven. 

Damantia! 

I curse my weakness as I cheat and flap my wings. Just three more pushups! I will do more than yesterday! 

"Five hundred and twenty-eight."

My ruined pectoral muscle screams in pain, a raging fire which pleads for me to let it heal.

"Five hundred and twenty-nine."

My left arm collapses, but I am prepared for this battle I wage every single day. I push up, balanced only on my right arm, and scream a war cry. Me against myself.

"Five hundred and thirty!"

My arm collapses before I can do five hundred and thirty-one, hurtling me face-down into the dirt. I gasp for breath, unable to move until the trembling and pain subside. I curl one wing up so I can roll over onto my back and stare, still panting, up into the stars. 

There is Haven-1. Close to the center of the Milky Way, close to the galactic center. 

I reach up and trace the slender purple belt of stars.

The cool, spring night causes me to shiver as the evaporating sweat carries my body heat away, but this is a different sweat than the nightmare which woke me up, the sweat of accomplishment, the sweat of taking back control. Tomorrow, I will do three more pushups than I did today. And the day after tomorrow, I will do three more than that. I have to keep moving. It's the only way to beat back the demons. 

A sound catches my attention from the burned out house to my right. Wings flared, I roll and come upright, my pulse pistol already drawn. I aim the weapon into the shadows even though it's useless because I've already used up all the charge. 

The shadows move. 

A Tokoloshe glider zips through the air with a high-pitched, whirring cry; fierce, bear-like humanoids clutch to the sleds like crazy pilots. 

Cannibals!!! 

My heart beats so fast I fear it might jump right out of my chest. I crouch in the shadows as the Tokoloshe strap their victims to a feeding pole.

I grab my collar.

"Glicki," I whisper into the microphone-pin. "Call in an air strike."

The first victim shrieks, a bone-jarring, agonizing howl as the Tokoloshe flay off their skin and carve hunks out of living muscle. The cannibals believe they must make their victims suffer, a blood-offering to appease their evil god. The man's shrieks rise to an agonizing crescendo. I feel his screams inside of my muscles, as if his pain is my own.

Oh, gods! The Emperor ordered I am not supposed to interfere! 

"Damantia, Glicki!" I hiss frantically into the pin. "Where's those gunships!"

I slap my hands over my ears, ashamed at my inability to act. The Emperor has forbidden me to interfere.

I cannot act.

I can't … not act. 

I can't let these people suffer like mine did! 

A familiar tunnel closes in around me as a doorway opens to another place, another time, the gateway to a memory I do not want to know! My own saliva turns to ice as a deathly cold settles into my tissues.

My left hand comes down onto the hilt of my sword, a reassuring temptation, a promise of never again.

I slip the safety off my pulse rifle and take aim at the biggest cannibal, so real, so visceral I can taste the victim's bowels let loose as he begs the Tokoloshe priest to kill him. The trigger feels smooth and reassuring beneath my finger. I line up the gunsight and slowly squeeze…

Nothing happens.

A small, red light blinks next to the safety switch, signaling the weapon is out of power. I stare at the pulse pistol, momentarily confused. Why am I carrying a Sata'anic pulse pistol, and not an Alliance one? 

'Oh, gods!' My heart pounds, a warlike drum. 'Not real, not real, not real…' 

The shadows retreat. A small, pale orange form steps out of the rubble with a still-live rat dangling from its mouth. Prescient golden eyes give me an indignant glare as if to say, 'hey, buddy. Don't you know we're on the same side?' 

I rub my eyes, whispering the prayer the Cherubim taught me to cut off my emotions, to stave off the memories, to keep the darkness at bay. It takes far longer than it should for my heart rate to slow down enough to slip the pulse pistol back into its holster.

"Carry on, Private Mouser," I tell the cat with a warbling voice. "Good job."

The cat's tail shoots up in a disdainful hook. It slips back into the shadows, a small, orange furry ghost.

I shiver even though it isn't really all that chilly. Usually when I get a flashback that bad, I retreat into to the Cherubim monastery, but Haven-2 is far beyond my reach. Maybe I should wake up Needa and take her up on that cup of tea?

No. I am acting selfish. It's only boogie-men who haunt my nightmares, not real enemies like the ones we just defeated. Needa lost her daughter because of me. The least I can do is let the poor woman get some rest.

I wander towards the south gate, absent-mindedly fingering the hilt of my sword. The ruined wood has been hastily patched back together, but it remains too weak to withstand an assault by anything except a battalion of song birds. Cheerful yellow torches light up the alley, and on the rooftops, a half dozen sentries perch with spears and bows. 

A man steps out of the shadows, a half cubit shorter than I am, swarthy-complexioned and strong, wearing the three-fringed kilt and shawl of an Elite warrior. Tirdard wears a primitive stone blade tucked into his belt, but beside it sits a Sata'anic sword pillaged from the enemy dead. His hand snaps up in a not-too-shoddy Alliance salute.

"You're up early, Sir. Didn't you just go to bed?"

I give the young warrior a half-salute back, more out of habit than any desire to uphold military decorum at this ungodly hour. 

"Good morning." 

"Not yet!" Tirdard laughs and points at the horizon. "The morning star has not yet risen. It will be three more bêru before the sun rises." 

I let out a groan. That means I've gotten less than two hours of sleep.

"Have the scouts reported in yet?"

"No more signs of the lizards," Tirdard says. "But one of the search parties thought they heard a scream."

"Human? Or animal?"

"They couldn't tell, Sir," Tirdard says. "It was too far off."

"I'll go take a look." My axillary muscles twinge, as if to remind me I've been flying far more hours than I should. "Are all of our sentries accounted for?"

"Everyone except for Dadbeh," Tirdard says. "He's not due back until today."

I cannot help but scowl. Dadbeh refuses to divulge any intelligence about the Sata'anic base until the Tribunal hears what his prisoner has to say. Despite my best efforts to discreetly stalk him from the air, he disappeared into the endless network of wadi canyons.

"Send a patrol south to escort him back to the village. As soon as he's securely onto Ubaid lands, he'll likely move back to the road."

"It's already been done, Sir."

"On whose orders?"

"Siamek's," Tirdard says. "Firouz woke him up."

I suppress a sense of annoyance. Needa threatened to castrate the next person who rouses me from my sleep. Not that I'm getting any. Sleep. The minute I nod off, the nightmares begin again.

"Siamek needs rest more than I do." I gesture an imaginary sword wound from my shoulder all the way down to my hip-bone. "Next time, come and wake me, not him." 

I bid the sentries farewell and make my way down to the lowest part of the village, to the place where a white-winged Angelic flew in to pick up a body. I dig my combat boot into the large, dark stain where somebody obviously bled out. Some of the villagers swear the dead man was Jamin.

I stare at the remains of the mud-brick houses which, once upon a time, made up part of Assur's outer wall. The Sata'anic gunship crashed through four of them on its way down into the river. All that remains is a gaping riverfront view.

I fish the binoculars out of my pocket and thumb the knob to night vision. Here, the village remains vulnerable. I warned Chief Kiyan the lizards have equipment to swim underwater or rappel right up a cliff, but the Assurians can't conceive of such things until they see them for themselves.

The infra-red plays tricks with the shadows, reminding me of all the times the lizards have scaled such a cliff. The longer I stare into the darkness, the more visceral and real those past events become, until I can almost hear the lizards hiss as they rappel their enormous bodies up the rope. Only this time, I can tell the memory belongs firmly in the past. 

I will get no more sleep tonight, so I might as well fly patrol.

I tuck my wings against my back so they will not catch the wind, cast my body off the cliff and relish the sensation of falling.




Chapter 3
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Om Dum Durgayei Namaha

.

—Prayer to Durga 
for Protection

.

GITA

Her heart pounded like a herd of running gazelles as the fat lizard's clawed hand brushed against Gita's skin.

'I'm invisible, I'm invisible, I'm invisible!' she prayed. 

Pain stabbed into her flesh as the lizard grabbed her shoulder and began to dig at the crevasse like a dog. Gita swallowed her cry of terror as the creature gnashed its fangs mere ubānu from her cheek, spraying her eyelids with saliva as it flicked its forked tongue along her skin. 

Mother! Please!

She imagined her flesh was the same consistency as the rocks. Cold. Hard. Unyielding. She sagged into the earth, as heavy as a scrawny nineteen summer girl could make her body, and did not cry out, not even when the lizard dug its claws into her breast.

"Ubi est?" the lizard hissed. 

Its eyes glowed fiery red as it stared into the shadows as if it could see her, but then it reached into the shadow next to her and began to dig furiously in that crevasse, instead.

Gita held her breath, too terrified to breathe. Quiet, please? She forced her heartrate to slow. Blood seeped out of her shoulder. She prayed he would not smell it.

I'm invisible. I'm invisible. I am nothing but a rock.

The lizard shook its fist into the next three shadows and roared, but then it lumbered back to the lizard it had killed and made a mocking gesture from its forehead to its snout and its chest. It crawled out of the wadi canyon and continued on its way.

Gita collapsed and vomited up the contents of her stomach.

"Thank you, thank you, thank you Great Mother!" she babbled in between dry heaves.

She waited until she was certain the lizard wasn't coming back, and then crept out of the crevasse to check the other lizard's body. Whatever falling out had happened between the two, neither she, nor the dead lizard, had seen it coming.

She poured a few drops of water over the lizard's severed head.

"May Ki grant you rest," she prayed softly. 

She closed the lizard's bulging, lifeless eyes. Why had she done something so stupid as follow the lizards?

Because the fat one kept praying in the high-language of the Temple of Ki. Something about Ninsianna? Something about her child?

She splayed her hand protectively over her womb. How many turns of the moon had it been since she'd offered the Great Goddess her life in exchange for Mikhail's? 

She closed her eyes and focused on her breathing.

"Great Mother," she prayed. "If I bring back Ninsianna, will Mikhail forgive me?"

A tear streamed down her cheek. Mikhail would never forgive her. She had stolen the one thing he would never willingly give. She had stolen from him a child.

The click-click-click of a bat drew her attention upward. 

"Hello, little friend. Have you come to eat the mosquitos?"

It wheeled back and forth, catching insects drawn to the dead lizard's blood. The scent of anise-oil, cedar-wood and parsley wafted around her. Gita looked down into a pair of transparent, brown eyes.

"Shahla?" she startled.

The ghost gave her a lopsided grin. On her hip, the baby she'd miscarried appeared curly-haired, chubby and healthy, except for the fact they both carried an ethereal glow.

"I thought you'd passed into the Dreamtime?"

Shahla pointed north-east. Tears welled in her eyes.

"Immanu is still blocking you?"

Shahla nodded. She pointed south, in the direction the fat lizard had gone. Despite her attempts to speak, all Gita could hear was the wind.

"It's even more frustrating talking to you now than when you were still alive," Gita grumbled.

Shahla's expression turned apologetic. She tugged at Gita's arm. Her flesh tingled, though not in an unpleasant way.

"You want me to follow him?"

Yes. Shahla stepped in the direction the lizard had gone and beckoned.

"Why?" 

Shahla moved her hands to create the outline of a curvaceous woman. 

"Ninsianna?"

Yes. Shahla pointed to where Gita had her hand splayed across her womb. She made a bird-like gesture, her thumbs pressed together to make a body, with the other eight fingers to create wings. She pointed at Gita's womb and smiled, and then clutched her hands to her heart.

"He'll just do what Jamin did to you."

Shahla shook her head 'no.'

"You think he'll acknowledge the child?"

Yes.

Tears welled in Gita's eyes. Oh! How she wanted him to love her! 

"I tricked him. Mikhail will hate me."

No.

"Do you think he might forgive me if I explain?"

Shahla held up one finger and then pointed at Gita's chest.

"I don't understand."

One finger. First? Shahla jabbed harder this time, pushing her incorporeal hand right into Gita's heart. 

Gita gasped.

"You just want me to find Ninsianna so Immanu will stop doing black magic!" She'd learned the hard way that while Shahla watched out for her, her friend usually had an ulterior motive. 

Yes. And no. Shahla touched Gita's sparse, black hair. Every time Gita's father had beaten her into a bloody mess, Shahla would brush her hair and promise tomorrow would be better.

She watched the ghost-baby tug at her mother's breast. She could feel Immanu's malevolent will, following her, cursing her, condemning her to wander the desert, the same fate as Shahla. What if his black magic condemned her unborn baby as well?

Mikhail's baby?

When she'd made love to him, she'd peered into the heavens and seen a magnificent tree whose leaves were made of stars. She could still hear the song, the one she'd sung to heal him. 

Her vision grew blurry as she clamped her hand over her mouth. She would do anything to meet him beneath that Eternal Tree and sing, once again, the Song of Creation. Only this time, she would sing it as herself. Not disguised as her vain, beautiful cousin!

She jabbed a finger at Shahla's incorporeal face.

"This has to be the stupidest thing I've ever done!" 

She gathered up her meager belongings and took off across the desert in the direction the fat lizard had gone. 




Chapter 4
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“When devils will the blackest sins put on

They do suggest at first with heavenly shows”

.

― William Shakespeare

.

BA'AL ZEBUB

Ba'al Zebub hurried across the desert like a hyena on the hunt, filled with the strength of the One True God's holy fire. He could see each creature which scurried through the night by the glow of their spirit light and tantalizing scent of their emotions. 

He spied a bonfire burning upon a hill, brilliant orange against the distant, inky heavens. His body tingled as he sensed that there, upon the high places, the Uruk worshipped the One True God. He reached the periphery, shielded from view by a cluster of jagged rocks. Through the flames, a man stood in front of a large, flat stone altar. 

'That is Chief Ditanu,' Moloch whispered. 'His son Tizqar went missing while raiding the local caravans.' 

The Uruk chief was tall and well-muscled, bedecked in gold and an elaborate, many-fringed kilt. At his back, two battle-scarred men wrestled a ram up to the top of the hill while a fourth man wearing the elaborate raiment of a priest chanted a plea to the gods. At the bottom of the hill, a rough-looking group of mercenaries worked themselves into a war-frenzy. 

The sky turned pink, and then it turned fiery red. The two burly men heaved the ram up onto the stone table and held it down. The priest chanted louder. The Uruk chief raised a stone dagger above his head

"Great god," he shouted. "Give me back my son?"

His face twisted into a mask of anguish as he plunged his stone blade downward. The ram gave a frantic bleat. The shouted, "Great God! Hear our prayers!"

Coppery and sweet, fresh blood burst into the air as the chief severed the animal's jugular. Ba'al Zebub basked in the energy cast off by the creature's terror, but its death was too merciful, too clean, too quick. The fools didn't understand it wasn't just the number of victims sacrificed, but the quality of suffering to tenderize the meal.

He stepped out from behind the rock to approach the chief.

'Pass straight through the fire,' Moloch whispered.

"But Master, I will be burned!"

'Have faith…'

A slender trickle of power tingled into his body. Entire universes passed before his eyes. 

Ba'al Zebub stepped into the raging inferno just as the first golden ray of sunlight shot above the horizon. The flames whirled harmlessly in a vortex. A pillar of flame reached upward towards the sky. The common root-tongue of all languages spilled into his mind as Ba'al Zebub raised his arms into a victory 'V", crowned king of the fire by the God of Fire himself.

"Ditanu, son of Sin-Sumilisar," Ba'al Zebub shouted in fluent Uruk. "The One True God has sent me to answer your prayers."

The bloody knife fell out of the Uruk chief's hand. 

"Great god be praised!" 

The flames parted. Ba'al Zebub stepped out of the fire, naked except for the smoke which steamed off of his skin and tail. The men who surrounded the altar threw themselves to the ground. 

"Give me your kilt and shawl." Ba'al Zebub told the Uruk priest. 

The priest gaped.

"Do it!" the Uruk chief ordered from the dirt.

The priest's eyes rounded like an owl's, as though he had not expected his ceremony to do anything, and stripped off his elaborately beaded sheepskin kilt. His hands trembled as he handed it to Ba'al Zebub. 

It was a fine fringed kilt, with the long fur parted and twisted into tiny ringlets, each one decorated with a gold or lapis bead. It felt warm and sensual as he wrapped it around his loins. He took the priest's golden wristbands, his necklace made of lapis and his staff. But he let the priest keep his elaborate, feathered headdress. Nature had already crowned him with a magnificent chartreuse dorsal ridge.

Ba'al Zebub held up his clawed hand. "The One True God thanks you for your devotion." 

He turned to Chief Ditanu, who kneeled at his feet. 

"Arise, Ditanu, son of Sin-Sumilisar." 

One of the two strong-men helped the chief back onto his feet.

"Please? Tell me?" Ditanu's voice warbled. "Who kidnapped my son?"

Ba'al Zebub jabbed a clawed finger towards the north.

"Your son has been taken captive by the Assurians."

"But the Ubaid and the Uruk have been at peace for over a decade. Why would they provoke us now? And on our very own lands?"

Ba'al Zebub made a sweeping gesture towards the mercenaries who milled in the background. Moloch whispered information. Amongst their midst were men Jamin had hired to raid the Assurian village. 

"The Assurian chief, Kiyan, seeks to absolve his son. He intends to blame you for his son's betrayal."

"But Kiyan banished his own son!" Chief Ditanu said. "Jamin came here, but we could not give him shelter."

He pointed at a tall man, neither Uruk nor a desert-dweller, dressed in a fine linen robe which rivaled even the chief's. Ba'al Zebub's snout curved up in a grin. The Uruk chief had not given Jamin shelter because his own wealth was dependent upon the good will of a sponsor.

"Laum, son of Shalisgar." Ba'al Zebub gestured towards the linen-merchant whose trade network spread between seven tribes. "The One True God has sent me to answer your prayer for justice, as well."

The man stepped forward with the pragmatic deliberation of one well-versed in the school of intrigue.

"What do you know of my daughter?" Laum asked.

Ba'al Zebub suppressed a grin. He hadn't said anything about Laum's daughter, Shahla. The one who had caused the peataí's downfall. He forced his expression to appear sympathetic. 

"I bound her hand in marriage myself to her immortal husband," Ba'al Zebub said softly. "He sent me to tell you he found great joy in her arms. She was murdered by the same knaves who took Ditanu's son!"

Laum's eyes glittered bright against the rising sun.

"She appears to me, daily holding her dead baby. But I cannot hear her! All I see is the recrimination in her eyes!"

"Immanu, son-of-Lugalbanda, blocks her spirit from entering the Dreamtime. Unless you help her, she will haunt the desert forever."

He felt the pang of hunger which rumbled in Moloch's stomach, along with a bitter laugh. Shahla, unfaithful Shahla, whose heartfelt desire had been to get back the baby she had lost. She must have realized the danger to her child's spirit at the moment of her death, for she hid from Moloch now, and the accursed shaman blocked her escape into the Dreamtime. If Moloch got his hands on the unfaithful wraith and her child, making love to her was the last thing on his mind.

"But what of Tizqar?" The Uruk chief grabbed his arm. "How will I get back my son?"

Ba'al Zebub placed his hand on the man's shoulder. "We will get him back. But first, the One True God demands a demonstration of your faith."

"Faith?" Chief Ditanu gestured to the corpses of the sacrificed rams. "I just slaughtered half my herd. If he wants the other half, I will gladly send my men back to fetch them!"

"Ahh! Nothing so drastic. The One True God says you are burdened by the actions of a spy."

"Who?"

Ba'al Zebub lumbered towards the mercenaries, relishing the way they fell back which each thundering step. A gawky mercenary argued with a burly one who wore the same brown woven robe, but the skinny man's belt was green, while the other's was green with the scarlet stripe of an eldest son. 

"Bring those two men," Ba'al Zebub said, "but do not alarm them. It pleases our god if they come willingly."

The Uruk strong-men brought the Halifians to stand before the fire.

'The older brother wishes to become shaykh of his tribe,' Moloch whispered, 'but younger brother supports the father, leaving the remaining brothers conflicted. When they go into battle to fight whoever kidnapped the Uruk chief's son, the older one intends to kill his younger brother and blame it on the enemy.'

Ba'al Zebub switched languages into fluent Halifian. 

"You are familiar with my species, yes?"

"You have visited our tent-group many times," the older brother spoke.

"What is your name?"

"I am Zahid, and this is my brother, Lubaid. We are sons of Shaykh Marwan of the bādiyat ash-shām."

"I have never visited your tents," Ba'al Zebub said, "but perhaps my men have? Why were they at your tent-group, and when?"

The older brother radiated pheromones of anger, but his expression remained cool, his regard for his brother forced. 

"The Assurian, Jamin brought them," Zahid said. "He came to visit our half-sister."

Ba'al Zebub's head jerked with a birdlike, almost alien motion as the One True God try to claw his way into his nervous system. Was it anger? No. Jealousy. But his DNA was too impure to serve as a mortal vessel for such a powerful god as Lucifer had done.

 "And when was the last time you saw this Jamin?" 

"He was at our tent-group less than a fortnight past," the younger brother said, oblivious to the dangerous undercurrents. "With our Sata'anic friends, Private Katlego and Sergeant Dahaka. He is betrothed to take the hand of my sister."

Ba'al Zebub's dorsal ridge reared with surprise. The peataí? Betrothed? He'd been under the impression the peataí was hung up on the Angelic's wife, but obviously not if he'd been seeing another female? He calculated the timeline. Two weeks ago would have been just before him and Moloch, wearing Lucifer's body, had returned from the Monoceros Ring. 

Had it really only been four days since Jamin had stolen Lucifer from right underneath Moloch's nose? It felt as though he'd been wandering this accursed wilderness for months.

"What is your sister's name?"

"Aturdokht."

The older brother elbowed his younger brother in the ribs.

"What do you want with Jamin?" Zahid's voice filled with anger. "Does this have anything to do with the fire which rained down from the heavens over Assur?"

Ba'al Zebub turned towards Chief Ditanu and the linen-trader, Laum. These men would stand together, while the mercenaries would follow whoever had the largest purse.

"Ditanu of Akshak," Ba'al Zebub said. "The events which resulted in Tizqar's kidnapping all originate from a single act to dishonor Laum's daughter."

"What does Shahla have to do with my son?" Chief Ditanu asked.

Ba'al Zebub grabbed the skinny Halifian man by the throat. His feet dangled in the air as he lifted Lubaid face-to-snout. 

"Tizqar was taken because he bragged Shahla's baby was fathered by Qishtea of Nineveh, not Jamin!"

Lubaid's eyeballs bulged out of his head. A trickle of urine filled the air with its stench.

"But Jamin believes the winged demon fathered Shahla's child," Chief Ditanu said.

"Jamin is a traitor! He sold out his own people, and then he sold out you who gave him shelter, and then he sold out my own good men, resulting in their capture!"

Laum's eyes darted to the side, but he did not contradict Ba'al Zebub about the baby's parentage. So? It was true?

"Can you prove this accusation?" Laum said to Ba'al Zebub.

"Look in Lubaid's belt. You will find proof this man conspired with the Nineveh chief to make the problem go away."

"Do it!" Chief Ditanu ordered.

The Uruk priest pulled a stone blade out of Lubaid's belt, knapped from the finest black obsidian with a stag horn handle inlaid with gold and lapis, the symbol of Nineveh's ruling family. Chief Ditanu gestured to his two guards. Without a word, they grabbed Zahid and kicked the back of his knees to shove him to the ground. Behind them, the other Halifians shouted, but not one moved to help their compatriots.

"I had no knowledge of these doings!" Zahid said. "Everybody knows I implored my father not to give Jamin my sister's hand, but my father has grown old and foolish! He cares more for a woman than he does for the well-being of our tribe!"

Laum, the linen trader, stood in front of the Halifian chieftain. He took the stone blade and tapped it upon his palm.

"On many occasions I have hired your services to take out a competitor," Laum said. "And now I find not only did you consort with the man responsible for my daughter's death, but you came here tonight, knowing full well who took Chief Ditanu's son?"

"I know nothing of Tizqar's kidnapping," Zahid said. "It is Lubaid and our half-brother Nusrat who are friendly with Jamin. Their friendship has alienated our tent-group from the rest of the tribe."

Ba'al Zebub fingered the ropy muscle in Lubaid's neck. The hunger grew stronger, more urgent, more bloodthirsty. 'Feed me,' Moloch whispered. Trills of power rippled through Ba'al Zebub's muscles. 

He threw Lubaid to the ground, almost unconscious from lack of air, and stepped in front of the older brother. 

"The One True God proposes a test of devotion. You can prove your innocence by carrying out the death sentence." He slid a claw up to the corner of Zahid's eye. "So tell me? Are you willing? Are you willing to prove your allegiance to the One True God?"

Zahid swallowed.

"Yes. I am willing."

Ba'al Zebub bent closer.

"I know," he spoke softly in perfect Halifian. "The One True God sent me here to answer your prayers as well. Kill anyone who opposes you, and then bring your half-sister to me, alive."

Zahid's eyes glittered. "Yes." 

Ba'al Zebub pulled Zahid back to standing, forearm to forearm, two Agents of Moloch. He waited until the man stopped trembling before he pressed Qishtea of Nineveh's knife into his hand.

"Every good leader knows the penalty for treason. Now carry out the sentence."

Lubaid reached towards his brother. "Zahid! We are kin!"

Zahid grabbed his brother by the hair. 

"We are not kin! Every night I listen to my mother weep because our father prefers to spend the night in your mother's tent!"

Lubaid screamed as Zahid pressed the knife against his throat.

"A quick death is too good for putting our honor in question!"

He dug the stone blade underneath the skin, avoiding the jugular which would give his brother the mercy of a quick death. Ba'al Zebub grew ecstatic as Lubaid's screams grew to a frantic, high pitched crescendo. His dick grew hard as power pulsated through his body.

Zahid tore the head off the still-twitching body. He kneeled before Chief Ditanu and held out his brother's severed head.

"May you place this in the most despicable place you can think of and spit upon it every day."

Chief Ditanu did not take it. "Throw it out into the desert for the hyenas to feed upon."

A pillar of flame rose out of the bonfire. The mercenaries' teeth reflected hungrily against the fire like hyenas devouring a meal. 

"Ba'al Zebub!"

"Ba'al Zebub!"

Power surged through Ba'al Zebub's body, giving him the strength of a dozen lizards.

"Swear it!" Ba'al Zebub grabbed the severed head and held it up. "Swear you are willing to slaughter every man, woman and child in Assur!"

Arms of fire beckoned to the mercenaries. The Uruk chief and his men threw themselves to their knees and pressed their foreheads into the ground. The mercenaries' eyes glittered like rabid jackals. 

"Molechu Akhbar!" they all shouted. "Great god, we are willing."

Ba'al Zebub basked in the heat of the fire which did not burn. All his life he had wallowed in the shadow of the dragon, but now he was the dragon, the One True God's holy Agent.

He turned to face the enormous shape which reached up out of the fire, trying to punch through to this world, but without a genetically compatible mortal vessel, Moloch had to rely upon him.

"Soon, my lord." Ba'al Zebub's voice reverberated in the ancient language of the gods. "Soon, we shall find the key and unlock the gateway at Jebel Mar Elyas."

Lubaid's shattered spirit-light swirled around the flames like billions of tiny silver sparks, trying to escape the vortex. On the opposite side of the fire, a dark shape detached itself from one of the rocks. 

There! 

Ba'al Zebub grabbed his khanjar out of his belt. This time he would eliminate whatever vermin kept fluttering at the edge of his sight. He lunged straight through the bonfire, right through the outstretched arms of his god. 

He could see the shadow. He could hear it. 

Click. Click. Click. Click.

Something flew into his face.

With a shriek, Ba'al Zebub clawed at his eyes. The bat fluttered away before he had a chance to grip it. It chased after the shattered life-spark fragments which swirled around the fire.
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You mustn't think of these people

As just some sort of unfortunates…

They are not — they are one of you. 

I saw a major general, one of the 

Finest athletes of his time, 

Definitely break — break because he could 

No longer sustain the agonies of combat. 

.

—General Dwight D. Eisenhower

.

MIKHAIL

The village where Ninsianna was born rises triumphantly above the river on a rocky hill, making it unapproachable on two sides. Scores of workmen bustle around the shattered gate like a hive of ants, doing their best to repair the place where an Alliance Devil Cruiser blasted it down. A brown-skinned carpenter wielding a wooden mallet orchestrates their movement like the conductor of a Havenly orchestra. Despite his advanced years and some painful swelling in his joints, old Behnam still moves with the agility and grace of a warrior.

"Mikhail!" Behnam holds up his mallet in a salute. 

I bank my wings to hover over the oldest man in the village. 

"Ho! Behnam!" I shout down. "I see you have made some progress?"

"It will hold, for now." Behnam's expression turns grim. "But it will protect little if another sky canoe comes at us from the air." 

"Until Shay'tan sends them more power cores," I say, "they will have to come at us on foot."

From Behnam's puzzled expression, I realize I must have said that last statement in Galactic Standard. Rather than translate a lengthy technological concept that involves a supply chain that runs halfway across the galaxy, I say:

"They're low on magic. They won't send another sky canoe until their god gives them some more."

"Ahh!" Behnam grins, exposing his toothless gums. "Well in that case, I will build it big and strong."

I fly above the streets where a river of humanity moves towards the Temple; the elderly, the wounded, and people whose homes have been destroyed. Most wear that perplexed look that all war zone victims have; dirty, hopeless and disheveled. I've seen countless refugees, ranging from small villages to the populations of entire solar systems, but this is the first time I've ever viewed the refugees as mine.

An arm shoots up before I can talk myself out of landing. 

"Mikhail! Mikhail!" A teenage girl jumps up and down like an eager little yippy dog. "Over here!"

My mood lifts at the sight of my fairy general, for Pareesa means fairy, and she has the impish nature that implies. She is a tall, slender girl, thirteen summers old, with a pale olive complexion, hazelnut brown hair, and mahogany eyes that are often filled with mischief. She wears her shawl-dress belted high like a man's kilt, and strapped to her waist is a deadly Sata'anic sword. 

The villagers part to give me space to land. I settle down into the crowded square in a flurry of black-brown feathers. The villagers abandon the bread-line and surge forward to crowd around me.

"Mikhail! Mikhail!"

Panic flutters in my chest as I stumble backwards. Hands reach to touch my wings, as though my mere presence can grant them strength and healing. A lifetime of training causes me to scan for enemies. This one looks angry. That one is tall enough to be a threat. An old woman rushes towards me, her hand upraised.

Ninsianna crouches beside the bonfire in her scarlet cape. The lizards rush at her. She throws herself into my arms and raises her hand. 

"I'm sorry."

Pain radiates into my chest. I look down, perplexed, at the knife sticking out of my heart.

I clutch my chest wound, desperate to deflect the fatal blow. 

The old woman laughs and shakes her wooden spoon at me. "Hey, Mikhail! Have you tried the stew yet?"

The memory evaporates, leaving me standing before a harmless old woman. She turns, oblivious to how close I just came to killing her.

I clutch my arms to my chest, my heart pounding. 

Oh, gods!

Cold sweat erupts onto my brow as my damaged left lung heaves like a Centauri stallion that just run a marathon through a minefield.

Not real, not real, not real, not real…

I flap my wings to force them to give me room. 

An eager bundle of teenage energy catapults herself onto my chest. She wraps her arms around my waist and gives me a ribcage-crushing hug. I step backwards, my dark feathers rustling with alarm.

"Mikhail! Guess what?" Pareesa's eyes sparkle with excitement. "Needa says my Mama's going to live!" 

I stand there, awkward, stiff and unyielding. My heart pounds until Pareesa pushes me away. That strange sensation of 'but from you, I don't mind so very much' wars with my overwhelming claustrophobia. 

"That's good news." I force myself to feign calm. "Will she also regain use of her arm?"

Pareesa's youthful features war between hope and anger. 

"They're not sure. Needa says no, but Doctor Peyman said a Sata'anic surgeon could reconnect the, uhm, the uhm, messengers?"

It takes a moment to translate the crude explanation from Ubaid into a Galactic Standard medical diagnosis. 

"The néarchóras," I correct her. The Ubaid have no word for nervous system. The Sata'anic physician is a godsend, but with each life he saves, he dispenses propaganda about the benefits of Sata'anic Rule.

A voice floats across the square, calling Pareesa's name. We both glance at her tall, glum father who just passed through the line, carrying bowls full of food, surrounded by his children.

"I've got to go." Pareesa scrunches up her face. "Papa said it's my turn to help him babysit." 

She might as well have said 'Papa said I have to poke out my own eyeballs and eat sheep dung' for all her enthusiasm to care for her six younger siblings. I suspect that's why she began warrior training in the first place. To get out of doing just that task.

"Will you be able to lead the training tonight?" I ask.

"I'll tell Papa I have to break away!" She gives me a breathtaking grin. "I want them to be ready to join the Emperor's armies."

She turns, oblivious to my inner turmoil, already off to conquer the next great thing. "Bye!" She skips off with girlish enthusiasm, her sword thwapping against her thigh, the most unlikely, and deadliest, soldier I have ever trained. 

I step forward. Something goes crunch beneath my boots.

"Ouch!" 

Dark eyes stare up from a small, heart-shaped face. 

The village fades, leaving me standing in a lush field filled with vines. I -feel- her laughing as I reach into the shadows. My eyes tell me they are empty, but my heart knows Amhrán hides here. 

"I see you," I say, even though that's technically not true.

The grape-leaves move. The delicious perfume of ripening grapes wafts around her, masking her scent from detection.

"How do you always find me?" 

"I don't know. I just do."

She rustles the leaves out of her raven-black wings, plumage which is anomalous even amongst the dark-winged Seraphim. She is like a doll; a pale, slender child with prescient, too-large ebony eyes, devoid of any white. In them swirls a fathomless hunger. 

"Someday," she says, "I shall hide so well you will never find me."

"Just you try!" I laugh at her. "I am up on all your tricks!"

A small, shy smile softens her expression. She slips her hand trustingly into mine.

"Come on!" She yanks me deeper into the vineyard. "Let's go hide again."

All of a sudden, Amhrán grows very short. Mahogany brown eyes stare up at me.

"Well?"

My mind whirls at the sudden shift of height. The vineyard disappears, leaving me standing in the middle of a crowd.

"Wh— what?"

"When are you going to take me for that ride?"

I look around frantically, searching for Amhrán. The grapes, the orchard, the verdant fields have all disappeared, leaving me staring down at Pareesa's little sister, Zakriti.

"I— ahh, um…"

"You promised!" Zakriti jabs an index finger towards my belly. The five-summer-old copy of Pareesa is barely tall enough to reach my hips.

"I, uh, your father said…"

Zakriti holds up her basket, the one where she keeps her unusual pets. "You promised if I helped you, you would take me for a ride!"

A sense of vertigo makes me feel as if I have been thrown into a high-speed blender, the kind Mantoid bartenders use to whip their precious liquor into a froth. All around me mill dispirited, wounded people. They bump against me, patting and fondling my wings even though I've told them how much I hate it.

"I am busy!" I snap at her. "And your father told me no!"

Zakriti's lip trembles, her eyes fill with tears. And then her brown eyes flash with anger.

"You're MEAN!!!"

She shoves the basket into my hands and stomps away, a small, brown-haired ball of fury whose temper even Pareesa fears. When she reaches her next two older brothers, she points back at me and whispers something in their ears. As a single unit, all three children cross their arms and turn their backs on me.

I stare at the basket, uncertain whether I should open it or chuck it into the nearest black hole. Where Pareesa is a natural at all things involving weapons, her little sister Zakriti can charm the most venomous creature into letting her play with it as though it is a kitten. I hold the basket as far away from my body as I can and cautiously lift the lid, determined that, this time, I won't squeal like a little girl. When nothing happens, I crane my neck to see what nasty creature Zakriti brought to watch me jump.

Lumpy clay beads sit strung on a piece of rawhide. I lift them out of the basket, a small gift made by little hands. Into each bead has been pressed one of the Cherubim prayer-symbols I've been teaching Pareesa, a copy of a copy by a child who can't actually read them.

That aching emptiness crawls inside my throat. I search for Zakriti to thank her, but Pareesa's family has already disappeared. I wrap it twice around my wrist and knot the rawhide with a triple knot. The next time I see her, I owe Zakriti an apology. 

I take my place in the temple food line, forcing myself not to snap when two children start tugging on my wings, poking me, prodding me, patting me as though I am a dog. A sense of agitation presses in until the urge to fly away becomes so strong I want to scream. Were I not starving from missing breakfast, I'd just skip lunch, but I need to build up my strength so I can search for Ninsianna. I still weigh far less than I did before I got stabbed. 

I stare up at the clay statue of a curvaceous woman that has been lovingly placed into an alcove. In many ways, She-who-is reminds me of Ninsianna. Same voluptuous figure. Same ample bosom. The same enigmatic smile, as if she knows a secret and it amuses her.

"I don't suppose you'll give me better directions to the Sata'anic base than just go northwest?" I meet the statue's empty eye sockets. "Some accurate intelligence? And maybe a friendly guide?"

No. Of course not. To HER, I am just as expendable as Shay'tan's skull-crackers. How am I supposed to protect her Chosen One when SHE disdains everything I stand for?

Beneath the statue, my mother-in-law has set up a healing station. It reminds me of an Alliance triage ward as she grabs the injured out of line to scold them about the need to change their bandages. Needa makes eye contact and immediately frowns. 

"You forgot to milk the goat!" Her unibrow pinches into a scowl. "The poor thing broke out of her pen and came to me, bleating in pain."

"I'm sorry, Mama." Guilt grips my gut. "The sentries said they heard a scream, so I flew out into the desert on patrol." 

Needa gives me a wan, tired grimace. In her eyes is a silent recrimination. When, son, will you bring back my daughter? She gestures at the young woman who stands next to her wrapping a linen bandage around an old man's leg, a sought-after beauty whose belly swells ripe with child.

"Yadiditum milked her."

The pretty brunette looks up from her ministrations and smiles, a ray of sunshine amongst the miserable patients. A handsome young man sneaks up behind her, his hair still tussled from a recent nap, and places his hands over her eyes.

"Guess who?" Tirdard whispers affectionately in her ear.

Yadiditum's lips curve up into a smile.

"A mušḫuššu?" Yadiditum names a mythological beast that is part eagle, part lion and part goat.

"I am not!" 

"Well you sure smell like it!" Yadiditum laughs.

"Hey! I just woke up from pulling sentry duty through the night!" Tirdard places his hand possessively over her belly and pulls her in to plant a kiss. 

Yadiditum giggles. I try not to stare at the burgeoning testament of their love. She and Tirdard got married at the autumn Akitu festival. In her belly grows a reminder of what I have lost, for she and Ninsianna were always the best of friends.

My fists clench until I force the errant emotion down. I should have milked my own goat this morning, damantia! Not let the task fall to a pregnant woman.

"Thank you." 

"It's okay." She gives me a mischievous eyebrow. "Needa let me take your half the milk."

Tirdard whispers something that turns his wife's cheeks the color of a pomegranate. With my Angelic hearing I catch a reference about milking that has nothing to do with goats and milk buckets.

A young mother behind me pokes the back of my wing. On either side of her stand two hungry-looking children, their clothing torn, and one of them has his arm immobilized in a sling. 

I bid my mother-in-law farewell and move forward to give my report to the Chief.

Chief Kiyan is a handsome man, with grey at his temples and increasingly through his beard. He carries himself with the strength and agility of a warrior, but there is something else about him which compels one to obey. While it's beneath his stature to ladle out food, he greets every villager personally to remind them this meal is a gift from him.

"Ahh, Mikhail!" Chief Kiyan grabs my hand in an awkward Alliance handshake. "Did you find the source of the scream?"

"I found nothing, Sir." 

"What about Dadbeh? Did he meet up with the escort" 

"Yes," I say curtly. "But I didn't land to chat."

He already knows my feelings on the subject. I voiced them, vehemently, when he announced this farce of a trial. The last thing this village needs is to invite retaliation from the Uruk, especially over the innocence of the 'soith' who stabbed me! He no doubt hopes, by exonerating Shahla, it will also exonerate his own traitor of a son!

I snort. -If- the bastard still lives. 

The cross old woman who stands next to him shoves a bowl full of stew into my scowling hands. Chief Kiyan's housekeeper is a cantankerous old widow, rendered homeless when Jamin burned down his house. She points at the basket full of flatbread whose scent has kept me salivating. 

"You. Eat! You're nothing but bones and feathers."

I take a piece, still warm from the oven, rip off a hunk and shove it into my mouth. A taste reminiscent of Haven seeps across my tongue as the crackling outer husk dissolves into soft, spongy goodness. Ever since Yalda and Zhila were killed, the housekeeper has taken it upon herself to keep me supplied with bread which is a good thing, because otherwise I would probably forget to eat at all.

"Thffffank youffff," I mumble.

The cook smiles, softening her dour expression. She shoves a second loaf into my hand. Each refugee is supposed to get only one, but she announced because I am still too thin, that I will get two, and anybody who doesn't agree can take the matter up with the Chief. 

Balancing my stew precariously so it does not spill, I hop-flap onto the Temple roof and plop down onto a stool placed at the corner. Up here I can keep watch over the village without feeling overwhelmed by humanity's chaos.

I bend the flat bread to scoop up the stew of carrots, lentils and chickpeas, flavored with flesh from a stringy old he-goat, some onions, some greens, and something oily I suspect is crocodile. The food settles into my stomach, radiating warmth. 

I finger the clay beads Zakriti gave me, silently reciting the Cherubim prayer-meditations each pressed-in symbol represents. Right action. Always tell the truth. Save ten good men for every life you take. Little by little the tension fades, chased away by the prayers in the beads.

In the square below, an injured old man limps painfully towards the bread line. Two youngsters get up and take him by the elbow. A teenage girl helps a woman with a crying baby. A boy and a girl play, oblivious to the destruction which surrounds them. How can I abandon these people when it is my fault the lizards came here in the first place?

A sound behind me causes me to jerk around. I rise and flare my wings. My hand automatically flies to grip the hilt of my sword.

"It's just me." 

My father-in-law holds out both his hands to show he is unarmed.

Ninsianna's father has the same tawny-beige eyes that she used to have, at least until she got Chosen, and then her eyes turned gold. His salt-and-pepper hair sticks up like a mad scientist thanks to his habit of running his fingers through it whenever he's deep in thought. His four-fringed kilt denotes he's a man of stature, and around his neck he wears a breastplate made of animal bones, lapis beads and bits of gold. 

My feathers involuntarily rustle. Although he looks like the same shaman who welcomed me into their village, ever since I woke up, my subconscious whispers danger. 

Immanu waits until we've made eye contact before he steps fully off the ladder, moving slowly and deliberately. There have been incidents since I woke up. Times when one of the villagers came up to me too quickly. Even so, I am unable to prevent the way my feathers ruffle outwards like a cat that's been spooked by a dog.

You thought Shahla wasn't a threat…

I thought she was Ninsianna at the time…

Immanu grabs a second stool and places it beside me.

"Care for company?"

"It's the goddess' rooftop."

We sit in silence, watching the village go about its life. At last Immanu clears his throat to say what he came here to say.

"Needa's worried about you. She says you haven't been getting any sleep?"

I stare south-west. In the distance I can see the jagged mountain where my ship crashed, beckoning like a ray of sunlight.

"It's nothing."

"There's no shame in saying you miss them."

I stare straight ahead, resisting the urge to wrap my wings around myself to shut out the chill. First Ninsianna, and now Yalda and Zhila. How many people can a person lose before they lose their heart?

"Maybe we should see if we can put you up someplace else?" Immanu's brow furrows. "It can't be healthy, sleeping in the same bed where Yalda died.

I finger the golden cruciform key through the fabric of my pocket. Yalda and Zhila would have wanted me to protect them. But I wasn't there. So now the two kind old women are dead. I rub the aching emptiness which lives beneath my scar. 

"When are you and Needa going to rebuild your house?" I deflect the conversation onto safer ground. Immanu's expression grows veiled. Now it's his turn to keep secrets.

"Just find Ninsianna, okay?" He rises up to leave. "Just find my daughter! And then everything will go back to the way it was before."

My reply comes out a sob. "But I have no idea where she is!"

"You're not going to find her staying here!" Immanu's voice turns sharp with anger. "Just fly away, and don't return until you bring her back!"

The thought occurs to me every waking moment, but I am still far weaker than I was before I got stabbed. The desert stretches for thousands of square kilometers, and even if I did know where the Sata'anic base is, the lizards all swear they did not take Ninsianna there. 

"Ask HER where to look?" I grab my shaman father-in-law's arm. "Tell me where they took her, and I will beat down the gates of Hades-6 to get her back!"

Immanu stares down at his hands.

"SHE grew silent right after they attacked our village. Needa and the Chief won't let me perform the ceremony to force the spirits to tell us where she is."

That part of me which grew up in a modern galactic empire remains skeptical of these 'ceremonies' my father-in-law claims give him the power to speak to the gods. But the part who has seen She-who-is possess my wife wishes fervently I could contact the Emperor without building a deep space transmitter?

"What kind of ceremony?" I ask.

Immanu grimaces. "Needa won't allow it." From the way he looks away, I know it is about that thing nobody wants to tell me.

"What happened, Immanu?"

The question hangs between us. Whatever caused Immanu and Needa's marriage to break down, not only do they refuse to speak of it, but it's as though the entire village wishes to forget. Even Pareesa claims its better I do not know.

"Fine," I rise to my feet. "I need to fly patrol."

My wings ache as though they might snap off, but I have grown weary of secrets, especially secrets which appear to revolve around me.

"Wait!" Immanu's eyes dart fervently behind us to make sure nobody else came up onto the roof. "Maybe you can talk some sense into her. Have I ever told you about the ceremony of a scapegoat?"

"A scapegoat?" I think of the goat I forgot to milk this morning. Little Nemesis is what I call her. She is the bane of my existence.

"Whenever a spot of bad luck comes upon our village," Immanu says. "Sometimes the shaman will make an appeal to the gods."

"What kind of appeal?"

"We dress it up in the finest ribbons and whisper in its ear the faults we want to purge. Then I throw it off a cliff or burn it alive, because in its pain, it opens a gateway to the gods. But sometimes, if your need is dire, you offer up something dearer."

I laugh. "You want to throw Little Nemesis off a cliff? Be my guest! Goddess only knows the little Hades-spawn deserves it."

Immanu's expression grows instantly veiled. I realize I must have transgressed one of those vague human social customs. My father-in-law was, I am certain, only making a joke.

We stare out across the village in silence, the Angelic and the shaman. Two divine creatures whose gods no longer care to speak to them. I stare at the setting sun.

'Please, your Eminence? Help me find your Chosen One? Send me an omen? Accurate intelligence? A map? A guide?'

A shout rises up from the south gate and works its way up through the rings in an excited whisper. 

"Dadbeh is returned."

We look at each other, neither daring to ask if the other will slip a knife into the prisoner's ribcage. The last thing this village needs is a trial to exonerate a bunch of traitors. It will be war, for certain, between us and the Uruk for taking Chief Ditanu's son.

A runner jogs up to the temple entrance located beneath us. He pounds on the door, his sides heaving as he catches his breath. On his face, I see the same expression of apprehension that I feel. The Chief comes out wearing his golden armbands and finest five-tiered kilt. Tossing his shawl around his shoulders like a lion's mantle, he looks up towards the rooftop where he knows I prefer to sit. His expression is grim as he snaps the golden torque around his neck which marks him as decider of the law.

"Come," he says. "Let's go find out what our guest knows about my son."




Chapter 6
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Now go, attack the Amalekites 

And totally destroy all that belongs to them. 

Do not spare them; put to death 

Men and women, children and infants, 

Cattle and sheep, camels and donkeys.

.

—Samuel 15:3

.

ATURDOKHT

Halifian women were forbidden to hunt, but now that Aturdokht was a widow, food did not magically appear in her cook pot. She preferred the bādiyat ash-shām, away from their tent-group where family intrigue meant she could never turn her back. It was only a matter of time before the lion of the desert succumbed to a younger lion, and then where would she be? The first thing a new lion always did was kill off the old lion's offspring so the lionesses would mate with him and their meat and milk would go to his own cubs.

Balqis gurgled contentedly from her back, reminding her of why she'd come out into the desert to hunt.

"Shh, pretty girl. You'll scare away our supper!"

She fished out the magical eyes Jamin had given her and used the strange talisman to search the hills for prey. Jamin swore he would raise Balqis as his own daughter instead of abandoning the unwanted infant girl in the desert like the other suitors would do.

But she didn't want to marry anybody! 

Oh, Roshan! Balqis was all she had left of the man who had been her heart and soul. How could she marry Jamin when Roshan had been killed helping him rescue a worthless harlot? The same daughter-of-a-hyena she suspected he still loved even now?

"If only Jamin wasn't handsome!" she spoke to her dead husband. "It would be easier if I knew every time he touched me, I would cringe and think of you!"

Tears welled in her green eyes. Why couldn't they all just leave her alone? But an unmarried woman was a burden to her tent-group. If she didn't choose a husband soon, her eldest brother Zahid would kidnap her and pass her amongst the mercenaries he ran with like a common whore. So far, her father had indulged her grieving, but it was long past the time she should have remarried.

A breath of wind kissed her face and brushed a tuft of auburn out of her mouth. It carried with it a pleasant musky scent, familiar and male. Roshan. Her tears left salty streaks down her cheeks that evaporated before they reached her chin. How could she marry Jamin when every time she went to sleep, she dreamed she slept in Roshan's arms?

 A small, furry head peeked up out from between two rocks. She stuck the magic eyes back into her satchel and drew her bow. The rodent peered above the rocks nervously, watching for a predator.

Patience. Patience. Wait for it to show itself completely. If she could keep their cook pots full like a son, maybe she wouldn't be forced to marry anyone at all? 

Her arm shook from the tension of the bowstring, but she waited to release it until the rodent scurried out into the open. The fletching caressed her cheek as it shot out of the bow. 

"Yes!" 

She hurried over to the gerbil which still twitched despite the arrow which had caught it in the chest.

"Thank you, Dhat-Bhataan, for giving us this bounty." She picked up a rock and smashed its head to make certain it would not suffer.

"Look, Balqis!" She held it up by a hind leg so the infant strapped to her back could see. "We'll have gerbil for supper tonight! We'll tell your grandfather you helped me capture it."

Balqis cooed and babbled the word 'gerbil.' At just over one turn of the seasons, her daughter could now walk, but she moved too slowly unless she carried her in a sling. She dared not leave her in the tent. Her eldest brother, Zahid, had already kidnapped Balqis twice and abandoned her in the desert, claiming she had wandered off. Each time, Roshan had come to her in a vision and shown her where to find their daughter. 

Even in death, her husband still watched out for them. 

She tied the gerbil to her belt. If she could capture two more there would be enough to flavor a stew for Nusrat's family; himself, two wives, six children, along with herself and Balqis. She was in a precarious situation, a woman without a husband.

If I marry the Ubaid chieftain, I will no longer have to struggle…

She touched her pocket which carried the gifts Jamin had given her, the paring knife, the whetstone, and the newer gifts, including the one he claimed would allow him to find her if she ever needed help. He'd given it to her before he'd gone in search of the white-winged Angelic, a great and powerful chief who might help her avenge her husband.

She shot two more gerbils, and then sat down to nurse Balqis. She stared into her daughter's eyes, golden brown like Roshan's had been, as the child latched onto her nipple and suckled her life-giving milk. A lump rose in her throat.

"She looks just like you," she spoke to her dead husband. "If it wasn't for her, I'd have cast my body off a cliff."

But what of the handsome Ubaid chieftain?

Tears welled in her eyes. She liked Jamin. Sometimes she even found herself fantasizing about what it would be like if she let him take her to his bed. But if she married him, would she still dream she slept snuggled up to Roshan? Or would she forget what it had felt like when Roshan had made her heart sing?

"He is settled," she said unto the wind. "He would build me a magnificent house that would feel like a prison!"

She took the tek-no-lo-gee out of her pocket and spread out the folding silver mirror that gathered magic from the sun. The small, flat rectangle lit up and made a bird-like chirping sound. It needed to worship the sun at least two hours each day to work, but it was small enough to carry with her wherever she went.

He is trying so hard. Why can't I just let Roshan go?

The wind whispered the answer, carrying with it the scent of water from the far-off river. A heart for a heart. As soon as he brought her the winged demon's heart, she would make a burnt offering of it to bless Roshan's spirit, and then she would move on because, deep down, she knew her husband wanted her to live.

"It's time for our lessons!" Aturdokht said brightly to her daughter.

Balqis reached for the shiny surface and smeared a milky fingerprint on the glass. Aturdokht wiped it clean with the edge of her woven robe. The first magic image splayed across the screen, the magnificent, red lizard which Jamin called a dragon. The lizard people said the dragon-god was the source of their magic; Kasib, Ilya, and the pig-man Katlego. They were all Jamin's friends and had treated her father kindly when he'd been injured, going so far as to put Zahid back into his place. Why, their chief's man, Sergeant Dahaka, claimed to have even met this dragon-god once when he'd been a little boy, unlike the desert gods who none had ever seen.

"Shay'tan be praised," a voice hissed in the lizard people's language.

"Shay'tan be praised," Aturdokht repeated the greeting which was the first thing the tek-no-lo-gee said every time she turned it on.

"Sh-sh-tan!" Balqis repeated.

Aturdokht kissed her daughter's raven hair.

"Such a smart girl! If only you'd been born a son!"

She flipped through the pictures, many of them things she had never seen, and repeated each word, memorizing it and putting it into context. Jamin said that even if she chose not to marry him, he still wanted her to learn the lizard people's language because then Papa wouldn't be dependent upon the mercenaries who always lied.

Like the ones her brother Zahid consorted with...

Accursed Zahid! She should shoot him in the back the next time she found him in the desert alone! It was only a matter of time before he slipped a knife between their father's ribs and claimed it was his turn to be shaykh, and then where would she be?

Gradually Balqis began to fidget. She was smart like Roshan, but had inherited her own sense of restlessness. Aturdokht rolled up the silver screen and tucked it back into her satchel. Now that the tek-no-lo-gee had worshipped the sun, it would keep her company all night.

She heaved Balqis onto her back and secured her with the carrying sling.

"Just one more gerbil?" She counted the three she had. "One more gerbil and then we'll have enough stew to share with Lubaid's mother?" 

Inaam was her father's lowest-ranking wife, and the only one she liked. She had watched out for her and Nusrat while they'd still been little so their father's sister-wives didn't smother them in their sleep, and in return, they now watched out for her as best they could.

She dug out the magical eyes and twisted the knob that made things come into view. Scanning back and forth, she searched the hills for a rat, a serpent or a lizard. All would be tasty roasted on a fire.

Movement caught her eye. She turned the knob to focus far away. What was that? A dust-devil? No. The hair stood up on the back of her neck. Men. Lots of men.

Balqis began to cry.

"Shh!" 

She turned the knob, determined to find out who ran towards their tent group. She spied her eldest brother Zahid, but the men who surrounded him did not appear to be kin. Some wore the robes of the Amorite slavers, others the fringed kilts of the Uruk or other tribes.

Mercenaries!

"Where is Lubaid?" 

She adjusted the magical eyes. She could see no sign of her younger half-brother. A sick feeling settled into the pit of her stomach. One by men the men pulled weapons as they split into two groups, one to flush the people out of their tents, the other to slaughter them as they tried to run to safety.

She grabbed the tek-no-lo-gee and pressed the little red button Jamin had said to push if ever she needed help. Abandoning the gerbils, she clutched Balqis to her back and ran as fast as she could back to their tent.

"Papa!" her voice rose in panic. "Papa!"




Chapter 7
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We are not to simply bandage the wounds 

Of victims beneath the wheels of injustice, 

We are to drive a spoke into the wheel itself. 

.

― Dietrich Bonhoeffer

.

MIKHAIL

We move through the streets like a pack of hyenas; a single, carnivorous mind with a single goal: get revenge. Sweet old ladies and fresh-faced children pick up rocks and lob them at the Uruk prisoner's head. Nothing about the man bespeaks he is the son of a chief. His tattered shawl bears evidence of a mishap, his kilt is torn, and his wrists and ankles seep blood from his goatskin bindings.

"String him up!" the villagers shout.

"Kill him!"

"Bury him up to his waist so we can stone him!"

I curve my wing forward to protect my vulnerable left-hand side. 

A small, wiry man steps forward and bows to the Chief. He has mismatched eyes and a sparse, dark beard that attempts to hide a badly-healed broken nose. He glances at me, his expression enigmatic.

"As I promised," Dadbeh says, "this man can tell us about our enemies."

One of the warriors kicks the Uruk prisoner in the back of his knees and shoves him to the ground. "Kneel, scum! And pay your respects to our Chief."

Tizqar's lips curl back into a dog-like sneer. Despite his sorry appearance, his teeth are all present and straight, slightly yellowed, but with little sign of rot. He spits on the ground close to Chief Kiyan's foot. 

"When my father finds out who took me, he will raze this village to the ground!"

The Chief's expression remains impassive. He kicks a puff of dirt on top of the spittle.

"You are our guest, Tizqar. If you tell us what you know about them—" he jabs his thumb at the cage full of Sata'anic prisoners "—we will contact your father and ransom you for reparations for your crimes."

"What crimes?" Tizqar hisses. "We were invited into this village by your own son!"

A flash of anguish mars Chief Kiyan's brown eyes, but his expression remains neutral. He gestures:

"Give our guest some water."

A frail old woman, her face as wrinkled as the desert, offers the prisoner a water-filled goatskin. Tizqar gulps until the carrier is empty, and then throws it aside without a single word of gratitude. Old Behnam and Rakshan the Flint-Knapper both bend to pick it up. I suppress a snort. Tizqar is oblivious that Liwwiresagil is the newest member of our Tribunal. 

Chief Kiyan gestures at the warriors. "Bring the other prisoner up!"

The warriors move toward six large, flat rocks that cover the pits where we keep our most dangerous prisoners. Muscles bulge as they strain to drag one aside. The remaining warriors encircle the pit with spears, including Firouz, Siamek's second in command.

"C'mon up," Firouz says. "And don't give us any trouble."

A clawed hand appears; an enormous Sata'anic lizard crawls up out of the hole. At five cubits tall, he's a terrifying monster. Judging from the scars which mar his tough, beige-and-green striped hide, once upon a time he was a skull-cracker like the others, but his movements remain measured, gruff but cautious. A chest full of medals proclaims he moved up in rank because of valor. 

The lizard blinks until his eyes adjust to the sunlight. He turns toward Tizqar, and then he looks away.

"He recognizes him," I whisper to Immanu.

"How can you tell?"

"Look at the way he tastes the air." It is not the normal, instinctive double-flick, but a slower, more measured taste, skewed sideways to appear inconspicuous. 

"Don't they always do that?" Immanu asks.

"Not like that. Look at how he stands diagonally shouldered to pretend he doesn't care, but out of the corner of his eye, he keeps glancing so he can see?"

I don't add that the sergeant stands the exact same way that Needa now acts around him, pretending to notice her estranged husband.

"Hey! You!" Tizqar shouts at the lizard in Kemet. "You betrayed us!"

The Sata'anic sergeant turns to face our newest captive, neither acknowledging him as an ally, nor treating him with disdain. His voice sounds gravelly and gruff, as though he is used to barking orders.

"We betrayed nothing," he says in passably understandable Kemet. "As you can see, I am as much a prisoner as you are."

A look passes between the three members of the Tribunal. This is more information out of the lizard than the entire five days he's been here.

Tell me about my wife? I want to scream.

"Tell us about the white-winged demon?" Liwwiresagil asks.

Tizqar scans the crowd, and then his eyes settle on me. His lips curl up to expose his teeth.

"You mean the Príomh-Aire?" He uses the Galactic Standard word for Prime Minister. "He said he wished our help to bring that criminal to justice!"

A sense of unreality makes the crowd sound far away. 

"I don't believe you!"

"Well he believes in you."

Liwwiresagil's voice is soft-spoken and inquisitive.

"Tizqar? Can you describe what this white winged Angelic looks like?" 

"He is as tall as that one." Tizqar jabs a finger my way. "With hair so flaxen it is almost white, and eyes the color of a silver necklace."

The crowd sways, or perhaps that's just my knees giving out? That was how the villagers described the Angelic who flew in to carry out a body, only they never saw his eyes.

"Why?" My voice warbles. "Why would Lucifer take my wife?"

Tizqar's lips curl up into a snarl of disdain. 

"Because she carries within her belly the last of an accursed bloodline!"

Rage slams into my veins. My field of vision narrows until all I can see is him.

In the doorway, the silhouette of a fat lizard blocks the sunlight. He points a claw at me. "Kill the little bastard."

Shadows creep into my peripheral vision until all I see is his neck at the end of a short, dark tunnel. The steel shivers as I slip my sword out of its sheath. I flare my wings.  My muscles bunch as I swing up and begin the downswing.

*THWANG!*

A sword blocks mine before I can decapitate him.

"Argh!" 

My vision turns black. I will kill whoever comes between me and my prey. I yank my sword up, but the way is blocked by another sword.

"Mikhail! Please?" A girl cries out in the Cherubim language. "The prisoner is unarmed!"

I pant through a sea of shadows so dense I have to force myself to see my fairy general, knocked down onto one knee. Our swords remained locked, hilt to hilt. Had the Cherubim battle energies not flowed freely through her veins, it wouldn't have been just Tizqar's head I lopped off, but possibly Pareesa's.

Oh gods, Oh gods! I pant to fight the flashback. 

The scent of excrement fills the air. 

"Hey!" the warriors slap one another on the back. "Mikhail just made the bastard shit his loincloth!" 

The villagers laugh. A rock comes out of nowhere and hits the Uruk prisoner off the side of his face. 

"Tell me where my wife is," I hiss, "or I will dismember you one limb at a time."

Tizqar cowers, his hands over his head.

"I don't know!"

"Then tell me where the base is?"

"I don't know that either! All I know is Lucifer bragged he'd taken her from you."

He presses his face into the ground, now soaked with his own urine and feces, and weeps. Chief Kiyan tosses his shawl over his shoulders and gestures towards the hole the lizard just vacated. 

"Since our esteemed guest does not wish to cooperate with this investigation, please show him to his bed."

The warriors pick him up and drag him toward the pit. 

"You're not going to put me in a hole?" Tizqar grows wild-eyed as he teeters at the edge of the pit. "You people are barbarians! She buried me alive and told me she would leave me!"

Me, the Chief, and Immanu look at one another.

"She?" we all speak at once.

"That black-eyed bitch who killed my cousins!"

All eyes turned to Dadbeh. The thin man wears a hooded gaze.

"I was on my way back here when I saw the sky canoes attack the village," Dadbeh says, "so I buried Tizqar in a cave. When I went back three days later to dig him out, he kept screaming he wasn't there alone."

"I'm telling you it was her!" Tizqar screams. "Gita helped him capture me!"

I glance at Chief Kiyan. He looks away and avoids my eyes.

A voice, singing… 

A hand that will not let go of mine...

Tear-filled black eyes, come to greet me at the entrance to the Dreamtime…

Grief claws at my throat as I try to grab her hand and fail. 

Dadbeh puts a knife to Tizqar's throat. A small trickle of red slides down his jugular. I watch, fascinated, repulsed, detached.

"Why don't you tell him who else you saw while you were buried in that cave?" Dadbeh says. "Huh?"

Tizqar's eyes dart wildly from side to side.

"It was Shahla," he whispers. "She was with me the entire time."

A ripple of gossip moves through the curiosity-seekers. 

"Shahla?"

"Shahla is still alive?"

"No. Shahla is dead. Pareesa shot two arrows into her heart."

"Is it possible the lizards brought her back to life?"

"No. She was dead."

"Did you see the body?"

"Yes. But the body was gone when we went back to bury the dead."

"Mikhail came back from the dead. Maybe Shahla came back, as well?"

My father-in-law's eyes glow copper red.

"Shahla is dead. If she's haunting our enemies, it's because she's been barred entrance to the Dreamtime!"

Dadbeh gives Immanu a look filled with fury. He wrenches Tizqar's head back.

"You are here to testify that Shahla was not responsible for her actions so she can rest in peace."

Tizqar laughs. 

"Leave it to the little man to fall in love with a whore!" 

Dadbeh jabs his knife into his neck. 

"Tell them! Tell the Tribunal Laum gave her tincture of ergot!"

Tizqar's eyes grow wild with hatred.

"The last thing Laum wanted was to marry his daughter off to a wheelwright's son! The only reason Shahla fucked you was because nobody wanted the bastard in her belly!"

"That's not true! The baby she carried was mine!"

Tizqar's cackle rises into a maniacal crescendo. "That baby belonged to Qishtea of Nineveh! Everyone knew it! After Qishtea's father told Laum to go to hell, he tried to pin it on that idiot's son."

The Chief's face darkens, not with anger, but guilt. 

"Where is she?" Dadbeh kicks Tizqar in the ribs. "Tell me where she is buried so I can go and say the death-rituals!"

Tizqar taunts him. "The lizards chopped her up and ate her!"

The warriors prevent Dadbeh from stabbing his knife into the prisoner's throat. He yowls to finish the job, but is not strong enough to fight off the six warriors who haul him off the prisoner, each holding an arm or leg.

The Sata'anic sergeant tilts his head towards me.

"You know that is not true, Angelic," he speaks in flawless Galactic Standard. "Tell them Shay'tan forbids the desecration of the dead."

"I—"

That sense of tunnel vision closes in around me once again. 

In the doorway, an enormous lizard wearing a too-small uniform blocks the sun. My mother screams. On my lip, I can taste my mother's blood…

Shadows detach from the mud-brick buildings. They swirl around me as if my rage poured out of my body and took physical form. I grip the clay bracelet Zakriti gave me. Right action. Always tell the truth. For every man you smite, you must save the lives of ten good men. 

One of the beads has a badly-mangled symbol, one I never taught Pareesa, the one Jingu said belonged to her dear, departed husband. My lips form the prayer before my brain has a chance to recognize what it is.

Never summon the Guardian out of anger…

My voice warbles as I force myself to answer the lizard's question. 

"I have seen things…"

The lizard reaches for the sword he's no longer allowed to wear.

"Tell them it's not true! We are not the monsters you tell these people we are!"

The shadows carry me into another time and place. 

We get to the city after it was bombed from space. Death fills the air. Beside the rubble of a house, a child weeps for her mother.

"They chopped her up into tiny little pieces," Tizqar taunts in a sing-song voice. "And they ate her raw, without even cooking up her flesh"

Thousands of hovercraft lay abandoned, caught in rush hour traffic. Directly in front of us, a charred body reaches through a still-smoldering windshield, fighting for freedom even as he burned alive.

I lift my hands to my ears, unable to block out the screams which live inside my head. 

"Tell him!" Sergeant Dahaka barks. "Tell him we are not butchers!"

A surge of power radiates into my veins, dark and terrifying, as my flesh trembles with the urge to destroy.

"I have seen what Shay'tan does when a planet won't submit!" I scream. "Millions dead! And I'll be damned if I let you do that here!"

We glare at each other, blue eyes to reptilian green ones. Both of us lean towards one another, raring for a fight. The warriors rush towards him with the sharp ends of their spears. His long, forked tongue tastes the air. His eyes widen as he realizes I believe what I say. 

He tucks his tail up along his side in a gesture of Sata'anic respect and turns to Dadbeh.

"Do not listen to him, friend of Shahla," Dahaka says. "The Prime Minister's wife was the bravest woman we ever met. We retrieved her body when we picked up our own dead—" he touches his clawed hand to his forehead, his snout and his heart "—and buried her with honor, saying the death-prayers the same as when we bury our own." 

Sergeant Dahaka's words cut through my sense of unreality. 

"Wh-what? Lucifer took Shahla as a wife?" 

The villagers fall silent. All eyes turn to stare at me. This is the first time somebody has confirmed the dead girl's story.

Sergeant Dahaka tastes the air, realizing he just revealed far more than he probably should. He glances over at the eleven prisoners we detained above ground in a cage. Every one of them has their snouts pressed against the wooden bars, anxious to hear what their commanding officer has to say.

He lowers his dorsal ridge.

"I have two wives and thirty-seven hatchlings," Sergeant Dahaka says in Galactic Standard. "If I tell you anything, Shay'tan will cast them out into the street." 

Tizqar shrieks maniacally as the warriors stuff him down into the hole. "When my father finds out you captured me, he will kill every man, woman and child."

The warriors heave the capstone back into place, transforming Tizqar's insults turn into a muffled, sobbing plea. Whatever phantasms visited the man after Dadbeh buried him alive in a cave, it pushed the Uruk chieftain over the edge of sanity.

I am suddenly freezing. 

The wrinkled old woman who gave Tizqar the water picks up her goatskin and walks cautiously towards the lizard sergeant.

"Liwwiresagil," the Chief warns.

The old woman squints with that look most elderly have, but despite her fading vision, it is obvious she still knows how to see. 

"Before Shahla died, she told me some things, most of which I'm certain only existed inside her own head. But you asked the Tribunal to adjudicate her innocence, so I wish to interrogate the last person besides them to see her alive."

She jabs her finger at me and then Pareesa, gnarled and bent from a lifetime spent working in the fields. If I didn't know better, I could swear the old woman is angry at us. 

"He might kill you."

"I am an old woman." Liwwiresagil shrugs. "If he kills me, it will alleviate my grandchildren of the obligation to feed me."

She reaches into her basket to pull out a handful of dried dates. The lizard soldier's long forked tongue darts out, lingering as he picks up the scent. Many claim the lizards devour the dead, but the truth is, most of Shay'tan's lower-ranking castes are vegetarian.

"You speak Kemet?" the old woman asks the lizard soldier.

The sergeant tilts his head sideways so he can look at her without making direct eye contact, something the lizards consider disrespectful to a woman. He positions his ear-hole to hear what she has to say.

"Some."

"And how did you learn to speak our language of trade?"

The lizard sergeant tucks his tail tightly along his side. 

"Our allies say it is a language most people here understand."

An odd trill of satisfaction ripples through my feathers. The base is within the network of Kemet traders. This rules out the east and reduces the location of the base from the entire planet to an area half the size of the moon.

Liwwiresagil holds out a single tiny fruit. The lizard carefully takes it from her hand and pops it into his maw. 

The old woman reaches back into her basket and hands the lizard a second goatskin filled with water. She waits until he takes a drink, and then she accepts the goatskin back from him; within reach if the enormous creature tries to kill her, but not so close that the warriors can't kill him in return.

Sergeant Dahaka eyes the other dates in her hand. He makes eye contact with me as he recognizes this is an interrogation. His nostrils flare. This lizard isn't stupid. But the old woman appears to have him intrigued.

"What else do you wish to know?"

"The truth."

"The truth is always matter of which side tells the story."

Liwwiresagil hands the lizard man the second date. The sergeant savors it, chewing it for far longer than is necessary. As he swallows it, his snout softens into an expression of regret.

"I will not betray my god, good woman."

A whisper of surprise ripples through the warriors. We've interrogated this particular lizard many times. Not even under threat of death or torture have we been able to get Dahaka to say anything other than his name, rank, and the burial number on his dog tags. I wish he'd taunt me. Then I'd have an excuse, just like I did with Tizqar. Unfortunately, the Sergeant always follows the Galactic Rules of Engagement. A lifetime of behaving honorably doesn't go away just because I wish it would.

Liwwiresagil hands him the last of her dates. As she does, she lifts the scarf which covers her basket, revealing that, once this date is gone, she has no more gifts to give him.

"The truth has no master," she says softly. "When you speak it, there is no right or wrong. Only facts that everyone must deal with."

Her words give me a peculiar sense of déjà vu. The Cherubim Empress has a similar saying, that one must live by the truth, even when that truth is not convenient. I reach down to touch the prayer beads Zakriti made me and trace the one that symbolizes Truth.

The sergeant savors the final date until it is gone, and then he makes the Sata'anic prayer-gesture of respect.

"If there is a truth I can speak without jeopardizing my emperor, I will cooperate with your investigation into the death of the one you call Shahla. But only if you treat my subordinates as kindly as you have just treated me."

Immanu steps forward. "Never! You must make them tell you where they took my daughter, damn it!"

The Chief's arm shoots out to prevent my father-in-law from taking another step.

"Enough!' Chief Kiyan gestures to Liwwiresagil, Behnam the Carpenter and Rakshan the Flint-Knapper. "I have ceded investigation of Shahla's guilt to the Tribunal. However, at no time, Sergeant, will we relax our guard over your men."

The lizard sergeant's forked tongue flicks the air, no doubt tasting the villager's level of hostility. While there are still muttered threats of skinning the lizards alive, the villagers are now curious. They want to hear what the lizard has to say.

"It is my duty to escape. If I tell you otherwise, the Angelic will call me a liar."

His gold-green eyes meet mine. I nod. Were the situation reversed, it would be my duty to do the same.

"Very well," Chief Kiyan says. "I will put you in one of the cages. I'm afraid I don't trust you enough to assign you to a house."

"It will be my honor to be imprisoned alongside my own men."

My jaw tightens, causing the muscle in my cheek to spasm. That's what I'm afraid of. We'd kept the sergeant separate, hoping the lower-ranking men might slip-and-tell, but the five skull-crackers earned their place in the holes for their brutality, while if we put Tizqar in with the other lizards, he knows the layout of the land. The Sergeant will go along with things until the guards grow lax, but even if he does escape, he doesn't know how to get across the desert any more than I do. 

The warriors herd the enormous lizard sergeant over to the hastily constructed wooden cage. They jab their spears at the other lizards as they open the door, and then tie it shut behind him.

"How long before we can make a better cage?" I ask Behnam, who is also the carpenter responsible for rebuilding the north gate.

"Do you have any hardwood lying around?" Behnam gives me a toothless grim smile.

"No."

"Get me something better than wood from a date-palm," Behnam says, "and I will build you a cage not even this dragon-god you speak of can escape from."

One by one, the villagers lose interest. Liwwiresagil approaches us, her demeanor respectful, for she has not worn the mantle cast-off by Yalda long enough to adjust to the fact that, technically, in this matter, she outranks even the Chief.

"Tizqar of Akshak just confirmed what Dadbeh claimed," Liwwiresagil says. "Shahla, daughter of Laum, was taken to wife by a white-winged Angelic, one who identified himself as that one's Príomh-Aire."

"This only proves what I have said all along," Immanu says. "That Shahla and her friend conspired against us."

Liwwiresagil's hand sweeps outward, towards the burnt-out houses.

"It proves," Liwwiresagil says softly. "That Mikhail's own chief wants him dead."




Chapter 8
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The whole universe is summed up 

In the Human Being. The Devil is not a monster 

Waiting to trap us, He is a voice inside. 

Look for the Devil in yourself, 

Not in others. Don’t forget the one 

Who knows his Devil, also knows his God.

.

― Shams Tabrizi

.

LUCIFER

Lucifer's lover panted beneath his fingertips, his chest heaving as a small, strangled cry escaped his throat. A cold sheen of sweat glistened on his swarthy complexion, so pale from blood loss that his skin was nearly as pale as his was.

"Shhh…" He touched Jamin's raven-black hair. "You are safe, mo ghrá. Moloch cannot touch you." 

Disjointed images leaped into his mind as his maité saol battled an enemy who could not take physical form. For five days now the Evil One had tormented Jamin in his sleep, and all he could do was sit uselessly by, for how do you fight an elder god?

Jamin bolted upright, but Lucifer was ready for it this time and pinned him beneath a snow white wing. The first time it had happened, he'd pulled Lucifer's pulse rifle right out of its holster and shot at his own reflection in the mirror.

"It's not real," Lucifer said. "It's just another nightmare." 

Dislodged feathers floated around the room as Jamin clawed at his wings, unable to tell the difference between him and the meat-puppet Moloch tormented him with in his dreams. Lucifer yelped as his lover nearly catapulted him off the bed. He flapped his wings for leverage and pinned Jamin's hands together. 

"Stop! It isn't real!"

Jamin's eyes shot open, impossibly black; filled with power, and possessing no white whatsoever. 

"Let me go!"

Lucifer gasped as a terrifying emptiness punched into his mind. It studied him, scrutinized him, took the measure of his soul. Whatever had happened to him in the Dreamtime, it had awoken some kind of powerful, latent gift. 

"Please," Lucifer choked out. "You'll split your stitches open again."

Jamin's breath came in quick, panicked gasps as finally he recognized it was him; the real him, and not just his body. His face twisted into an expression of anguish. 

 "He is coming for me! And when he does, he will punish you to make me suffer."

Lucifer cradled his lover against his chest. Jamin melted into him, sweaty, exhausted and weak. Shame filled his black eyes as he stiffened and looked away. 

'Kadesh…' 

Lucifer felt the word as clearly as if it had been spoken aloud. Kadesh. A man who lay down with other men. But it was not him Jamin rejected, but his own shame.

"You should have let me pass into the Dreamtime," Jamin said. "Now I have to live with everything I've done."

"Never." 

He laid his lover gently back down into the bed which, unlike the crewman's bunks, was a real bed, with satin sheets and luxurious down-filled pillows. He checked Jamin's bandages to make sure he hadn't popped any stitches in the tussle. They'd had to rush him back into surgery, twice, because he'd battled the phantasm so violently in his dreams. 

Jamin turned his face away and stared at his own reflection in the shattered mirror behind the bar. Lucifer tried to probe his lover's mind, but Jamin blocked it with a whispered, 'leave me alone.' The same gift which had prevented Moloch from comprehending his true nature as an Agent of Ki also prevented Lucifer from using his ability to see.

'You couldn't see into the Bitch's mind, either… You thought she loved you. And then she ripped your heart out…'

The old insecurity clenched his gut, but ever since he'd met Jamin, the fear felt discordant, a musical instrument that had been played so many times the strings had worn thin and every note sounded frayed.

"Piss off," Lucifer hissed at the phantasm. "Now that I know what you are, never again will you possess my mind."

Moloch laughed at him. His bond with Jamin enabled him to recognize the voice did not originate within himself, but it had not stopped Moloch from whispering temptations. The Evil One's machinations were insidious, not because he outright lied, but because what he whispered always contained a terrible kernel of truth.

'You know you have to know…'

"Shut up!" Lucifer pressed his hands against his ears, trying to will the voice out of his head. Which was worse? Thinking you were crazy? Or realizing you'd just spent most of your life possessed and the demon wanted back in? 

He took a deep breath and focused on his inner heartbeat, on the feel of his lover's warm skin, focused on what was real. What was real? From the moment of his birth, everything had been a lie.

He looked at his lover, so unresponsive, so very far away. The voice receded, watching, laughing. Yes. He needed to know. Even though he feared it might feed into the Evil One's plan. 

"Do you miss him?" Lucifer's voice warbled. "Do you miss that thing?"

Jamin closed his eyes and took a breath. 

"Yes. Between his bouts of fury, he pleads for my return."

"Does he tempt you?"

"Yes."

Lucifer's feathers trembled. "Then why did you choose me over him?"

Jamin sighed, and when he opened his eyes this time they were a mortal brown-black, set within a frame of lush, black eyelashes. He was a beautiful, wild man, built for hunting and combat, but there was a vulnerability to those dark eyes that made Lucifer want to wrap him in his wings.

"Moloch views me as a prize." He touched Lucifer's face with a calloused hand. "But when you look at me, I feel as though I am the most precious gift in the world." 

Lucifer's feathers rustled as a pleasant tingle spread to the wounds he'd let Ninsianna bind up as pennance for his sins. Agape. That was the emotion Moloch could never fake. An emotion which was real. It was a powerful spark of light he could use to fight the Evil One's lies. 

A long, comfortable silence stretched between them, interrupted only by a faint announcement made out in the hallway that the Prince of Tyre was still under full radio silence. Beneath their feet, the subspace engines gave a reassuring hum as they orbited a dwarf planet hidden in the Sol system's asteroid belt.

"What does he say?" Lucifer asked. "When he whispers to you in your dreams?"

Jamin grimaced.

"The usual rhetoric of a jilted lover." Jamin rolled his dark eyes. "He wants to hurt me. He wants to make me suffer by hurting the people I love. But if I return, he will give to me my world." 

Jealousy rippled through Lucifer's pinfeathers. 

"-I- will give you Earth!."

A small light of laughter brightened Jamin's worried black eyes. "I will conquer my own world, thank you!" He tried to sit up and turned ghastly pale. "As soon as I convince my guts to stay inside of my body."

Lucifer touched the elastic support brace Doctor Halpas had wrapped around the wound where the old woman's spear had torn his gut open from sternum to pelvis. 

"That's a grandiose scheme for a man who grew up without running water."

Jamin gave him a rueful grin.

"I've spent the last three seasons consorting with the lizards. I've learned a few things, including how to use your machines."

He gripped Lucifer's hand, not a lover's touch, but gratitude. A feeling of warmth settled into Lucifer's chest as he inhaled Jamin's musky scent. He wasn't quite certain how he'd ended up with another man as his maité saol, but it felt as though he stared into a mirror.

"What about Ninsianna?" Lucifer asked. "Eligor promised I would let her go."

"You're just trying to get rid of her."

"Yes."

Jamin's brown eyes crinkled with amusement. "You are jealous?"

Lucifer paused. "Yes," he said softly.

Jamin stared past him, but this time he did not compartmentalize his emotions. "You have to keep her."

"Why?"

"You must not let Moloch get his hands on Mikhail's son."

A ripple of fear cascaded into Lucifer's gut. The Emperor's Seraphim attack dog was a Cherubim-trained Special Forces soldier. On the surface, the man appeared cold and icy, but his gift had always warned there was something dark and primordial trying to claw its way out, like an undetonated planet-killer just waiting for some hapless traveler to trip the ignition sequence. The Colonel terrified him. And now he'd gone and pissed the man off by stealing his wife!

How in Hades had such an emotionless prick ended up with a manipulative beauty like the Chosen of She-who-is?

"Let her husband protect her!" He pinched the bridge of his nose. "The sooner Ninsianna is off my ship, the better."

"You can't," Jamin said. "He failed to protect her."

"Shahla tricked her."

"Mikhail never should have left his wife alone!" Jamin's dark eyes bored into his. He was angry at him. He was angry at him for what Moloch had done while using his body as a tool.

"Mikhail won't let it happen twice." Lucifer gave him a wry smile. "The man's a fool for duty. If the Emperor orders him to rid Earth of its fleas, he won't rest until every flea is smote!"

"That's what frightens me." Jamin's expression turned pensive. "If this Emperor of yours orders him away, can you guarantee he won't abandon her?"

"No. The Colonel always does whatever the Emperor asks."

He stared at his own white wings reflected in the shattered mirror behind the bar; the wings the Emperor had given to his species, the wings the Emperor had burned off. They were the wings Moloch had restored. Given them back to him. Healed. The jagged shards of glass reflected back his own eerie silver eyes. They were the eyes he'd inherited from his father ... his real father, the one who'd been obsessed with retro-engineering humans. 

A cold sensation rippled through his white feathers. Would his adopted father blow up Earth to be rid of this entire problem? The same way he'd blown up Tyre to get rid of his real father, Shemijaza?

"What did Moloch show you?" Lucifer asked. "When he..."

His voice trailed off. What did he show you when he thought he'd made you -his-? 

Jamin fumbled for the small, black box he'd asked Eligor to retrieve from his bloody clothing. It was ringed by unreadable platinum symbols and a beautiful eleven-pointed star in the center of the lid. Lucifer grabbed it off the nightstand and placed it into Jamin's hands.

"The key," Jamin mumbled sleepily. "It has something to do with my mother's key." His long, black eyelashes fluttered downward, still too weak from his injuries to stay awake for more than a few moments at a time. His muscular chest rose and fell in a peaceful sleep that would only last until Moloch sent the next nightmare. 

Lucifer sighed. The last thing he needed was Jamin's unfaithful former fiance on his ship. The moment Mikhail retrieved her, he'd go running to tell the Emperor where they were. He had to keep the Colonel planet-bound! 

A soft, but insistent, knock tapped upon the reinforced titanium door. Only one man would knock, rather than simply hail him. With a reluctant sigh, he untangled himself from his lover's arms and settled into the chair next to his bed.

"Enter," Lucifer called.

Newly-promoted Chief of Special Services Eligor stepped inside the hatchway which had been engineered to withstand a pulse rifle, explosive decompression, and at least six hours of an enemy plasma cutter. He was tall for an Angelic, with sandy blonde hair, blue eyes and a muscular physique which betrayed a bit of Seraphim ancestry despite his pale, white plumage. While the man did his best to carry himself with the gravitas of his new position, Eligor still wore the rough edges of a mercenary.

"Sir? I have a bit of news."

"Any contact with Abaddon's fleet?" Lucifer asked.

Eligor's left wing dropped out of the respectful dress wings pose. "No word yet from Lerajie, Sir. Nor do I expect any. He's not stupid enough to break radio silence."

Lucifer tapped his finger against his lip. "What of these smuggler networks you spoke of?"

Eligor crossed his arms.

"I wouldn't trust any of them further than I could carry them on a heavy-G planet, Sir," Eligor said. "Earth is far removed from even the remotest outpost, so it's going to take weeks to even find a beacon."

A small flutter of fear trembled in Lucifer's gut. While the Prince of Tyre had an impressive weapons array, it was not a warship. It was why he'd ordered them to retreat to the asteroid belt rather than take on the SRN Jamaran. He needed The Destoyer to fight this battle for him.

"What of Shay'tan's armada? How long before it gets here?"

"Captain Marbas calculated we F-jumped 2.3 million light years from the Monoceros Ring to here, but we still haven't figured out how Zepar was able to do it. If Shay'tan had that capability, he'd already be here, so our best guesstimate is they're traveling down through the outer remnants of the spiral arm."

Lucifer calculated the stellar distance. While he didn't remember the rendevous with the armada, Eligor did, and so did his entire crew. One hundred ships, some of them naval carriers, but most were smaller vessels, cargo ships carrying supplies, and mercenary ships, including Tokoloshe dreadnoughts and four ships captained by the Nephilim. Lucifer tapped his finger on his lip. An armada was only as fast as it's slowest ship. To secure a remote planet such as Earth, the naval carriers would not risk outpacing their supply ships. At ordinary FTL speed, Shay'tan's armada was about six, possibly seven weeks away.

"Will this solar system's asteroid belt be adequate to hide us?" 

"Not with that much firepower, Sir. If they come looking for us, there's no way we'll be able to hide." 

Lucifer stared mournfully at his ruined wet-bar. Usually, at times like this, he took a quick bracer to help him think, but after Jamin shot it up, Eligor had taken the remaining bottles and dumped them down the drain.

Bah! What he wouldn't do right now for a shot of Mantoid liquor!

He lurched to his feet and paced, glancing, occasionally, at his lover asleep in the bed. He wanted to consult with Jamin before he made any decisions. When Moloch thought he'd made Jamin his, the self-proclaimed One True God had given him a glimpse of his plans.

"What is Captain Marbas' recommendation?" he asked tightly.

"We circumvented Brigadier-General Raphael's fleet halfway up the spiral arm." Eligor shifted his feet. "If we send out a distress beacon, they could be here two weeks ahead of the armada."

A feeling of rage clenched at Lucifer's gut. His wings still ached with the memory of what it had felt like when his so-called father had burned them off! Talk about knowing what was real!

"The Bitch's lover will rat us out to Emperor!"

"Yes, Sir." From Eligor's stony expression, he didn't want former Supreme Commander-General Jophiel involved any more than he did. The last thing they needed was the Emperor to execute them all for treason to keep the fact he was still alive hushed up.

"Thank you," Lucifer waved his hand. "Let me know the moment we make contact with General Abaddon."

Eligor hesitated. "Sir? About the news?"

"News?" Lucifer looked up with surprise. "I thought you were here to brief me?"

"No, Sir." Eligor's gaze drifted over to Jamin, still pale and weak from his brush with death. "I wouldn't, uh, disturb your friend unless there had been some change."

"Than what is it?"

For the first time in the 210 years he had known the man, Eligor broke out into a grin.

"Your first wife, Tinashe, Sir? She's just gone into labor."




Chapter 9
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The soldier bore it in silence. 

He sat up, propp'd—was much wasted—

Had lain a long time quiet in one position, 

A bloodless, brown-skinn'd face, 

With eyes full of determination.

.

—Walt Whitman, Memoranda During the War

.

PAREESA

"Walk with the gods, little fairy," Pareesa's mother said. "And don't get into any trouble today."

Pareesa resisted the urge to weep as her mother lifted a shaky hand to touch her cheek and grimaced; no doubt it caused her a lot of pain. She glanced at Papa, who did his best to remain stoic as Granny bustled around the common room, trying to cook breakfast for her six younger brothers and sisters.

"You know I will, Mama," Pareesa said. "We'll only practice for a few hours, and then we'll come back inside the gate. There's too much work to do rebuilding."

Mama smiled, and for a moment she looked pretty despite the bandage Doctor Peyman had taped around her head. Pareesa tried not to think about what Mama's face looked like beneath the linen wrapped across one cheek and ear. 

She climbed up the ladder into the sleeping loft she shared with her brothers and sisters, strapped her sword onto her hip, and then paused to caress the firestick she'd used to shoot down the sky canoe. The Chief wanted them to resume their normal training, but it seemed so futile, to train with sticks and stones when the lizard people could rain fire down upon them from the heavens?

If only the weapon still had some magic!

She left it hanging in its holster next to her sleeping pallet and clattered down the ladder where Papa struggled to feed her brothers and sisters. She kissed Mama on the cheek, careful not to jostle the bandage which covered the firestick burn. Her little sister Zakriti blocked her at the door, arms crossed; her expression as mature as a five-summer-girl could manage.

"When is Mikhail going to take me for a flight?"

Pareesa glanced at Papa who, thankfully, was too busy feeding baby Gemeli to pay attention.

"He can't, pesty-poo." She kept her voice low. "Papa told him you're too little."

"I'm not little! I'm an i-in-integral part of village, erm, d-def-defens, uhm, the warriors." Zakriti's small face solidified into a scowl.

Pareesa tussled her little sister's hair which had begun to resemble a long, brown bird's nest without Mama to brush and braid it.

"Yes, you are integral, little spider. I wish you'd seen the look on the lizard people's faces when the boys dropped the pots down onto their heads and there were camel-spiders…" She made creepy-crawly fingers with her free hand and wiggled them onto her little sister's neck. "Everywhere!"

Pareesa tickled her until Zakriti howled for mercy. No doubt she'd find her and at least two of her brothers shadowing her as she trained the warriors, re-enacting each blow upon each other with sticks.

"I'm not too little," Zakriti said as soon as she caught her breath. "He let you fly!"

"He only flew me over the rooftop to get me someplace for the battle." 

Zakriti's eyes sparkled as she tugged upon her hand and asked for the millionth time: "Tell me what it was like?"

Pareesa made her eyes grow wide with mock-terror.

"It was terrifying!" she lied. "It felt as though I had dropped my stomach."

"He promised if I got him enough snakes and spiders," Zakriti pouted, "he'd take me for a ride. I thought Mikhail always tells the truth?"

Pareesa bent down and whispered in Zakriti's ear.

"I'll ask him again, but Papa told him no."

"Why doesn't he just do what he wants?"

Pareesa sighed. 

"Because he always does what he thinks is right, even when it causes him trouble."

She squeezed her little sister's hand. The poor kid was even more obsessed with Mikhail than she was. She feared if Mikhail didn't indulge Zakriti's wish, the kid might build herself a pair of wings and jump right off the roof of their house. 

She skipped along the hard packed street past the ruined houses, humming a song that’d been stuck in her head. The morning sky still bore hints of grey, streaked with stripes of red reflected off the clouds. What would it be like when Mikhail carried her up into the heavens? Would the Cherubim queen agree to train her? Would her B-Team become soldiers in the Eternal Emperor's armies?

"Hey, Pareesa!"

She whirled to see who called her name. A dark-haired young man jogged to catch up to her, wearing the bleary-eyed look of a warrior who'd just spent the night assigned to guard-duty. Pareesa suppressed a smile and tried not to act too giddy.

"Ebad?" She feigned cool disinterest. She was, after all, technically his commander.

“What’s that you’re singing?”

“Just something I woke up with.”

"Is it Cherubim?"

Pareesa shrugged. "I don't know. I just woke up singing."

Ebad gave her a shy smile, reminding her that once upon a time she'd thought he was awkward. Four years older than her, he was competent in battle, intelligent, and reliable. He'd also taken a spear for her, always a nice gesture from a suitor. She pretended not to notice how handsome he looked in his brand new three-tiered kilt, a symbol of his promotion to what Mikhail called 'Lieutenant.'

"Siamek sent me to ask you to meet him at his house," Ebad said.

"He's awake?"

"He's always awake," Ebad said. "Doctor Peyman ran out of the medicine he uses for pain. Needa's afraid to give him too much borage tea because she said it might make his wounds bleed."

"I'll go right away." Pareesa veered to head up into the second ring where Siamek still lived with his mother. Ebad hurried to keep up with her. She noted the way his steps fell in line with hers. 

"Could you tell Mikhail I'll be late starting this morning's lesson?" 

"Mikhail never came back last night."

Pareesa stopped. Ebad crashed into her back.

"Are you certain?"

"Yes. I was on sentry duty all night."

Pareesa wrung her hands. "Maybe he flew over some other part of the wall?"

"The Chief asked us to have him report to him, night or day, the minute he came back. We've got guards stationed everywhere. If he came back last night, he didn't go home."

A dull sensation settled into her gut. Mikhail was mad as hell the Tribunal implied this destruction was his fault. She, better than anybody, knew it was best to never make him become enraged. The Chief had promised to make amends, but if Mikhail never returned…

Pareesa's lip trembled. Would he really just leave and not tell them all goodbye?

No. Mikhail wouldn't do that. He wouldn't leave her behind. Sure, he was anxious to find Ninsianna, but he'd been training the other warriors to take over once they were gone. When he left, it would all be proper and planned. With a proper ceremony, just like the ones he'd told her about when an Angelic was assigned to another sky canoe, with a successor all trained to step in and fill their shoes.

"Is that why Siamek wants to see me?"

Ebad raised his shoulders in a shrug. "I don't know. I'm just the nobody who guards the gate."

He gave her a sheepish grin. He was fishing for a compliment.

"Oh, you!" She stood on tiptoe and gave him a peck on the cheek. Mikhail had warned her that officers were not supposed to 'fraternize.' Gah! Was that even a word? It had taken him forever to translate what 'fraternization' meant, and from the way his cheeks had turned scarlet, she suspected it had to do with that thing a man and women did which resulted in babies.

She noted the dark circles underneath Ebad's eyes.

"Go get some sleep. I want you to be fully awake when I murderlize you in training this afternoon."

Ebad grinned. By murderlize she meant 'brutally humiliate you with some fancy new warrior skill in front of all your friends.' Even though she liked him, she didn't hold her blows. In fact, she was harder on Ebad than anybody else. It wouldn't do if he went and got himself killed.

"You're going to see Siamek now, right?" Ebad asked.

"Complete the mission."

"Complete the mission." Ebad gave her a salute and a grin, and then veered off to head to his home.

Pareesa hurried off to see what Siamek needed. The door opened before she could knock. Dadbeh stepped out, almost bumping into her.

"Hey, Pareesa!" The small man gave her a wry grin which only accentuated his off-center nose. "I hear you've been running the warriors into the ground?"

"Who, me?" Pareesa feigned innocence.

Dadbeh laughed. "Just don't beat them up too badly. We might need them to actually fight the enemy."

Pareesa grinned. "How's Siamek doing?"

Dadbeh's expression turned more sober. "He's lucky to be alive." 

He stared off towards the still-rising sun. It reflected off his mismatched eyes, one of them brown, the other sprinkled with flecks of green. Ghost eyes. It was said that people with mismatched eyes had one eye in the Dreamtime, the other firmly settled upon the Earth, and that they could see into both worlds simultaneously, including the ghosts of the dead. Had Dadbeh seen the ghosts Tizqar ranted about yesterday? Shahla and her dead baby? And the terrifying, blood-stained wraith that'd materialized out of the ethers to stab the lizard which had nearly smote Siamek, and then disappeared again, nowhere to be found?

Pareesa shivered. It had looked like Gita, but even the God of War had trembled when the ghost appeared and looked at her with furious, fathomless black eyes. She hadn't seen eyes like that since Mikhail…

She pushed the thought out of her mind.

The door opened. Three more men stepped outside. Tirdard, one of the elite warriors who happened to be her friend Yadiditum's husband, along with Urgula, a potter-friend of Ebad's, and a cloth-merchant of good repute, Buttatam. The three men were outfitted in travel attire.

"Going someplace?" Pareesa asked.

The three looked at one another, their expressions cloaked.

"Siamek and the Chief are waiting for you inside," Tirdard said. "They need to speak to you about what happened yesterday."

A feeling of apprehension settled into her gut. She slipped past them into the common room which had the sharp, astringent edge of bandages soaked in myrrh sap and the substance Doctor Peyman called alcohol. Siamek lay propped up on a bunch of pillows, his torso wrapped in bandages to keep the stitches clean. 

"Pareesa!" Siamek raised his good arm in greeting.

Beside him, Chief Kiyan and his advisor Kiaresh sat on mismatched stools which were far too small for such burly men, making their knees come almost up to their chins. Both wore work-kilts instead of the ceremonial attire the Chief wore whenever he acted as adjudicator. 

"Ah, Pareesa," Chief Kiyan gestured. "Come, sit with us."

She grabbed a pillow and sat down cross-legged next to Siamek. They gripped hands, forearm to forearm. His skin felt warmer this morning, less clammy, a bit more color. She squeezed his hand. It had taken her a long time to find his body after she'd killed the last lizard. 

"You needed to speak to me?"

"We all do." Chief Kiyan gestured to Siamek and Kiaresh.

"Wouldn't there be more room at the temple?" 

A look passed between Chief Kiyan and the other men.

"Let's just keep this between us?"

Pareesa nodded. There'd been a strange malaise between the Chief and the village shaman. With all his talk of burnt offerings and sacrifices to the old gods, ever since Ninsianna had been kidnapped, Immanu had become downright scary.

"So, Mikhail didn't come home last night?" Pareesa blurted out.

"No, he didn't," Chief Kiyan said. "Do you know where he might have gone?"

"Maybe he left to go find Ninsianna?"

"He has no idea where the lizard's base of operation is."

"Dadbeh knows."

"Dadbeh knows what direction the base is in," Chief Kiyan said, "as well as several landmarks. But it's journey of several months, even for a man who can fly. Only the Kemet traders know how to get there without getting captured or killed."

"So why can't Dadbeh just introduce us to his new friends?"

A veiled look passed between Chief Kiyan, Siamek and Kiaresh. It was Siamek who answered:

"Dadbeh won't help unless the Tribunal declares Shahla and Gita are both innocent of Ninsianna's abduction. He wants Mikhail to hear the evidence and declare it, himself. He insists Mikhail write it into a clay tablet using the language of the gods, and that each member of the Tribunal scratches their sigil into it to make it official, and a symbol from the chief to prove it is valid."

Pareesa wrinkled her forehead in confusion. While the Ubaid didn't use the Cherubim prayer-symbols Mikhail had been teaching her to read, they did use counting-symbols and cylinder-seals for trade. Why did they need the writing of the gods?

"I can do it," she said. "Mikhail's been teaching me to write the Cherubim language."

"Mikhail has to do it," Siamek said.

"Why?" she asked.

"Dadbeh has his reasons," Siamek said softly. "Ones we agree with. The Kemet won't help unless Mikhail can control his anger."

Pareesa frowned. That didn't make any sense. They had never seen Mikhail fight, much less seen him when he was truly angry. And it wasn't like he was mad at them.

"If you don't want to help him, fine." She spoke with the same clipped words her mother used when she was angry. "Mikhail will find his own way."

"Not even a bird can cross the bādiyat ash-shām," Chief Kiyan said. "The safest route is through Uruk land, then up the Baranuman River into Anatolia, but that land is ruled by the Amorites. The same Amorites who sent mercenaries to kill him for lizard-gold."

Pareesa swallowed.

"He'll just fly over them and avoid them."

"Without supplies? You are talking a journey of several months."

A sinking feeling settled into her stomach.

"He knows how to hunt."

"There's an even bigger desert which lies beyond," Chief Kiyan said. "You have no idea, how big the world is once you get beyond the confines of this village. If he doesn't have a guide to lead him, he'll get lost and die of thirst."

Pareesa's face turned red.

"How do you know? For all we know, the Kemet lied to Dadbeh?"

Chief Kiyan's brow knitted together in a sorrowful expression.

"My wife crossed that desert when the Amorites took her prisoner. We were at war with the Uruk, so I freed her from an Amorite slave caravan."

A chill trickled up her back. The Amorite slavers… 

"I thought your wife came from another Ubaid village?"

Chief Kiyan's expression grew veiled. Kiararsh grabbed the chief's arm.

"Tell her," Kiarersh said. 

"It's personal. I never told anybody but Immanu and Varshab."

"You heard her?" Kiararsh said. "Her arguments are his arguments. She's the only one who can talk some sense into him."

The Chief nodded.

"Beleti came from the Ghassulian tribe," Chief Kiyan said. "It's the same tribe Gita's mother came from. Merariy was the one who found her, close to death from abuse and dehydration. He was furious when she fell in love with me instead of him, so Lugalbanda sent him on a quest to find his own Priestess of Ki."

Pareesa's mouth dropped. Gita had always borne an obsession with the desert. She'd wander out there after her father had beaten her and disappear into it for days. The warriors used to say she went out there to meet her demon lover, but Gita once told her she simply wanted to get home. 

Maybe Gita knew where…

No. Gita was dead. Nobody knew where this temple was that Mikhail kept asking about, the one that went with the strange golden talisman he called a 'key.' 

"You can't keep him here," Pareesa said. "You have to let him go."

Chief Kiyan glanced at Kiaresh, his right-hand man ever since Varshab had been killed. Kiarersh had been a bridge-man between Mikhail and the elite warriors until, over the course of much training and many successful battles, he'd won the elite warriors over.

"Pareesa," Kiarersh said softly. "You know we are all grateful to Mikhail, for everything he has done. Normally, we would have talked to him first, but he took off last night and never returned. He's been so erratic lately, we fear he might disobey."

"Disobey what?"

The three men looked to one another.

"I just sent Tirdard to Akshak village to inform Chief Ditanu we have his son," Chief Kiyan said. "Buttatam and Urgula will accompany him to negotiate reparations in exchange for Tizqar's safe return."

"You want Mikhail to go with them?"

"No," Chief Kiyan said. "We can't risk it. The lizards want him dead."

"But Tirdard's wife is expecting a baby!" Pareesa's voice rose in panic. "What if they kill the messenger?"

"Buttatam and Urgula both have kinfolk among the Uruk, as well as powerful trading-partners and many friends. They shall remind the Uruk that, by sending Tizqar to poison our wells, they essentially declared war on the entire Ubaid tribe. Unless, of course, Tizqar acted without permission. In which case, the villagers will urge his father to pay us off rather than lose their own sons to a needless war."

"You know he had permission!"

"Yes." Chief Kiyan snorted. "The Uruk have been waging war on the Ubaid by proxy for many years. The lizard demons have made them bold, but from what Tizqar told us, all the lizards did was visit them and promise good things if they submitted to Sata'anic rule, the same as they did every other village in the territory."

 "But isn't it better if Mikhail is there to protect them?"

"No," Chief Kiyan said. "You saw how he acted yesterday. If you hadn't stopped him, he would have killed Tizqar before we'd gotten any information out of him."

Yes. And the bastard deserved it…

"Maybe that's just what the Uruk need?" Pareesa said. "To see that Mikhail is more powerful than their lizard friends?"

"Mikhail has been too erratic lately," Chief Kiyan said, "too paranoid, too unstable. I wish to find out what Uruk know about our real enemy, this white-winged Angelic who kidnapped Ninsianna. Not to watch Mikhail beat the Uruk chief into a bloody mess."

"How can you say that after all that he's done for us?"

Siamek propped himself up on an elbow, grimacing in pain.

"You've seen him." Siamek gestured to his own bandaged shoulder and chest. "He hasn't been getting any sleep, and he's distracted during training. He angers too easily and, several times, he's overreacted when somebody came too close to him. He can't fly for more than a half a bêru before he has to rest, and when he thinks nobody is looking, I've seen him doubled over in pain."

"He helped us win the last battle!" 

"Yes, he did," Chief Kiyan said. "But he was also knocked unconscious and suffered internal injuries when he took down that second sky canoe. Needa came to me last night, pleading with me to give him time to recover. She fears, if he pushes himself any harder, he'll drop dead of exhaustion."

Pareesa wrapped her arms around her knees. They were telling the truth. She'd noticed it. Heck! The last time they sparred, she'd almost beaten him!

"What do you want me to do?" 

Chief Kiyan gestured to the door she'd just come in.

"Discourage Mikhail from shadowing my emissaries to Akshak," Chief Kiyan said. "I want him to stay out of this until they return."

"You can't keep him here," Pareesa said. "You have no idea, how badly he misses Ninsianna."

"I know he does," Chief Kiyan said, "which is why, while they are there, Buttatam and Urgula will contact their trading partners to arrange for safe passage through Uruk territory to the Baranuman River."

"The route the Kemet take?"

"Yes," Chief Kiyan said. "Once they get to the other side, Dadbeh hopes to catch up with the Kemet caravan. With the right bribes, the tariff-takers will look the other way."

"I'm going with him." Pareesa jutted up her chin.

The Chief and Kiaresh looked at each other and nodded. A sick feeling settled into the pit of Pareesa's stomach.

"You're a thirteen summer girl," Chief Kiyan said. "Your father has already made his wishes clear. When Mikhail leaves, you will be staying here."




Chapter 10
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What man of you, having a hundred sheep, 

If he loses one of them, does not 

Leave the ninety-nine in the wilderness, 

And go after the one which is lost until he finds it?

.

—Luke 15:4

.

KASIB

Sata'anic Naval Acquisitions Officer, Lieutenant Kasib, took the flatscreen from the trembling young cryptologic technician who stood before his desk, his chartreuse dorsal ridge reared firmly at attention. He noted the way the radio tech's tail twitched nervously as he passed along the morning briefing. From the taste of his pheromone imbalance, the young lizard was about to faint from fear.

"I'll tell him," Kasib sighed. "Go on. You're dismissed."

The young private's immature dewlap turned a grateful shade of pink as he pressed his clawed hand up tighter against his eyebrow-ridge and gave him a crisp "Sir!"

Kasib waited until the private disappeared before examining the report which had been loaded onto the flatscreen. If this was a normal Sa'atanic base, it all would have been transmitted wirelessly, but all progress on this planet had come to a screeching halt due to the significant crimp in their supply chain.

He ran a claw along the cool, flat glass to touch the red dot marking the beacon the SRN Jamaran had picked up from orbit.

"So? I see you're still alive."

He wasn't sure how he felt about the fact their young human protégé had set off a distress beacon. He wanted the angry young chieftain to survive, but worried it might be just a ploy to lure them into another disgraceful defeat.

Damned Lucifer! General Hudhafah should have told Ba'al Zebub to hiss off when he'd shown up here with the Alliance Prime Minister and offered a couple of power cores in exchange for Jamin's expertise and two of their gunships to root out a 'troublemaker.'

He resisted the urge to throw the flatscreen across the room. That was General Hudhafah's job. Though with their power supplies down to nil, maybe it would be better if he transferred the report to a different device before the general smashed it against the wall of the musty stone temple he'd taken over as his office?

What would Shay'tan do?

He stared at the icon he'd tacked to his office wall, a cheap mass-printed poster mounted in an acrylic frame. The scarlet dragon smiled out at him, his curved, golden horns framing his shapely snout like a halo. The ink had begun to fade, giving Shay'tan a soft, almost romantic appeal as he sat upon his throne, his paw raised to bestow beneficence and military might upon his armies. 

Shay'tan would want him to preserve their precious military resources. With a sigh, he reached into the knee-high pile of scrap salvaged from previous flatscreens the General had destroyed, found one which would still power up, and transferred a copy of the data onto the faulty device.

He stood and arranged the bouquet of tiny, fragrant flowers his wife, Taram, had given him to decorate the makeshift altar. It was a fruitless gesture; the fact he'd taken a human wife would condemn him to hard labor should General Hudhafah find out he'd broken their marriage laws, but the Shay'tan was also an expedient creature. Perhaps, with her heartfelt gesture of devotion, Taram might win the old dragon's mercy?

"Shay'tan be praised." He gesticulated to his head, his snout and his heart. He paused and reflected upon his place in the great wheels of Shay'tan's armies. He was a cog. A very small, insignificant cog, tasked with ensuring the very large cog on the other side of that door didn't blow a gasket.

He hesitated long enough to straighten up his collar and his rank pins before he knocked on General Hudhafah's door.

"Enter!"

He slipped inside, his tail held stiffly at attention along his right-hand side as he gave the General a salute and held out the flatscreen. General Hudhafah looked up from the enormous pile of paperwork piled up to his chin in old-fashioned paper folders, looking very out of place, a battle-scarred veteran amongst the trappings of bureaucracy.

"Report?" General Hudhafah said.

Kasib discreetly tasted the air. The General radiated pheromones of annoyance, anger, and just plain lack of sleep. 

"Somebody just activated a new distress beacon," Kasib said.

General Hudhafah rose from his desk to tower over him, an enormous lizard with broad, muscular shoulders, a barrel chest, and a dark crimson dewlap. Most men on this base were terrified of Hudhafah, an alpha male among an entire species which had bred for a single purpose: war. He stepped towards the polyethylene map they'd spread across the primitive stone temple wall, the base lacking sufficient power to continuously run a large-sized flatscreen.

"Who's beacon is it?" Hudhafah asked.

Kasib's voice caught in his throat. "Jamin, Sir."

General Hudhafah growled a low, menacing sound which made most of the men on the base soil their uniform. Kasib had heard it often enough to be able to differentiate between the General's normal, 'I'd -like- to throttle somebody' growl from the one which actually preceded the General's clawed hand on a soldier's throat.

"It's his personal signal," Kasib added. "Not the signal code he was assigned during Lucifer's objective."

Hudhafah's sharp dorsal ridge reared in surprise.

"His personal signal, you say?"

"Yes, Sir," Kasib said. "It's from the device he claimed to have misplaced two weeks ago."

"Show me."

Kasib handed the General the flatscreen with the latest satellite data. It had been activated within the objective area, albeit on the far, outlaying edge. Hudhafah studied it.

"The Jamaran reported Lucifer's shuttle breached orbit and returned to the Prince of Tyre before it disappeared?"

"Yes, Sir."

"Do you think he dumped the kid off in the desert?"

Kasib tasted the air.

"No, Sir." 

He didn't add what he thought the debauched Prime Minister was doing to their former scout. He'd opposed the trade … vehemently. The angry young chieftain had turned out to be a valuable asset. But the opportunity to be rid of the Angelic who'd been riling up the locals had proved too much of a temptation for Hudhafah to refuse.

"So it's a trick?"

Kasib's voice trembled.

"Maybe some of our men escaped and found that nomadic tribe Jamin was friendly with. The one that helped us line up mercenaries from the tribe to their south?"

General Hudhafah drummed his clawed fingers on the polyethylene map, close to the pins which showed where their two gunships had been shot down. Between here and there stretched an impassible desert, a six-week march on foot without a single drop of food or water to sustain their men.

"That was two months ago. How would they get his device now?"

"He, uh…" Kasib stammered. "Two weeks ago, they piloted a supply run down to the Uruk tribe to their south. On the way back, one of their engine warning lights went off. So they, uh, stopped there to make repairs."

Hudhafah growled.

"You mean your men decided to stop in so Jamin could visit that woman?"

Kasib trembled. He knew he should have reported them for indulging the little chieftain's whim! 

"They met with that tribal shaykh," Kasib said. "The one Doctor Peyman saved by amputating his foot. He knows the Assurian's weaknesses intimately."

"Was Sergeant Dahaka with them?"

"Yes. He went there enough times that he might have found his way back to them on his own."

Hudhafah stared down at the flatscreen, and then glanced up at the map. The flatscreen was a piece of Leonid-dung. One which had been thrown, and broken, before.

"Godsdammit!" Hudhafah whipped the flatscreen against the wall. "How can we do anything to help them when that idiot, Lucifer, just tricked us into expending the last of our power nodes?"

Kasib stood at attention, his hand trembling as pieces of the flatscreen tinkled onto the floor. Sergeant Dahaka and the General had seen some serious action together. Ever since Dahaka's beacon had gone dark, Hudhafah had gone uncharacteristically silent.

Hudhafah's snout curled back into a fang-laden snarl. His gold-green eyes narrowed into cat-like slits.

"Is there anything else you've been keeping from me, Kasib?"

Sweat broke out on Kasib's brow ridge. I, uhm, took a human wife? She's really pretty, Sir. I kept her after I lied and told you she'd expired.

"No, Sir," he said aloud.

Hudhafah whirled and stabbed a finger at a second map, one which showed this section of the Orion-Cygnas spiral arm; the shattered remnant of a dwarf galaxy which had been swallowed by the Milky Way so long ago that not even Emperor Shay'tan remembered when it had happened.

"Has the Jamaran received any check-ins from our missing supply armada?" General Hudhafah asked.

"No, Sir," Kasib said.

"Do we have any proof the armada is even real?" Hudhafah asked. "And not just another one of Lucifer's games?"

"Only Ba'al Zebub's word, Sir."

Hudhafah jabbed a claw at the place where the second distress beacon hadn't moved for days.

"Do you know what I want you to do?" His snout curled up into a snarl. "Order the SRN Jamaran to drop a planet killer right here!"

Kasib blinked. "S-s-sir?" He stared at the push-pin, positive he couldn't have heard what he'd just heard. "The Jamaran doesn't carry planet-killers, Sir. With power so low, it's all they can do to maintain geosynchronous orbit. B-b-besides, we'd all be killed along with Ba'al Zebub."

"Exactly!" General Hudhafah's snout curved up into a malicious grin. "And wouldn't it feel so good if Ba'al Zebub died along with the rest of us expendable cannon fodder?"

Kasib kept his snout shut as he didn't know what to say.

General Hudhafah stared at the place Kasib fondled his cargo pants pocket. 

"That wasn't the real flatscreen, was it?"

Kasib pulled out the incriminating evidence. General Hudhafah took it and carefully clicked on the power.

"Good man," he said. "I couldn't run this shithole of a base without you."




Chapter 11
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Some of us suffer a great deal 

From having our senses dulled 

In the face of all the sorrows 

Which these war years 

Have brought with them.

.

—Dietrich Bonhoeffer

.

MIKHAIL

Here in the desert, water is the source of life. Without it, a man can die quickly, and an Angelic, with our souped-up metabolisms, can die even quicker. It's one of our few weaknesses, an Angelic's ungodly need for water. 

Before Shahla stabbed me, I could carry my own weight plus supplies, but now it's all I can do to remain airborne for more than an hour before I collapse, my wings trembling with weakness and pain shooting down into my damaged lung. There is nothing out here to sustain me. No water. No prey animals. No greenery. No life. Not even the Halifian tribe dares wander beyond this point. 

I have no idea where the lizard base is. Heck! I don't even have a clue!

I flutter to the ground, panting, until I catch my breath. Air wheezes through my lungs, and when I cough, my hand comes away red with blood. It feels as though I have fallen into my own grave and nobody cares enough about me to give me the last rites. In the eyes of the gods, I know I've become expendable. A fallen creature. A liability. A soldier too damaged to fight.

My fist closes in a dark sensation of rage. I am not fallen. Damantia! I simply haven't completed my mission. 

I stare northwest into the bādiyat ash-shām, the impassable desert which stands between me and the way She-who-is said I can find my wife. Twice I have flown out that way, and twice I have returned, exhausted beyond belief, discouraged and close to death. According to Ubaid legend, there is no water for hundreds of kilometers. No mountains, no forage. Just an endless expanse of flat desert which falls off the edge of the world. 

I rub the ache in my ruined pectoral muscle as I look up towards the stars and pray.

"Help me?" I ask the goddess who no longer cares. "Help me find your Chosen One?"

She-who-is doesn't answer me. She never did, except to have Ninsianna order me around. My wings sag with exhaustion. How gladly I would carry out any order SHE might give right now. Just give me hope? And tell me which direction to fly?

"Could you at least send me a guide?" I droop my wings. "Please? Just tell me where she is, and I'll do the rest. I swear it!"

The desert wind moans like a keening widow. One that has wept so long that her tears come out a breathless whisper. The quiet wailing seeps into my bones. 'Alone,' it whispers. 'You always knew you would die alone.' 

I stare at the center of the Milky Way, which already has begun to fade with the coming dawn. There will be no help today. There will be no assistance from HER.

*

I swoop down towards the next minor wadi, one of many hundreds of dead streams that run dry for most of the year. According to my body count estimate, several lizards got away. If they did, they will come back to wreak havoc and free their comrades.
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