
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    
 
   Sword
 
   of the
 
   Gods
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Agents of Ki
 
    
 
   Book Three
 
   of the
 
   Sword of the Gods Saga
 
    
 
   by
 
    
 
   Anna Erishkigal
 
    
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Back Cover Description
 
   At the dawn of time, two ancient adversaries battled for control of Earth. One man rose to stand at humanity's side. A soldier whose name we still remember today…
 
   Cut down by an act of betrayal, Mikhail lingers between life and death while his fragile alliance crumbles against the onslaught of a Sata'anic invasion.  Fearful the intrepid Angelic might lose hope and die, his young protégé concocts a plan to fool him into thinking his wife is at his side. Meanwhile, held captive by the Evil One, Ninsianna must choose between loyalty to her fallen husband and manipulating the Evil One's minions to turn against him.  
 
   As darkness tears the heavens asunder, a tiny Mesopotamian village finds itself the epicenter of a war between good and evil. But all is not lost. An ancient goddess has recruited two 'Watchmen' to turn darkness back into the light; mortal creatures who do not realize they are pawns in an eternal war.
 
   The saga of the greatest superhero to ever walk the Earth continues in Agents of Ki…
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   This is a work of adult fiction. It contains scenes which might be upsetting for some people, including physical violence, death, dismemberment, war, back-stabbing, blasphemy, betrayal, political intrigue, human sacrifice, explicit sex, rape and war. All of the characters and events portrayed in this novel are products of the author's imagination or used fictitiously.
 
    
 
   This book is NOT religious fiction!
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   (Synopsis of Book One: The Chosen One and Book Two: Prince of Tyre)
 
    
 
   Mikhail awakens in his crashed ship with no memory of his past. He is saved by Ninsianna, a young woman who can speak to the goddess. With a broken wing and no way home, he is forced to integrate into her stone-aged village, a task made difficult by her jilted lover, Jamin. When young women start to disappear, Mikhail trains eight archers, including Pareesa, a young woman with a preternatural ability to master any weapon, and later the village warriors, including Gita, a peculiar young woman who happens to be Ninsianna's cousin. Leadership does not come easy, and Mikhail's formidable self-control begins to slip under the onslaught of human passions, revealing he has far darker urges lurking in his missing memories than simply his half-remembered mission. Things come to a head when a vindictive young woman, Shahla, claims Mikhail fathered her illegitimate baby. 
 
   Ninsianna's people have prophecies of a winged champion who will defend her people against an Evil One. Love blossoms and they marry, but each night the goddess sends nightmares of a white-winged Evil One who will cut Mikhail's child from her womb. As her power grows, Ninsianna begins to view her people … and her husband … from the godlike perspective of She-who-is. Although her mind says Shahla’s accusation is a delusion, in her heart, Ninsianna cannot forgive Mikhail even as she pushes him to train her people.
 
   The Eternal Emperor Hashem may be a god, but neither his knowledge of genetics, nor his godlike powers, has enabled him to fix the inbreeding which has rendered his four species of genetically engineered super-soldiers sterile. If only the human root race had not gone extinct! Then Mikhail gets out word a remote colony survived, somewhere in the grasp of his ancient adversary, Shay'tan. 
 
   The Emperor orders Raphael to launch a manhunt, but the need for secrecy undermines his control over his dying armies. As Raphael disappears into the uncharted territories, the mother of his offspring, Supreme Commander-General Jophiel, dreams of a day when the armies of heaven can marry freely, just like the naturally evolved species the hybrids were created to serve. If Raphael finds the humans, will the Emperor rethink his policies which forbid her species from ever knowing love? The same breathtaking coup d'état which strips Jophiel of her command also gives her the opportunity to follow her heart and declare her love for Raphael.
 
   Shay'tan is thrilled when his Sata'anic navy discovers humanity has survived on a remote planet, far from his adversary’s nexus of power. Whoever controls access to humans will control the fate of the galaxy. He orders his armies, including the lowly Lieutenant Kasib, to annex the human homeworld, but it's been a long time since hybrids diverged as a separate species. Has enough genetic drift occurred that they are no longer genetically compatible? He orders Ba'al Zebub to find out and, in the process, why not tweak his ancient adversary's nose? Shay’tan knows just the disgruntled adopted prince who’s been having difficulty siring an heir…
 
   Unbeknownst to either emperor, Lucifer cuts a deal with Ba'al Zebub to purchase not just one human female, but hundreds of them. Fearful his adopted father is more interested in winning his pissing contest against Shay'tan than saving his species, Lucifer secretly match-makes humans to other sterile hybrids, including General Abaddon and General Kunopegos while he orchestrates a breathtaking coup d'état. But lately, Lucifer has been experiencing blackouts, leaving even his henchman, Eligor, wondering who is really pulling Lucifer’s strings? Lucifer? Or his sycophantic assistant, Zepar? After Lucifer orchestrates what appears to be his death at the hands of Emperor Shay’tan to incite the two empires to go to war, they torture the coordinates of Earth out of Lieutenant Apausha, leaving Abaddon and Shay'tan to duke it out while Lucifer absconds. 
 
   Unable to get past Ninsianna's betrayal, the Chief's son, Jamin, seeks proof that Mikhail's own people are the ones buying women from the lizard demons. But in the course of dancing with his enemies, Jamin makes a terrible mistake, one that Shahla uses to blackmail him into marriage. When Shahla instead claims her baby was Mikhail’s, an enraged Jamin beats her and causes her to miscarry. Now banished, Jamin has no place to go but into the arms of his enemies.
 
   And then Jamin is sold to the Sata’anic lizards…
 
   As intrigues roil the heavens, a white-winged Angelic promises Jamin he'll deliver unto him the heart of his enemy in exchange for one unfaithful former fiancé…
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   The savage, like ourselves,
 
   Feels the oppression of his impotence
 
   before the powers of Nature;
 
   But having in himself nothing
 
   that he respects more than Power,
 
   He is willing to prostrate himself
 
   before his gods,
 
   Without inquiring whether they are worthy
 
   of his worship.
 
    
 
   Pathetic and very terrible
 
   is the long history of cruelty and torture,
 
   Of degradation and human sacrifice,
 
   Endured in the hope of placating the jealous gods:
 
   Surely, the trembling believer thinks,
 
   When what is most precious has been freely given,
 
   Their lust for blood must be appeased,
 
   And more will not be required.
 
    
 
   The religion of Moloch —
 
   As such creeds may be generically called —
 
   Is in essence the cringing submission
 
   of the slave,
 
   Who dare not, even in his heart,
 
   Allow the thought that his master
 
   deserves no adulation.
 
   Since the independence of ideals
 
   is not yet acknowledged,
 
   Power may be freely worshipped,
 
   And receive an unlimited respect,
 
   Despite its wanton infliction of pain.
 
    
 
   Bertrand Russell -
 
   A Free Man's Worship
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   This story is epic fantasy/space opera. As is typical of the genre, it has numerous, intersecting plotlines and is told through multiple points of view. All time within this novel happens more or less sequentially unless explicitly stated otherwise. The two galactic empires use a calendar which dates back to the signing of the Treaty of Nibiru 152,000 years ago which divided the galaxy between the Sata'an Empire and the Alliance. Earth-times are referenced using our current Gregorian calendar.
 
    
 
   152,323.11 = November 3,390 BC
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Prologue
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   Time: Indeterminate
 
   Ascended Realms
 
    
 
   She-Who-Is
 
   Pitiless black eyes stared across the chess board from HIS sharp, obsidian features. 
 
   “It’s your move, uxor mea…” 
 
   She-who-is fiddled with her small white king, a petty lesser-god she'd assigned the tedious task of micromanaging a galaxy. At play was a fat little solar system she'd been tinkering with, one which had aroused HIS interest after the deity had abused HIS power to carry out her will. If one was a wise old god, they avoided drawing HIS attention.
 
   Giving her most coquettish smile, She-who-is flicked her gossamer wings in a flirtatious hum, praying he'd be more interested in winning HER favor than in winning the game. He-who's-not did not buy into her stalling tactics…
 
   "Make your move," HE repeated.
 
   The Dark Lord had no shape, but over the millennia, he had learned to fashion a shell which, truth-be-told, was rather attractive in a tall, dark, and terrifying 'I'm about to dissipate you into primordial chaos' kind of way. Brutally handsome, with high cheekbones, six horns, leathery bat-like wings and a long, scorpion's tail which dripped destruction instead of venom, every aspect of HIS being was shaped to protect HER from her accursed father; Moloch, the Devourer of Children…
 
   Some called the Dark Lord her husband, others the devil, but the truth was the Guardian of the Universe was little more than her babysitter. At least that's how SHE thought of him most of the time. HE was an obstacle to be charmed into giving her what she wanted. She chewed her lip as she thought of ways to salvage her solar system.
 
   The timekeeping device HE used to keep her stalling tactics at bay ran out of sand. His ebony features were devoid of emotion as he spoke the ominous words which meant the death-knell of any creation they played opposite each other to win.
 
   “You are out of time.” 
 
   The Infernal Palace shuddered from the power in his voice, the Song of Destruction come to devour her playthings. With a touch of HIS fingertip, the entire solar system went supernova and dissolved back into his essence, primordial darkness, the power of the void.
 
   “Malum est!!!" She-who-is slammed down the little white king who'd just been left without a seat of power. "I wasn’t ready!" She crossed her arms and turned away. 
 
   “You were out of time, uxor mea,” He-who's-not said. Beneath his voice swirled an undertone of pleading. "Those are the rules you agreed to be bound by when we began this game."
 
   "Then go find somebody else to play with!" She-who-is snapped. With a disgusted wave of her hand, she punished him by withdrawing her light. As she did, the walls of the palace he'd worked so hard to build for her began to buckle and lose shape, for without HER, the Dark Lord wasn't good at holding any shape … not even his own!
 
   A chess piece from one of the adjacent galaxies fell over. It was a small, white queen, adorned with a golden crown, denoting it was one of HER favorite chess pieces.
 
   "Hey!" She-who-is exclaimed. "That galaxy wasn't even at play! That's my Chosen One!"
 
   "I did not move against it," the Dark Lord said. He pointed at the small, White Queen, careful not to touch it. "You must have knocked it over, uxor mea, when you arose in haste. Just put it back where it belongs and I will not penalize your error."
 
   One of the shadows leaped out of the walls and chittered at the Dark Lord's ankles. He picked up the tiny shadow and cradled it in his lap.
 
   "Ugh!" She-who-is recoiled in disgust. "Shadow-cats!" 
 
   How she hated the things the Dark Lord shaped with his own hand! The small, dark creature was not afraid of HIM, for it was comprised of the same primordial chaos as HE was, but it jumped up and down like a worried little dog. The shadow cat was too primitive to speak, but something had the formless shadow agitated.
 
   "What is the matter, little one?" the Dark Lord's asked.  His sharp features creased with concern. 
 
   As the shadow-cat chittered, HIS chess piece, the dark knight he had tasked with watching over her favorite white queen, fell over as well, and then her Chosen One disappeared. Their eyes met across the chess board. Neither deity had made that move.
 
   The shadow-cat squeaked a single sound that, even with its primitive ability to vocalize, was understood by both of them.
 
   "Moloch…"
 
   A feeling of vertigo swirled around HER as cold, dread terror seeped into her incorporeal form.  The Dark Lord reached across the chess board and carefully took her hand. 
 
   "You know what I have to do?" HE said.
 
   "But I like that queen!" She-who-is burst into tears. "She has always been my favorite daughter!"
 
   He-who's-not squeezed her hand. HE might be a god of primordial chaos; death, destruction, darkness and desolation, but if he had one redeeming quality, it was that he loved HER more than his own existence. HE could bear her fury. HE could withstand the full force of her light. HE could even endure her frequent temper tantrums and lengthy pouting, but when her tears were genuine, he could not bear to see HER cry. HIS obsidian eyes scanned the chess board, searching for an option.
 
   "Perhaps Ki already has a chess piece in position to play against the Evil One?" the Dark Lord said gently. "One we cannot see because it is part of their higher game?"
 
   She-who-is's lip trembled. Oh! How she hated it when her mother's game against her accursed father interfered with running her universe. Moloch attacked HER favorite chess pieces because he liked to remind her that someday he would devour HER the same way he had devoured her brothers and sisters. She chided herself for her earlier selfishness. Oh! How easily she had forgotten why her mother had paired her with a creature of the void; to co-rule the universe they had shaped together from HIS primordial darkness and HER primordial light. Together … they were stronger.
 
   "Ask my mother to send in her Agent," She-who-is grasped her husband's hand. "A Watchman. An Agent of Ki. If they fail, then you will have no choice but to step in and destroy their entire galaxy to prevent Moloch's spread. But first, please give my Chosen One a chance?"
 
   The Dark Lord kissed HER hand. With a shudder of power, he unfurled his enormous, leathery black wings and cast himself to the highest edge of the universe to plead with Ki to send in her Agents. As HE did, he inadvertently destroyed his chair, his throne, and half the wall of the Infernal Palace. There was a reason the Dark Lord was forced to work through a mortal vessel to enact HIS will … his power was too vast to touch the lives of mortals. 
 
   She-who-is glanced down at the shadow-cat which purred at her ankles seeking gratitude, no doubt, for its too-belated warning. With a disdainful flicker of her gossamer wings, she shoved the disgusting creature away with her foot.
 
   "Shoo!"
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 1
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   November 3,390 BC
 
   Earth:  Mesopotamian Plain
 
    
 
   Pareesa
 
   Pareesa's heart pumped as she ran at a speed she would have never thought possible. A conversation she'd once had with Mikhail during training after landing a successful blow replayed within her mind:
 
   “If you get distracted like that during battle," she had said after Mikhail had glanced over at his wife instead of watching her, "it could turn out very badly for you.”
 
   Mikhail had effortlessly disarmed her and handed her back her staff without even ruffling a feather.
 
   “If I didn't trust you,” the big Angelic had said, “you would never get close enough in the first place to -see- me get distracted.”
 
   Her arrow was strung before she broke over the rise. She knew. She knew their plan. She shot as soon as she saw the glimmer of metal in the light of the campfire, but she was too late. The woman who was not his wife plunged the blade into Mikhail’s heart. 
 
   "No!" 
 
   The first arrow cut down the imposter, dead even though she still stood, quickly followed by a second. Grabbing two arrows out of her quiver at once, she drew the bow again and cut down two hideous lizard demons who rushed at him with firesticks. 
 
   Mikhail's wings drooped towards the ground. The red-caped imposter slid out of his arms, dead.
 
   Pareesa gave an anguished cry.
 
   Mikhail staggered. Even from here she could see his look of disbelief as he tried to protect the woman who had just betrayed him. Around him, the lizard demons lunged, eager to finish him off.
 
   Pareesa screamed her mentor's name. Stringing her bow again, she took aim and shot down a third lizard demon.
 
   Mikhail's wings trembled like a dying bird, proud appendages brought low by this act of betrayal. She watched in horror as he wordlessly slid to the ground. 
 
   Oh gods! Oh gods! The other warriors were a good six minutes behind her. She had to keep the enemy off of him until the others could get here! But how? Six minutes in battle was an eternity and she was outnumbered seventy to one!
 
   “Bishamonten,” Pareesa prayed to the Cherubim god. “Watashi wa shi no gakki o hozon suru tame ni tsuyo-sa o ataeru [please give me the strength to save your instrument of death].”
 
   She threw herself through the enemy warriors as if they did not exist, shooting arrow after arrow until her quiver was empty. She was so close it didn't occur to them to shoot back. They had not been taught to use empty hands and feet as weapons as she had; the last thing the enemy expected was a thirteen summer girl to hurl herself to her fallen comrade's side with single-minded fury. 
 
   Diving into a defensive maneuver Mikhail had taught her to escape spear-thrusts, she rolled towards his body and rose. Somehow his sword found its way into her hands, the sword he’d refused to teach her out of fear it would someday be used against her. It was heavy. She didn't even know how to wield it. 
 
   “Bishamonten!” Pareesa cried out to the Cherubim god. “Help me! Please! Use my body and do whatever you must to save him!””
 
   Something tickled the crown of her head. She gasped as a sensation akin to the air during a thunderstorm slipped gently into her body and vibrated outwards from her heart into her extremities. It was not painful as she'd always assumed possession must feel, but a pleasant sense of tingling as the Cherubim god took control. That part of her which was still human watched from the left-hand side of her brain as her body worked of its own volition to defend her teacher without conscious thought. 
 
   She felt like … power. Was this what it was like for Mikhail when he entered into the killing dance? 
 
   No. This was something more. Mikhail channeled the old god's energy; used it to constrain the even deeper power only she and Gita knew the dark-winged Angelic could harness. Pareesa, on the other hand, had become the ancient Cherubim God of War.
 
   Bishamonten planted Pareesa's feet on either side of Mikhail's body and caused her to crouch, sword raised above her head, ready to smite any who came at him. The lizard-demons were terrible creatures with sharp fangs and yellow eyes, but the Cherubim god viewed them with disinterest. He took out the largest threat first, a lizard-demon who seemed to be in charge of the ambush, leaving the other four demons in a state of disarray. Behind them, throngs of enemy human mercenaries surged, laughing at her audacity to defend her hero single-handedly.
 
   They stopped laughing as, one by one, the lizard demons met their deaths at the end of Mikhail's sword…
 
   The last lizard-demon took aim at her with a firestick. Pareesa did not have wings, but she was far faster than it thought she would be, especially enhanced with Cherubim reflexes. The creature underestimated her ability to leap into the air. 
 
   Pareesa twisted sideways mid-air…
 
   An explosion of blue lightning narrowly missed as she hit her apex and slammed downward with the sword. The sleek silver blade comprised of no substance yet available on their world, steel Mikhail called it, cleaved the monster from its shoulder downward through its rib cage. Gore splattered onto her body. With detached curiosity she noted the reflexive extra slice, running the lizard demon through its heart to ensure it would not get back up even though she was certain the creature was already dead.
 
   The God of War was nothing if not efficient…
 
   Gesturing an invitation for the human mercenaries to expend their lives at the end of her sword, Pareesa mercilessly cut down the human enemies who had the audacity to take on the Cherubim God of War …
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
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   November 3,390 BC   (4 hours earlier)
 
   Earth:  Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Ninsianna
 
   The shaman's daughter was a comely woman, curvaceous and olive-skinned, with long, dark hair which cascaded down her back like a waterfall, but her most compelling feature was her luminescent golden eyes which marked her as the Chosen of She-who-is. This status gave She-who-serves-the-goddess many gifts, but her most revered gift was her ability to hasten healing. Today's patient was Pareesa's little brother, a boy who at nine-summers-old was every bit as precocious as his older sister. Ninsianna gave the Namhu's head a sympathetic tousle.
 
   "How many times has your Mama told you not to eat the potted fava beans until after she's reheated them?" Ninsianna said. She raised a shapely eyebrow and gave him a knowing look. "This isn't the first time She-who-is has punished you for snitching the leftover supper."
 
   "The rainy season is now upon us," Namhu said. He grimaced as another pain shot through his stomach. "I was hungry and I thought it would be safe to eat."
 
   Ninsianna's eyes scanned the crowded loft where Namhu shared sleeping space with six brothers and sisters, including Pareesa and his papa's granny. In a climate which ranged from boiling hot to tepid, the proper storage of food was always a topic of much concern.
 
   "Even when the autumn grows cold," Ninsianna said, "it is still warm enough to provide a house for the evil spirits to grow. That is why your Mama always cooks your food until it burns your mouth." Ninsianna laid her hands upon the boy's battered tummy. "The time to exorcise evil spirits is before you eat them, little archer, not afterwards!"
 
   "Isn't there something you can do for him?" the boy's mother, Tabriti asked. "Please, Chosen One? It's such a wondrous gift, the power to heal all wounds. I have seen the wound you healed in Mikhail's chest."
 
   Old jealousies turned Ninsianna's eyes copper, but she pushed the feeling down, reminding herself that not every woman lusted after her husband. She forced herself to don a sympathetic expression. 
 
   "I can fortify your spirit light so you can heal yourself," Ninsianna said, "but the gift of healing ultimately depends upon you." She fixed her golden-eyed gaze back upon the boy, doing her best to appear wise. "What SHE doesn't like, little archer, is when she helps you once, and then you ignore her beneficence and repeat the same mistake over and over again!"
 
   "I'm sorry," Namhu's lip trembled. He doubled over again as another pain wracked his tummy.  He was a handsome lad, dark-complexioned, well-formed and slender as most youth his age were apt to be, but he bore the high northern cheekbones and straight nose inherited from his mother. The similarity to her own husband's unusual features elicited within Ninsianna a twang of pity.
 
   "That's what you said the last time," Ninsianna sighed. "And the time before that, as well! Let's see if She-who-is believes you are truly sorry?"
 
   She lay her hand upon the boy's stomach and closed her eyes, chanting the throaty song her Papa had taught her to chase away the evil spirits. As she did, her awareness increased of the cause of Namhu's food poisoning, some putrid-green blotches which grew on a pot of leftover fava beans which had not been heated enough to kill them. That same awareness whispered these were not true evil spirits, but the tiny creatures Mikhail called 'germs.' The first step to heal them was to purge Namhu's stomach of the evil spirits.
 
   'Be gone,' Ninsianna whispered silently in her mind. 'Leave his body and plague this boy no more…'
 
   "Ninsianna?" Namhu's stomach growled like a stalking lion as his flesh turned chalk-white. His cheeks puffed out as he inhaled, fighting to resist the inevitable.
 
   "He's gonna barf again!" the next youngest sibling said.
 
   "No he's not!" his little sister said.
 
   "Is too!" a different brother said.
 
   "No!" Namhu's voice came out as a strangled plea.
 
   Tabriti shoved the pottery urn she'd emptied three times already under her son's face. Namhu retched into the pot, sobbing. Nothing but green stomach acid came up from his poor, battered tummy, but with her goddess-kissed eyes, Ninsianna could see the evil spirits which inhabited the contents he had just purged.
 
   "There, there," Ninsianna soothed the boy. "This vomiting is the will of She-who-is." 
 
   That dark gift Ninsianna had sensed lately invited her to take her healing one step further, to draw the vile green spirits out of the boy's body into her own body and use her gift of healing to transmute it. She sent a thread of attention towards the place Papa said the gift to transmute sickness resided, a dark place, a place she had always feared. As her spirit touched the Dark Lord's realm, the darkness closed around her, eager, inviting, desperate to embrace her light. She could feel the boy's sickness as though it was she who had eaten the rancid supper, sending it's green tendrils of poison into her system and making her retch instead of the boy.
 
   No! Every instinct she possessed shrieked to get out of there! She broke off the path of darkness and returned to the path of light which was the only path the Chosen One of She-who-is ever cared to tread! 
 
   "I am sorry, little one." Ninsianna gave the boy an apologetic smile. "She-who-is has no patience to heal a little boy who did not listen the last three times she warned you not to snitch the supper."
 
   Namhu groaned.
 
   Ninsianna turned to the boy's mother and ran her hand down the slight swell of her abdomen. Four months pregnant she barely was, but already Mikhail's child made it look as though she was five or six.
 
   "If it were a life threatening illness," Ninsianna said, "I might risk singing the song of transmutation; but Namhu's symptoms are not life-threatening and I am with child. Papa said I should not take unnecessary risks."
 
   Tabriti squeezed Ninsianna's hand, a mother of seven children to a soon-to-be mother of a half-Angelic infant. There were no accusations in her face, only disappointment. 
 
   "I understand," Tabriti said. "Namhu must suffer so he will learn his lesson this time. It is the will of She-who-is."
 
   Rattling off a long list of care to administer the next few hours, Ninsianna donned her favorite red wool cape and made her way home to eat supper with her Mama. Mama was a woman of few words unless they were important ones and Ninsianna was not in the mood to be talkative. She pushed the lentils around in her bowl, only too mindful this was essentially the same meal which had just made Namhu sick.
 
   "Are you unwell?" Mama's face filled with concern. 
 
   "No." Ninsianna lifted a scoop of casserole and tipped it upside-down to watch it stick to her wooden spoon. Why hadn't she insisted Mikhail take her with him to the regional meeting of chiefs instead of leaving her behind to tend to the lingering wounded? Wasn't that why she'd broken off her engagement to the Chief's son, Jamin? Because she hated being told what a woman could and could not do?
 
   She stabbed her spoon into the congealed mush and sighed. Whether or not her husband saw her as his equal, he needed to be seen as Assur's unequivocal military leader if he had any hope of piecing together an Ubaid alliance against the strange, coordinated raids to kidnap women of marriageable age. No chief would follow a man who was henpecked by his wife!
 
   "I just don't sleep well when Mikhail isn't here." Ninsianna lied. "How do you cope when Papa is away?"
 
   Mama placed one hand over hers. 
 
   "I don't sleep well, either," Mama said. "But I'll tell you a secret. Do you know Papa's old work-shawl? The one he uses in the fields?"
 
   "Yes." Ninsianna pictured the shawl Mama described. It was washed several times each week, but always bore the residual stain of sweat.
 
   "I curl up with that old shawl so I can smell your father's scent." Mama's expression softened. "It's the only way I can fall asleep."
 
   "I already washed all of Mikhail's shirts," Ninsianna sighed. "I have nothing with his scent on it except for a few of his molted feathers."
 
   "Goddess knows he drops enough of those all over the house!" Mama laughed.
 
   "I wish I'd had the foresight to gather them up when he went through the molt this past summer!" Ninsianna said. "For a few weeks I swear he took on the appearance of a plucked eaglet."
 
   "Then next summer you must make a sack," Mama said, "so you can gather up all those soft little under-feathers to make yourself a pillow. It would keep them out of our food!" 
 
   Mama mimed the face Ninsianna made whenever she had to pick a pinfeather out of their supper and deposit it on the side of her plate.  Ninsianna laughed. It was good to share this time together. Lately their relationship had been strained. 
 
   "How is Namhu?" Mama asked.
 
   "He snitched a pot of fava beans that sat out the past two nights and fed them to his friends," Ninsianna said. 
 
   "Did you give him the tea of caraway, black seed, and asafetida?" Mama asked. She gestured to some neatly tied bundles of dried herbs which hung from the rafters of their large, multi-purpose room.
 
   "Yes," Ninsianna said. "As well as an infusion of spirit-light to speed his healing. And I induced the vomit, to purge his stomach of its contents."
 
   "What of the spirit songs?" Mama asked. "Your Papa would transmute the poison by singing the song of banishment."
 
   Ninsianna could not meet her mother's eyes.
 
   "That black shadow cat was at the entrance to the dark path," Ninsianna shivered, "waiting for me to travel down it."
 
   "You must stop thinking of it as a path,” Mama said. "The person is sick. You simply allow yourself to feel their pain, and then picture how your body would fight that illness. There are no dark pathways involved."
 
   Ninsianna shuddered. Perhaps it was a blessing her Mama couldn’t see what she invited into her spirit light each time she used her gift of healing? Ninsianna changed the topic of conversation before her Mama decided to drill her on her shortcomings as a healer.
 
   "I have some bandages I need to wash in the river," Ninsianna rose from the table. "And I would like to bathe before I go to bed."
 
   She helped Mama gather up the bowls and deposit them into the woven basket lined with goat-skin to make it waterproof for washing.
 
   "Be certain you don't get eaten by a crocodile!" Mama said. "With fewer warriors to jab at them with spears, the accursed creatures grow bold."
 
   "I will carry my bow," Ninsianna said. 
 
   "And your knife." Mama scooped up the heavy obsidian blade Ninsianna had left on the table and handed it to her, hilt forward. "A bow is too unwieldy to use in an unexpected fight."
 
   Ninsianna scrunched up her nose and refused to take it.
 
   "Would you like me to carry my spear, as well, Mama?" Ninsianna's golden eyes sparkled with laughter. "If I carry anything more I shall have no room in the basket for the dirty bandages!"
 
   Mama pursed her lips into that disapproving mother look all mothers had when their daughters were being stubborn. The one that made you wish they'd thrash you rather than endure their silent admonition.
 
   "Better to carry many weapons, daughter," Mama scolded, "than to be kidnapped by our enemies and sold to the lizard demons as a slave." 
 
   "They would not dare come at us again!" Ninsianna's chin jutted proudly. "They lost hundreds during the last raid. I doubt there is a single Halifian left who would dare take on Mikhail!"
 
   "What will your husband say if he finds out you put yourself at risk?" Mama's brow furrowed with worry. "All of Assur protected the wall the last time they came at us, and yet they sent a raiding party into the village to kidnap you to get to him.  -You- are his only weakness."
 
   "The only reason they found their way inside our walls is because Jamin betrayed us to our enemies," Ninsianna said. "The Chief has taken steps to fortify our defenses."
 
   "And you are going outside those walls." Mama shook the blade at her once more. "Where our defenses are not so tight. Siamek is too busy patrolling the perimeter to babysit one, stubborn Angelic's wife!"
 
   Mama was, as always, frustratingly, maddeningly right. Ninsianna slipped her blade into the basket and made her way through the village, out the narrow alley which served as their northern gate, and down the steep embankment to reach the sacred Hiddekel River which kept Assur alive despite its placement in the middle of an unforgiving desert. With a sigh, she unwrapped the long, fringed shawl all Ubaid women draped around themselves to make a shawl-dress and waded into the cold water wearing only her loincloth. 
 
   One by one she cast the slender strips of linen they used as bandages into the current like slender war banners to be cleansed, and then dumped them back into the basket, wringing them out just enough so her basket would not be too heavy. Before she could use them again, she would need to boil them, but that would wait until tomorrow! With a sigh, she sank into the cold water and lathered up her hair with soap root. As she did, she scanned the surface for signs of a 'log' with eyes. Perhaps she should have brought that spear, after all?
 
   No! Ever since the chief's son had been banished, Ninsianna found herself shunning the weapon Jamin had taught her to use in favor of the archery taught by Mikhail. Her lips curved up in a smile at the memory of that first delightful lesson. She closed her eyes and visualized she could see him now, tracing the threads which connected all living creatures, especially those who knew each other intimately, until she could see her husband sitting amongst the regional chiefs, haggling to get his treaty. Ninsianna smiled.  If there was anything her husband hated, it was to be forced into the center of attention. His spirit light looked … aggravated.
 
   "I miss him, Mother." Ninsianna said to the goddess who ruled All-that-is. "I hope he gets these mutual aid agreements from the other chiefs so we can spend more time at his sky canoe." 
 
   She envisioned what it felt like to fall asleep in Mikhail's arms, his hard body, his soft wings, and the oh-so-tender heart he hid beneath an unreadable expression. Mikhail had been an answer to a prayer, a winged god who had fallen from the sky after she'd pleaded with the goddess for an alternative to forced marriage to Jamin. And soon … together they would have a child. She ran her hand over her growing midsection, sensing the child who grew there was special, and pictured what it would be like when Mikhail finally held his son.
 
   She paused to listen for wisdom from the goddess, but for the past few days, the She-who-is had felt oh-so-far away. She rose from the river, dried off, and grabbed her stone blade from the basket and slipped it into the rawhide which held up her loincloth. Wrapping her long, fringed shawl around her waist and belting it to remake her dress, she struggled up the embankment carrying her wet basket of bandages, her legs sinking into the yellow ochre that was prized by potters for many miles around. 
 
   She realized as she struggled up the hill that someone stood at the crest, patiently waiting for her to ascend. The moment she recognized who it was, her eyes turned copper with anger.
 
   "Did you need something, Shahla?" Ninsianna's voice dripped venom. "Or have you come to tell me that Mikhail's baby spoke her first words?"
 
   The child in question did not exist. The village harlot had become pregnant by goddess-only-knows which warrior and, when her plan to entrap the Chief's son into marriage failed, she had turned her viperous tongue on Jamin's chief rival to claim Mikhail had fathered the child instead! Jamin had been so incensed that he had beaten the woman until she had miscarried, a violence which had resulted in his banishment from the village. So now Shahla wandered the village, hair matted and clothing torn, carrying a rag doll she claimed was Mikhail's daughter and telling everyone who would listen that someday he would carry her into the heavens to be his queen.
 
   Hmpf!
 
   "Be kind to a bird with a broken wing," Mama had scolded her when she'd said one day she'd like to use dark magic to strike the woman dead. "Even the most darkened creature has a role to play in the game of All-That-Is."
 
   Shahla grabbed the basket out of Ninsianna's hand.
 
   "Siamek sent me to fetch you." Shahla said. "Tirdard fell down some rocks while hunting a gazelle and broke his leg."
 
   “Mama is better at that kind of thing than me.” Ninsianna sniffed. “Go fetch Mama and offer to help her carry her supplies.”
 
   “No!” Shahla grabbed her arm. “Siamek asked me to fetch you. It will be dark soon. If you don’t set the bone, Tirdard will have to spend the night out in the desert.”
 
   There was no way Ninsianna would ever trust Shahla at her word, but as the Chosen of She-who-is, there were ways to peek into another person's sprit light and ascertain the truth, ways she had learned from her father. Ninsianna softened her gaze until she could pluck out of Shahla's mind the images of what truly troubled her. What she saw were not the usual disjointed daydreams of men with wings or rag-doll babies, but a gruesome image of poor Tirdard laying in a pile of rocks, yelping with his leg-bone sticking through his skin.
 
   “Okay,” Ninsianna sighed. “I will do for him what I can.” She pulled her red wool cape across her shoulders, thankful she had brought it to fend off the autumn chill. It had been a gift from a far-off tribe, elaborately embroidered, and was a deep shade of scarlet no Ubaid dye had ever achieved. There was none like it in the entire village, and when she wore the coveted gift, it marked her as a very high-ranking woman indeed. 
 
   "This way!" Shahla called. She carried Ninsianna’s basket upriver, winding through the levied fields and date-palm orchards where dirt had been piled to stave off the rising winter flood. The young woman's spirit light glowed pink with happiness the further they got from the village. They crossed a stone cairn which marked the outermost ring of fields the Assurians claimed as their own. 
 
   Ninsianna hesitated. They had journeyed beyond the point which Siamek and the other warriors patrolled.
 
   "How much further, Shahla?"
 
   A shadow stepped out from behind a rock. At first Ninsianna thought it was her husband, impossibly tall and dressed in the same strange foreign outfit Mikhail called a uniform, his raven-black hair silhouetted against the setting sun. The illusion was only momentary as she realized the man was olive-skinned and did not possess a pair of wings. 
 
   "Jamin?" Ninsianna squeaked with surprise. Shock gave way to fear as she realized the Chief's disgraced son had defied his banishment to traverse onto Assurian land. She yanked her bow over her head and tried to reach for an arrow to shoot him, but Jamin clenched her wrist and wrenched the weapon out of her hand. 
 
   "How could you?" Ninsianna shrieked at Shahla. "I thought he was your enemy?"
 
   "Stop fighting me," Jamin hissed. "You'll only make things worse." 
 
   "Mikhail will smite you for daring to lay a hand upon me," Ninsianna fought him. "Let … me …. go!"
 
   Jamin imprisoned her against his body, a wall of muscle, not as powerful as Mikhail, but the most powerful man in all of Ubaid territory. Why had Shahla led her here? To the man who had beaten her and caused her to miscarry her baby? 
 
   A throb of power, so palpable it shuddered through her too-sensitive sixth sense the way a mortal might hear a rumble of thunder, caused her to look up. A pair of white wings blotted out the dying rays of the setting sun. The air filled with the rustle of feathers as the Angelic slid down from the sky, so pale and beautiful that for a moment it looked as though he was the sunlight, the vision that for the past year had inhabited her nightmares. 
 
   The Evil One! 
 
   "Let me go!" Ninsianna tugged frantically against Jamin's grip. Her heart pounded in her throat as memory of her horrific vision screamed for every muscle to run.
 
   The Evil One artfully draped his wings across his back, as graceful as a lily unfolding in the sun, and moved towards her like a stalking lion, tall, graceful, a predator even amongst other predators. He was a bit less muscular than her husband, but tall and perfectly formed, with pale skin, white-blonde hair, chiseled features, and the most beautiful silver eyes she had ever seen; but beneath those eyes, she could see his spirit-light burned with fire.
 
   Shahla ran up to the Evil One and threw herself into his arms.
 
   "You have done well, my beautiful bride," the Evil One said to Shahla. He flashed a smile which showcased perfectly straight teeth. He glanced up and made eye contact with Ninsianna. Beneath his false smile she could see the echo of fangs.
 
   'Run, run, run, run…' Ninsianna thought frantically to herself, but her body refused to obey.
 
   The Evil One nuzzled Shahla's neck and whispered into her ear. 
 
   "Anything!" Shahla's face glowed radiantly happy. "And then you will take me to see the stars?"
 
   Ninsianna stared into the Evil One's spirit light to search for an advantage. Although he kissed Shahla the way one might greet their beloved, his piss-puke-putrid green darkness swirled around the disturbed young woman and fed upon her illness like a leech. What Shahla perceived as warmth would soon consume her!
 
   The Evil One pulled the promiscuous young woman against his tall, lean frame and thrust his pelvis against her belly in a gesture which could only be interpreted as a promise of things to come. Even from here Ninsianna could see the Evil One sported an erection that would put even her husband to shame. Shahla giggled.
 
   "Soon." The Evil One stared straight at Ninsianna as he caressed Shahla's chin between his thumb and forefinger. "Soon I shall replace the one that this one's husband stole from you. But first … we must make sure he does not steal your baby from you again."
 
   "Mikhail didn't cause Shahla to miscarry," Ninsianna said. "It was Jamin who beat her." She shot an accusatory glare at the black-eyed man who held her wrist.
 
   "And for that I am truly sorry." Jamin's expression was strangely apologetic. "But I was not the one who put that child into her belly in the first place. Nor did I hide my guilt by burying the evidence someplace where Shahla could not grieve for it."
 
   "The child was not his," Ninsianna hissed.
 
   Jamin leaned so close his nose nearly touched hers. His black eyes bored into her, nothing able to hide from his perceptive gaze.
 
   "And how do you know the child was not his?" Jamin said. "She believes it to be true! And every man in the village saw her proposition him about the same time that infant would have been conceived!"
 
   A noise like a swarm of locusts mixed with the roar of a sandstorm passed overhead. Two sky canoes, unlike Mikhail's, descended to the earth like squat, fat beetles next to a third, slender sky canoe which she had failed to notice until after Jamin had grabbed her. The ships cracked open. Out spilled creatures of nightmare just as her vision had foretold, lizard demons, giant boars, blue men, and a smattering of other demons. One stepped forward, larger and fatter than the others, wearing jeweled robes to converse with the Evil One in a strange, hissing language.
 
   "Are your men in position to hit them?" the Evil One asked the fat lizard king.
 
   "As soon as you lure the Angelic into the trap," the lizard king rubbed his claws together, "our ships will hit the trouble makers and kill the leaders in a single raid."
 
   Ninsianna listened with horror. To creatures who could shoot with firesticks from the sky, the sizeable contingent of warriors each Ubaid chief had brought with them as protection would merely add to their casualties. She glanced over at Shahla.
 
   "Don't do this, Shahla," Ninsianna pleaded. "Please! Don't you understand what they're about to do? We are your people!"
 
   Shahla's eyes were filled with happiness as she watched her so-called 'husband' plan their people's destruction. Unlike Ninsianna, who possessed the gift of tongues, Shahla was unable to translate what was really being said. 
 
   "And how will you lure the Angelic to come for her?" the fat lizard king asked.
 
   The Evil One gave Ninsianna a predatory grin.
 
   "I find it curious the Colonel has not already sensed her distress," the Evil One said. He stepped close enough to tower over Ninsianna. 
 
   Ninsianna stood unable to force her body to move even though Jamin’s grip had loosened. She felt the violation of her mind, thoughts, emotions, memories plucked from her head like ripened fruit from a tree. She tried to block him and was helpless to prevent the intrusion. The Evil One tilted his head closer, his pale skin, his white-blonde hair, his cruel lips so close she thought for a moment he might kiss her.
 
   His nostrils flared.
 
   He sniffed her neck.
 
   An image danced into her mind.
 
   Even as one part of her mind shouted no, that Mikhail was her husband; an older, more primal part of her responded to the Evil One’s seduction, causing her lips to part as the mere thought of being made love to by such magnificent creature caused warmth to gush from between her thighs. A small, guttural cry of pleasure escaped her lips. Shame flooded her cheeks as she realized what the Evil One had just made her do. His eerie silver eyes glittered with satisfaction as he switched languages to speak to her in the language of the Angelics. 
 
   "Does your husband know you have not returned his bond of eternal love, flawed mortal?" The Evil One laughed. "She-who-is should have known better than to tempt HIS mortal vessel with a creation as flawed as SHE is." 
 
   He gestured towards Jamin whose hand had tightened so firmly she feared her wrist might break. "You would have done better to have stuck with that one. Had you not spurned him, he would have defended you unto his dying breath and still left you with a champion who was not weakened by his bond."
 
   "Mikhail will smite you," Ninsianna hissed in the Evil One's language. “He will run you though with his sword.”
 
   The Evil One’s lips curved up in a cruel smile. He gestured to the two cold-eyed goons who had accompanied him here and barked orders at them in a language which seemed familiar, but she could not understand. Her gift of tongues no longer worked? No. The language they spoke was even older than the languages created by the goddess. The two goons held her arms outwards like a sacrificial offering.
 
   "Jamin!" Ninsianna projected images into Jamin’s mind of the time she had healed him. "Don't do this! You have to know this is wrong!"
 
   Jamin's eyes grew black with fury.
 
   "Don't try your mind manipulations on me, sorceress," Jamin hissed. "Did you even love me a little? Or was it all just a game?"
 
   Ninsianna remembered the times she had grit her teeth and pretended to listen to Jamin's ramblings about his dreams to transform Assur into the center of an Ubaid nation. She had cared for him because he was beautiful and all the other women had wanted him, but never had she loved him. No, she hadn't, even though he had fallen deeply in love with her. The only reason she'd agreed to marry him was because, at the time, she'd honestly believed that marrying the Chief's son was the will of She-who-is.
 
   Jamin sensed her hesitation. 
 
   "That's what I thought." Jamin clenched his fist. He yanked the red cape off of her and approached the Evil One with the garment held before him as though he presented a raiment for a king, blood-red in the dying sun.
 
   "You covet this cape? Don't you, chol beag?" the Evil One asked Shahla. He set the magnificent red cape around her shoulders as though he were a lover preparing her for their bridal bed. He murmured something into her ear, loosening her hair and arranging so that she wore it the way that Ninsianna usually did. "You do want to be together? Don't you?"
 
   "Yes!" Shahla's spirit light was pink and happy. She wanted to go with him more than anything in the world. 
 
   "Just one small token of your affection," the Evil One pinched her chin. "And then you will be mine forever."
 
   "He's not your husband!" Ninsianna shouted.
 
   "Oh, but she is my wife," the Evil One laughed. "We even had a wedding ceremony, didn't we?” He gestured towards the fat lizard king. “Lord Zebub was kind enough to read the nuptials. And of course we consummated the marriage." He pulled Shahla into his crotch. "Didn't we, love?"
 
   Shahla giggled. Ninsianna looked into her wide-open mind and saw the Evil One had mimicked her wedding to Mikhail, right down to a replica of her embroidered white linen shawl.
 
   "I bore witness to it myself," Jamin glowered at her. He pulled a knife out of his belt, one Ninsianna recognized as a poorer version of the one carried by Mikhail, but far more effective than her own clunky stone blade. She struggled against the two brutally strong Angelic goons. Jamin stepped before her and stuck the point of the knife into the underside of her chin. Did he intend to kill her?
 
   "Every single day since you spurned me and ran into that winged demon's arms," Jamin's nostrils flared, "I have dreamed of carving out his heart the same way that you carved out mine."
 
   Ninsianna saw the place in Jamin’s spirit light where his heart still bled for her, the place where she had manipulated him to love her, and then she had hurt him when she had suddenly broken off their engagement. She-who-is's admonition, that it did not behoove her to be cruel, came back to haunt her.
 
   "I am sorry that I hurt you," Ninsianna said. Tears welled into her eyes and she saw he was not unmoved. "I broke things off because we were not right for one another. Mikhail had nothing to do with it."
 
   Jamin's hand trembled, causing the knife to cut her. Ninsianna winced. Jamin stared at the trickle of blood which seeped down his blade as though, just for a moment, he could not believe what he was doing. His eyes met hers, so black it looked as though she stared into the terrible dark path where only hours before she had refused to journey to transmute a little boy's sickness. It was not anger or hatred she saw in Jamin’s eyes, but a vortex of anguish so deep she thought it might swallow her alive.
 
   She retreated from those hungry black eyes, the same way she had retreated from healing Namhu's illness. Jamin’s lip twitched with disappointment. His spirit-light shifted from deep fuchsia to an angry red.
 
   "It's not your heart I want any longer," Jamin's voice hardened with hatred. "But his."
 
   He whirled to stride over to the Evil One and handed him the knife.
 
   "We had a bargain," Jamin said. "You rid my village of the demon and I would deliver to you his wife."
 
   With a solemn nod, the Evil One took the knife and held it towards the lizard king. Ba'al Zebub held out a small vial and dripped a putrid green liquid out of it onto both sides of the blade. The Evil One tilted the knife this way and that until the entire surface glistened with a thin, oily sheen. With her goddess enhanced eyes, Ninsianna could see a putrid, green darkness emanate from whatever he'd used to coat it, as though the thing itself were comprised of puss.
 
   With a start, she realized what they were about to do. 
 
   “No!” Ninsianna fought the grip of the two tainted Angelics with all of her strength. The Evil One’s purpose in capturing her had become terrifyingly clear.
 
   Pains cramped in her abdomen, reminding her that too much exertion would put her baby at risk. She was overpowered. She must focus on the weakest link. She called Shahla’s name and was rewarded when the mind-damaged young woman looked at her with a puzzled expression.
 
   “Shahla!” Ninsianna pleaded. “Don’t do this. Mikhail tried to help you! We are your people!!!”
 
   “Come, my love…” the Evil One enclosed Shahla in one of his magnificent white wings. “We have work to do before we can be together. You do want to be together, don't you?”
 
   “When I am done, you will carry me into the heavens to be your queen?” Shahla asked. 
 
   “Of course, my love,” the Evil One crooned. He caressed her cheek and pressed his lips to hers until Shahla’s knees buckled with desire. "But first we must make sure the Emperor's watchdog does not steal any more of your babies."
 
   "You will give me another baby to love?"
 
   A pang of guilt resounded deep in Ninsianna’s gut. She had refused to plead intervention on Shahla's behalf when the woman had gone into premature labor and been happy when the baby had died, taking all insinuations that Mikhail was the father with it. Ninsianna could see the putrid green tentacles the Evil One had sent into the weak spots in Shahla’s spirit light to manipulate her, the wound she had helped inflict by refusing to use her gift to console the broken-minded woman. 
 
   The Evil One’s eerie silver eyes met Ninsianna’s as though he knew what was going through her mind, taunting her. The thought intruded into her mind even though she fought to keep him out.
 
   'See, Chosen of my daughter … you are no different than me…'
 
   Shahla quivered beneath the Evil One's touch like a virgin about to go to her bridal bed. 
 
   "This baby really shall have wings," the Evil One whispered just loud enough for Ninsianna to hear. 
 
   With her goddess enhanced vision, Ninsianna could see the lies take root in the fertile soil of Shahla's delusions as he preyed upon her unrequited love for Mikhail. Piss-puke-putrid green claws of seduction slithered past his lips to wrap their viperous tentacles around the mind-damaged young woman's spirit-light. He pressed the knife gently into Shahla's hands and closed her fingers around it.
 
   “Don’t listen to him, Shahla,” Ninsianna shouted. “He is the Evil One sung about in the ancient song!”
 
   Shahla hesitated a second time.
 
   “Bring her to Zepar,” the Evil One snapped at the two goons in the Angelic language which only Ninsianna could understand. “I cannot have her reasoning with my instrument?”
 
   “Yes, Master,” the two tainted Angelics said. 
 
   "Jamin!" Ninsianna called to the Chief's son. "Please!"
 
   Jamin gave her a smug smile as he moved to stand beside a slender lizard-man who regarded her with curious gold-green eyes. There was no help there, and she was pregnant and outnumbered. To win this fight, she would need to use her wits. She stopped struggling and pretended to follow the two goons docilely inside the sky canoe, waiting for her chance to get at the blade tucked into her loincloth.
 
   A fourth Angelic approached her, ordinary in appearance with dirty-white wings, but this one was just as dark and rancid as the Evil One. The Evil One trailed into the sky canoe behind the other two, this time without Shahla … or Jamin.
 
   "And now it is time to summons the last living Seraphim." The Evil One gave her a predatory grin.
 
   "She is not mated to him, Master," the dirty-winged Angelic said. "I can see no sign of the Bond of Ki."
 
   The Evil One closed his eyes and leaned closer, sniffing her scent as he had before. Ninsianna could feel him pluck the image of her most terrifying fear right out of her mind.
 
   "There is a thread," the Evil One said, "but it’s a baser connection, unreturned and incomplete." He laughed. "This one is a powerful little sorceress to fool a full-blooded Seraphim into thinking he found his one true mate! We just need to give her the proper emotion to call him."
 
   "Go to hell!" Ninsianna spat in his face.
 
   She instantly realized her mistake. The Evil One dropped his veneer of slick taunting. His eyes turned scarlet. The seething hatred which roiled beneath the surface licked towards her like a conflagration, a horrific power, barely contained within the puppet of a shell he wore. He grabbed her by the throat and shoved her back onto a strange, raised table. The two goons pressed her onto her back and held her helpless.
 
   "Let's see what a half-Seraphim bastard looks like, shall we?" the Evil One's voice reverberated through her like a sandstorm. He tore aside her shawl, exposing the swell of her belly where Mikhail's child grew. His lips curved up in a cruel smile as he spotted the blade tucked into her loincloth. He grabbed it and held it high above her abdomen with both hands.
 
   “What was it you said the Seraphim bastard would to do to me?” the Evil One snarled. His hands thrust the blade downwards, straight into her womb.
 
   Ninsianna screamed.
 
   "Mikhail!"
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Watch out for false prophets.
 
   They come to you in sheep’s clothing,
 
   But inwardly they are ferocious wolves.
 
    
 
   Matthew 7:15
 
    
 
   November 3,390 BC  (about an hour ago)
 
   Earth:  Mesopotamian Plain
 
    
 
   Jamin
 
   The Sata’anic lizard-soldiers piled wood upon the bonfire and built it to a height he’d only ever seen during the winter Narduğan celebration. The thin, green needles of tamarix shrubs sizzled, fat with moisture from the recent rains which had finally begun to fall after months of desiccation in the hot Mesopotamian heat. Unable to withstand the conflagration, they burst into flames, shooting sparks into the sky along with a tsunami of impenetrable, grey smoke. To the west, the horizon loomed blood-red like the ground after a gazelle hunt. The last rays of the dying sun faded beneath the sands of the desert horizon.
 
   "Are you ready, my son?" Lucifer placed his hand upon Jamin's shoulder, a fatherly gesture. 
 
   A feeling akin to standing on the top of a mountain during a thunderstorm rippled through Jamin's nerve endings. He hadn't decided yet if that was a good or bad thing. His whole life he had dreamed of possessing enough prowess to conquer the non-allied tribes, and yet the mere sight of Lucifer made him want to drop down to his knees and beg for allegiance.
 
   "Let's get this over with," Jamin said. 
 
   He forced himself to stand haughtily the way a chief's son should. He surveyed their preparations with a practiced eye. In just a few minutes the sky would be so black that no one would see beyond the bonfire to the three sky canoes waiting in ambush ... or the near-fourscore mercenaries the lizard-people had recruited from his father's enemies. From the air, it would appear as though a small raiding party had grabbed Ninsianna. He pointed to where Shahla whirled happily around the bonfire, dancing so the red cape flared out like a dervish. 
 
   "She won't be hurt?" Jamin asked.
 
   "She is my wife," Lucifer crooned into Jamin's ear, so close the breathiness gave him chills. "Just one nick, to prove I can trust her when I fall asleep with her in my bed. Do you think I would otherwise put her at risk?"
 
   "It is rumored you have many wives," Jamin said. He glanced over at Lieutenant Kasib, who’d been reticent ever since he’d decided not to stab the enemy Príomh-Aire with the knife the lizard had deliberately overlooked. "What use to you is one who is mind-broken?"
 
   Lucifer's eerie silver eyes reflected the flames and made it appear as though he was filled with fire. 
 
   "It is not her mind which interests me,” Lucifer smirked. “All I care is that I can fill their wombs with sons and daughters. The emptier the mind, the better."
 
   "And what of Ninsianna’s child?" 
 
   Lucifer gave Jamin the hungry look a man might give who was about to sit down for a decadent feast.
 
   “Why,” Lucifer’s mouth curved up in a smile which showed off his perfect, white teeth, “I shall treat it as though it was my own child.”
 
   Jamin shivered. Much as he had fantasized about teaching his unfaithful former fiancé a lesson, now that he had Ninsianna where he wanted her, he didn't like the way Lucifer savored her as though she was the evening meal.
 
   "Ninsianna will hate me forever," Jamin said.
 
   "There are ways to make a woman forget any man but you," Lucifer whispered conspiratorially. "I will teach you, young chieftain." Lucifer brushed Jamin's cheek with the back of his fingertips, just a little too familiar. "After you have given me a demonstration of your loyalty."
 
   Lucifer's scent wafted around him, sweetness paired with brimstone and a muskiness so male it screamed of power. More power, even, than the entire tent full of Ubaid chiefs he'd just betrayed to get back at his father for banishing him. Oh, gods! His whole life he had dreamed of power, and now Lucifer kept hinting he would give it to him … as soon as he completed this little mission.
 
   Images of Ninsianna danced into Jamin's mind. Eyes shut, she cried out his name again and again as he brought her up to ecstasy. The strange, foreign 'pants' grew uncomfortably tight around his crotch. A small groan escaped his lips. He could almost feel Ninsianna's wet feminine mysteries sliding against his manhood. Oh! Gods! Power? No … this was what he'd sold his soul to get! 
 
   "Ninsianna," Jamin whispered as though he uttered a prayer. 
 
   Lucifer pulled away his hand. A sickening revulsion, silent taunts of why would he want to take to bride a woman so well used when Lucifer could give him any woman he wanted, echoed through Jamin's mind and settled into his belly like rancid meat. Laughter, unspoken, burned in Lucifer’s eyes, mocking him for his constancy to a woman who had done nothing but betray him. 
 
   "Get out of my head," Jamin said.
 
   'She carries the abomination of your enemy,' Lucifer taunted inside his head.
 
   'I don't care,' Jamin thought to himself. 'If Ninsianna would love me, I would give it all away just to have her look at me the way she looks at Mikhail.'
 
   Lucifer frowned. It felt like … loss. Loss of empathy. Loss of trust. He, like Shahla, had yet to prove he was worthy of Lucifer's beneficence. New images danced into his mind. Anger. His anger. He could almost taste how good it would feel to finally watch his adversary die. That ever-present rage ignited in Jamin's gut, grew hotter, more ferocious, as though Lucifer stoked the flames the same way the lizard people now piled wood upon the bonfire. Rage shuddered into his nerve endings and reddened his flesh like a desert fire. Lucifer had promised to give back to him what was his.
 
   Lucifer's tongue darted out to lick his own lips as though he savored a drop of honey. 
 
   "Come, my son." Lucifer's voice sounded as warm and luscious as the sensation of floating on the Hiddekel River in summer. "Your hatred pleases me. Let us give form to this fantasy you have named as your price for selling to me your service, and then you will be mine. Forever."
 
   "Yes." Jamin's mouth formed the words even though a small voice in his heart shouted no!
 
   Lucifer curled one snowy white wing around Jamin's back as though he wished to shield him from the wind and led him towards his sky canoe. At Lucifer's heel, the fat lizard-king named Ba'al Zebub waddled like an over-eager mutt, his fangs protruding from his corpulent maw in a pleased grin. Jamin still hadn't figured out the dynamics of who was in charge. Lucifer? The fat lizard king? Or this dragon-god Kasib kept genuflecting to, the one on the coin called Emperor Shay'tan? 
 
   A large, green shadow moved to stand in front of them, blocking their egress into Lucifer's shiny, dart-like sky canoe. General Hudhafah hissed something in the Sata’anic language. He was a large lizard, almost as tall as Lucifer, but far broader with a muscular body filled with many scars that could have only been earned in battle and a deep burgundy dewlap. His razor-sharp dorsal ridge reared up, giving him the illusion of being even taller.
 
   “What?” Jamin looked from one to the other.
 
   Lucifer’s grip tightened on his shoulder. Pain shot deep into his bones as Lucifer hissed something back at the Sata’anic general.
 
   Jamin glanced at Lieutenant Kasib, a slender lizard, far lower in rank than the general he trailed behind. In his hand he held the flat, magical talisman he called a flatscreen. His long, forked tongue flitted frantically into the air as he pointed something on that screen out to General Hudhafah.
 
   Lucifer flared his wings and pulled Jamin closer, the way one lion might do to another that was sniffing around its supper.
 
   General Hudhafah growled and bared his fangs. That same musky scent Jamin had noted earlier filled the air. Lucifer wasn't the only one who exuded an air of authority.
 
   A throb of anticipation pulsed through Jamin's body. Lucifer’s features hardened into a mask of hatred. Jamin stared, fascinated as Lucifer transformed from suave trader into a visage which reminded him of the auroch which had once gored and almost killed him. Allies? The two factions didn’t act like allies.
 
   Hudhafah uttered something that sounded like a dog’s bark. Six lesser lizard demons stepped up behind him, fingering the holsters where the lizards kept their firesticks. The two cold-eyed Angelics which Kasib disparagingly referred to as goons stepped up to flank Lucifer and fingered their firesticks as well.
 
   Jamin glanced at the two squat, grey lizard-ships which sat on either side of Lucifer's slender sky canoe as though they were hounds guarding a jackal. The implication was clear. Lucifer carried enough authority that the lizard people were forced to deal with him, but he was not in charge of this lizard general whose job it was to subdue Jamin's people. 
 
   Lucifer bared his teeth into a false smile and rumbled something to the fat lizard king who fawned all over him despite Kasib's assurances the two were social equals. Jamin leaned forward, straining to translate the few words of Sata'anic language he had learned thus far and realized Kasib and Hudhafah were doing the same. Whatever the language they spoke, Jamin's nerve endings shuddered with every word. Ba'al Zebub trembled and waddled forward to argue with his upstart general. 
 
   Jamin had seen enough coup d'états to comprehend that Ba'al Zebub only ruled with the support of this lizard general. Ba'al Zebub first hissed pleasantries, then growled, and then shoved his clawed hand into General Hudhafah's snout. The lizard general stood firm, secure in the forces he could bring to bear, either for, or against Ba'al Zebub's intrigues. Although Jamin couldn't understand the words, he'd accompanied his father to enough parlays to recognize when one tribe's chief could not ratify a treaty because he lacked the support of the warriors who kept him in power. Kasib stood behind his commanding officer and wrung his claws, his long, forked tongue darting nervously as he looked anxiously from Hudhafah to Lucifer to Jamin.
 
   Jamin realized the lizards fought over him. He was a prize? 
 
   Lucifer's eyes met his. Glittering. Silver. Ferocious. The Angelic tilted his head and sniffed, nostrils flared as he listened to the two lizards argue. If the Príomh-Aire wanted to make the lizards dance like puppets, Jamin knew Lucifer could make them do it, but for some reason it pleased him to get people to do his bidding voluntarily. When Jamin had asked him about it. Lucifer had given him a fatherly smile and caressed his cheek as though he were a delicious little boy.
 
   'My son,' he had said, 'isn’t it better if people serve you because you give them their most heartfelt desire?'
 
   Yes. Jamin had learned a thing or two watching Lucifer manipulate others to do his bidding, but Hudhafah, it seemed, was immune to that manipulation, as was Lieutenant Kasib. Should he warn Lucifer that Kasib had let pass the knife Jamin had almost used to stab him? That small voice which whispered to him to keep Ninsianna close whispered now that the lizard-man was somebody he could trust.
 
   And for some reason, Lucifer had not yet picked up that tidbit of betrayal out of Jamin’s mind…
 
   Jamin locked it away in the tiny little treasure box his mother had taught him to imagine hiding his wishes in to keep them secret. He'd kept those treasures to himself until the day Ninsianna had healed him. She had opened that reservoir and made him share it with her. Jamin frowned. Ninsianna … perhaps turning the unfaithful witch over to her husband’s enemies hadn’t been the wisest thing he’d ever done?
 
   With a snarl, Hudhafah turned towards Jamin and grunted in barely-understandable Kemet, 'you … lucky." 
 
   With a twitch of his thick tail, the burly general turned his back on Lucifer as though he was no one of consequence and ambled away, but the six lizard-soldiers flanking the man did no such thing. They backed away, their gold-green eyes narrowed into slits as they watched Hudhafah's back until he'd retreated into the closest sky canoe, leaving only Kasib standing there, still carrying his glowing magic flatscreen.
 
   Lucifer tugged Jamin towards him as though he was being forced to relinquish a favorite toy, his white wings ruffled with irritation. 
 
   "It seems our good friend General Hudhafah is worried that, without you to act as an intermediary between his people and your own, there might be many unnecessary, how shall I put this tactfully, misunderstandings?" Lucifer spoke smoothly as though what he said was the most reasonable thing in the world. "You understand, don't you, young chieftain? If you want to rule these tribes, then their people must get to know you."
 
   Jamin's jaw dropped, not certain he understood the insinuation. "Rule them?" 
 
   "Why, of course." Lucifer slipped his arm around his shoulders and turned to face the direction where gathered the meeting of regional chiefs … the ones they were about to ambush. "Your tribe, the Uruk to your south, and, oh? Who were those dreary desert-dwellers you told me about? The ones who sold you into slavery?"
 
   An image of Aturdokht's hazel-green eyes, the rest of her face hidden beneath a veil, filtered into Jamin's mind. From the way Lucifer's nose twitched into a smirk, Jamin knew he saw the image as well.
 
   "Halifians," Jamin said. "They call themselves the People of the Desert."
 
   "Ah, yes, the Halifians," Lucifer waived his hand towards General Hudhafah. "They are of no use to the Sata'anic Empire. Hudhafah has agreed to give them to you as a gift if you deliver to him the goods the Amorite slavers promised the day they convinced him to part with his treasury to buy you."
 
   A feeling of dread settled into Jamin's gut. So. He was to be treated like a slave? 
 
   "What would I do with the Halifians?" 
 
   "Anything you want," Lucifer shrugged. "If nothing else, it will give you a second wife. One more worthy than the one who carries your enemy's bastard."
 
   A pang of regret settled into Jamin's gut.
 
   "Aturdokht no longer needs me," Jamin said. "She is a wealthy woman now ... from selling me to the Sata'anic lizards."
 
   Kasib had told him Hudhafah had nearly emptied the Sata'anic treasury to purchase him from the Amorite slavers. Jamin had the feeling such a price mattered little to Lucifer ... -if- he was in the mood to pay it.
 
   Lucifer tilted his head. His scent grew muskier, stronger, more powerful, blended with the scent of fire. Jamin could almost hear his mother's voice whispering from the treasure box, a memory of a favorite story about a little boy who snuck into his father's granary to snitch olives out of the enormous urns of olive oil. Olives. That was precious. Not this gold the lizard people threw around like mustard seeds upon the fertile soil alongside the Hiddekel River.
 
   "Olives?" Lucifer's mouth formed the unfamiliar word. His lips curved up into a smile as he reached into Jamin's brain and plucked a memory of eating the rare, decadent fruit. He closed his eyes as though he were truly savoring it. "Yes. The Emperor would like this fruit." He brushed his fingertips beneath Jamin's chin. "Fear not, young chieftain. I shall return to fetch you … and a jar of these … olives … to salve his disappointment when I tell him I had no choice but to put down his favorite watchman."
 
   The image which burned into Jamin's mind did not match Lucifer's beneficent smile. Him holding down an unknown white-robed man while Lucifer rammed a jar of olives down his father's throat. The image changed into him doing the same thing to his own father, Chief Kiyan, the man who had chosen a stranger over his own son.
 
   "Yes," Jamin said, even as that part of him that still wished to earn back his father's favor warred with the hatred Lucifer fostered like a man blowing notes into a wooden flute.
 
   "Serve your masters well," Lucifer whispered in his ear, "and when my armies join me, we shall offer these lizard-people a choice. Turn you over? Or keep you … and face annihilation?"
 
   Lucifer sent him an image of armies so vast they dwarfed his imagination. A competing image, whispered into Jamin's mind from the treasure box he'd trained his mind to lock away all the things that might make him act less of a man. Green eyes, peeking from beneath the veil of a desert shaykah. Aturdokht's actions had not been betrayal, but an act of mercy to spare his life.
 
   "And what if I no longer wish to go with you," Jamin said.
 
   "But you will," Lucifer gave him a benevolent smile. He gestured towards the ship. "As soon as that which your heart most desires rids herself of the abomination she carries within her belly, I shall bring her back with me and use her to have my way with you."
 
   The two cold-eyed goons who stood on either side of Lucifer chortled and passed a look between them, the first sign of any emotion Jamin had seen the entire time he'd known them. What was the joke? Did they somehow find this funny?
 
   "Is that a promise?" Jamin asked.
 
   The two goons sniggered louder.
 
   Lucifer curled one wing forward to caress Jamin's cheek with a snow-white wing-tip. Without answering, Lucifer whirled on his heel, gracefully tucking in his wings against his back so he would not knock Jamin over with them, and strutted up the ramp of his sky canoe as though he were a much bigger man than the already-huge five-cubit-tall, thirty-foot-wingspan Angelic who towered over him by nearly a head. Lieutenant Kasib hurried to stand next to him as the ramp slid up and was swallowed into the belly of the sky canoe.
 
   A lump rose in his throat. Had he really just turned Ninsianna over to Lucifer and allowed himself to be left behind?
 
   "You're very lucky I was able to convince General Hudhafah to intervene," Kasib spoke to him in hissing, broken Kemet, the lingua franca of trade amongst most tribes in this region.
 
   Jamin glanced over to the lizard-man he'd begun to think of as … not a friend … he hadn't known Kasib long enough to think much of anything about him other than the fact he now considered it normal to find himself speaking to a five-cubit-tall lizard. Moisture beaded in his eyes. Accursed dust! He turned away so Kasib would not mistake the reflex for crying. 
 
   "You should have let me go," Jamin stared at the vanished doorway.
 
   If Jamin could read the all-too-human facial expressions of the lizard people, he would swear the lizard-man pitied him.
 
   "Did you love her?" Kasib asked.
 
   The lump in his chest grew heavier, more insistent, as though Ninsianna pounded at the inside of his heart, pleading with him to save her. It was her. He knew she pleaded for her husband to save her using the same sorcery she had once used to trick him and bind his affections to her. Now that he had seen Lucifer use that same power, he would never fall for Ninsianna's manipulations again.
 
   Jamin's mouth twitched downwards.
 
   "Yes," he said. He turned to face the ambush he had sold her out to buy. Any minute now, Mikhail would come flying in to save her and mistake the ecstatic girl dancing around the bonfire to be his wife in peril.
 
   His wife…
 
   "At least I did love her. Once." He stared at Shahla dancing around the raging inferno. "Not anymore. That man died the day she let them bury me in a pit and then banish me for her husband's philandering."
 
   "Good," Kasib tasted the air with his long, forked tongue. He glanced down at the unintelligible black scribbles displayed on his magic window. "Because Lucifer has a history of breaking his toys."
 
   Kasib gestured towards the east, the direction where lay their next target the moment Mikhail was killed, the men who gathered to discuss fighting back against the Sata'anic Empire. 
 
   "Come. It is time to cut off the heads of the snake."
 
   "Are you positive this will prevent unnecessary bloodshed?" Jamin asked.
 
   Kasib twitched his tail and shrugged.
 
   "That all depends upon how convincing you are once they learn their leaders are dead and you have been appointed to shepherd them into Sata'anic rule."
 
   Jamin followed Kasib mindlessly into the squat, grey sky canoe, every step he took causing his heart to scream he was not supposed to abandon Ninsianna. Jamin pushed it down and ignored it. The witch had made that choice for him the day she'd broken off their engagement and married Mikhail.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
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   November 3,390 BC
 
   Earth:  Mesopotamian Plain
 
    
 
   Pareesa
 
   It felt as though she could see her enemy’s intentions; the shadow-enemy which flowed into their muscles and betrayed their thoughts even before their limbs had a chance to carry out the command. It was not the magic she had always assumed the gift to be whenever she had witnessed Mikhail enter the killing dance, but oh! What a wondrous gift the old god wielded!
 
   The Cherubim battle incantations heightened her reflexes, enhancing her speed and the ability to defend against a spear-thrust or find a place where the enemy was weak. She positioned her body between Mikhail and the human excrement which came at them like the winter flood, eager to finish him off. They were unable to get behind her thanks to their own raging bonfire. 
 
   A rumble of satisfaction emanated from deep within Pareesa's chest. The God of War was not without a sense of humor. He drew her eyes to the five dead lizard-demons she had smote, one enormous body piled atop the other like green-scaled levies. To get at her, the mercenaries needed to climb over the bodies of their own dead lizard-masters; bodies which, even now that they were dead, many of the mercenaries still feared. Fortune, it seemed, had created a defensible position. 
 
   Shouts rippled through the enemy. Their language was alien to her, but even though she could not understand the words, the enhanced state of the killing dance enabled her to hear their intentions. One rushed at her and tripped on a long, green lizard tail. He looked up, his eyes filled with disbelief as he stared up at the unearthly blue glow Pareesa knew must glitter in her eyes … and the light of the bonfire reflecting off of Mikhail's sword.
 
   "Bir kız?" the man asked with befuddlement.
 
   "On'nanoko yori mo." 
 
   Words spilled from Pareesa's lips, but they were not her words, but his. The God of War prompted her to run the man through. He forced a prayer past her lips as she kicked the still-twitching body to plug the hole in the wall of bodies which now surrounded her. It was disconcerting, listening to two minds think within a single head, one a frightened thirteen-summer girl; the other detached, calculating, and cognizant of things which lay beyond her field-of-vision. She felt satisfaction, but the Cherubim god regretted not having the luxury of granting the downed man mercy.
 
   Something soft squished beneath her goat-hide pampooties. Even without looking down, that part of her which was still Pareesa sobbed. Mikhail's wings! The God of War forced her to calculate the detriment to her footing, where she needed to step, and ways those same feathers could be used to cause an enemy to slip instead of her. In a life or death situation, nothing was sacred. Not even Mikhail's magnificent, dark wings. 
 
   "Patān o miru," the old god forced her lips to speak. Her eyes darted about, taking in the way the enemy moved, no hint of disdain as he whispered how much difficulty the sword would have cutting through the woolen cloaks, animal skin mantles, and padded shirts. 
 
   So many enemies…  
 
   Pareesa gulped. Her men were not too distant behind her, but it a battle situation, every breath was a moment in which your heart could be silenced forever. She had not given one iota of thought to her own well-being when she'd thrown herself through the hoard to save her mentor, but for the first time, hopelessness began to steal her courage. What it would be like to die? 
 
   Blue light filled her vision and great hall opened up into the world beyond. If she fell, the Cherubim god reassured her, it would be a good death. A proud death. A meaningful death. If she fell, he would take her, and Mikhail as well, to this place where heroes watched over the lives of mortals and whispered courage in their hour of direst need.
 
   Death wouldn't be so awful, but she'd much rather live!
 
   With a grunt of satisfaction, the God of War prompted her to calculate which enemy would make the most lethal opponent, who was in charge, and which would attack only after another, stronger opponent had already weakened her. It was an odd juxtaposition, to watch her body move while a hum of alien images flitted through her brain. It felt as though she watched a puppet-show. Yes. Somebody else acted out a play in which a puppet had been fashioned in her likeness, but the puppet-master had rewritten her role to be the heroine and not just the hero's mascot. Alien thoughts began to make sense as images paired with bits and pieces of the Cherubim language she had thankfully had the foresight to learn.
 
   A warning…
 
   She sensed a change in the shadow-pattern of thoughts from the circling enemy. Their numbers parted. A fearsome bear of a man, four cubits tall, with shoulders so broad his knuckles appeared to drag upon the ground swaggered towards her wielding a war club, a horrific instrument embedded on both sides with multiple sharp, flint spear points. Pareesa noted with morbid humor the weapon for which Mikhail had nick-named her çok puan ile mızrak [spear with many points] or, as he liked to call her in his native language, arm beag ollscriosta [little weapon of mass destruction]. 
 
   She clutched the sword, determined to fight even harder as War Club Man climbed over the wall of bodies and stared at her as though she was a two-headed goat. The man stank like sour milk and rancid meat. A thought flitted through her mind, though she wasn't certain whether it was her thought or the God of War's. Why was it that mercenaries everywhere were never well-acquainted with water? 
 
   "Tsuki kanojo wa - daredearu watashi wa, kono teki o utsu yō ni watashi ni chikara no tekisetsuna shiyō-ken o fuyo." The God of War taunted the enemy champion in the clicking Cherubim language. 
 
   War Club Man bared his teeth in a leering grin, exposing a gap where once upon a time he had possessed teeth, but now, top and bottom, nothing remained but a single jagged incisor. He reminded her of a hyena. "Yani Assurians bir adamın işi yapmak için küçük bir kız göndermek?" 
 
   With near-blinding speed he swung his war-club, a crushing blow that would have shattered her skull and torn great chunks of flesh out of her body if it had landed. Pareesa raised her sword to block it, but not even Cherubim-enhanced reflexes could prevent her from being knocked backwards. With detached interest she noted the pain which vibrated into her bones. 
 
   A recent training lesson danced into her mind.
 
   'You lack sufficient mass to fight in this manner,' Mikhail had said. 'You must first move out of the way, then strike when your enemy is trapped in the momentum of his downswing.'
 
   War Club Man swung a second time. This time, instead of using her sword to block the blow, Pareesa stepped to her left. The man shifted forward, so close his spittle splattered onto her cheek. Ugh! He hit the bottom of his downswing and, just for a moment, left his neck exposed. With a war cry, Pareesa slammed down the sword. It hit resistance at the spinal column, then with a 'snap' continued effortlessly through the meat of the man's neck. Warm, slippery blood squirted onto her legs as War Club Man's head plopped next her feet, his eyelids blinking with surprise. Ugh! She kicked the grim specter towards the wall of bodies so she wouldn't trip on it as the next man came at her.
 
   Cold, alien images filtered into her mind. Sacred symbols painted in the temple of She-who-is. Squares. Rectangles. Many-pointed stars with people moving along the length of them as though performing a shamanic dance. No! Not symbols. Training katas! New enemies fanned around her in the pattern she recognized from the symbols, readying to surge over the growing wall of bodies. They toyed with her, leering, unaware a larger platoon ran only moments behind her. All she had to do was keep the enemy busy.
 
   Another lesson filtered into her mind.
 
   ‘A group of men will fear hitting one another as they come at you,' Mikhail had said. 'They will watch what the other men do before rushing in to hit you. Use this delay against them.’
 
   The God of War counted out a staff kata as a foursome rushed at her. This movement felt familiar. Mikhail had made them practice the routine so many times the memory of it was deeply ingrained into Pareesa's muscles. Strike the man in front of you. Get the man to one side and then the other. Block. Jab backwards at the man who thinks you are not watching your back. Start over. Do it again. The weapon she wielded had changed, become more lethal, more effective, but the manner in which it was handled felt familiar. 
 
   She sensed the old god's satisfaction; this was a maneuver she could perform on her own. An image of a young Mikhail, training with the ant-like Cherubim to learn that exact same lesson at approximately the same age she was now, popped into Pareesa's mind. A sense of fondness filled her heart. A gift…  
 
   "It's a sentiment we both share," Pareesa said as she thwacked to deflect a spear. 
 
   She heard shouts, Assurian war whoops mixed with screams of dying men. The enemy turned, distracted by the threat which now came at them from the direction from which she had come. Ohthankthegods! At last her men were here!
 
   A thunderous roar shook the ground. Pillars of flame erupted from the shadow of three rocky outcroppings. Hot wind blew a blinding sandstorm of debris into Pareesa's face. Only the ability to see that second spirit-shadow prevented the enemy from overrunning her. Dozens of fireflies lit up surrounding each outcropping, blinking in a pattern, one side red, the other green. Pareesa feared her ears would pop from the unearthly howl.
 
   The boulders began to rise…
 
   She realized the murky shapes she'd mistaken for hills were really sky canoes! Unlike Mikhail's vessel, which was broken beyond repair, these were still capable of ascending into the heavens! 
 
   Another spear flew past her, thankfully missing her.
 
   'Shōten o ateru!' the Cherubim god chastised her. Focus!
 
   The enemy milled in disarray. The sandstorm grew more ferocious, pelting her with tiny pebbles and wafting thick smoke that smelled like bitumen in a campfire. She took advantage of their distraction to cut down any enemy stupid enough to gape at the sky canoes. 
 
   Two sky canoes moved in the direction the Assurians had come from, but the third moved to hover directly over her like a fat, squat vulture. A vortex of calm opened up in the center of the wall of sand, providing an unimpeded view of the underside of the ship. A single, round orb rotated around to stare down at her with its evil eye. The eye watched her. Malignant. Baleful. Waiting for the enemy to collect their bounty by severing Mikhail's head.
 
   'The Evil One…' the old god whispered into her brain.
 
   Ancient rage rattled every fiber of her being, though whether it was her hatred, or that of the old god, Pareesa could not be certain. At this point their anger was one and the same. Another enemy rushed at her with a spear. She kicked the man in the crotch and yanked the weapon out of his hand. Using every ounce of strength her small mortal body possessed,  she took aim and heaved the shaft at that malignant, reflective, shiny orb; to blind it to the man who lay helpless at her feet. The spear flew true, straight into the Evil One's eye.
 
   Small sharp daggers fell onto her head. Pareesa threw up her arm to protect her eyes. The Evil One's sky canoe moved off, sandblasting her with debris until it moved far enough away that its roaring yellow dust devil subsided. Along with it vacated the heavy sense of oppression she hadn't even been aware had been pressing down upon her until suddenly the source had been removed.
 
   The enemy regrouped, ignoring the Assurians nipping at their outer edge, intent on collecting what to them appeared to be an easy bounty. Mikhail lay so close they could almost taste it, already fallen, already defeated, helpless, with nothing but a slender woman-child wielding a too-long sword standing over him to defend him. Had the enemy not learned that what they lacked in individual prowess, they made up for by always standing together? 
 
   Ebad was the first to reach her. He recoiled in fear as she pulled up short of cutting him down and he noticed the inhuman blue glow of her eyes. 
 
   “Pareesa … let me help you?" Ebad lowered his spear to show he was no threat. He had seen Mikhail fight enough times to understand she was not just Pareesa anymore, but something extra. “You defend him and I will watch your back.”
 
   The God of War prompted her to nod acceptance even though Pareesa, herself, was less than enthusiastic it had been Ebad, and not a more capable warrior, who had been the first to fight to her side. Words of gratitude came out spoken in the Cherubim language. Ebad clutched his spear and moved to stand behind her, his back against hers. All around them the battle raged as the better-trained Assurians, outnumbered almost three to one, took on the less cohesive enemy and, little by little, began to turn the tide. 
 
   And still the enemy only cared to collect their bounty…
 
   Explosions ignited off on the horizon, back in the direction where the Assurians had run from. The sky canoes had seen fit to rain down hellfire upon whichever chiefs had refused to answer Pareesa's call. A cheer went up through the enemy warriors who still outnumbered the Assurians. This, it seemed, had been part of their plan. Ebad moved more tightly against her back and together they fought on, stabbing, kicking, whirling, punching, whatever it took to keep the oncoming hordes off of Mikhail's body and away from his head with the knives they clutched ready to finish the job.
 
   A screech of pain cut through Pareesa's killing incantations and resonated with an odd note of emotion and fear.
 
   "Ebad?"
 
   The young man crumpled into a heap behind her, a spear sticking out of his shoulder. The Cherubim god projected what had happened into her mind. Ebad had jumped in front of a spear to save her. The old god prompted her to rip it out and pierce the bastard through the heart who had injured him. Ebad screamed and curled up in a fetal position. 
 
   “Sore wa orokade yūkan'na, watashi no yūjindeshita. Arigatōgozaimasu,” the old god spoke through her, thanking Ebad for his brave but foolish sacrifice. 
 
   Pareesa now defended two fallen comrades instead of one, but ululating greetings heralded the arrival of a second, larger group of Ubaid. Allies. Sent by the regional chiefs. The Evil One's sky canoes had hit the encampment, but by the number of shouts, not many of them had been there to be killed! 
 
   Pareesa laughed. Even in ambush, Mikhail had won! For the first time in Ubaid history, disparate tribes had rallied their warriors and responded against a threat as a single army.
 
   Now outnumbered, the remaining enemies turned tail and ran into the darkness, abandoning their dead and the bags of gold the lizard demons had no doubt promised for their service. The Ubaid let out a cheer: Assurians, Ninevians, Gassurites and other allied villages who had gathered together to discuss Mikhail's plan to pool their resources as a nation.
 
   The victory cheers stopped as the warriors realized why Pareesa had refused to budge. First one warrior, and then another, let out an anguished sob as they realized it was not their winged leader who had held off so many enemies. Her moment of dire need finished, Pareesa thanked the old God of War who had stepped in to help her save him and asked for one last favor. 
 
   "Please, Sir? How can we keep Mikhail from dying?" 
 
   The information jumped into her mind, a series of images instead of speech. Pareesa's lip trembled as she realized the news was worse than she had feared. One last piece of information spilled forth from her lips.
 
   'Ebad wa, anata to no ai, orokana on'nanokodesu,' her own lips chided her in the Cherubim language. 'Anata no me o hiraite, teikyō sa reru mono o ukeireru.' 
 
   The old god moved her hand and forced her to lay eyes upon the young man laying upon the ground. Shame flooded into her body, but it was not the old god's shame, but hers. All this time she'd already had someone who loved her as much as Mikhail loved his wife, and she had done nothing but treat him poorly. She should accept the gift Ebad offered to her, the old god chastised her, because never again would she find a man who loved her so much he would jump in front of a spear.
 
   The old god released her, although she could sense he lurked in the periphery, feeding her strength, but otherwise reluctant to interfere. Her perception of Mikhail's sword grew weightier in her hand. It felt unfamiliar, clumsy, heavy, as though her prowess with it only moments earlier had been nothing but a dream. She had a long way to train before she could wield such a weapon on her own the way that Mikhail did. 
 
   Pareesa dropped to her knees between Mikhail and her wounded team-mate. Ebad gave her a weak smile.
 
   "We did it, didn't we?" Ebad said. "We saved him."
 
   Tears dripped down Pareesa's cheeks a fresh spurt of blood gushed forth from Ebad's shoulder. She stared at Ebad as though she were seeing him for the very first time. No longer soft. No longer weak. No longer incompetent. Using Mikhail's training, Ebad had transformed himself into everything Pareesa had ever wanted in a man.
 
   "We did," Pareesa squeezed his hand. "We did it together."
 
   The Ubaid warriors poked fearfully at the wall of lizard demons, not certain what to do now that they witnessed creatures of nightmare materialized into the flesh. It was, ironically, Ipquidad, the portly son of a flaxseed oil dealer, who was the first to climb over the wall of bodies. He stared down at Mikhail with dismay.
 
   "Tell us what to do?" Ipquidad's voice warbled with emotion. 
 
   "Go. Go tend to Mikhail." Ebad gave her a weak smile.
 
   Pareesa let go of his hand and stood, anger surging through her veins at the sight of the red cape peeking from between Mikhail's black-brown wings.
 
   "Get her out of here!" She jabbed her index finger at the red-caped dead woman. "That is not Ninsianna!"
 
   Ipquidad grabbed the red-caped traitor by the feet and dragged her out of Mikhail's arms, dumping her body face-down in the dirt, two of Pareesa's arrows sticking out of her back.
 
   Pareesa glanced down at the Angelic she had risked everything to save; an unearthly creature, not of this world, but a man who had fought with the armies of a god. He did not look so god-like now.
 
   “Mikhail!” Pareesa sobbed. 
 
   She crawled to him, praying for him to be okay. 
 
   Oh gods! Oh gods! He was so pale and limp!
 
   "Please please please please!" 
 
   She fumbled at his neck, searching for a pulse. She felt nothing. A sob wracked her chest as she pressed trembling fingers deeper into his jugular. 
 
   "Please!" She shook his shoulder as if that, alone, might wake him up from this terrible nightmare.
 
   The weak kiss of a pulse throbbed against her fingertips. Emotion tore through her chest as a sob of joy.
 
   "He's alive!" 
 
   The warriors cheered. 
 
   Pareesa rolled Mikhail onto his back to assess his injuries, careful not to crush his feathers. Her lip twitched with a gasp of horror, capturing a single tear. There was a knife. Sticking out of his chest. How was he even still alive?
 
   She grabbed his hand and gave it a squeeze.
 
   “You must hang on!" Tears blurred the sight of his slack jaw. "Needa will tend your wounds. She can fix it. I know she can.”
 
   She turned back towards the warriors who had grown silent, the reflection of the bonfire making a garish mockery of their expressions of grief, and looked beyond them to the conflagration the lizard-demon sky canoes had left billowing black smoke into the darkness of the horizon, the place where they had left behind the regional gathering of chiefs … including Ninsianna's father.
 
   "Immanu!" Pareesa cried out. "Oh! Gods! Somebody go fetch Immanu!"
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Galactic Standard Date:  152,323.11 AE 
 
   Alpha Sector: Haven-1
 
   Brigadier-General Raphael Israfa
 
    
 
   Raphael
 
   It was time to go meet his maker…
 
   The light grew brighter with each step he took towards the beautiful, white-winged Angelic who beckoned to him from the far end of the hallway which reminded him of a tunnel. They'd agreed she would wait for him at the entrance to the Pearl Gate, to guide him past the challenges all seekers faced who wished to gain an audience with their Emperor and god. White crepuscular rays streamed down through the atrium and gave her the appearance of wearing a sunlit crown. His heart beat faster, though whether it was because he was happy to be running towards her, or fear that he was about to answer to his creator, he couldn't say. An electrifying sense of feeling sparked between them as he stepped into the light and slipped his hand into hers.
 
   "Are you sure he'll be okay with us?" 
 
   Brigadier-General Raphael Israfa carefully relieved his lover, Jophiel, of the red-winged toddler who'd fallen asleep in her arms and tucked their son into the shelter of his golden wings. By 'he' he meant the Emperor, and by 'okay,' he asked, 'will the Emperor really be okay with the fact that while the Alliance is falling down around our ears, you and I just broke every law he has prohibiting fraternization between active members of the Alliance military?'
 
   Jophiel's unearthly blue eyes waxed almost as pale as her white-blonde hair and snowy white wings. Raphael caught his breath. Whenever she met his gaze, it felt as though he stared at a mirror into his own soul.
 
   "He gave me leave to follow my heart," Jophiel said. She tucked her wings against her back and schooled her features into the mask of their Supreme Commander-General. "Besides, the Emperor would not have wanted me to miss a heat cycle. Given the intrigues Lucifer forced upon us, I had few options other than to draw upon my previous partners."
 
   That sensation of feeling whatever she did ever since they'd cast all caution to the wind and declared their love let Raphael know she rehearsed a lie. After Lucifer's breathtaking rebellion, she'd been forced to take refuge in the palace, stripped of rank and ordered to submit to an interrogation by Lucifer's Parliament, an order the Emperor had politely declined. Abaddon really searched for him … and the 97 ships the Emperor had placed under his command.
 
   Uriel's pet gorock trotted at Jophiel's heel as they moved towards the inner sanctum. Raphael could feel something troubled her, but he doubted she feared the Emperor would punish them for consummating the marriage which was now real in every aspect except for name. There was no undoing a sacred union once the Bond of Ki had been forged. They had declared their love before a higher god and their spirits were now so intertwined the thoughts of one echoed within the heart of the other. 
 
   Raphael could see now why the Emperor had forbidden hybrids to marry. If left to their own inclinations, Angelics really did mate for life. What good was an army where, if one died, the Emperor lost two soldiers instead of one?
 
   "How went your test?" Raphael asked.
 
   Jophiel's hand slipped down to rest upon her lower abdomen. Sadness. Disappointment. Apprehension. Raphael sensed her emotions as though they were his own. Jophiel was stoic, but she could not hide the sob of disappointment which echoed in his gut. 
 
   "It was so soon after we created Uriel," Raphael soothed her. He cuddled the toddler who nestled, asleep, against his chest, a result of their first union which had been contrived as all hybrid mating appointments were to prevent them from consummating a lifemate bond. "Perhaps we were mistaken about it being your heat cycle?" 
 
   "The test came back inconclusive!" Jophiel sniffed. Her eyes were bright with unshed tears. "Twelve babies I have born this Alliance, and the first time I try to conceive one out of love instead of duty, She-who-is rejects us by refusing to bless our union!"
 
   "We still have Uriel." Raphael slipped his fingers into her silky white feathers. "No other hybrid has ever borne as many children as you have to fill the ranks of our Emperor's armies. Perhaps She-who-is feels your body deserves a rest?"
 
   Jophiel paused under a fresco of a round, many-winged species which stared down at them from the palace walls, its dozen eyes painted so realistically they appeared to follow them as they walked the hallway beneath it. They were Wheles, a species which had gone extinct within their lifetime. Jophiel glanced at Uriel's small red wings rising and falling against his back as he breathed in the worry-free sleep of the very young, and then back at the scarlet-winged species which no longer graced the material realms.
 
   Extinct. As they soon would be if Raphael let anything deter him from his mission…
 
   "I never even got to hold the other eleven!" Jophiel's voice warbled. "If Abaddon hadn't sent them here to make me personally tell them I was no longer their commanding officer, instead of bashing down the Emperor's front door like Parliament wanted him to do, I still might not know what it was like to embrace my own offspring."
 
   "You were never given any choice," Raphael said softly. "Not until Uriel almost died."
 
   "I think," Jophiel's wings fluttered with frustration, 'that that was Abaddon's point!" She resumed her solemn pace, glancing back only once at the painted testament of a species that had ceased to exist. "It is said that even as Abaddon moves his armada to the Sata'an-Alliance border, that his human wife goes with him. That even in battle, The Destroyer cannot bear to be parted from his mate."
 
   "He flaunts his newfound power," Raphael said. "According to Mikhail's partial vectors, Abaddon searches in the wrong location. Parliament has plunged us into a war we cannot win!"
 
   Their footsteps echoed on the marble like the drumroll of a military firing squad.
 
   "Abaddon is a good man," Jophiel sighed, "if a bit of a war hawk. Maybe the Emperor should have elevated him to Supreme Commander-General when he returned from the Ascended Realms instead of me?"
 
   Raphael pulled her closer with his free arm, ignoring her squirms of protest until she melted into his golden wings.
 
   "The Emperor must have had his reasons." Raphael kissed the top of her head. "Perhaps he sensed Abaddon had grown too supportive of Lucifer in his absence?"
 
   "Lucifer is dead," Jophiel hissed. "Parliament's authority to exist became null and void the moment Lucifer died without an heir."
 
   "We don't know that for sure," Raphael said. "They found no wreckage, nor were they able to recover any bodies."
 
   "Shay'tan destroyed the Prince of Tyre while it was orbiting the borderlands," Jophiel snapped. "The old dragon won't let us into his territory to gather evidence of his crime! He refuses to budge even with the Jehoshaphat moving into position to engage!"
 
   "Lucifer's crimes?" Raphael asked. "Or Shay'tan's?"
 
   "So you side with them now?" Jophiel tried to pull away.
 
   Raphael curled one large, golden wing around her and used his free hand to tilt her chin up so that she had to look him in the eye.
 
   "I'm an intelligence officer," Raphael gave her an apologetic grin. "Remember? I'm only pointing out what the news outlets are saying."
 
   "What does that matter?" Jophiel pushed against his chest to break his hold. "Hashem is their Emperor and god!"
 
   The withdrawal of her affection hurt him. Physically. As though she had cut off the supply of his own life's blood. Mated pairs. Being this close to somebody emotionally would take a period of adjustment, coping skills the Emperor had deprived his species of learning when he'd forced his armies to pretend a soldier had no need to understand any love except for a love of him.
 
   "The Emperor has lost the people's trust," Raphael sighed. "Whether or not we find Lucifer's body, until the Emperor acknowledges he needs to win back his subjects' hearts and minds, he shall make no headway getting back control of his empire." 
 
   Jophiel burst into tears. Uriel chose that moment to awaken and entangle his fingers in his mother's long, white-blonde hair, delighted she no longer kept it coiffed in a regulation bun. Jophiel forced a smile as she carefully untangled their baby's fingers from her tresses.
 
   "Gi!" 
 
   Uriel gave them a broad, pink smile. He was a beautiful infant, with bright red hair, auburn wings, and a smattering of freckles across his nose and cheeks. Instead of blue like most Angelic eyes, Uriel's were a deep shade of jade. Raphael had faint red stripes running through the underside of his buff gold wings, but not for thousands of years had the recessive gene for red manifested into his bloodline's plumage.
 
   "Gi!" 
 
   Uriel reached past his mum with a chubby little hand.
 
   Said 'gi,' Uriel's name for his pet gorock, wiggled at hearing his name and rammed its long, slender body between Raphael and Jophiel. Gorocks were supposed to grow no larger than a small canine, but at six months old, Raphael swore the miniature water dragon had grown large enough to ride to work if one day his shuttlecraft ever ran out of fusion power.
 
   "Enough! Enough!" Jophiel threw up her hand to shield her face from being licked. "Down Gi!"
 
   Uriel squealed with laughter as the creature's long, pink tongue darted out to slobber all over his mother's face. His tiny, red wings pounded against his father, scattering red pin-feathers all over the palace as he tried to wiggle out of Raphael's arms.
 
   "Why did the Emperor insist we bring him along?" Raphael laughed as Jophiel tried to contain the exuberant gorock.
 
   "Because the Emperor declared it be so!" She grabbed Gi's long, serpentine neck and tightened up its leash so the creature had no choice but to heel. "This gorock is one of the Emperor's failed genetics experiments. It pleases him to see the creature has found a purpose other than the evolutionary niche he failed to adapt him to fill."
 
   "I thought you said he was supposed to grow no larger than a madra," Raphael said.
 
   Jophiel gave him an enigmatic smile that, just for a moment, made Raphael forget to breathe. Instead of the happy feeling he would have expected, all he sensed was sadness. Whatever troubled her, she chose not to share it with him. Was she sad because he needed to report back to the uncharted territories?
 
   "Sometimes the Emperor's experiments don't turn out as planned," Jophiel said. "Us, for example?"
 
   The gorock chose that moment to slip out of its collar, committing the ultimate blasphemy of running through the Eternal Palace, barking. Uriel shrieked in laughter at his mother's attempts to recapture the awkward creature. Its webbed feet slapped against the floor as Jophiel just barely managed to save a priceless relic from an inopportune slap of the creature's paddle-like tail. They were still laughing when they reached the final checkpoint. The guard captured the wriggling water dragon and held it while Jophiel slipped its snout back into its collar. 
 
   The burly, grey Rhinocerin gave them a crisp salute and asked them to peek into a box with blinking colored lights. Raphael patiently answered questions as the machine measured his brain's electrochemical responses. 
 
   "Squeaky clean, Sir," the Rhinocerin said. He jerked his head so his horned snout gestured up the hallway. "You're clear to go, Sir."
 
   "Do you have any idea what the Emperor is looking for?" Raphael asked as he straightened out his clothing.
 
   "Nobody knows," the Rhinocerin shrugged. "My job is to make sure no one gets past this point without being inspected by the hive mind."
 
   They moved into a beautifully frescoed rotunda where five hallways met. Painted at the apex of the rose dome, She-who-is reached down with a beneficent smile. All manner of creatures cascaded from her fingertips, solidifying into recognizable species the closer they came to the floor. 
 
   Four of the walls depicted a separate branch of the military. Hybrids. Genetically engineered super-soldiers spliced together by the Eternal Emperor from a root race of Nibiruians … humans as they'd come to be called in modern mythology … and animals: eagles, horses, aquatic mammals and lions. Each hybrid, Angelics, Centauri, Merfolk, and Leonids, had been created to fill a niche within the Emperor's army: Air Force, Cavalry, Navy, and Multi-Purpose fighters. Each hybrid stood between the viewer and the loftier, naturally evolved creatures the hybrids had been created to protect.
 
   Raphael paused before the fifth wall which, unlike the other four, had burn marks which still bled through the paint even though it had been painted over many times. Hastily dabbed splotches of weeds and vermin marred what would have otherwise been a breathtaking room. Raphael had been through this hallway twice before, but both times he'd been so excited that he'd never noticed the fifth wall depicted a missing species.
 
   "Who were they?" Raphael asked.
 
   Jophiel's eyes were troubled. "Nobody knows. The Emperor refuses to talk about them."
 
   They moved down a hallway to where two fierce Cherubim guards stood before an enormous door, their long, bladed naginata crossed to bar casual entrance. Raphael's feathers rustled in a nervous shiver. Even though he had committed no act to fear the defenders of the Eternal Emperor, they still made him want to soil his britches. At thirteen feet tall, the ant-like Cherubim possessed six limbs, two for walking and four for fighting. Their armor only accentuated their hard exoskeleton, polished to a glossy sheen, but nothing could cover the weapons dings of countless battles. Instead of pulse-rifles, the Cherubim carried twin curved katana swords and a shorter tantō tucked into their belt. 
 
   Uriel buried his face in Raphael's shoulder and whimpered. The gorock heeled, wrapping its long, serpentine body around Jophiel's legs.
 
   "Kon'nichiwa," Jophiel saluted them. "Master Higahaki," she bowed to the first one, "Master Guyjin," she bowed to the second, "I would like for you to meet my maité saoil, Brigadier-General Raphael Israfa."
 
   Raphael's heart swelled at hearing her acknowledge their status, publicly … to the Cherubim guard, no less! Maité saoil. Lifemate. Jophiel had just made it official they had knowingly flaunted the Emperor's anti-fraternization laws.
 
   If he expected any reaction, he was disappointed.
 
   "The Emperor has just arrived, Supreme Commander-General." Master Higahaki clasped two of his four hands together and returned the bow. "Empress Jingu congratulates you on your choice of consort."
 
   Empress Jingu? The Cherubim hive queen? Knew. About. Them? Whatever was going on, the only emotion Raphael registered from Jophiel though their newly-forged bond was a profound sense of relief.
 
   "Convey my gratitude to the Empress for her blessing," Jophiel gave a deeper bow.
 
   "Hai, yoake hoshi," the two Cherubim spoke with a single voice. With a clank of swords, the guardians stepped aside and pulled open the enormous wooden door unto which had been carved a likeness of the Eternal Tree. For the first time, Raphael noted the tiny carved 'Happy Bird,' the cheerful little song thrush who had come to their window and sung the day they had first declared their love.
 
   "Ki!" Uriel pointed at the enormous carved wooden tree.
 
   "That's not Ki," Raphael whispered into his son's bright red curls. "That’s a tree."
 
   "Ki!" Uriel pointed at the tree a second time.
 
   The gorock chose that moment to yank its leash, dragging Jophiel into the Great Hall, a room so large it was rumored the Emperor could park a command carrier inside of it. Raphael blinked as his eyes adjusted to the blinding white light. A plush, red carpet ran across the marble floor straight up to the throne where sat the Eternal Emperor. Trills of electricity rippled through Raphael's feathers, a manifestation of the primordial lightening the Emperor wielded. 
 
   "Raphiel," the Emperor called like the rumble of a distant thunder. "Come! Master Yoritomo doesn't bite!"
 
   Master Yoritomo stood beside him, the Emperor's Cherubim Master of Arms. For as long as there had been an Alliance, the Cherubim had stood vigil to protect the Emperor.
 
   "Are you certain he won't smite me on the spot?" Raphael whispered.
 
   "He's an old softie," Jophiel said. A shadow clouded her brilliant blue eyes. "Usually."
 
   Jophiel's assurances weren't very reassuring. Raphael may have been out of touch when Lucifer had split the Alliance into factions, but all he'd seen since he'd answered Jophiel's summons was nonstop speculation about how wrong the Emperor had been to burn off Lucifer's wings. From a propaganda perspective, with Lucifer presumed dead after being attacked by Shay'tan, not only was the Alliance now at war, but Lucifer had been elevated to the status of martyr. It wasn't one enemy the Emperor fought now, but billions of them, from the eldest granny to the littlest child.
 
   "Your Majesty," Jophiel gave a deep bow.
 
   "Sir," Raphael bowed.
 
   Uriel giggled and reached up to the comical-looking old god who'd forgotten to take off his laboratory coat and not quite hidden that error beneath his magnificent robe of state. The Eternal Emperor could assume any form he wished to take, but his favorite visage was of the Nibiru source-race before their planet had been destroyed. Wild, white hair and bushy eyebrows stuck up in every direction, giving the Emperor the air of a mad scientist which, technically, he sort of was. 
 
   Raphael met the Emperor's luminescent golden gaze: the eyes of an ascended being. They were the same golden eyes the wingless, dark-haired woman standing next to Mikhail had possessed in the truncated message he'd been able to get to them telling them he was still alive…
 
   "Come, Uriel," the Emperor gestured for Raphael to hand him up his son. "Jophiel … did you bring the book?"
 
   "I did, Sir," Jophiel said. 
 
   She reached into the side-pocket of the satchel she'd refused to let him carry and pulled out a slender, black picture book with an eleven-pointed star and silver lettering engraved into the cover. Song of Ki. Jophiel handed it to the Emperor. Uriel gurgled as he settled into the Emperor's lap as if being read a story by a god was the most natural thing in the world. The water dragon curled up at their feet.
 
   "Please brief Brigadier-General Israfa about our real mission," the Emperor ordered, using his formal military title.
 
   Jophiel pointed up at the vaulted ceiling. "Come, Raphael. It's time for you to see what has always been before your eyes."
 
   She led Raphael back towards the door where the carving of the Eternal Tree stretched upwards into the ceiling. In the first rib-vault a blue, fairy-like creature crawled out of the primordial chaos and took the hand of a powerfully muscled bull-god. The second rib depicted Ki holding out her hand and birthing all the gods and goddesses who once each ruled their own, separate universe. In the third rib, the bull-god's universe began to collapse inwards upon itself. Ki's husband devoured his own children to perpetuate his continued expansion. It was a fairytale every Alliance child was taught … if they weren't good little boys and girls, the Devourer of Children might come and eat them.
 
   The fourth rib-vault depicted the grief-stricken blue fairy gathering up the fragments of her devoured children and clutching them to her breast. Raphael stared up into the fiery red eyes of the bull-god they called Moloch. Eyes so malignant that, even painted, Raphael felt as though the bull-god might consume his spirit.
 
   "The Evil One," Raphael whispered.
 
   The Emperor's voice filled the Great Hall as he read to Uriel the slender black book:
 
    
 
   In Ki’s most sorrowful, desperate hour,
 
   When all was lost to blight,
 
   She sang her Song of Creation,
 
   And enticed Darkness to protect the Light.
 
    
 
   Jophiel pointed at the fifth rib-vault. The blue fairy sat with a tiny golden star upon her lap and faced the darkness, singing into creation a monster to protect her daughter. A creature of nightmare, a horrid, shapeless mass, overpowered the bull god and prevented it from devouring Ki's last, remaining child. In the sixth rib-vault, the tiny golden star, now recognizable as She-who-is, touched the dark creature with one hand while, from her other sprang forth all the stars and planets of which this universe was comprised. The Emperor continued to read to Uriel.
 
    
 
   Primordial Light, the architect,
 
   Ki’s daughter, She-who-is,
 
   Spun the darkness of He-who’s-not,
 
   To create life, All-That-Is
 
    
 
   But then one day, the sickness returned.
 
   Moloch. Enemy of Ki.
 
   The Evil One. The ex-husband spurned.
 
   Collapse. Entropy.
 
    
 
   He spread his evil, throughout the worlds,
 
   Undoing all in his path.
 
   Devouring his own children,
 
   To make Ki feel his wrath.
 
    
 
   But He-who’s-not, the Guardian.
 
   Lord Chaos. The Dark Lord.
 
   Sang the Song of Destruction,
 
   To protect the Light he adored.
 
    
 
   The vaulted ceiling depicted, again and again, the guardian Ki had created ripping apart putrid green vortexes filled with infection. A sense of fear settled into Raphael's gut. Protection? For whom? Not for them! Whatever He-who's-not touched, he destroyed.
 
    
 
   She-who-is wept bitter tears,
 
   To see her playthings broken,
 
   The Dark Lord couldn't bear her grief,
 
   And offered his mate a token.
 
    
 
   To keep the balance so he could protect her,
 
   They would play a game of chess.
 
   She-who-is would create new pieces.
 
   He-who’s-not would reclaim the rest.
 
    
 
   "Is that where the legends that says the Emperor and Shay'tan play chess together comes from?" Raphael asked.
 
   "The Emperor and Shay'tan really do play chess." Jophiel pointed up at the chess board on the ceiling. "As does every other pair of guardians the two appoint to watch over their galaxies. It keeps the old gods busy and out of trouble."
 
   "You mean that legend is real?" Raphael raised a golden eyebrow in surprise.
 
   Jophiel lowered her long, blonde lashes. "I have seen it with my own eyes." Her lips curved up in a breathtaking smile. "Though to call the galactic resource map a chessboard would be like calling the Eternal Tree a twig.
 
   Raphael glanced out the glass doors which opened up into the Eternal Garden. At its center grew the real Eternal Tree whose branches rose above the palace like a beautiful, many-armed woman who reached skyward to touch the sun. It was rumored the Eternal Tree had been planted here the day the Eternal Emperor had founded the Alliance 152,000 years ago and that, so long as this tree grew here, the Alliance would thrive. He studied the ceiling which he now understood was a history of their universe. 
 
   The Emperor resumed his story for Uriel about She-who-is and the Dark Lord.
 
    
 
   But both must remain ever-vigilant,
 
   Against Moloch’s eventual return,
 
   He sends forth Agents to pave the way,
 
   To escape the hell whence he burns.
 
    
 
   When Moloch gains a foothold,
 
   And desires to be fed,
 
   She-who-is shall appoint a Chosen One
 
   To warn of Moloch’s spread.
 
    
 
   HE shall send a winged Champion
 
   A demi-god fair and just,
 
   A Sword of the Gods to defend the people,
 
   And raise armies from the dust.
 
    
 
   As Moloch corrupts Agents to do his work,
 
   So shall Ki appoint Watchmen to do HERS,
 
   From the ashes of despair,
 
   When all appears lost,
 
   Hidden Agents shall choose to serve HER.
 
    
 
   "Agents?" Raphael's ears perked up. "What agents?" As a high-ranking officer who worked within the intelligence community, he was intensely interested in the fields of insurgency and counter-insurgency. Why hadn't he ever heard this portion of the Song of Ki? Had it been, like that fifth species which had been painted over in the rotunda, part of Alliance history which had been suppressed?
 
   "Those green things are Moloch's agents." Jophiel pointed up at the putrid green blotches that preceded each incident of the Dark Lord destroying swaths of the universe. "They're cohorts, supporters, people who worship Moloch and try to help him gain a foothold here so he can get at She-who-is."
 
   "And where are these Watchmen?" Raphael scrutinized the frescoes. "Ki's counter-agents."
 
   "I still can't spot them in the mural," Jophiel said. "Although the Emperor insists they are there. Nobody recognizes an Agent of Ki until after they've completed their mission. Not even the gods."
 
   The Emperor finished reading the story for Uriel:
 
    
 
   True love will inspire the Other One,
 
   To pierce her heart upon a thorn,
 
   And bring back hope where there is none.
 
   For agape can access Ki’s Song.
 
    
 
   When all the players have made their moves,
 
   And the Morning Star shines bright,
 
   He shall light the way through the darkest hour,
 
   And restore the path of Light…
 
    
 
   And if these measures should someday fail,
 
   And Ki’s protections fall,
 
   The Dark Lord shall seize his vessel,
 
   And protect the Light by destroying them all.
 
    
 
   Raphael shuddered at hearing the last line of the poem. "That sounds ominous."
 
   "It is," the Emperor said. 
 
   Raphael turned to face his emperor and god. 
 
   "I just wanted you to know what's really at stake if what I fear has been set in motion."
 
   "You think this Moloch-god is sniffing around your Alliance?" 
 
   "I have no proof," the Emperor said. He handed Uriel down into Jophiel's waiting arms. "Only a bad feeling about certain coincidences."
 
   "Such as?"
 
   "The rebellion of my son!" The Emperor's golden eyes waxed copper with anger, giving Raphael the impression they were filled with fire. "The sudden re-emergence of a species that went missing 74,000 years ago. And other … incidents … that I care not to go into."
 
   The Emperor slid down off his throne, surprisingly short for a god who commanded such an imposing presence. Raphael tucked his wings against his back and prepared to be demoted, smote by lightning, or at minimum, lectured. It was time to answer for his crime.
 
   "What are your orders, Sir?" Raphael asked.
 
   A small door behind the throne opened and Uriel's froglike Delphinium nanny, Nanna Oophaga, hop-hobbled out, bumping against her an assortment of over-stuffed packages. Behind her the Emperor's chief geneticist and Muqquibat advisor, Dephar, click-click-clicked across the marble floor bent over his cane, a small tray balanced in his free hand.
 
   Raphael felt before he saw the tears which Jophiel suppressed.
 
   "Sir?" Raphael asked.
 
   Nanna Oophaga puffed out her pale, yellow throat pouch and gave a nervous carroak as she fumbled her packages before the Emperor and bent to grab them, nearly butting her head onto Master Yoritomo's armor.
 
   "Y-y-your Majesty!" Nanna Oophaga croaked.
 
   "Good day, Madam," the Emperor gave her a reassuring smile. "I want you to know how much I appreciate the sacrifice you are making."
 
   "En-en-anything for you, Sir," Nanna Oophaga fumbled with the packages, not sure whether to salute, bow, or curtsy. She finally did a combination of all three. The packages tumbled onto the floor.
 
   Uriel reached towards her with a delighted gurgle while the gorock immediately hid behind Jophiel. One amphibious creature to another, Nanna Oophaga didn't put up with any of the gorock's antics.
 
   "Did you remember his stuffed iompróidh?" Jophiel asked.
 
   "Yes, Sir," Nanna Oophaga said. "And his blankie. The one Major Klikrrr's mother knit for him."
 
   "This will only pinch," Dephar said. The Muqqibat dragon pulled a syringe out from under a napkin which hid the implements he carried on the tray. "I suggest you hold down that gorock, Brigadier-General Israfa."
 
   Raphael gaped while the Emperor's chief geneticist pushed up Uriel's sleeve and plunged the needle into his arm. Beside him, the Emperor gave Raphael his orders, but all he could hear was a silent, overwhelming sense of grief from Jophiel. Raphael clutched his chest, unable to bear it even though he couldn't understand her fear.
 
   "What's going on here?" Raphael choked out.
 
   "Just a sedative," Dephar said as blandly as though he'd just vaccinated a pet. "So they don't panic."
 
   "Panic?" Raphael turned to Jophiel, who pressed her face into Uriel's neck as though she feared she might never see him again. Her wings shuddered with silent tears. Uriel yowled at the indignity of having just been jabbed with a needle and peered over his mother's shoulder with accusatory jade eyes, his small red wings pounding against her even though he was still too little to fly.
 
   "Your little friends should be here any second," the Emperor said. "Ah! There they are!"
 
   Raphael whirled to where two living 'needle' ships appeared. Needles were long, slender biomechanical creatures that could 'jump' from one end of the galaxy to the other in a matter of seconds. They were the remnant of some vast civilization which had risen and fallen in a distant galaxy, leaving the creatures, who gathered in flocks similar to carrier pigeons, with no 'roost' to call home. Inside their abdomen was a large, natural marsupium pouch which could carry small amounts of cargo, messages, or, if one wasn't too large or claustrophobic, an Angelic.
 
   The gorock yelped.
 
   "Sit still there, ya pesky creature," Nanna Oophaga scolded the gorock as he tried to wriggle out of Master Yoritomo's grip, "or you'll make it worse on yourself. Don't you know who that is who's got ya there? That's the Emperor's Cherubim Master of Arms! You're lucky he doesn't use his sword to dock your tail!"
 
   Master Yoritomo let the creature go. The gorock immediately ran and hid behind the Emperor's throne. Raphael watched, dazed, at the specter of the Emperor's throne room turned into a circus.
 
   "Shouldn't you hold onto him?" Nanna Oophaga asked Dephar.
 
   Dephar neatly arranged his two syringes back onto his tray and leaned wearily against his cane. His dragon-like snout curved up in a bit of a vindictive smile.
 
   "Sixty seconds," Dephar said. "Sixty seconds is all it takes and then Gi will be happily sleeping on the carpet."
 
   Raphael glanced over at Uriel. His big green eyes had grown heavy beneath his auburn lashes, only the occasional hiccough causing his tiny red wings to flutter.
 
   "Are you coming with us, Jophie?" Raphael dared ask.
 
   Jophiel's eyes were filled with tears.
 
   "Supreme Commander-General Abaddon gave me a direct order," Jophiel's voice warbled. "Place each of my twelve offspring under the direct command of their sires because he cannot guarantee their safety if I chose to keep them with me."
 
   "But ... the Emperor..."
 
   The hand which touched Raphael's wing looked like any other hand, but the tingle of electricity was anything but mortal. 
 
   "Needs you to complete your mission," the Emperor said. "Something you won't be able to do if you're worried sick about your son."
 
   "She can come with me," Raphael insisted. "Abaddon has no idea where we search for Earth's coordinates. I can protect them both!"
 
   The Emperor had a wistful, apologetic expression.
 
   "I cannot spare her," the Emperor shook his head. "Jophiel is," he glanced up at the ceiling, "unique."
 
   Raphael swallowed, his heart breaking along with Jophiel's as he realized she'd known this all along. Hybrids weren't supposed to become attached to their offspring, who were only begotten to further the glory of the Emperor's kingdom, but General Abaddon, Parliament's successor to Jophiel, had changed all that, ending with his rebellion hundreds of years of the Emperor's Be Fruitful and Multiply policies.
 
   Nanna Oophaga bustled forward. Her broad, soft-soled shoes flap-flap-flapped across the marble as she lined the marsupium of Jophiel's personal 'needle' with Uriel's favorite blankie. 
 
   "Come, Sir," Nanna Oophaga gestured. "I'll be there on the other side to make sure he's well taken care of until you can rejoin us."
 
   Jophiel lay the now-sleepy infant down into the marsupium and wrapped him in his blanket.
 
   "He's so little," Jophiel tenderly strapped on his air mask. "How will he thrive without me?"
 
   "You know I'll take good care of him," Raphael promised. 
 
   Master Yoritomo helped Nanna Oophaga ram her dowdy frame into the second needle, the one which had logged so many hours carrying Raphael to visit Jophiel and his son. Now, it seemed, the flow of visitation would have to flow in the opposite direction. Nanna Oophaga gave a frightened carroak as the marsupium closed its pouch around her, but thankfully, as a naturally evolved creature, she was far smaller than Raphael and fit comfortably inside the needle, packages and all.
 
   "Come right back for me." Raphael rubbed his needle's nose ... if it was a nose. Nobody knew for certain. 
 
   Jophiel sobbed as her own needle closed its marsupium around their son. The Emperor moved forward and placed his hand upon the needle's forehead.
 
   "Ah, little friend," the Emperor said. "What a useful Alliance citizen you and your friends have turned out to be. If only I had more of your species. Then my Angelics wouldn't need to be spread out all over the galaxy, so far from their families." He rubbed the needle's nose affectionately. "Take good care of little Uriel?"
 
   The two needles rose until they were three meters off the floor, and then made a leaping movement like a Leviathan catapulting itself through the water, and disappeared without a sound. Jophiel began to weep.
 
   "Come, Master Yoritomo," the Emperor said. "I have other duties to attend to today. That filly can't do without me for long before some internal process needs tinkering."
 
   "Hai, watashi no kōtei," Master Yoritomo gave the Emperor a quick nod. With a lumbering, clanking walk, he and the Emperor strode side-by-side out of the Great Room and disappeared into the doorway from whence the nanny and Dephar had come. 
 
   Dephar walked behind to throne to check on the gorock, now snoring peacefully. This was not how Raphael had expected his audience with the Emperor would go. He'd anticipated many things. To be punished for following his heart. To be treated with stiff formality. Anything … anything except to have the Emperor treat him like … family?
 
   Jophiel did not resist as he pulled her into his arms and wrapped his large, golden wings around her smaller white ones. 
 
   "I assume the entire point of all this is that the Emperor feels it's too dangerous to keep Uriel around the palace?" Raphael asked.
 
   "You've got 97 ships under your command," Jophiel said, "your men are not aware of the rebellion which has incapacitated the larger Alliance, and the only problems you've encountered so far are minor skirmishes with traders. Uriel will be safer with you than me. Right now the only thing protecting the Emperor from the will of Parliament is Abaddon's refusal to order his armies to engage the Cherubim."
 
   "There's nothing out there in Zulu Sector," Raphael said. "Except a few marginally-habitable planets. It's the reason that spiral arm was never explored."
 
   "If you find the planet," Jophiel said, "send in a reconnaissance team to determine how well Shay'tan's got it protected. Don't just rush in and save them. We have to figure out the supply lines."
 
   "He cut off the Marid traders," Raphael said, "probably because he doesn't trust them. Wherever that planet is, Shay'tan cut off his own supply lines to keep us from tracking them to the human homeworld."
 
   "They must be getting terribly short on supplies," Jophiel said. "Our intelligence says nearly a third of Shay'tan's ships have disappeared. It would take months for them to sneak into Zulu Sector from the outer perimeter of the galaxy, but once they get there, we'll never wrest that planet out of Shay'tan's hands. It's imperative that we get there first. Before Shay'tan resupplies his landing party."
 
   "If I know Mikhail," Raphael said, "he's probably sneaking in under cover of darkness to hit the Sata'anic lizards where it hurts."
 
   "Do you think he'd rally the humans?" Jophiel asked. "As soldiers?"
 
   "Possibly…" Raphael thought back to his years of basic training with the brooding, dark-winged Seraphim. "He's a capable military commander, but his lack of social skills always hindered him with any grouping larger than a Special Forces unit. Unless Mikhail decides he wants to let you know him, he's about as sociable as a rock."
 
   Raphael did his best impersonation of Mikhail's unreadable stare, which elicited from Jophiel a weak smile.
 
   "Just find him," Jophiel sniffled. "Find your friend. You're not the only person who lost a friend the day Mikhail's ship went missing."
 
   Just then the two needles reappeared above their heads.
 
   "Ah!" Dephar called. "Brigadier-General Israfa. Could you please help me carry the gorock? I'm getting a bit old to be carrying around a pet."
 
   "Yes, Sir," Raphael said. He picked up the awkward creature and tucked it into Jophiel's needle with a modified oxygen mask so it wouldn't suffocate. He turned back to Jophiel. "And what if the planet is too heavily defended, Sir, and for some reason I can't reach you. What are my orders?"
 
   Jophiel's features hardened into the mask of their supreme military commander. 
 
   "Then call in The Destroyer," Jophiel said. "Abaddon promised his wife he would lay that planet at her feet. He will seize the old dragon by the tail and make him bleed, whether or not it serves Lucifer's interest or the Emperor's."
 
   "Yes, Sir," Raphael gave her a crisp salute.
 
   Raphael ignored the retreating Dephar, who had enough sensitivity to vacate the room so Raphael could kiss his mate goodbye.
 
   "You'll come visit us?"
 
   "If I can."
 
   "We're just a needle jump away."
 
   Her blue eyes darkened as Raphael crushed his lips down upon hers. It was a desperate, almost frantic feeling, this desire to make love to her right in front of the Emperor's empty throne. 
 
   A joyous note interrupted their kiss. A tiny, inconspicuous bird settled in a bush near the doorway which opened up into the Eternal Garden, warbling its cheerful song as though it had been granted an audience to sing before the Emperor. Jophiel broke their embrace and brushed at her eyes, embarrassed she'd let him see her cry.
 
   "It's the Happy Bird," Jophiel said. "Perhaps it is a favorable omen?"
 
   "I will find that planet," Raphael promised. "I will find that planet and bring home Mikhail."
 
   With a final, desperate kiss goodbye, Raphael rammed his too-large wings into his needle's marsupium and stared up at the shapeless black mass painted on the ceiling to depict the Guardian of the Universe. Pitiless, dark eyes stared down upon him, reminding him of the consequences if, as the Emperor feared, the Evil One was on the move.
 
   "I will find that planet," Raphael vowed to He-who's-not, "and bring Mikhail home to meet my family. This I swear to you. I will bring my best friend home."
 
   He could have sworn as the womb-like marsupium closed around him that the darkness on the ceiling moved, giving him a glimpse of a muscular figure possessing bat-like wings that would have dwarfed the wings of even Emperor Shay'tan. Primal horror grabbed Raphael in the gut. Whoever this Agent of Ki was, they'd better fix the problem before this galaxy was the next casualty of the Dark Lord protecting his mate.
 
   With a jarring dislocation, the needle catapulted him to the opposite end of the galaxy to rendezvous with the Light Emerging. 
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6
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   Time: Indeterminate 
 
   Ascended Realms
 
    
 
   Bishamonten
 
   The Cherubim God of War felt the summons milliseconds before his consciousness was yanked away from the aftermath of the battle where, against the rules, he'd participated in the outcome as a combatant. Before him stood the imposing Great Gate to the Infernal Palace, the abode of He-who's-not, also known as the Dark Lord. Fear ignited in what would have been Bishamonten's belly had he still possessed a corporeal form.
 
   'I have been summoned,' Bishamonten thought to himself. 'And now I shall pay the price for interfering in the affairs of mortals.'
 
   There was no sound here in the void, but if there were sound, it might be described as an endless, howling scream; the cry of insanity any living creature made when it stared into the nothing and recognized their own insignificance; the cry of emptiness, of hunger, of loss of life. 
 
   Bishamonten could feel the vibration which rippled through his exoskeleton as the enormous black doors swung inwards like a great black, ravenous maw. Compulsion drew him inside. There was no running away from the god who ruled the chaos underlying All-That-Is..
 
   He sheathed his swords and stepped into the gargantuan, chthonic hall which rose out of the darkness, devoid of light, of life, of love. Not even a candle could remain lighted when HE summoned you unto his presence, but lifesparks transcended the power of the ancient god of destruction who, along with his mate, had created between them All-That-Is. 
 
   Bishamonten's own azure light thrust valiantly into the dark, illuminating the chess squares upon which he trod. As he stepped, each square revealed the galaxy that chess square represented. He paused to stare down at one as it cast a momentary, brave light into the darkness, its stars visible as it whirled peacefully on its axis, unaware that at any moment, the two immortals might gamble it away and cast its essence back into the void.
 
   "Do not be afraid," a terrible, sonorous voice vibrated through the hall, everything about it screaming through Bishamonten's nerve endings to RUN. "I merely wish to discuss with you a problem."
 
   Bishamonten stepped carefully through the massive chess pieces strewn about the hall like tombstones. He paused when he saw which square the Dark Lord's chess table had been placed upon, delineating the galaxy currently at play. In the chess square beneath the table spun the Milky Way, the galaxy Bishamonten had made his home.
 
   A deep-seated thrum pulsated throughout the palace, a manifestation of He-who's-not's consciousness which held the otherwise formless construct into a shape which was recognizable enough to comprehend. The Infernal Palace had grown more solid since the last time Bishamonten had been summoned here, twenty-five years ago when the Dark Lord had asked him to take an orphan under his tutelage. It was to save that same orphaned Seraphim which had inspired Bishamonten to seize possession of the neophyte named Pareesa. 
 
   A titanic deity sat in total darkness upon his massive throne. Pitiless black eyes stared out of a stern face so inhumanely handsome it appeared as though it had been chiseled out of black volcanic obsidian. Every aspect of the Dark Lord bespoke his role as Guardian of the Universe, from the sword-like spikes which adorned his leathery wings to the scorpion tail which curled menacingly at his side. He had six horns which encircled his face like a deadly crown, and from his torso bulged striated muscles. 
 
   Even he, a god of war, feared the Dark Lord, for none had ever defeated the Guardian of She-who-is. But over the millennia he'd learned He-who's-not was not the evil entity mortal legend believed him to be, but merely a destructive one. She-who-is needed protecting. Sometimes SHE created things which put her at risk. The Dark Lord destroyed those things and recycled them back into his essence so SHE could use it to try again. There was nothing diabolical or malignant about the Dark Lord unless you were deemed a problem, in which case you'd better say goodbye.
 
   "You summoned me, Your Eminence?" Bishamonten bowed.
 
   "I did," the Dark Lord's orotund voice vibrated the molecules of Bishamonten's consciousness. "As you know, my Champion has fallen."
 
   "I did my best, Your Eminence," Bishamonten said. "I saved his life. But I do not know if he will survive. His lifemate has been taken. Without her, I fear he cannot heal himself."
 
   "I fear, even if she was present," the Dark Lord said, "that she would not be up to the task of healing him, even if we told her how."
 
   "But they are now a mated pair!" Bishamonten exclaimed.
 
   The Dark Lord leaned forward on his throne, his expression grim.
 
   "Do you know what happens when you interfere in the affairs of mortals?" the Dark Lord asked.
 
   Bishamonten forced his expression to remain neutral. Here it was. His punishment for interfering.
 
   "Because lifesparks incarnate into this realm to accomplish their own purposes," the Dark Lord continued, "we never know, by interfering, how we might divert them from their chosen path."
 
   "My apologies, My Lord," Bishamonten bowed, ready to take his punishment. "I…"
 
   "…thwarted Moloch, who likewise wished to divert the Seraphim from his path," the Dark Lord said. His wing-spikes rustled with agitation, an ominous, deadly sound. "You did what was necessary, no more and no less, which is why I trust you to carry out my command."
 
   "Then why…?"
 
   "It is curious, isn't it," the Dark Lord's expression waxed thoughtful, "how the affairs of mortals can cause you to forget we have a larger purpose?"
 
   As he spoke, tenebrous shadows danced around Bishamonten's feet, shapeless, soulless creatures, attracted to his lifespark like moths unto a flame. One of those shadows trembled with agitation, as though something had upset it. The Dark Lord reached down so the tiny shadow could leap into his arms.
 
   "Sometimes, in trying to create good, you inadvertently create harm." The Dark Lord's face turned surprisingly tender, as though the shadow-cat he cradled was an infant. "Isn't that so, old friend?"
 
   "Yes," Bishamonten said. He, like all the old gods, had learned the hard way it was better to remain impartial.
 
   "This dark creature was assigned to watch HER Chosen One," the Dark Lord caressed the shadow. "When the Evil One surprised her, it raced back to warn me she was being taken. And now it cannot find her. None of us can find her. Moloch has learned to hide things within my own realm."
 
   "Can't you simply track her through her bond to your Champion?" Bishamonten asked. 
 
   The Dark Lord's features appeared surprisingly distraught.
 
   "Did you ever do something to please another?" the Dark Lord asked. "Something you knew was wrong, but you were so cocky in your vessel's ability to remember why they were there that you forgot they are not omniscient as we are?"
 
   A feeling of unease settled into Bishamonten's gut.
 
   "How so, Your Eminence?"
 
   The Dark Lord stared down at the shadow cat, which solidified under its father's ministrations into a soft, black fur ball.
 
   "Sometimes, to please our beloved, we do things that are unwise."
 
   The Dark Lord stared across at the empty table which straddled the chess square upon which lay ensconced the Milky Way. SHE was not here today, no doubt searching for her Chosen One. If Ninsianna was not found and permitted to complete her purpose, HE would have no choice but to destroy whatever Moloch had touched. The goddess had always possessed a weakness for…
 
   "You interfered?" Bishamonten guessed. "When you allowed HER to send him Ninsianna."
 
   "The Chosen One was not supposed to be paired with another player," the Dark Lord said. "We learned our lesson after my last champion lost his Morning Star. This Champion searched for another to form the Bond of Ki. When SHE substituted her Chosen One to heal him, we thwarted the path of one who was supposed to be there, instead."
 
   "But he has already formed the Bond with her Chosen One," Bishamonten said. "All mortals possess free will. It doesn't matter who he bonded with, so long as his mate has given him the connection so he can contain your power."
 
   "No," the Dark Lord's eyes glittered like hard, black diamonds. "She did not form the Bond of Ki with him. To do so, she must vow to be bound to him not only in this lifetime, but all lifetimes for so long as their two souls exist, and that is something the Chosen One will not do!"
 
   It was a good thing that, as a god, Bishamonten no longer needed to eat, for if he had, any supper he'd consumed today probably would have been regurgitated upon the floor. Not only had the Dark Lord interfered when he'd urged the lonely Seraphim to accept the affection offered by Ninsianna, but so had he. He had quietly encouraged his lonely novitiate to accept the affections of the Chosen One.
 
   Bishamonten recalled the arguments between the two which he had eavesdropped upon.
 
   "This Chosen One fears the darkness," Bishamonten said. 
 
   "And to heal him…."
 
   "She must connect the Bond not only through the light of She-who-is," Bishamonten said.
 
   "But also complete the other end through the Path of Darkness," the Dark Lord said, "through my realm, so that the two can always find one another, even in death." The Dark Lord patted the shadow cat, his expression wistful. "This, I can assure you, she has not done. She is like a bolt of lightning that sparks when natural conditions are just so, but without a completed circuit to stabilize her power, she is nothing more than a fleeting flash of light."
 
   "But if the bond is incomplete," Bishamonten's ant-like pinchers spread with exasperation, "then how can she heal her husband?"
 
   "She can't," the Dark Lord said. "Not unless she overcomes her fear of the dark and loves her husband enough to complete the bond. Now that they are separated, I fear she shall never find the strength to make the journey alone."
 
   The tiny shadow cat stretched, then leaped off of its father's lap, rejoining its brothers and sisters which rubbed up against Bishamonten's ankles, attracted by his bluish light.
 
   "What do you need me to do, Sir?" Bishamonten asked.
 
   The Dark Lord pinched his chin between his thumb and forefinger, his expression thoughtful.
 
   "Ki has sent two Watchmen to defeat her former husband," the Dark Lord said. "I have summoned you to make sure that nobody interferes."
 
   "Do you know who they are?" Bishamonten asked.
 
   "I was hoping you could enlighten me," the Dark Lord said.
 
   Bishamonten frowned. Nobody ever saw an Agent of Ki until after they had completed their mission, although having existed through several cycles of the ongoing drama between Ki and her angry ex-husband, he'd been around long enough to recognize certain patterns. Moloch was a master of manipulation, but Ki was even better at it, recruiting Watchmen who, just when you thought the Evil One had won, all of a sudden the last person you expected to be a hero would appear out of nowhere and turn the tide back unto the light.
 
   "The little protégé, perhaps," Bishamonten guessed, "who fought so valiantly to save him?"
 
   "Perhaps," the Dark Lord said. "In which case somewhere there is a second Watchman. Watch for them. Give aid if you are certain they are the ones, and make sure no one else interferes. Not even She-who-is."
 
   Bishamonten glanced over at the empty chess game. SHE was notorious for interfering on behalf of her favorites, although normally HE was sensible enough not to accede to her every whim. He understood now why he'd been summoned when SHE was not in the Infernal Palace. Once already the Dark Lord had allowed a manipulation which had placed his beloved at risk. He would not do so again, even if it meant SHE spent a few thousand years refusing to speak to him.
 
   "It shall be so, Your Eminence," Bishamonten bowed.
 
   The Dark Lord's expression solidified back into his inhumanely grim mask, his black eyes pitiless once more. He twirled one finger and, behind him, the back wall to the Infernal Palace opened up to reveal the supermassive black hole which lay at the center of the universe, the one around which all of She-who-is's galaxies orbited. As was always the case, the Dark Lord was busy digesting some unfortunate galaxy whose inhabitants had aroused his ire.
 
   With a blink, Bishamonten was back upon the battlefield, no time having passed, for like all things in the material realm, including the illusion of solidity, time, and death, those things were not real. There was really only darkness and the light.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7
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   November 3,390 BC  (about 20 minutes before the ambush)
 
   Earth:  Mesopotamian Plain
 
    
 
   Gita
 
   With the onset of the rainy season, each year the People of the River sent delegates to a grand reunion where traders, craftsmen, and most importantly, the chiefs, discussed issues which, if left unresolved, sometimes festered until one village went to war against another. This year the delegates met in a rocky strip of desert between the two most powerful villages, Nineveh and Assur, who were often at odds even though, technically, they were all supposed to be allies. While the smaller villages had welcomed the Assurian destek ekibi or 'B-Team' delegates as Mikhail had christened them, Nineveh was less than enthused to be saddled with a scrawny, black-eyed girl and the portly son of a wheelwright.
 
   "Hey! Girl-boy! Whoa!" the Nineveh chief's son taunted Gita. "I ordered you to fetch my spear!"
 
   Gita forced herself not to fling the crock of simmering lentils at his head. Qishtea was his name, and he'd taken it into to his head to make her life a living hell. He was a tall man, muscular as all within the warrior class were apt to be, with thick, black locks oiled into ostentatious ringlets. A four-fringed kilt signaled his social rank and his body was perfumed with the scent of myrrh. His hirsute beard was braided with gold beads, giving him the look of an older man even though Gita knew he was the same age as Jamin. At least Jamin, curse the goats-teat of a former friend, had never sported that degree of flashy plumage.
 
   Gita lowered her eyes to hide her disdain. It was a trick she'd learned to make people think they had her cowed when, really, she watched from beneath her eyelashes for a weakness. That dark gift of seeing showed her just where she should kick the arrogant peacock. Right … in … his … manhood!
 
   "Mikhail says a true warrior never lets anyone but a most trusted friend touch their weapon," Gita spoke softly. "You never know when someone might stab you in the back." Her too-large black eyes glittered like a nocturnal creature as she handed Qishtea his spear. Unlike her spear, which was scratched and chipped from combat, Qishtea's obsidian spearhead was sharp and glossy. 
 
   "What did you say, girl-boy? You? A warrior?" Qishtea slammed Gita in the chest. "If you think my men are going to take orders from a fat boy and a scrawny girl…"
 
   Gita fell backwards into one of the hot rocks surrounding the cook fire. She bit her lip to suppress the urge to cry. Jamin may have been a pompous jerk, but he'd always treated her fairly, unlike this goat's behind who seemed to get off on pushing other people around. 
 
   Ipquidad leaped up from where he'd been sitting just outside the ring of warriors. The stocky son of a wheelwright was as much of an outcast as she was, but him they ignored, not set to tasks doing woman's work. 
 
   "Hey! Leave her alone!" Ipquidad said.
 
   "Or what?" Qishtea stepped menacingly towards Ipquidad. "Just because my father agreed to the winged demon's crazy proposition doesn't mean we have to obey you! I'm the chief's son. I'm in charge."
 
   Ipquidad stood firm, a tall, broad giant. He would only strike if struck first, but Qishtea didn't know that. Gita dusted the dirt out of her worn brown cape with as much dignity as she could muster.
 
   "That's what Jamin said," Gita forced herself to meet Qishtea's glare. "Right before he got banished from our village."
 
   Qishtea stared as if he couldn't believe she'd the audacity to talk back to him, then swung at her with the butt-end of his spear. Gita stepped into the arc the way Mikhail had taught them and deflected it with her hand, whispering the prayer which had kept her safe ever since the day the Amorites had killed her mother.
 
   'I'm invisible … I'm invisible … I'm invisible…'
 
   Qishtea blinked, surprised that Gita now held his spear. 
 
   Ipquidad stepped between them.. 
 
   "Or else we shall tell your father you declined Mikhail's offer to teach Nineveh the secrets of the armies of heaven," Ipquidad said, "and how, in Assur, even a woman can fend off more attackers than his eldest son." Ipquidad's cheeks flushed red with a sheen of sweat, but he stood up to Qishtea anyway, a gentle giant aroused.
 
   Qishtea's eyes flashed with fury. "You can't expect us to take orders from a girl!"
 
   "If you'd like us to go home," Ipquidad spoke evenly, "we'll abandon Nineveh to face men purchased with these." He pulled out a golden disc and flashed it in the light of the glowing campfire. Depicted on the coin was the bat-winged serpent Mikhail called a dragon.
 
   "We're not afraid of this so-called Shay'tan!" Qishtea laughed. Around them the other Ninevian warriors cackled like a bunch of nervous hyenas.
 
   A flutter of wings drew Gita's attention. A bird, no, a bat, flew into the encampment, attracted to the mosquitoes which plagued all who reeked of sweat in the lengthening dusk. Qishtea's lips curved into a cruel sneer.
 
   "This is what we'll do to this so-called dragon." With a lifetime of skill honed hunting antelope and larger prey, Qishtea ripped the spear out of Gita's hand and used it to club the bat out of the air. He shoved a wide finger into Gita's face. "You're next!"
 
   Gita forced herself to stand firm, picturing what she might look like if only she was as brave as Pareesa. Tall … erect … chin raised … fearless. That was who she wished to be. Pareesa … or maybe Mikhail?
 
   "No," Gita met Qishtea's gaze. "You are next. An army is only as strong as its weakest link. With enemies bought with lizard-gold, you need every link you can get."
 
   Qishtea ripped the gold coin out of Ipquidad's hand. "Made-up creatures!" He turned to face the other warriors. "Who here has ever seen a lizard demon?"
 
   "Not me!" the other Ninevian warriors laughed.
 
   Qishtea leaned into Gita's face.
 
   "Why don't you go back to your drunken father," Qishtea hissed so close his breath made Gita want to gag. He reached out to touch her hair. His lips curved up in a suggestive smirk. "Unless you'd like to have a little fun? Now that's a useful job for a woman!"
 
   Gita slapped away his hand. "Go to hell!"
 
   Qishtea grabbed her bicep. "That's what your mother was! A temple prostitute."
 
   Gita gasped. "How…"
 
   "Shahla couldn't resist bragging about her best friend's colorful history the last time I fucked her," Qishtea sneered. "Your own father turned her over to the Amorites to be stoned to death for being an adulteress!"
 
   Gita yanked away her arm. She rushed into the lengthening shadows and dropped to her knees behind a rock, sobbing. Why? Why had Shahla betrayed her secret? Sobs wracked her thin frame until her anger gave way to sensibility. Shahla. Oh! Poor Shahla! Shame on herself for telling Shahla when she knew the girl lacked discretion whenever it came to pillow talk whispered in the arms of a man. What was Shahla doing now, her poor, broken-minded friend?
 
   Something warm squished beneath her hand. Oh, great! Now she'd crawled into a pile of excrement! She went to scrape her hand against a rock and realized there was nothing stuck to it. Feeling the shadows in the dim twilight, something warm and furry met her fingertips. She lifted it to where she could see it. It was the bat.
 
   "Poor thing," Gita stroked its leathery wings. "I'm sorry. They didn't understand you are a good omen."
 
   That dark gift, the one which could see not only where a creature was weak, whispered this creature was still alive. She clutched it to her chest and hummed the song the priestesses had sung at Jebel Mar Elyas. As she sang, that dark gift, that ability to see another creature's spirit light, showed her where the bat's light grew stronger, until at last the danger had passed. 
 
   The scent of food, cooked meat and bread, wafted her way as the Ninevians broke into the food she'd spent half the evening preparing. Gita's stomach growled, but she refused to crawl back into their midst and beg. Let them eat it without her! It wasn't the first time she'd go hungry! 
 
   A muttered curse brought her attention away from the tiny creature. An enormous shadow lumbered towards her, hand outstretched, and from a bowl wafted the delicious scent of fresh, hot lentils seasoned with wild onion and a hint of sage.
 
   "Ipquidad," Gita said. She rubbed her face against her shoulder so he wouldn't see her tears.
 
   Ipquidad lowered his sizeable frame to the ground and shoved the bowl towards her. "Here. You need this more than I do."
 
   Gita gave him a weak smile. Her tears glistened in the light of the campfire and betrayed the fact she was an emotional woman. No wonder the Ninevians wanted nothing to do with her!
 
   "You should eat it," Gita said. "I'll survive."
 
   "He should not have said that about your mother," Ipquidad said.
 
   Gita lay the bat down upon her lap and grabbed the bowl, devouring it like a hungry dog. A lifetime of flirting with starvation had taught her to accept food whenever offered, no matter how diminished her pride. They sat in her gut like mud, but unlike the usual cast-off fare, the lentils weren't rancid, rotted, burned or filled with insects or mold. It was a healthy meal, one which wouldn't force her to sit doubled over in pain as she coaxed her body to digest the evil spirits.
 
   "You're not the only one who gets picked on, you know." Ipquidad's large, round face caught stray light from the campfire, reflecting that his eyes, too, glistened a little too bright. 
 
   "I know," Gita said. "In Assur, they respect the B-team because you held the gate to the north, while I threw the first spear to the south, but to these jackals? All they ever care about is hunting."
 
   "I hate it here," Ipquidad grumbled.
 
   She drew her tattered cape closer around her shoulders. This time of year the desert grew cold. The rainy season brought rain, but also cold, a force of nature her emaciated body was not well-equipped to handle. A flutter in her lap caught her attention.
 
   "Watch out!" Ipquidad said. He swatted at the fluttering bat. 
 
   Gita caught his hand. "It's okay."
 
   "You've got a … thing … attacking you," Ipquidad said.
 
   "It's just the bat Qishtea tried to kill," Gita said. "It won't hurt me."
 
   "You should finish it off," Ipquidad shuddered. "Bats are evil."
 
   Gita picked up the tiny, terrified creature, careful to avoid its teeth which tried to bite her hand. She tucked its warm, leathery wings against its body and held it until it gave up fighting.
 
   "It only came to eat the insects that would otherwise eat us," Gita said. "Bat's aren't evil. Only misunderstood."
 
   Ipquidad's expression was doubtful in the darkening twilight. "You're going to get bitten."
 
   "Then I'll get bitten," Gita shrugged. "And then I shall heal."
 
   Ipquidad turned to face the ungrateful group of warriors. Ever since the attack on Assur, there had been seriousness about him, as if he'd resolved, as she had, that he no longer wished to be a victim. Only action earned people's respect. It was a lesson they'd both learned from Mikhail.
 
   "I should get back to them," Ipquidad said.
 
   Gita forced herself to give a fake smile. "They seem less hostile to you than me. Somebody needs to teach the idiots to stand together as an army."
 
   She flattened her palms so the bat sat like an offering to the last ray of sun which had already retreated behind the horizon. The bat fluttered its wings, not sure if she would let it go, and then took off, flying away from the campfire where the ungrateful Ninevians stood swatting at mosquitoes. Ipquidad lumbered back to resume his seat at the outer fringe, a large, silent wall who would sit there so long that eventually the Ninevians wouldn't be able to imagine not having him there.
 
   Gita stared up at the moonless sky. Not even the evening star glistened tonight to brighten her focus on something besides her own, persistent misery. The Ninevians and other warriors surrounding the chief's tents grew louder the more mead they consumed. She'd done her best, but here, as in Assur, there was no place for a motherless daughter. 
 
   A click-click-click and flutter of wings drew her attention skyward. The little bat circled above her, devouring the mosquitoes which had come to devour her. It was a small omen, the bat's protection, but she would take it. To do otherwise would cause her to drown in her own despair. 
 
   She began to hum the song her mother had taught her to chase away her woes. Once upon a time it had been a happy song, with joyous warbling high notes like the trills of a happy little song thrush, but whenever she sang it, it was always tainted with sadness. She closed her eyes and imagined she was back at the temple with her mother, still alive. It was a bright, happy memory, the only one Gita still possessed.
 
   A commotion shook her out of her self-made bubble. Mikhail emerged from the tent, his wings flared as though he was a frightened sparrow about to dart into the air. Gita's heart leaped to see him before she reminded herself her foolish affection for her cousin's husband would only get her banished from her brand-new induction into the B-Team. 
 
   Mikhail rushed over to where Pareesa sat fletching arrows next to Ebad and some warriors from Eshnunna. Gita couldn't hear what was said, but Immanu rushed out of the tent and pointed directly at her. Gita glanced over her shoulder. No. Not at her. At something that lay behind her. Mikhail took to the air, disappearing into the darkness with pounding wings, leaving large, dark feathers falling from the sky like raindrops. 
 
   Chaos erupted as the B-team rallied around Pareesa. Chief Kiyan ran out and shouted orders. Pareesa grabbed her bow and took off into the darkness in the same direction Mikhail had gone.
 
   Ebad rushed up to them, the B-Team's second in command.
 
   "What happened?" Gita asked.
 
   "Ninsianna's been kidnapped," Ebad said. "Chief Kiyan thinks it's a trap. Grab your spear and see if you can't convince the Ninevians to join us. We've got to help him before he gets himself killed." Before she could answer, Ebad had already run over to the next group of warriors, trusting her and Ipquidad to get the job done.
 
   Only Gita knew, she and Pareesa, how uniquely vulnerable the big Angelic was when it came to all matters involving his wife. 
 
   "We've got to go," Gita tugged on Qishtea's arm. "Please! Come with us. Mikhail is being lured into an ambush."
 
   Qishtea twirled his beard as though thinking the matter over. 
 
   "What do we care?" Qishtea said. "The only reason the lizard-demons hire men to come at us is because they can't figure out which Ubaid village harbors him."
 
   This time Gita did kick him. Right … in … the … manhood. 
 
   Qishtea doubled over. He hissed out between his teeth, hatred in his eyes as he tried to straighten up and pain wouldn't allow him the dignity, "I will kill you for this, boy-girl."
 
   "First you have to catch me!" Gita said. She thwacked him in the backside with the butt-end of her spear. "I will be fighting alongside Mikhail. If you want me, come and get me."
 
   Yes. The dark vision was always right. She pushed his chest, just as he'd pushed hers, and shoved him backwards so that this time it was he who lay upon the ground, blinking in surprise.
 
   "Here," Ipquidad handed Gita her spear. He turned to the Ninevians. "I'm following the girls into battle. If that scares you, stay here and cower behind your chief's kilt. Our women will protect you from the devil!"
 
   Without waiting for an answer, Ipquidad turned and followed Gita into the darkness.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
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   Galactic Standard Date:  152,323.11 AE 
 
   Sata'anic Empire: Hades-6
 
   Emperor Shay'tan
 
    
 
   Shay'tan
 
   Some called him the devil, but dragons were an ancient species, blunt instruments created at He-who's-not's insistence to protect HER from Moloch's constant incursions. Moloch was a cancer; whatever he infected needed to be excised. But where the Dark Lord's power was so vast HE destroyed entire galaxies, dragons drew upon a specific force of nature, thereby diluting the Song of Destruction enough that only a single planet or continent would be destroyed. She-who-is still wept to see her playthings broken, but it was at a smaller scale, more manageable than the wholesale chaos of the Dark Lord, and as the dragons evolved, they had learned to dampen their power.
 
   As the millennia passed, She-who-is shaped new creatures to inhabit her universe … tender beings with short lives and frail physical bodies that could incarnate into new physical forms faster than Moloch could corrupt them. One day the dragons lured Moloch into a trap. Deprived of physical form, the Evil One was limited to what he could convince mortals to do on his behalf. At first mortals were grateful to be rid of Moloch, but over time the weaker, naturally evolved races forgot how dangerous the Evil One would be if he ever found a vessel capable of carrying his non-corporeal form. The ungrateful mortals began to resent the enormous, destructive dragons and view them as their adversaries.
 
   Heartbroken at the naturally evolved races betrayal, one by one the dragons disappeared, until finally only one dragon remained…
 
   Y Ddraig Goch … the dragon known as Emperor Shay'tan…
 
   And the element he controlled was fire…
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
   "Where in Haven did Ba'al Zebub send my armada!" 
 
   Shay'tan smashed a clawed fist down upon the table. On that table an enormous spinning replica of the galaxy depicted the source of his irritation. The chessboard flickered, but continued to taunt him with a reassuring hum, reminding him that for all his powers, his chief henchman had played him for a fool!
 
   "I d-d-don't know, y-y-your Eminence!" the elderly Sata'anic lizard stammered. He glanced at the small, concrete bunker which graced every room in the palace, his tail twitching as he no doubt calculated the running distance to dive inside. "The Sata'an Secret Service has poured through every record we have on Ba'al Zebub's activities. So far as we can tell, the only place he funneled money was here."
 
   The scribe pointed to a pale silver circle where the map should have shown a planet orbiting a sun. The planet was now nothing but rubble, a casualty of Hashem's temper tantrum over Lucifer's mother dumping him to run back to her rebel husband. Bright blue triangles blinked closer to the aforementioned planet. Abaddon's Jehoshaphat … and a third of Hashem's armies! 
 
   Tiny red flames sparked down Shay'tan's scales and began to heat the room. The scribe sensed it too. Beads of sweat gathered on his eyebrow-ridges as the lizard-man edged closer to the bunker, centuries of service having taught him when his emperor and god was about to lose his temper.
 
   "There's nothing there!" Shay'tan shouted. Fire incinerated the blackout curtains which had already been replaced three times. The scribe dove into the bunker and slammed shut the door.
 
   The Hades sun shone through the smoke, diluting the holographic map of the galaxy and, therefore, Shay'tan's anger. It wasn't enough to dim the frantically blinking red triangles which were lined up on his side of the now-defunct planet Tyre, the place where Shay'tan had accidentally killed Hashem's adopted son…
 
   He thought…
 
   Actually, he wasn't really sure. He hadn't meant to kill the pompous little peacock. Just to capture Ba'al Zebub and torture the real location of Earth out of him! The destruction of Lucifer's diplomatic flagship so close to the seat of his biological father's Third Empire had been purely an accident.
 
   If only Hashem would believe that…
 
   "Damn you, Lucifer!" Shay'tan craned his serpentine neck at the smaller blue triangles which combed the territory searching for Lucifer's body. "Damn you for sticking your nose into business that had nothing to do with you!"
 
   Two strings of triangles blinked closer together. Red … Shay'tan's war fleet. Blue … Abaddon's renegades. Red … blue … red … blue. Moving closer to a confrontation neither empire would survive. In the center of that map, five tiny blue triangles sifted through the debris of Ba'al Zebub's destroyed ship, searching for the bodies of their own Alliance Prime Minister and the wreckage of the Alliance flagship, Prince of Tyre. Shay'tan had ordered his warships to hang back and not antagonize the search vessels even though they crossed back and forth into Sata'anic airspace, but he could not allow an all-out incursion by The Destroyer to go unanswered. 
 
   The door to the bunker opened a crack. The scribe peeked out, his dorsal fin rustling with fear.
 
   "Your Eminence?" The scribe's voice was a high-pitched, hissing plea.
 
   Shay'tan realized he acted like a mindless demon. Devil … that's what the Alliance called his species. What would she say if she saw him now? Sadness dulled his anger, causing the flames which licked down his scales to cool. He tucked his enormous, leathery wings against his back and sat down on his haunches, doing his best to appear to Budayl as a mortal.
 
   "Any word from our spies?" 
 
   "The Alliance Parliament thinks the planet is here," the scribe pointed a planet outside the neutral zone surrounding Tyre, "in our side of the territory. According to the whistleblower report, that was where Apausha delivered the human females.
 
   That uneasy feeling that had sat in Shay'tan's gut ever since he'd received word about Ba'al Zebub's betrayal rumbled a warning. Something else was going on here, but he had yet to figure out what.
 
   "What about Hashem?" Shay'tan asked. "What does he know?"
 
   "Our spies have never been able to infiltrate his inner circle," the scribe said softly. "All we know is that the former Supreme Commander-General has taken refuge at the Eternal Palace."
 
   "Jophiel knows something," Shay'tan pinched his eyebrow ridges. "But you say no one has shown up at the Eternal Gate to carry out Parliament's command?"
 
   "No, your Eminence." The scribe opened the blast-door far enough for Shay'tan to see his entire snout. "Perhaps Abaddon fears angering his god?"
 
   "Abaddon fears no man," Shay'tan said. "Neither man nor god. Many a good Sata'anic soldier has lost his life at the end of his sword, and more still at the bequest of his war fleet." Shay'tan paced over to the now-exposed window and stared out over his capital city, Dis. Citizens moved about the city below in an orderly manner; loyal, obedient, and pleasing.
 
   "No … if Abaddon hasn't bashed down Hashem's door, either he truly believes the false intelligence Ba'al Zebub fed to them, or in that poor, misguided mind of his, Abaddon still bears some affection for his Emperor and god."
 
   Shay'tan looked over to the singed report the scribe had just abandoned to burn on the floor. Ba'al Zebub worked for some enemy he hadn't yet figured out. Unlike Abaddon, who rebelled against Hashem not for glory, but to recapture his wife's homeworld, Earth, Ba'al Zebub had sold out Shay'tan for an even older god. 
 
   Money…
 
   Fresh flames licked down Shay'tan's dorsal ridge. The scribe ducked back behind the door. Oh, goddess-be! He could see now why the other dragons had abandoned this realm, unable to deal with the constant frustration. He closed his eyes and recited the calming exercises she had taught him, focusing on cooling the fires at the tip of his tail, his haunches, wings, all the way to his nostrils which still had smoke steaming out of them. Unlike his brethren who had abandoned the ungrateful mortals, Shay'tan had a whole empire full of subjects who needed and adored him. He had initially stayed for her, but he continued to stay for them.
 
   "Would you like for me to summons your wives?" the scribe asked from behind the safety of the blast door. At 360 years old, the scribe had outlived most other Sata'anic lizards and, therefore, had witnessed many other occasions when Shay'tan had lost his battle to contain his temper.
 
   Shay'tan pictured the feel of his wives snuggling up to his enormous girth, caressing his scales and massaging his tissues to remind his body how to keep a mortal shape. Forty-six wives he kept at present, their numbers increasing or decreasing as one passed into the Dreamtime and another was selected to replace her, but every one of them was a beautiful flower in the garden he had created to honor her. 
 
   "In my current state I would end up cooking them alive," Shay'tan rumbled regretfully. "Especially with The Destroyer about to cross into Sata'anic territory." 
 
   He hung his head. Everybody wanted to snap their fingers and manifest a godlike power, but few realized what a heavy responsibility it was, worrying that a sneeze might cause you to undo a few hundred thousand years of evolution.
 
   "Perhaps, if your Eminence won't be angered by the thoughts of so unworthy and simple a creature as myself, Sir," the scribe peeked his lizard-like snout out the door again, "might I make a suggestion?"
 
   Shay'tan softened the shape of his claws. "You may speak freely." 
 
   "M-m-maybe you should just tell Hashem the truth?"
 
   "What?" Shay'tan exploded. "What truth?" He pointed a clawed hand at the spot where five little triangles searched for their missing leader. "Oops? I'm sorry I killed your adopted son? Rumor has it the ungrateful little bastard staged a rebellion, so I thought I'd help you out by incinerating him just like you incinerated his biological father?" 
 
   He whirled to the spot on the edge of the Tokoloshe Kingdom where dozens of Sata'anic warships should have patrolled the volatile border against the cannibals, but only a few red triangles remained, the rest reassigned to fight off Abaddon's impending incursion. 
 
   "Or maybe I should tell Hashem that half my war fleet has been stolen and the Sata'anic Empire is defenseless if he chooses to retaliate and invade?"
 
   The scribe slammed shut the door. This time, Shay'tan managed to only incinerate half the room before regaining control of his power. Just for the Haven of it, he snorted a puff of smoke right into the map which showed the advancing warships. For a reassuring moment the smokescreen obscured the truth, but then it cleared, Hashem's blue ships lining up in formation against Shay'tan's red ones. 
 
   Oh, goddess! He needed to get control of his temper before he incinerated somebody he didn't mean to hurt. He took a deep breath and forced himself to calm.
 
   "Budayl," Shay'tan finally addressed the scribe by his given name. "Please … ask Edasich to bring her harp and enough supplies to spend the night comfortably in the bunker. And ask her to wear her flame-resistant burqa. I don't dare let her near me, but maybe…"
 
   He didn't finish the thought, but he didn't need to. Budayl had been with him long enough to understand that Edasich, the most comely of his wives, pleased him more than all the others. While a simple-minded creature, she reminded him of her. For Edasich he'd do his best to control his anger and maybe, just maybe, her sweet, hissing voice while she sang from the safety of the bunker stories about his own heroic exploits might be just the thing he needed to put Ba'al Zebub's betrayal in perspective…
 
   Yes … Ba'al Zebub had deceived him, but Shay'tan was immortal. Sooner or later he would figure out the truth. Yes, sooner or later he always figured out what was really going on…
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   November 3,390 BC
 
   Earth:  Mesopotamian Plain
 
    
 
   Gita
 
   Gita gasped for breath, her ribs heaving from running far faster than even Mikhail had ever pushed her to run. She had to help him. She had to help Pareesa. Her feet hurt as rocks pounded up through the holes in her worn pampooties. Twice she'd fallen, tripped on the rocks which littered the ground, but some instinct whispered to hurry along. Even before they crested the last rise, they could see the glow of a campfire hidden beneath a valley of rocks.
 
   "Come," Ebad shouted, backlit against the fire as though he were some ancient hero. "There are seventy, perhaps eighty men."
 
   "Can you see Pareesa?" one of the other B-Team members shouted.
 
   "No," Ebad said. "Yes! Oh gods! They've got her surrounded!"
 
   Gita choked back her fear as she looked down into the valley and saw the multitudes who'd gathered to ambush Mikhail. How could they possibly hope to fight these numbers? The B-team had only sixteen members, seventeen if she counted herself. She glanced back in the direction from whence they'd come. Nothing. No shouts. No curses. No sound of stones being dislodged by running feet. If only she'd been able to earn Qishtea's trust like Mikhail had asked her to do! Because of her, the lead warrior of the most powerful tribe had cajoled the others into not even backing them up. She glanced up at Ipquidad who lumbered up behind her, sweaty and out of breath.
 
   "What should we do?" Gita asked.
 
   "We fight," Ipquidad said. He gripped his spear, his meaty hand trembling. "Mikhail would do the same thing for us."
 
   "Save Pareesa," Ebad shouted. Without looking to see if the rest of the B-team would follow him into battle, he broke down the hill at a run, shouting a war cry to draw the enemy's attention away from Pareesa who stood clearly silhouetted in the enemy campfire. It was no secret Ebad was in love with Mikhail's protégé.
 
   Gita's heart raced with a peculiar, frantic sensation as she searched the enemy numbers and could find no sign of wings.
 
   "Where is Mikhail?"
 
   "Maybe he's taken to the air?" Yaggitt said, one of the other B-team leaders. With a war cry, he broke into a run towards the enemy as Ebad had done, the rest of the B-Team fanning out behind him in an offensive formation Mikhail called a 'charge.'
 
   "We stand together," Ipquidad said. "You watch my back and I'll watch yours. Alright?"
 
   "Alright," Gita gulped. Without another word they broke into a run, heedless of the danger as they propelled themselves into enemy masses. Her own high, shrill shriek offended her ears, more out of terror than a war cry. She picked out the man she would engage first and lowered her spear to lance him. The enemies broke rank. Some continued to attack Pareesa, others rushed towards them to defend against the new threat which came at them out of the darkness. The enemy had no idea there was only seventeen of them.
 
   'I'm invisible … I'm invisible … oh, dear goddess, please don't let me die!' Gita prayed as she materialized out of the darkness and ran the first enemy through with her spear. The man dropped with a yelp of surprise, as if he hadn't seen her. If only she'd brought her bow!
 
   With shouts of 'to Pareesa' the B-Team engaged the enemy.
 
   "Stay outside their fringe!" Yaggitt shouted, their default leader now that Ebad had thrown himself into the enemy midst. "We need to harass them until the other warriors get here."
 
   Other warriors? What other warriors? Qishtea had made it clear he had no intention of following them. Whatever Nineveh did, the rest of the villages always followed. 
 
   Who were these enemies, anyways? Halifians? No, Amorites by the look of their clothing. Gita pursued one of them a step too far and found herself surrounded as the enemy danced out of her way, avoiding the thrust of her spear. Three men jabbed at her at once, but the training kata Mikhail had forced them all to memorize helped her to deflect their thrusts and dance harmlessly out of the way.
 
   “A girl?” An enemy sneered at her through rotted teeth. "Just whack her over the head and be done with it!"
 
   "She's too fast!" one of the men complained. "Why don't you smite her?"
 
   “Get in there!" The leader shoved the man towards Gita. "Do you want to greet your father at the entrance to the Dreamtime and tell him you were sent there by a girl?”
 
   Gita stabbed at one, and then the other, pretending she couldn't understand their accursed language, the language of her mother's murderers. Her grasp of their tongue was old and out-of-practice, but with the clarity which came from fighting for your life, it all came back to her as if no time had passed since the last time she'd heard men speak that accursed tongue, the day the Amorites had come to murder her mother.
 
   Old hatreds rumbled in her veins. That dark gift, the one which had sustained her in the Assurian raid, showed her where the enemy was weak. An old injury … here. A gimpy knee … there. In this place there is an injury which can be exploited. It was not to the gentle moon goddess she prayed now, but the bat-winged keeper of the dead. A feeling akin to hunger gurgled through her veins as the next Amorite fell beneath her spear. She crouched there, panting, Jamin's cast-off spear clutched in her fists as she sized up the enemy and listened to that dark gift which whispered all the places they were out-of-shape, cocky, or too full of themselves to see the night-stalker which had slithered into their midst.
 
   “She fights like no woman I have ever seen!” A scar-faced enemy jabbed at her with his spear. 
 
   “Perhaps she is a man wearing woman’s clothing?” The one she thought of as alligator-grin grabbed his crotch. "There's only one way to find out!" 
 
   "We'll have fun with this one," another chittered like a monkey in a tree. 
 
   "She sure looks like a man with her shawl tied high around her waist like a kilt," scar-face said. "Her tits are small and she is ugly. Perhaps she is a girly-man?" He feigned a half-hearted jab, pulled back and then stabbed at her unexpectedly, testing her reflexes.
 
   Only the shadow-darkness which preceded the man's movement helped Gita dance out of the way.
 
   “Let's strip off his dress and cut off his manhood!” Alligator-grin gave a guttural laugh.
 
   "If it is a girl, we can sample her before we hand her over to the lizard people." The leader bared his rotted teeth like a hyena's fangs. "She will fetch a good price, even if she's been violated."
 
   Fear was inadequate to stem Gita's rising anger. These bastards had killed her friend Azin! She bared her teeth, her face twisted with hatred as she pictured what this race of men had done to her mother's people. Blood lust overwhelmed her terror. She forced herself to hold her temper, to wait, to strike as Mikhail had taught them when natural forces would negate her lack of height or weight and allow her increased speed to give her an advantage. 
 
   Wait. 
 
   Block. 
 
   Feint a thrust. 
 
   Ignore the leader's taunting. Make him think you are incompetent. 
 
   Block. 
 
   Block the man trying to sneak up behind you. 
 
   Watch the leader. 
 
   Quick! Another enemy to the side! 
 
   Watch for it. 
 
   Block. 
 
   Watch for it. 
 
   Stab downwards to deflect a spear. 
 
   Step aside. 
 
   Wait… and…
 
   "Yes!" Gita stabbed the crocodile-man in the gut with Jamin's cast-off spear. "I'm a girl. Tell everyone in the Dreamtime you were smote by a woman!"
 
   Surprise lit up the man's face as he screeched and fell. Gita yanked the spear out and immediately struck against the next enemy who moved at her. She felt a sense of detached satisfaction as she thrust her spear into the next enemy's heart. 
 
   The sound of shouting from the direction they had just come signaled help had just arrived. Ohthankthegoddess! Whether he hated her or not, Qishtea was too vain to let a girl be braver than him. The scream of Amorites dying at the end of Ubaid spears was sweet music to Gita's ears as she stabbed at the backs of enemies who had suddenly lost all interest in her in favor of the real threat of an equal number of men.
 
   A sound like the worst sandstorm she had ever seen erupted from the hills behind the bonfire. Her mouth agape, all paused to watch the dark lumps light up with dozens of tiny bonfires. A dance of blinking fireflies circled the hills in a peculiar, synchronized dance, red, green, red, green. With a roar, the hills separated themselves from the Earth and began to ascend into the sky.
 
   The Ubaid screamed. Even the Amorites, who seemed to know what the things were, paused to watch them ascend, their mouths agape.
 
   That dark gift whispered what she was seeing.
 
   "They're sky canoes!" Gita shouted. "Just like Mikhail arrived in!" She stabbed an enemy foolish enough to turn his back to her. Sand blew into her eyes and made her choke, but she pulled her cape over her mouth and fought anyways, her eyes scrunched into slits as the enemy turned tail and ran.
 
   "Victory!" Qishtea shook his fist in the air. "See! You're not so invincible, after all! Take that, lizard demons!"
 
   The Ubaid cheered. Ninevians slapped Assurians on the back, and Eshnunians, Gasurians, and other villages who had sent delegates to the regional gathering of chiefs. Their revelries were short-lived. A fireball ignited on the horizon, back where they had left the chiefs haggling in their tents. The men grew silent, only the groans of dead and dying disturbing their horror as they realized perhaps they no longer had chiefs left to give them orders.
 
   "It's a good thing you followed us," Ipquidad said in his usual, diplomatic fashion. "Come, Qishtea. Let's see what has Pareesa standing before the fire."
 
   Shouts and the sounds of more feet clued Gita that the warriors weren't the only ones who'd followed Pareesa into battle.
 
   "Immanu?" Gita asked.
 
   Her uncle grabbed her by the shoulders as if, for a moment, he thought she was somebody else. 
 
   "You're not her!" Immanu shouted. His wild salt-and-pepper hair stuck up as though he was a madman. "Where is she? Where's my daughter?"
 
   "We haven't seen her," Gita said.
 
   Immanu shoved her aside and pushed through the warriors, shouting his daughter's name over and over again. "Ninsianna. Where is Ninsianna?" 
 
   A high-pitched, keening wail erupted from the campfire. Immanu. Someone called for Immanu. That sound was joined by a deeper, more mournful wail as Immanu's voice joined Pareesa's. Gita stepped carefully through the dying enemies and stopped, transfixed, by the circle of dead which surrounded Pareesa like the outer wall of Assur. One of the warriors yelped and leaped back as he realized some of the dead were less than human.
 
   "Lizard demons," Gita whispered. She stared at the lifeless, gold-green eyes which stared at her from a green snout, its fangs still bared in a snarl. She'd seen etchings of these creatures at her mother's temple, but for some reason they'd been painted alongside the other heroes and not as minions of this 'Shay'tan' Mikhail described. So these were the Sata'an?
 
   The warriors parted and gave Gita a glimpse of the sight which caused even brave Pareesa to weep.
 
   "Mikhail…" 
 
   Gita covered her mouth to suppress her wail of grief. The scent and sound of the campfire, singed feathers, blood and shit of the dead who'd loosed their bowels upon being killed all converged to make the world spin in a surreal juxtaposition that made her want to fall to her knees and cry. While Pareesa clutched Mikhail's hand and shouted for him to hang on, Immanu tore open his shirt and exposed the knife the enemy had buried in his chest.
 
   Mikhail? Could he really … be … dead?
 
   Chatter drew Gita's attention towards a body which had been dragged and dumped outside the ring of dead. Ninsianna's red cape was unmistakable. She clasped her hand over her mouth as she saw two arrows sticking out of her back. Why did Immanu not perform the death rituals?
 
   "Is that Ninsianna?"
 
   "Who shot Ninsianna?"
 
   "Is she still alive?"
 
   "She's been shot through the heart."
 
   "Look at the colors of the feathers."
 
   "That's Assurian fletching."
 
   "Pareesa … are those your arrows?"
 
   All eyes turned towards Pareesa. 
 
   "That's not Ninsianna," Pareesa said. "Look at her! It is an imposter! Sent to trick him so they could lure him into a trap!"
 
   "But she wears Ninsianna's red cape," Gita's voice warbled. She touched the colorful embroidery which rimmed the hem. "There is none like it in all the land."
 
   "Find out who that is!"
 
   His hands shaking, Ipquidad rolled the imposter onto her side and pulled back the hood. A gasp went through the warriors as they recognized a face which was nearly as familiar as Gita's own.
 
   "It's Shahla!"
 
   "Why would Shahla stab him?"
 
   "Everyone knows Shahla was crazier than a hyena!"
 
   "She blamed Mikhail for her baby's death."
 
   "I heard he was the baby's father."
 
   "No. It was Jamin."
 
   "Shahla slept with every warrior in the village."
 
   "She propositioned Mikhail. I saw it. I was there. Nobody refused Shahla when she offered her favors."
 
   "I don't blame Jamin for beating her," Qishtea gave Gita a shove. "If it was me, I would have killed her. Not just beaten the bastard out of her belly."
 
   Gita fell to her knees and touched the cheek of the woman who had been both her protector … and also her biggest curse. She touched her own tattered brown cape, a gift from Shahla once it had become too worn to be respectable for the daughter of a wealthy flax-cloth merchant. Shahla had spoken to her when no one wanted to be her friend because nobody wanted to be seen with the daughter of the village drunk. She had slipped Gita bits and snippets of food pilfered from her father's pantry to keep her from starving. But Shahla had always had a weak mind, one easily manipulated by any warrior willing to give her the affection her own father denied her.
 
   "Shahla, what have you done?" Tears slid down Gita's cheeks at the loss of her last and only friend. That dark gift, the one which showed her if there was some life spark to be fortified and keep a wounded creature alive, showed her Shahla was beyond all hope, not even for the song.
 
   Words flowed around her, whispered in one ear and out the other, none of them sticking as she stared over the pile of bodies between her dead friend and the beautiful winged man that Shahla had betrayed. Warriors circled around them, touching Mikhail, moving his wings, dragging the dead out of the way so Ipquidad could push forward a cart for transport.
 
   That dark gift whispered that someone else needed her gift, someone else was still alive. She stared at Mikhail with her huge, black eyes, seeing the piss-puke-putrid green darkness which emanated from knife and spread into Mikhail's body as though it fed upon his life's energy. Pausing to cross Shahla's hands across her chest, Gita rose and stepped towards Mikhail, that whisper growing louder the closer she got to him. 
 
   "Immanu," Pareesa shouted at Immanu. "Where is Ninsianna? Mikhail needs her. Please! Use your gift!”
 
   Immanu's bushy eyebrows knit together in concentration. Gita could sense an eerie tickling, like the kiss of a spider web, as Immanu used his shamanic gift to access the dream realm. His brow wrinkled, perplexed.
 
   "I can sense her," Immanu's voice warbled with emotion, "but I cannot tell whether she is in the dreamtime, or still resides within this realm. It feels like … it feels as though she is here, but someone has covered her with a blanket."
 
   That dark gift whispered the name of the terror against which the Priestesses at Jebel Mar Elyas had prayed for protection against three times each day. 
 
   “The Evil One has her,” Gita spoke before her brain could register she had uttered those words aloud.
 
   Immanu lurched to his feet and grabbed Gita by the shoulders.
 
   "What do you know of this Evil One?" Immanu screamed at her. His tawny-beige eyes turned copper with hatred as he dug his fingers deep into her flesh. Gita cried out in pain.
 
   "I … I … I," Gita sputtered, cowed by the hatred which burned in her uncle's eyes.
 
   "Gita was just bragging to us how Shahla was her best friend," Qishtea gave her a self-satisfied smirk. "Isn't that right, everyone?"
 
   "Yeah," several of the warriors chimed in. "Everybody knows Gita and Shahla were inseparable."
 
   "It was all Shahla could talk about," Qishtea said, "the last time she accompanied her father to our village. About how she could tell her best friend anything!"
 
   Immanu's hands tightened so hard they threatened to snap her bones. Gita had never been welcome at their house because of some rift which had occurred between her uncle and her father, but this was the first time she'd realized her uncle hated her.
 
   "Like father," Immanu snarled, "like daughter."
 
   "I didn't do anything," Gita cried out. "Please, uncle. I didn't have anything to do with this!"
 
   "I saw them together the day before we left Assur," her own B-Team leader, Yaggitt, gave her an accusatory glare. "She was down by the river, brushing out Shahla's hair and laughing."
 
   "You planned this!" Immanu struck her face. "You and that white-winged demon!"
 
   Gita blinked, shocked. Immanu's words slithered into her brain and taunted her as recognition of what he said paired up with the happy ramblings of a mind-damaged young woman.
 
   "Wh-what?" Gita's face betrayed her knowledge. "A white-winged Angelic?"
 
   "You knew?!!" Immanu knocked her to the ground and began to kick her, egged on by Qishtea and the other warriors who needed someone to blame.
 
   "No! Uncle! Please! I knew nothing of this! You never said anything about the Evil One being a white-winged Angelic!"
 
   She curled up in a ball to protect her vital organs the way she did when her father beat her, praying for the madness to stop. She had known! Shahla had come home three days ago and bragged a white-winged Angelic had taken her for a wife, but on the heels of her ranting that Mikhail was her husband and had secretly fathered her deceased baby, a delusion Gita knew for a fact was not true, she had sloughed off that claim as just another one of Shahla's delusions. 
 
   "Nobody ever told me the Evil One was a white-winged Angelic!" Gita cried out. "The priestesses always depicted him as having the head of a bull!"
 
   It was Ipquidad, big, silent Ipquidad, the biggest, most timid member of the B-Team, who grabbed Immanu's hand and stopped him mid-punch.
 
   "You never said anything about the Evil One being one of Mikhail's own species," Ipquidad said. "You led us to believe a lizard-demon orchestrated the attacks against Assur."
 
   Gita clamped her hand over her mouth to silence her own cries of pain. When you got beaten, if you cried out, it only made your abuser beat you harder. She'd learned that lesson from her father.
 
   Pareesa stood up from where she'd been holding Mikhail's hand. 
 
   "Nobody ever told us about a white-winged Angelic," Pareesa said. "Not even me." She pointed at Gita. "But there are other secrets Mikhail withheld from us, secrets even he didn't remember because of his memory loss. Perhaps it's time you enlightened us, Immanu, about the real enemy the Ubaid face?"
 
   All eyes turned to Immanu, accusing him. Her uncle's voice warbled as words poured out with truths that had never been revealed. 
 
   “Every night Ninsianna had nightmares about a white-winged Angelic who would lead a legion of lizard-demons to destroy our village," Immanu said. "The chief knew, but we didn't tell anyone else because we feared it might cause you all to distrust Mikhail."
 
   "And nobody saw fit to tell us this?" Pareesa asked. "Not even me? His closest student?"
 
   "Maybe you weren't as close as you thought," Qishtea taunted her. "But why would he tell you anything? You're nothing but a girl."
 
   Pareesa stepped into Qishtea's personal space even though her head barely came level with the Ninevian leader's nose. With a whispered prayer to the Cherubim God of War, she used Mikhail's sword to point to the dead she had personally smote to save him. 
 
   "Mikhail taught me to channel the power of a god," Pareesa spoke with a voice that rumbled through the men like thunder. "Tell me, Qishtea. What have you taught your men?"
 
   "Look at her eyes," one of the warriors whispered. "They're blue like Mikhail's."
 
   That dark gift, the one which enabled Gita to see showed her the blue cloak of energy which surrounded Pareesa the same as it did whenever Mikhail entered the killing dance. 
 
   Blind, deaf, dumb, pig-headed and stupid as he could be, Qishtea stepped back, even his stubbornness recognized that in Mikhail's absence, the Cherubim God of War had chosen a new mortal vessel to wield its power. 
 
   "Pareesa," Ipquidad spoke from where he kneeled next to Mikhail. "He's not doing so well. We have to get him back to the village so Needa can take a look at him."
 
   "Let's get him onto the cart," Immanu stepped away from Gita. He glowered at her. "We shall finish this later."
 
   Pareesa stopped, then gestured from Shahla to Gita.
 
   "Get Ninsianna's cape off that traitor's body and put it on her," Pareesa said. "She needs to impersonate Ninsianna."
 
   "Gita helped Shahla set this trap," Immanu said.
 
   Pareesa tilted her head as though she was listening to somebody speak. Her voice was cold, inhuman, her movement alien as she pointed at Gita.
 
   "She did no such thing," Pareesa said.
 
   "I don't trust her," Immanu protested.
 
   "I trust her," Pareesa said. "And so does the Cherubim god. If Mikhail thinks that Ninsianna has passed into the Dreamtime, he will cast his spirit after her, for his species will follow their mate, even unto death."
 
   Immanu gasped.
 
   "Is she … dead?"
 
   "The God of War doesn't think so," Pareesa's eyes glowed bluer. "Merely hidden by the Evil One so even the gods can't find her." She pointed at Immanu and, this time, the voice which erupted from her throat was definitely not hers. "Son-of-Lugalbanda … if you want to see your daughter alive, you will make sure the only man capable of finding her doesn't die while you stand here bickering about who's to blame."
 
   Immanu stepped back and allowed Gita to scramble to her feet.
 
   Gita felt light-headed as the warriors rolled Shahla's body out of the cape and dumped her into a pile along with the enemy dead. She stifled her urge to cry, to plead with them not to desecrate Shahla's body. Right now, she needed to look after her own life, which, given the glances of hatred from every person except for Pareesa, might be ended the moment one of them got close enough to stick a knife between her ribs.
 
   Immanu took his daughter's cape and arranged it over Gita's shoulders. It stank of blood, death and dirt. Wetness soaked into her back where Shahla's blood had saturated the cloak. Gita wept as Immanu tore out her braid and arranged her hair around her shoulders the way Ninsianna often wore it. He bent forward and whispered in her ear.
 
   "If he dies, I will burn you alive upon his funeral pyre..."
 
   Gita swallowed. With tear-stained eyes she met his golden ones and nodded. She had known, however innocent that knowledge might have been, and had not told anyone about the white-winged Angelic. The words she truly wished to say, that she would have never betrayed her cousin's beautiful, dark-winged husband because from the first moment she had lay eyes upon him, she'd been in love with him, died upon her lips. Shahla had professed love for Mikhail, too, but in the end she had betrayed him.
 
   Gita sniffled as the warriors lifted their poor leader up onto the rickety wooden cart and began the long, sad procession back to Assur. A hand touched her shoulder. Gita turned to find Pareesa carrying Mikhail's sword.
 
   "He needs you to be her," Pareesa said, nothing but a brown-eyed, thirteen-summer girl once more except for a faint glow of blueness which still radiated out of her irises. "Ninsianna would walk beside him and hold his hand."
 
   "I'm no healer," Gita said. "And … everybody knows Mikhail hates to be touched by anyone except for Ninsianna."
 
   "He let you touch him," Pareesa said. "For some reason he keeps thinking you are her. Use that," Pareesa grabbed her hand, "please?"
 
   "Ninsianna would never forgive me," Gita said.
 
   "I don't care about Ninsianna," Pareesa said. She qualified that. "Not as much as I care about him. Things weren't as wonderful as people believe between them just before Ninsianna was taken."
 
   "I heard them … argue," Gita whispered. "I thought she was being terribly cruel to him."
 
   "All I care is that Mikhail should live," Pareesa's eyes filled with tears. "No matter what the cost."
 
   Gita nodded. Pareesa had single-handedly thrown herself into battle against seventy men to save him. All they asked of her was one, tiny deception, to pretend to be Ninsianna until the real Ninsianna could be rescued. Accelerating her pace to walk at the head of the cart, she slipped in past a brown wing which dragged despondently on the ground. He looked so pale, so lifeless, no longer the most powerful man in their village, but the weakest. 
 
   She pictured Ninsianna, the way she stood, the way she moved, the way that her cousin had touched her husband, and oh, gods! How many times Gita had watched Ninsianna sink into her husband's arms and wished it had been her who had found Mikhail the day his sky canoe had fallen from the sky and not her esteemed cousin. Oh, how she had fantasized that someday he might take her hand just as Pareesa asked her to do right now.
 
   "Mikhail?" Gita whispered. She slid her hand into his, small and pale against his larger, stronger one. "Mikhail? Can you feel me? It's me? It's Ninsianna…"
 
   For the first time that night, Mikhail moved.
 
   "Ninsianna," he murmured. 
 
   His hand tightened around hers. 
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
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   November 3,390 BC
 
   Earth:  Mesopotamian Plain
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   He called into the darkened room, but nobody waited there for him.
 
   "Ninsianna?"
 
   Pain radiated out of his chest. It hurt! Hands. Touching him. All around him. Pleading with him to hang on.
 
   Strong arms lifted him and cradled him on her lap, reading to him a bedtime story. The cadence of her voice rose and fell as they rocked, singing a song which felt familiar.
 
   "Seanmháthair?"
 
   'You must listen with your heart, chol beag,' his grandmother kissed his forehead. 'Can’t you feel your true mate calling to you?'
 
   Thorns tore at him as he fought his way through the darkness. Pain. So much pain! The room grew even darker, more ominous, terrifying. Behind it yawned that terrible void, thrumming with unspeakable power. Horrible. Dark. Empty.
 
   "Alone..." his voice came out a strangled cry.
 
   The rocking continued, sometimes jarring, but all around him was the sensation of being held. He focused on the touches, searching for the one he knew would prevent him from falling into the void. All meant well, but only one touch anchored him. A hand in his, small, but something about it felt familiar.
 
   "Ninsianna." 
 
   Mikhail tightened his grip.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   The history of war is the history of warriors;
 
   Few in number, mighty in influence.
 
   Alexander, not Macedonia conquered the world.
 
   --General George S. Patton, Jr.--
 
    
 
   Galactic Standard Date:  152,323.11 AE 
 
   Sata'an/Alliance Border
 
   Supreme Commander-General Abaddon
 
    
 
   Abaddon
 
   The Jehoshaphat was a dark grey falcon of a warship, with twin muscular hyperdrives which rose out of her back like a pair of Angelic's wings. Launch apparatus for a planet killer curved out of her nose cone like a raptor's beak, while rail guns bristled out of her hull like sharp, grey feathers. Eight pulse cannons clustered near each of her launch bays, giving her the appearance of a war hawk flexing her talons. She could birth hundreds of fighter raptors simultaneously to swarm the enemy, and if that failed, alongside her flocked dozens of smaller battle cruisers. She was a ruthless bird of prey built for a brutal purpose, to beat back Shay'tan after the Eternal Emperor had abandoned the Alliance to fend for itself. 
 
   Some said the Alliance no longer needed the Judgment of God now that the Emperor had returned. That these were different times. That kinder, gentler means had become available to resolve the disputes which arose between the Alliance and the petty kingdoms. 
 
   As far as Supreme Commander-General Abaddon was concerned, that was all a crock of tarbh!
 
   Abaddon was a brute of a man, an old-style general who had fledged his pin feathers on the battlefield of the old wars which had been waged before the Emperor had lost his will to fight. He was taller than the average Angelic, burly and muscular thanks to a Seraphim grandfather who had fled that homeworld in search of adventure. He was quick to anger, and even quicker to seek revenge. He had gunship grey hair, falcon-grey wings, and steel grey eyes, accentuated by a scar which ran across his brow from his forehead to his chin, a cut given by the same Sata'anic sword which now hung forever ready at his hip. 
 
   Age had tempered Abaddon into the sword the Alliance had needed; more thoughtful, more measured as he'd moved up the ranks, mindful that it was no longer just his life he risked, but the lives of countless men; but that had never tempered his thirst to win. His men followed him because he was always the first to go into battle, the last to leave, and he never, ever asked anything of them that he would not do himself. 
 
   "Tighten up the formation to our starboard," Abaddon growled. "When we go at him, I want the bastard to know it's me."
 
   "Yes, Sir," Major Pharzuphel said.
 
   Pharzuphel was an efficient second-in-command, thoughtful, slow to anger, and cautious to carry out the letter of the Emperor's law; the kind of Angelic the Youth Training Academies had been churning out with increasing regularity. She was the yin to his yang, not quite a pacifist, for she was brave when she needed to be, but whenever he sought engagement, Pharzuphel always urged restraint. Within seconds, the blue triangles displayed on the three-dimensional hologram moved back into a perfect 'V'. Pharzuphel counseled no lesser actions. Both knew the time for caution had long since passed.
 
   Abaddon gave a grunt of satisfaction. For twenty-five years the Emperor had kept the Jehoshaphat confined to her nest, only trotting her out whenever he needed to remind Shay'tan that the Immortals weren't the only ones that could make the old dragon bleed. Except for a few border skirmishes, this was the first time the Jehoshaphat had engaged in a real battle since the Emperor had come back from his extended 'vacation.' 
 
   How many amongst this fleet had seen the kinds of carnage he had? A few of the longer-lived Angelics? Not many. The Leonids had, although not against Shay'tan. The Centauri had suffered staggering losses against the old dragon, but not within the past generation. They were kids, all of them; ill-experienced, brave, but unprepared for the kind of war Parliament had just authorized Abaddon to wage.
 
   Ominous red triangles blinked closer to defend the border of the now-defunct Third Empire. All around him, younger crewmen moved with anxious hyperactivity, hurrying, finishing up the busy-work, as if that could change the disparity in numbers they were about to face.
 
   "What's our deep-space sonar picking up behind them?" 
 
   Abaddon pointed behind the overwhelming armada Shay'tan had amassed to engage them at the place where Lucifer had died.
 
   "Nothing, Sir," Pharzuphel said. "Whatever he's got, they're there."
 
   Abaddon stared at the two opposing lines of warships which were on a collision course. The red triangles representing Shay'tan's war fleet outnumbered the Alliance's blue ones six-to-one, but Abaddon was used to defeating overwhelming numbers. It was how he'd earned his nickname The Destroyer. It was what he couldn't see which worried him.
 
   "Send out drones to scout behind the planetoids here … here … and here." Abaddon pointed to the string of asteroids which had once been the planet Tyre, the kind of places a clever dragon could set a trap. 
 
   "May I speak freely, Sir?" Pharzuphel asked.
 
   "Speak," Abaddon grunted. He was a man of few words who'd gotten where he was today by listening to the boots on the ground. When he did speak, people listened, because if they didn't, his next words were usually spoken with the point of his sword.
 
   "Perhaps it's simply a show of force?" Pharzuphel pointed at the amassed Sata'anic armada. "It's no secret we're only looking to take back what was taken from our Prime Minister."
 
   "Those planets weren't taken," Abaddon gave a sharp laugh which sounded like a falcon's hunting cry. He pointed to the border that looked like somebody had gerrymandered long, grasping talons out of the Sata'an Empire to clutch each planet which was habitable. "Lucifer handed those planets to Shay'tan as punishment for his mother's death."
 
   Pharzuphel blanched, but she did not contradict him. She was a dove sent to placate the hawk after the Emperor had returned and put him out to pasture. Abaddon suspected the real reason the Emperor had sent the pretty, beige-winged cadet was to entice him to retire so that under the law he could form a permanent relationship with her, but Pharzuphel had not been interested in an infertile old goat such as himself, and he had not used his rank to pressure her into a mating appointment after his natural lack-of-charm had failed to woo her. She was an efficient second, even if she was a bit too idealistic.
 
   Abaddon's lip twitched into a rare, hawkish grin. Yes. Pharzuphel had never seen any real battles. So in a way, he'd get to pop her cherry after all?
 
   He noted the plaintive, dove-eyed stare his weapons-officer Valac gave his second in command. Fraternization between active members of the military was forbidden, but ever since Abaddon had taken a human wife, he'd become lax about enforcing the letter of Alliance law. Which reminded him…
 
   "Is the offloading complete?" Abaddon asked.
 
   "They're not happy about it, Sir," Pharzuphel said. She tucked her wings tightly against her back. "But … Sir? Did you have to send the pregnant hybrids, too?"
 
   "Yes," Abaddon grunted.
 
   "But they're not civilians," Pharzuphel lowered her voice so the other officers on the bridge would not hear her disagree. "They have as much of a stake in this battle as anyone else in the Alliance."
 
   Abaddon noted the way his weapons-officer opened his mouth as if he wished to say something. Pharzuphel shot the man an icy stare. The weapons officer turned back to his battle station, his hands gripping the controls. Abaddon stared up at his second-in-command, an efficient officer, but a bit too romantic, a characteristic they shared, although The Destroyer was careful to hide his tender side from his crew.
 
   "They will be a distraction," Abaddon said. "We're too close to extinction to risk losing both a hybrid, and also their unborn child."
 
   "But if we find the human homeworld," Pharzuphel said hopefully, "it won't matter anymore."
 
   "We have not found the human homeworld yet," Abaddon fixed his stern, hawk-like gaze upon her body language, "and even when we do, not even Shay'tan sends his children into war."
 
   He noted the way Pharzuphel fidgeted with a chain worn beneath her uniform, a gesture he, himself, had done until Lucifer's breathtaking rebellion had brought his forbidden marriage out into the open. Dog tags? Or something else? Abaddon closed his eyes and inhaled.
 
   Yes. That growing attractiveness the males in the ship had begun exhibiting towards Pharzuphel a few weeks ago suddenly made sense. It was a common ploy, to feign missing a heat cycle in order to avoid being forced into the Emperor's breeding program and assigned a stranger to mate with to introduce genetic diversity. The scent of HCGT was faint, but now that he looked for it, the pregnancy hormone was hard to miss.
 
   His steel grey eyes stared into her guilty blue ones.
 
   "You'd best get down there yourself, Major," Abaddon spoke low enough so that the other crewmen would not overhear.
 
   "But…"
 
   "You know the law," Abaddon leaned forward, his expression neither condemning nor approving. "The law exists for a reason."
 
   "But you…"
 
   "…are escorting my lifemate down to a safe haven," Abaddon said softly. "And I need you to guard her with your life, because if anything ever happens to her, it will kill me."
 
   Emotions danced across Pharzuphel's face. Indignation. Anger. Worry. Unfortunately for her, or fortunately if you looked at it from Valac's point-of-view, Lucifer had gotten himself killed before he'd had a chance to invalidate the Emperor's anti-fraternization laws. Pharzuphel glanced at her husband, Abaddon assumed Valac was her husband by the way he, too, clutched at something strung on a chain above his heart, and noted the man's look of relief. Valac nodded. He wanted her to go for the same reason Abaddon was sending Sarvenaz.
 
   Pharzuphel tucked her wings against her back into a crisp 'dress wings' formation and saluted him.
 
   "I will guard her with my life, Sir," Pharzuphel said.
 
   She turned to go, anger mixed with grief as their laws prevented her from even giving her mate a heartbroken goodbye. Her eyes welled with tears. The dull ache in Abaddon's own chest reminded him he had his own goodbyes to make. His mate would be no more happy about being forced down into a safe haven than his second-in-command.
 
   Abaddon rose from his commander's chair and gave his falcon-grey wings an exaggerated stretch. 
 
   "Lieutenant Valac," he called out loudly enough for the entire bridge to hear, "I need to go put my house in order. Please escort Major Pharzuphel down to the weapons locker and help her select the biggest, baddest pulse rifle you can find to help her protect my wife. Major Pharzuphel … I'll meet you at the evacuation shuttle in one hour. Lieutenant-Captain Shzzzkt," he pointed to the next lowest-ranking officer on the bridge, his Mantoid communications officer, "you have the bridge until I return."
 
   "Yes, Sir," all three of them answered simultaneously, secret wife, secret husband, and the crewman who'd suddenly been elevated to his acting second-in-command. The green-exoskeletoned Mantoid moved to the commander's chair and sat down gingerly, looking far too small to fill it out. Abaddon gave the kid a nod. In time, if you were sensible and ruthless, the seat of a commander would reshape itself to fit you.
 
   He moved through corridors memorized over the centuries like laugh-lines in a lover's face, each battle-scar familiar, each blemish beloved. As he walked, the Jehoshaphat purred reassuringly beneath his feet. Beneath that hum the Judgment of God whispered a plea of excitement. Set me free. Set me free, husband. Let me off my tether so I can hunt and bring you prey. 
 
   "Soon," Abaddon pressed his hand against the door. "Soon, beloved. As soon as I have seen your sister-wife off to safety."
 
   As if in response, Captain Shzzkt's voice came over the comms panel, announcing they would reach the target in T-minus seven hours. Abaddon could swear he felt the ship lurch with excitement, ready, eager to begin the blood sport that had been denied ever since the Emperor had returned. The Jehoshaphat was not a jealous wife so long as it was with her he chose to hunt with, but she did demand he humor her blood lust, and it had been too long since she had last been satiated.
 
   Abaddon softened his body language before he accessed his room. Around Sarvenaz he did not fear showing the softer, more romantic side he had inherited from his Seraphim ancestors. His scar became less insidious; his eyes softened to a velvety grey, even his feathers became fluffier, a falcon settling into its nest. This was home, and home was wherever Sarvenaz resided within the Jehoshaphat.
 
   "Husband!" Sarvenaz threw herself into his arms before he had even finished shutting the door. Her mahogany brown eyes were red-rimmed from crying. "You no leave me behind!"
 
   The subtle aroma of HCGT filled his senses and awoke that portion of his brain which originated, not from humans, but from his animal half, the raptors which had given him his wings. To a species teetering at the brink of extinction, the scent of a fertile female, heavy with pregnancy was far more potent than the fanciest perfume.
 
   "It's for your own safety, mo ghrá," Abaddon said. "We're about to go up against the dragon."
 
   "You no leave me behind!" Sarvenaz wept. "I no want to be left behind!"
 
   The gentle swell of her abdomen pressed into the hard, washboard flatness of his own reminded him why he was sending her down to a safe zone, though he'd probably have sent her anyways even if she hadn't been carrying his first and possibly only child. His lips softened as he tangled his fingers in her long, dark hair, 
 
   "It's only until we finish this first campaign," Abaddon's eyes glistened bright with emotion. "And then I will come back for you. I will always come back for you, that I swear."
 
   "Take me with you!" Sarvenaz slammed her fist against his chest. "I brave. You teach me use a sword, I fight at your side like Angelic woman! Sarvenaz not a coward!"
 
   Oh, goddess she was beautiful! This love of his life who had tempted him to defy his god! Even the puffiness around her eyes added to her beauty, this woman who cried for him. Old blood-and-guts. The Alliances' most feared, and often reviled general. In her eyes, he was not an ugly old goat with a scar, too crotchety and used to getting his own way for any female to put up with. No. In her eyes he was her Husband. Forbidden word. Ecstatic word. She was the most beautiful women he had ever seen, and when they grew old together and her wrinkles grew to equal his, he would still find her beautiful, because she loved him, and once you had that, what else did you need?
 
   "It would put our child at risk, mo ghrá," Abaddon kissed the top of her head. "You wouldn't want that to happen, would you? To harm our little girl?" He flattened his palm against her abdomen to greet their daughter, almost six months in the womb. As if in protest, their child kicked against his hand, as though she was as eager as her mother to pick up her father's sword and carry it into battle.
 
   "You come for me as soon as you can?" Sarvenaz sniffled, regaining some of that regality which was the image she projected to the rest of the world. "You send me picture-words every day, tell me how much you miss me?"
 
   "Three times a day, mo ghrá," Abaddon promised. "Once in the morning when I get up, once when I get off shift, and once before I fall asleep, so I can dream of you in the bed next to me and imagine you telling me about your day."
 
   Sarvenaz's lip trembled. This was not their first separation, but this was the first time he had left her to go into battle. 
 
   "This is what you wanted, remember?" Abaddon enclosed her in his falcon-grey wings. "To let your husband kick the lizard people off of your homeworld?"
 
   Sarvenaz pressed her cheek against his chest and began to weep. As she did, it felt as though his own heart was breaking, as though Shay'tan himself had grabbed his heart and squeezed it. That older, animal part of his brain commanded his actions where his life's experience failed him; how to say goodbye to the woman who was your heart and soul when the last thing you wanted to do was let her go. With a sigh that sounded to his own ears halfway between a gasp of desire and the sound a lizard-soldier made when he severed its jugular with his sword, he picked her up and carried her to their marriage bed to worship her one last time.
 
   "Husband not leave me behind." Sarvenaz's eyes glistened with fresh shed tears. "Husband will always come back for me?"
 
   He had no words to reassure her, only kisses, and his own frantic, almost clumsy fumbling with the fastenings of her clothing as he stripped away what little stood barrier between them, his lifemate, his wife, the one gift the Emperor had forbidden his species to take so long as they were obligated to serve him.
 
   Sarvenaz tore at the buttons of his uniform and lay a trail of kisses from his abdomen to his chest. His sword-belt dropped to the floor, followed by his pulse rifle and ammunition clips. He shoved up her dress and barely got his pants down around his ankles before the instinct to merge overpowered him, causing him to slam his wings against the ceiling as they prepared to take flight into a world which was not a mortal one, but that place he could only go when he made love to her. She cried out as he impaled her upon his manhood, not gentle, not tender the way he wanted this parting to be, but the frantic coupling of a mated pair that feared this separation could become permanent if he lost the battle and died. 
 
   No. Not permanent. Never permanent. His species had legends, stories about those who had gone before waiting for their beloved at the entrance to the Dreamtime, but even in life, every day he would be separated from her would be the ultimate cruelty. 
 
   Sarvenaz arched her back, eager to take as much of him as she could. She dug her fingernails into the axillary muscles which powered his wings as she felt it too, that sensation they felt whenever they made love; that they were being carried in the current of a song, a beautiful song which sung its approval of their rebellion; that they had chosen love above all other concerns.
 
   The walls had long ago been stripped bare of pictures from his pounding wings. Something crashed off of the bureau, some knickknack Sarvenaz had forgotten to tuck away, but neither one of them cared. The only thing which mattered was this feeling of becoming one.
 
   The Jehoshaphat's hyperdrives hummed beneath them like the cheering squad at a game, chanting 'do it, cast away your mortal shell and ride this wave into the upper realms,' but they were only mortal. The closest they could come was to reach ecstasy in each other's arms They cried out with a single voice as the tidal wave of emotion washed through his body into hers, and just for a moment he could hear her thoughts, and she could hear all of his. His body convulsed as they lost all sensation of time or space, as her feminine mysteries clenched around his manhood as his seed spilled into her womb, the physical act of union which was the closest a mortal creature could come to becoming a god. 
 
   Sarvenaz looked into his heart, for he could feel her there living within it, and what she saw reassured her.
 
   "Husband not ever want to be parted from Sarvenaz," she whispered, not from mortal lips, but from her heart spoken directly into his.
 
   "No," Abaddon wept. "Not even in death."
 
   Sarvenaz pulled his lips back onto hers to exhale her commitment back to him, this mating vow they had given to each other many times, the one the Emperor had forbidden any Angelic ever to give, the one which worshipped a higher goddess than even She-who-is. 
 
   He collapsed against her, weeping. As much as it would pain her to be parted from him, it would be him who would bear the brunt of it, the sensation of loss his species had evolved to feel so much more acutely than their human ancestors. Not even millennia of selective breeding and six centuries of indoctrination had been adequate to breed an Angelic's instinct out of him to never be parted from his mate. It was the reason the Emperor had forbidden their species to ever marry, to never form permanent unions because to do so meant he would constantly have rebellion on his hands.
 
   It was she who comforted him, this time, for in this moment of sacred union, she could feel how desperately he was in love with her, and that part of her which had been trained to be a leader understood that by lingering, she increased the likelihood she would lose the very thing she cherished most.
 
   "It okay," Sarvenaz kissed a tear-stained cheek. "I be okay with Second you send with me. She protect me. I protect her. We keep each other company while our husbands go off to war."
 
   Without even being told, somehow Sarvenaz had picked the thought right out of his mind. Proof, perhaps, that maybe the legends of his people were true? That there really was a Bond of Ki?
 
   Abaddon pulled her onto his side, to enclose her in one wing and grant warmth to their shivering even though the room was not even cold. Ever since he had met her, there had been a fullness in his chest, a warmth, as if all was right in the world. Now ... he didn't feel empty, for that fullness still existed ... not even a separation could take that sensation away from him. But every other aspect of his physiology screamed at him to hold her closer and never let her go.
 
   Sarvenaz traced the scar which had nearly taken his eye, her expression tender as she looked upon his war injuries.
 
   "You send me picture-words?" Sarvenaz whispered. "Tell me how your battle go? Drop hints when you come see me again? But no tell me what your battle plan! Never know when lizard get your picture words and tell old dragon what Abaddon plan to outsmart him."
 
   Abaddon's heart filled with pride. What had he done to deserve a prize such as her, this warrior queen that Lucifer had transported across the heavens to be his mate? Shay'tan would be defeated, not by the Destroyer his opposing emperor had genetically engineered to do battle on his behalf, but one of the very humans the old dragon sought to enslave. That thought pleased him immensely...
 
   "Three times a day," Abaddon promised with a hawkish grin, an expression those who had done battle with him before knew well. "Four if I can sneak away to send an extra transmission from the battlefield."
 
   The sound of Captain Shzzkt's voice announcing it was T-minus-six hours until engagement, interrupted them before he could recover enough to make love to her a second time. The announcement was repeated, adding that if people intended to evacuate to the safe zone, they needed to do so now before the ship was out of shuttle range. That last tidbit was a reminder for him, for none dared knock upon the Destroyer's door and interrupt his time with his wife if they valued their head still attached to their body.
 
   "It time to go, Husband," Sarvenaz said sadly. "Sarvenaz already pack things. Even baby things. Just in case…"
 
   She did not finish the thought, and he did not finish it for her. Just in case this battle was the one the Destroyer finally lost and forced Sarvenaz to rear their daughter alone. They arose from the bed in silence, only the occasional sob breaking the moment as Sarvenaz strapped back on his weaponry as though she installed him into a suit of ancient armor.
 
   Major Pharzuphel met them in the designated launch bay, her own state of dishevelment attesting to the fact the Destroyer wasn't the only person on the ship who'd succumbed to the urge to say goodbye to their mate the proper way.
 
   "She's in good hands, Sir," Phazruphel said. "Valac picked out a widowmaker for me to carry." She pointed to a nasty-looking pulse rifle which bordered between a rifle and miniature pulse canon. "Anyone who bothers her will have to answer to me."
 
   "See that it is so," Abaddon said. He glanced up at where Sarvenaz had sat in the co-pilot's seat and placed her hand against the glass. "Because if anything were to happen to her, it would kill me more certainly than if Shay'tan, himself, incinerated me with his fire."
 
   With a crisp salute, Phazruphel marched up the gangplank, her eyes filled with tears as she gazed across the hanger bay to her own mate lurking in the shadows as the hatch closed. Neither of them dared to flaunt their secret marriage further. The penalty for breaking the anti-fraternization laws was to be reassigned to opposite ends of the galaxy, rotation schedules desynchronized so that the lawbreakers never got to see each other again so long as they were legally obligated to serve their 500 years in the military.
 
   Abaddon saluted Sarvenaz as the shuttle lifted off and then turned to exit the shuttle bay doors. Valac fell into step behind him as Abaddon made his way back to the bridge where two lines of triangles blinked closer to one another across an imaginary, gerrymandered border. Red. Blue. Red. Blue. Two spectacular armies edged closer to start a war. Beneath his feet, the thrum of the Jehoshaphat grew more insistent, a ship whose engines had been stuffed with fuel cells so she'd have as much power as she needed to navigate in and out of battle.
 
   There was a moment of silence across all radio channels as his fleet pulled up to the spot the Prince of Tyre had disappeared, presumed destroyed, the place where Lucifer had died. Even the Jehoshaphat grew more silent. Now, not only was his species godless, but they no longer had their morning star to guide them into the dark. A half-light year away, Shay'tan's war fleet did the exact same thing.
 
   "What do we do, Sir?" his navigation expert whispered. "We're outnumbered six-to-one."
 
   "A good plan, violently executed now," Abaddon snorted, "is better than a perfect plan executed next week." 
 
   He flared his wings like a raptor about to dive off a cliff and kneeled, pressing the palm of his hand against the floor of the bridge. He shut his eyes and imagined he was one with his ship, this first-wife who had been his first, although no longer his greatest love. He imagined it was she he made love to now, she he would guide to ecstasy, this warship who loved to hunt. He imagined taking off the imaginary tethers Hashem had placed upon the Jehoshaphat's wing-like hyperdrives and casting her into the air.
 
   "Let's go hunting, beag gorm," Abaddon whispered to the Jehoshaphat.
 
   Straightening and sitting down into his commander's chair, Abaddon flared his wings and gave the order to cross into Sata'anic territory.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
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   November 3,390 BC
 
   Earth:  Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Pareesa
 
   The sentries fell silent as the sad procession wound its way into the gates of Assur. Never had Pareesa felt so weary, not even after they'd fended off the attack where hundreds of enemies had died. With each step, Mikhail's sword grew heavier, an unwelcome burden now that she understood what that burden entailed. Why, oh why, had the Cherubim god chosen her to bear this responsibility? She … a thirteen summer girl?
 
   'Because you asked for it.' 
 
   That reassuring hum of power tickled the crown of her head and reminded her the Cherubim God of War yet hovered around them, ready to let her draw upon his strength if their procession was ambushed by the enemies who'd run off to escape the onslaught of the other village's warriors. A grim laugh escaped Pareesa's throat.
 
   "What's so funny?" Yaggitt asked.
 
   "He won," Pareesa said.
 
   "Who won?" Yaggitt stared at the enormous pair of black-brown wings which cascaded off the wagon where Mikhail had been placed like a sacrificial offering.
 
   "Mikhail did," Pareesa said. She pointed at their escort of warriors from every Ubaid village. "Mikhail went to that meeting for one reason, to make the other villages realize there was a bigger threat than their petty differences. Even with a knife sticking out of his chest, he beat them. He won."
 
   "It sure doesn't look that way to me," Yaggitt said.
 
   "Well that's the story we need to tell." Pareesa lifted her chin with grim determination. "You didn't look into the Evil One's eye as it sat there and gloated."
 
   "Immanu said the sky canoe is nothing but a soulless golem," Yaggitt said, "what Mikhail would call a 'machine.'"
 
   "I felt the malevolence coming off of that thing," Pareesa said. "Ninsianna was on that ship. I am certain of it."
 
   Yaggitt's look was doubtful.
 
   "You think she is dead?"
 
   Yaggitt shrugged.
 
   Pareesa stared at Gita walking mournfully beside the cart at Mikhail's head, bending occasionally to whisper encouragement into his ear. 
 
   "If he believes that," Pareesa said softly, "then we shall surely lose him."
 
   "Then let's pray Gita can fool him," Yaggitt said. "If anyone can fool him, she can."
 
   They walked in silence. A runner came jogging up from further back in the line where groups of warriors helped the injured hobble along.
 
   "How's Ebad?" Pareesa asked.
 
   "Unconscious," the runner said. "He lost a lot of blood."
 
   Pareesa glanced back, torn between her duty to Mikhail and her desire to explore this feeling which whispered it was time to grow up and recognize what was right before her eyes. If Ebad died, would she ever find such a man again?
 
   No. The old god's scorn as he had pointed out her foolishness had been clear. She should go to him. No. She shouldn't. Ebad was unconscious. The Cherubim god needed her here. 
 
   "Make sure you keep a cloth pressed against Ebad's shoulder," Pareesa said. "If he wakes up, tell him I said he'd better live or I'll drag him out of the dreamtime and make him do a thousand pushups."
 
   The runner gave her a weak grin. Pareesa knew how every man on her B-Team felt about her fetish for administering pushups as a punishment.
 
   "I'll do that," the runner said.
 
   He jogged back, carrying updates on Mikhail's condition to the wounded at the back of the line. So long as he was alive, it gave them hope, held this frail coalition together which might end up costing Mikhail his life. It was up to her now to keep it together, even if it meant stretching the truth. 
 
   She sniffed and looked away from Yaggitt so he wouldn't see her cry.
 
   Exhausted warriors trailed back to their houses to spread the news while Ipquidad pulled the wagon to Immanu's house. Ninsianna's father had run ahead to prepare Needa for the ruse. The door opened. A distraught face, not Needa's, but Homa's, one of Mikhail's eight original archers stood ready to accept him into the house of healing.
 
   "We're home," Pareesa heard Gita whisper to Mikhail. "Mo ghrá we have made it home."
 
   It was eerie how closely Gita echoed Ninsianna, from the way she moved to the sound of her voice. The cousins did look alike, or they would have had Gita not been so thin and stunted. Oh, Gita was as plain as Ninsianna was beautiful, but they had the same wide eyes and shapely eyebrows; only the fact one girl bore gold eyes and the other black differentiated them. It was a good plan, this lie Pareesa had concocted to fool him. After all she'd done to save him, she wasn't about to let something as insignificant as the truth get in her way.
 
   "Bring him inside." Pareesa projected a false air of gravitas. 
 
   Siamek came trotting out of the shadows. "Any word on Chief Kiyan?"
 
   "Not yet," Pareesa said. "Qishtea took three warriors to the burning tents to see if any survived."
 
   "C'mon, take over!" Siamek ordered his top-tier warriors. "These men are so exhausted they can barely walk."
 
   Strong hands lifted Mikhail up to carry him in the door. Fresh tears welled in Pareesa's eyes as he cried out in pain. Oh, goddess! Why now, of all times, had he regained consciousness? His enormous wings got caught in the doorway, then one of the warriors stepped on them and accidentally ripped out a bunch of feathers. The indignity! Pareesa could not bear to see him brought this low!
 
   Ipquidad gathered Mikhail up as though he was a sleeping child and staggered over the threshold to lay him gently upon the kitchen table. Homa shooed everyone out of the house and did her best to tuck his wings where they wouldn't trip on them.
 
   "Ninsianna!" Mikhail's hand shook as he reached towards Gita. "Ninsianna, mo ghrá shíl mé bhraith mé caoin do bháis."
 
   Pareesa understood just enough to comprehend he thought he had felt Ninsianna's death-cry. Oh, gods! Let it not be true! But even if it was true, Pareesa was not about to let him die. 
 
   "Go on," Pareesa mouthed the words at Gita. "Get in there."
 
   Immanu shot a murderous look at his niece. Pareesa touched the hilt of her sword and shot the shaman a look of warning. Only she knew, she and Gita, the real reason the God of War trusted her. The night Mikhail had lost control of his gift and channeled that other power, only Gita had understood how to deal with the ancient Lord of Chaos. Pareesa shivered. Why hadn't that pitiless black visage stepped in tonight to save him? 
 
   Needa's spied Gita wearing her daughter's red cape. She straightened, as beautiful and dignified as her Chosen daughter, and approached Gita the way one might approach a cherished member of the family.
 
   "You frightened us, Ninsianna," Needa's voice warbled as she awkwardly embraced Gita. "Thank the goddess you are safe."
 
   Gita looked uncomfortable at this false display of affection, but she played her part, just the way Pareesa hoped she would.
 
   "I am unharmed, mother,” Gita perpetuated the lie. "Shahla stole my cape while I bathed in the river, but I am safe now. Please attend to my husband."
 
   Needa clamped her hand over her mouth and turned away, her body shuddering as she forced herself not to give voice to the ululating wail the Ubaid used to acknowledge a death. Immanu glowered at Gita, his tawny-beige eyes accusatory as he placed his arm around his wife and whispered that Ninsianna had not yet entered the dreamtime. It was a small hope, but so long as there was hope, Pareesa would not let Mikhail die.
 
   "Ninsianna, ní féidir liom a bhraitheann tú," Mikhail reached towards Gita. His wings trembled as he groped blindly towards the nearest body. It was one thing to whisper lies in the dark, another to perpetuate a ruse in a well-lit room. "Ninsianna?" His voice had the edge of desperation.
 
   'Go on,' Pareesa silently gestured at Gita. 'Get in there.'
 
   Gita arranged the red cape so the lanterns would not shine directly into her face. As she stepped forward to take his hand, for a moment she had even Pareesa fooled. The question was, would she be able to trick Ninsianna's husband?
 
   "I am here, mo ghrá," Gita said. "I am still alive. Pareesa killed the men who tried to kidnap me."
 
   Needa drew back the red-soaked cloth they'd used to staunch his blood. Pareesa clamped her hand over her mouth to prevent herself from crying out. With each breath blood seeped around the knife as his muscular chest shuddered in pain. The blade had struck him in the one place his ribs did not protect him, the place where debris from his broken sky canoe had shattered his rib cage. 
 
   “Can you save him?” Pareesa's voice trembled. 
 
   “He is scarred in this place where Ninsianna healed him once before.” Needa prodded at his chest, ignoring his whimper of pain. "But this knife is far smaller than an Ubaid hunting blade. It cut perilously close to his heart, but no blood has been exhaled with his breath."
 
   "So he'll be okay?" Hope warmed in Pareesa's chest.
 
   Needa examined the blood which seeped around the edges of the blade. "I cannot tell if this hit the large vessel which carries blood into the heart. If it did, the moment we pull it out he will bleed to death. If it did not, perhaps there is some hope? We need to work quickly."
 
   Gita sobbed. Mikhail felt towards her, blindly reaching until his hand slid up to touch her face.
 
   "Má éiríonn liom, ní mór duit smaoineamh ar ár bpáiste. Ná fág an réimse go dtí deireadh de do shaol nádúrtha. Beidh mé ag fanacht ar do shon, mo ghrá. Díreach ach ar an taobh eile."
 
   Oh, drat! Ninsianna had the gift of tongues! How was Gita supposed to fool Mikhail when Ninsianna usually conversed with her husband in his native language?
 
   The tears which slipped down Gita's cheeks were real. She answered him in Ubaid as if she'd understood. 
 
   "How will I live without you, mo ghrá?" Gita wept. "You are the last spark of hope I have left in this sorry life."
 
   Even though it was a lie, Gita's answer carried the ring of truth. With a sigh, Mikhail lay back and allowed Needa to resume her examination.
 
   “Homa,” Needa spoke with grim determination, “get my surgical implements. Pareesa … get two warriors in here to hold him down so he cannot thrash about. Immanu … I sense there is something wrong with this blade that goes beyond his injuries. I wouldn't put it past the Halifians to have dipped the blade in excrement."
 
   "I shall sing the songs to chase away the evil spirits,” Immanu said.
 
   While the shaman began a deep, chanting song that reminded Pareesa of a bullfrog, Siamek and Ipquidad pinned Mikhail's shoulders to the table while Needa washed her hands. Needa opened a case made of the material Mikhail called 'metal' and pulled out a slender, silver needle far more finely wrought than any crafted by the Ubaid. Next came a small, rounded spool wrapped with a continuous length of thread that resembled horsehair and the tiny, clever implement for cutting it called 'scissors.' These objects were sacred, a gift Mikhail had made to his mother-in-law as part of the dowry he'd offered for Ninsianna. They were Needa's most cherished objects.
 
   “Pareesa, are you ready?” Needa asked. “Homa?” The look she gave Pareesa was one of fear. "One … two … three!" 
 
   Needa yanked the knife out of his heart.
 
   “Ninsianna!” Mikhail knocked the men holding him down across the room. Feathers flew as he thrashed in pain. “Siad a bheith déanta agat!"
 
   Pareesa rushed forward and took his hand.
 
   “Sensei," Pareesa shook him. "You must hold still! You don't want to leave Ninsianna a widow, do you?"
 
   She squeezed his hand as hard as she could, so hard that he could feel her through his pain. The fog of blood loss cleared as his unearthly blue eyes locked with hers. This was him, her teacher, the champion who was supposed to lead them. His sharp eagle's gaze scrutinized her, glancing around the room as clarity cut through his fog.
 
   "Do you trust me?" Pareesa asked. "Do you trust me to save your life?"
 
   His chiseled features softened. It was not the brave teacher who stared at her now, but a frightened man who was afraid to die.
 
   "Ninsianna…."
 
   "Is fine," Pareesa lied. "Do you trust me to help you bear this pain?"
 
   Mikhail nodded.
 
   "Then try not to throw me across the room this time," Pareesa said. "You hurt Ninsianna. Do you want her to stand back while Needa stitches you up … just in case?"
 
   Not since the night the Dark Lord had left him to grieve a death he could not remember had Pareesa seen the big Angelic cry. Tears welled in his eyes.
 
   "If anything happens to me," Mikhail whispered, "promise me you will look after her? Promise me you will watch over my wife and child?"
 
   "You have my word," Pareesa swore.
 
   Needa pressed urgently at the chest wound which no longer had a plug shoved into it to staunch his bleeding. His moment of clarity passed. Mikhail's unearthly blue eyes became unfocused, unclear as pain fogged his senses. He crushed her hand each time Needa reached inside his chest to stitch things up that made Pareesa want to retch. His face twisted up with pain, but he forced himself not to lash out until, at last, merciful unconsciousness took him.
 
   "Is he…?" Pareesa touched his cold, clammy skin.
 
   Needa snipped the thread which held his flesh together with her sacred silver scissors.
 
   "There is not as much blood as I feared," Needa said. "Either the knife missed the large vessel which carries blood out of the heart, or he lost so much blood that there is little left to bleed. Only time will tell."
 
   "I think he's gone into the death-cold," Alalah said. "Gisou! Get me some blankets!" Alalah was an older woman who'd garnered much useful experience stitching up the mishaps of her eight adventurous children. Mikhail had finally convinced Needa to break with the ancient tradition of one village, one healer to train a lower tier of healers he called 'medics.' 
 
   "We've got more injured," Siamek reminded them. "Ebad's not doing so well. And several others are badly wounded."
 
   "Where?" Pareesa asked. Her heart beat too rapidly, remembering the look on Ebad's face as he had urged her to attend to Mikhail. How could she have forgotten him?
 
   "We carried the wounded to their families," Siamek said. "We thought it best if they were cared for in their own homes."
 
   "Alalah will tend to them," Immanu snapped. With a look that communicated he would not follow any more orders from her tonight, snot-nosed thirteen-summer upstart that she was, he wrapped his arms around his wife and guided her outside where Needa gave voice to an ululating cry of grief for her missing daughter.
 
   "Let's carry him upstairs," Alalah said. She placed an affectionate hand upon the unconscious Angelic's wing. "With all of this commotion, he shall get no rest down here. Perhaps it would be better if his…" she glanced at where Gita lurked in the shadows, "wife … tended to him in a less well-lit room?"
 
   Pareesa was grateful for Alalah's firm grasp of the situation. With somber effort, the warriors hauled the unconscious Angelic up the stairs and tucked him into his too-small sleeping pallet. 
 
   Gita stood with her back pressed against the wall, tears streaming from her too-large eyes. She had the fearful appearance of a small, nocturnal animal, the kind which darted from shadow to shadow because every creature on the food chain considered her to be its prey. She bore no resemblance to Ninsianna now, this pale, scrawny girl with the black eyes and tattered look of a beggar.
 
   "Immanu said…" Gita swallowed. "He said he'd…" She glanced down at her hands. Pareesa had heard what Immanu had threatened her with. "Maybe it would be better if Homa or Gisou tended to him?" she whispered. "I am not a healer."
 
   That buzz from the old god warned her she must not let that happen.
 
   "He needs you," Pareesa grabbed Gita's hand. "Please? You're the only person he's ever mistaken for Ninsianna."
 
   Gita nodded. With whispered words only audible to herself, she pulled the red cape up to cover her hair and kneeled beside the sleeping pallet where Mikhail lay somewhere between the world of the living and the dead. Just for a moment, it appeared even to Pareesa, who knew this all to be a ruse, as though Gita's sparse frame fleshed out and the girl moved with the quiet assurance of the highest-ranking female in the village instead of the lowest one.
 
   "Can you feel me?" Gita whispered. "Can you feel me, Mikhail?"
 
   Mikhail moved to take her hand.
 
   Pareesa left them to be overseen by Homa while she followed Alalah to poor, forgotten Ebad's house. His parents greeted them with a cry of gratitude and led them up to his room where his oldest sister sat on the edge of his bed pressing a cloth against his shoulder to stem the bleeding.
 
   "I kept pressure on it just the way you said," the sister said.
 
   "I'll take over," Pareesa said. "It's the least I can do for him."
 
   Ebad's sister nodded. She showed Pareesa where to place her hands, the places where his shoulder bled the worst from the spear she had torn out of it. Ebad opened his eyes.
 
   “Pareesa,” Ebad greeted. His shaky hand reached up to touch hers. "You're okay?"
 
   “Yes,” she pressed against his wound. “How's my favorite spear-target?”
 
   "Been better," Ebad smiled weakly at her joke. “How’s Mikhail?”
 
   “Alive,” she said, “for now. Needa got the knife out and stitched him up. Gita's taking care of him while we attend to everybody else.”
 
   “Will he make it?” Ebad asked. “He looked … bad...”
 
   “Only She-who-is knows,” Pareesa said. “Needa thinks he'll survive the knife wound, but the Cherubim god fears he might try to follow Ninsianna into the dreamtime.”
 
   Ebad smiled weakly. “I've never seen anyone fight the way you fought tonight. Not even Mikhail has ever fought that ferociously. When I looked into your eyes, it was as if someone else stared out at me.”
 
   “Someone else did,” Pareesa said. “It was like watching somebody else do battle using my body as a puppet.”
 
   “Well it was your body he used,” Ebad said. “When I saw that spear come at you, I just … I just...” 
 
   Ebad's voice choked up at the memory. 
 
   Pareesa's reaction was instinctive. She slipped her fingers beneath his head and pulled him towards her for a kiss. Ebad moaned, both in pain and pleasure, as he used both hands to pull her closer.
 
   “Hey!” Alalah snapped, “Pareesa … keep pressure on that wound!!!”
 
   Pareesa pulled away, turning bright red as she grabbed the cloth and re-applied pressure to Ebad's shoulder. She had kissed boys before, in jest or on a dare, but this was the first time she had ever really meant it.
 
   “Sorry,” she whispered to him.
 
   “I'll take a spear any day for a kiss like that,” Ebad said shyly. 
 
   He whimpered as Alalah stitched his shoulder back together until finally he passed out from the pain. Gisou prepared a hot compress of boiled linen cloth, herbs, and oil of myrrh to chase away the evil spirits while Ebad's sister dribbled water down his throat every time he came close enough to consciousness that they could coax him to swallow. 
 
   "He's doing better now that you're here," Ebad's mother touched Pareesa's shoulder. "Please … won't you stay? His younger brother has offered to give up his bed."
 
   "I should get back…" Pareesa started to say.
 
   She hadn't realized how much the God of War had been propping her up until all of a sudden he abandoned her body and left her standing there, weak and mortal. She collapsed forward and nearly landed face-down in Ebad's lap.
 
   "I guess maybe I'm supposed to stay?" Pareesa mumbled. Exhausted limbs refused to move. "S-somebody tell my mother I'm sf-okay?" A stray thought flit through her mind. Was this what Mikhail felt like whenever he needed to sleep off the killing dance after a battle?
 
   Strong arms lifted her up while somebody else dragged a second sleeping pallet across the room. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn't find the energy to force her eyelids open. Ebad's little brothers and sisters piled around them like puppies to loan them their warmth so their big, brave brother wouldn't go into the death-cold. 
 
   It was a fitful sleep, filled with visions of the glittering evil eye which had stared down at her from the sky canoe, the cries of infants, and a horrific place that was filled with fire.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
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   November 3,390 BC
 
   Earth:  Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Gita
 
   Gita marveled at the luxuries her cousin had grown up with in the room Ninsianna now shared with her husband. It was a tight fit, with a bed far too small for the enormous Angelic, every square cubit occupied by his magnificent black-brown wings. Her knees screamed in protest as she kneeled at his bedside, begging for her to give up her vigil, but no one had come to offer her a stool. No matter how long it took, she was determined to comfort him until he passed the point of danger. 
 
   "I'm so sorry," Gita whispered so not even he could hear it. "I didn't know about the prophecy. I would have come to you and told you. You know that, don't you?"
 
   Of course he didn't know that. He didn't know her…
 
   She had shadowed him like a wraith since the first day he had stepped foot into their village, but Mikhail had hardly noticed her. No one ever did. But he had done something no one else in this village had ever done for her except, perhaps, for Jamin. Mikhail had given her a chance. Given her the dignity of his warrior training class, teaching her that she didn't need to be a victim. 
 
   The pale, yellow light of the tallow lantern cast a sickly pallor. Her hand trembled as she touched the high, chiseled cheekbones which had inhabited her dreams ever since the day she had met him. His chest rose and fell, labored, painful, bandaged up and reeking of myrrh sap and chamomile. Firouz shifted behind her, reminding her she was watched … and not trusted. 
 
   "Any word about Chief Kiyan?" Gita asked. The Chief was a reasonable man, but ever since he'd allowed the Tribunal to banish his son, he'd all-but vanished from the public eye. Would he banish her, too, if she explained why she hadn't told anyone about the white-winged Angelic?
 
   "Even if it was your concern," Firouz stared out the tiny window. "You would be the last person I would tell."
 
   "He's my Chief, too!" 
 
   "Because of you," Firouz spat. "Mikhail didn't have any warning!"
 
   Fresh tears joined the ones which had fallen, soaking the neckline of the red cape which reeked of Shahla's blood. Because of her, Shahla was dead. Because of her, Ninsianna had been taken. Because of her, the Chief of not only this village, but every Ubaid village, was missing and presumed dead. Because of her, the beautiful winged man who had fallen from the stars had been ambushed and might very well die.
 
   That dark gift, the one which showed her where people were weak, whispered which truth which would cut Firouz to the bone.
 
   "Because of you," Gita said softly, "Mikhail has never felt welcome in this village. Even now, after all he has done for us."
 
   She knew her remark hit home by the way Firouz stared, stone-faced, out the tiny window which reflected the light of bonfires. Like herself, Firouz had a checkered past when it came to his dealings with Mikhail.
 
   Gita shut her eyes and focused on the feel of Mikhail's hand in hers. Every ounce of her being hummed with rightness, as though she had held his hand many times before even though it was an illusion. Only twice had Mikhail ever taken her hand … once by mistake, the second the day he had helped her bury the eagles. 
 
   "The sun's beginning to come up," Firouz said.
 
   Gita followed his eyes to the tiny window. Dark clouds reminiscent of a sandstorm roiled on the horizon, turned blood-red by the reflecting rays of the soon-to-rise sun. A tattered spiderweb covered the window, the spider long-gone, dead, no doubt, along with the summer heat.
 
   Mikhail stirred. Gita touched his brow.
 
   "Sleep, mo ghrá," she whispered to him. "The village is safe. I am safe. The only thing we need is for you to rest and heal."
 
   "Is féidir liom a bhraitheann tú," Mikhail mumbled. I can feel you.
 
   "Of course you can feel me," Gita said. "I am safe, and until you heal, I will not leave your side. That I promise."
 
   Even though Immanu wanted to kill her…
 
   The fact an A-list warrior such as Firouz had been tasked to guard her spoke volumes about Immanu's intent to carry out his threat. Her uncle had always been a reasonable man, but the Evil One had just abducted his only child. As the second-highest ranking man in the village and one no Assurian wished to cross, she had little hope of making the truth heard. Her only hope was to appeal to Mikhail.
 
   She remembered what her father had done to her mother…
 
   Gita shuddered at the memory of her mother's face as her father had cast the first stone. The Tribunal it would be, and unlike what happened to Jamin, no one would step forward to argue banishment in place of stoning against a village mourning the loss of not only its Chosen One, but also its Champion and its Chief. She would be their sacrificial offering to satiate their anger … whether or not she was guilty. She was the perfect scapegoat.
 
   She should run away…
 
   Mikhail moaned as his movement aggravated the place Needa had stitched him back together. She winced along with him as his feathers rustled in pain.
 
   "Why didn't you tell us," Firouz spoke softly, "if, as you claim, you had no knowledge the white-winged Angelic was real. Why didn't you tell us someone had seen another one of his species?"
 
   "Who would I have told?" Gita asked. A small spark of anger ignited in her belly, and then was extinguished. "Him?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Do you remember what happened the last time I asked for his help with Shahla?"
 
   Firouz gave her a stony stare. "That's because you and Shahla had told Ninsianna he had fathered her baby."
 
   Gita gave him a raised eyebrow. That small, dark instinct which had kept her alive told her to remain silent, to avoid confrontation and let Firouz work it out for himself…
 
   "Okay," Firouz said after her silence made him uncomfortable, "Shahla told Ninsianna that. But she only did it because she was mad at you."
 
   Another eyebrow. She could see it, the cloud of doubt which lingered over Immanu's accusation that she had orchestrated this tragedy. Remain … silent. Just … stare.
 
   "Maybe … maybe you're telling the truth," Firouz finally mumbled. He jabbed the butt-end of his spear into his foot and swayed the weapon back-and-forth, more thoughtful than threatening. 
 
   Gita turned back to watch the way the brightening sky cast a reddish light upon Mikhail's flesh as if he had a fever. She touched his forehead, his neck, and then ran her fingers down to the poultice soaked in myrrh to chase away the evil spirits. She was no healer, but she had fended for herself enough times to know that after injury often followed an infection.
 
   Should she wake Needa? 
 
   No. Everything she did would only aggravate Immanu further. 
 
   "Is Homa still here?"
 
   "No," Firouz said. "She went home to get some sleep."
 
   "Alalah?"
 
   "She's still tending the lesser wounded," Firouz said. He glanced at Mikhail. "For him, I think she would drop everything."
 
   Gita unclasped her fingers and slid them out of his hand to lift the poultice. Immediately he began to thrash.
 
   "Ninsianna?"
 
   "I'm here, mo ghrá," Gita said, praying he would not open his eyes. With the sun rising, there was no way she could continue to fool him. "I just have to check your stitches."
 
   He murmured something in the beautiful language of his people as she lifted the bandages reeking of the clean, astringent myrrh. The sun finished heaving itself over the horizon and peeked through the window to shine a light upon the injury. That dark gift, the one which whispered where someone was weak, drew her eyes to the thin spider-web of lines which radiated away from the knife wound into the clean, hairless expanse of his magnificently muscled chest. Gita hesitated, and then touched what was not hers to touch. She pressed her fingers on either side of the gash and gently pressed the edges together.
 
   Mikhail cried out in pain.
 
   A putrid green pus, tainted with black, seeped out of the wound.
 
   "Wake up Needa," Gita said. "Right away."
 
   Mikhail's eyes shot open. His unearthly blue eyes were glazed with pain and confusion from the fever. Gita met his gaze from beneath the safety of her hood. Mikhail saw what he wanted to see. The red cape. A dark-haired woman leaning over him, tending to his wounds the way his wife would.
 
   "Ninsianna," Mikhail whispered. "Bhí mé aisling go raibh bás duit." 
 
   A large, trembling hand reached up to caress her hood. Gita froze, not sure how to answer. It was more important than ever that she convince him she was Ninsianna.
 
   She bent and kissed the flesh next to the knife wound, careful to tilt her head so the hood only allowed him a glimpse of her raven hair.
 
   "This wound is infected, mo ghrá," Gita said, using the only word in his language that she knew. "And I am exhausted. Please, let my mother help me tend this wound?"
 
   Mikhail tilted back his head and closed his eyes, not noticing she had answered him in Ubaid instead of the language of heaven as Ninsianna would have done.
 
   "Leag síos le liom, mo bhean chéile. Ní féidir liom a thuiscint cén fáth go bhfuil tú roghnaithe chun kneel ar an urlár."
 
   Gita answered him by slipping her hand back into his. That peculiar rightness trickled into her heart. Mikhail thought she was Ninsianna, and because he did, perhaps that same gift which allowed her to see where someone was weak, to see a spark of light even within the spirit of He-who's-not, perhaps that was what allowed her to feel what he felt? 
 
   'We'll get her back for you,' she said to herself. 'This I swear...'
 
   Her eyes filled with tears as she turned back to Firouz, mindful by the trembling of his wings that Mikhail had not simply fallen back asleep.
 
   "Fetch my mother," Gita lied, doing her best to mimic Ninsianna's cadence of voice. "I have been here all night and my clothing reeks of sweat. I trust no one else to tend to my husband while I bathe and fetch something to eat."
 
   "Yes, Ninsianna," Firouz perpetuated the ruse. "You look tired. Don't forget you are with child."
 
   "Eat, mo ghrá," Mikhail murmured through closed eyes. "And then come lay down beside me to rest instead of kneeling on the floor."
 
   "I fear to reopen your stitches," Gita lied. Wound, or no wound, Ninsianna would have lay down with her husband.
 
   Mikhail's voice sounded small, the way a child's might. "Ninsianna, I need to feel you. For some reason I can't seem to get warm."
 
   The death-cold. Even Firouz was savvy enough to recognize the symptom. He abandoned his spear, no longer caring that he was supposed to use it to guard Mikhail against her, and hurried out of the room to awaken Needa. After some muffled arguing, Needa bustled in, her eyes red-rimmed from crying. She was followed by her husband, who gave Gita an angry glare. Needa did not address her, simply shoved her aside to tend to Mikhail's wound.
 
   "Ninsianna is right," Needa said. "This wound is infected." She turned to her husband. "Immanu ... you must discern the nature of these evil spirits so know which herbs to use to banish them."
 
   Needa glanced at the sun which had heaved itself above the horizon and shone its brilliance on Mikhail's bed. It was the kind of light not even Gita could hide in.
 
   "You look like goat excrement, daughter." Needa gave Mikhail a furtive glance. "You've got his blood all over you. Go get washed and get some rest. I'll come fetch you once your father has finished performing the sacred ceremonies."
 
   "Ninsianna stays," Mikhail mumbled. He tightened his grip on Gita's hand.
 
   "She is with child, you big oaf!" Needa snapped. "And she's been up all night, weeping over your bed." She turned to Gita. "Once you've gotten cleaned up and eaten, lay down in my bed. You will get no rest in here."
 
   Mikhail tightened his grip, and then let go. "Go, mo ghrá. Rest. Join me once you feel rejuvenated."
 
   Needa frowned. Mikhail's voice sounded raspy, even to Gita's untrained ears. As he spoke there was a rattle in his lungs. The evil spirits which stole your breath could be a death sentence if not treated promptly. Gita rose, careful to keep her face shielded from Mikhail's view, and hurried out the door where she ran face-first into Immanu's chest.
 
   "I was just going..."
 
   "Home," Immanu hissed so Mikhail would not hear. "And don't come back. I don't care what Pareesa said. I should have never begged the chief to allow you and your accursed father back into our village."
 
   Twin daggers of hatred seethed out of her uncle's copper-gold eyes. She'd only been five years old when her father had dragged her across the desert to Assur. According to Merariy, it had been Immanu who had committed the wrongdoing? Not him. She was smart enough to keep that thought to herself.
 
   "Yes, uncle." Gita cast her eyes downwards.
 
   He grabbed her shoulders and for a moment she feared he might throw her down the stairs, but then he let her go. In his hand was Ninsianna's red cape.
 
   "Homa or Gisou will impersonate Ninsianna from now on," Immanu said. He pressed her against the wall. "If you have any common sense whatsoever, you will leave this village this instant and never return."
 
   Gita swallowed. Black eyes met his tawny-beige ones, the eyes of a shaman; the eyes of a man who could see into the dark and, if what her father said was true about their shared father, Lugalbanda, could stop the heart of a man simply by thinking about it.
 
   "Yes, uncle," Gita whispered.
 
   He shoved her towards the steep ladder which served as a stair. Gita caught the railing just in time to prevent herself from falling down into the first floor below. She gathered her tattered brown cape which had been left in a heap on the floor and Jamin's cast-off spear, still stained with the blood of their enemies. Someone had come by and left fresh bread, roasted acorns, and a crock of porridge on the table. The delicious aroma tantalized her nostrils and reminded her she had not eaten since before the ambush. She glanced up the stairs. Immunu's hate-filled copper eyes communicated this feast was not for her.
 
   Her stomach empty, she made her way back home to answer to her father.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   November 3,390 BC
 
   Earth:  Sata'an Forward Operating Base
 
   Lieutenant Kasib
 
    
 
   Kasib
 
   "May our lord, god convey their sprits into the Dreamtime," the field-chaplain droned on, "and immortalize their deeds forever in pursuit of the glory of the Empire."
 
   "Peace be upon his name," Lieutenant Kasib uttered the familiar prayer.
 
   He pressed his claws against his forehead, his snout and his heart, signaling his devotion to forever think, to speak, and to always serve wholeheartedly their emperor and god. With a sigh, he rose up from the small, ornate prayer-mat where he'd kneeled for the last two hours in memoriam of five good men who'd lost their lives. A poster of an elaborately dressed red dragon had been haphazardly taped to the tent behind the place where the chaplain stood giving the commemoratory. Kasib sighed. This was not a temple befitting worship of Shay'tan, but field-chapels never were. What mattered, Kasib reminded himself, was the supplicant's devotion to Sata'anic ideals and well wishes for the deceased to carry into the next incarnation.
 
   Tucking his tail out of the way so it wouldn't get stepped on as he rolled up his prayer mat, he thoughtfully trailed out of the tent along with the other soldiers stationed at this Forward Operating Base for Shay'tan's latest annexation. Martyrdom ceremonies were supposed to be joyous occasions, but Kasib couldn't help but feel the men's lives had been wasted. With a groan, he arched his back to get a crick out and flared his dorsal ridge to soak up the rays of the dying sun.
 
   "Hey! Kasib!" a pig-snouted Catoplebas named Katlego shouted as he exited the chapel. "You going to join us later for a game of senet?" 
 
   "Yeah!" a lizard-Specialist named Iyad said. "You've got to give me a chance to win back that thirty deben you won from me last month!"
 
   Kasib glanced over at his intended destination, the commissary. Ever since General Hudhafah had given him permission to acquire quarters within the town which abutted the seaport, he'd been shirking his connections to his friends. On the other hand…
 
   "Not tonight," Kasib forced his posture to remain relaxed and prayed they would not smell his guilt. "Ba'al Zebub gave the general a laundry list of things to do to kiss that bastard Lucifer's tailfeathers. We all know what that means."
 
   The Catoplebas smirked at him through his tusks and punched Specialist Iyad in the bicep. The entire base had been in an uproar ever since the Prince of Tyre had appeared in orbit and none other than Ba'al Zebub, their highest-ranking official second only to Shay'tan, had come onto the display monitor to order the battle cruiser to stand down.
 
   The lizard soldier laughed. "Yeah! Good old loyal Kasib gets to do the shit-work while Hudhafah gets all the glory!" 
 
   Specialist Iyad tasted the air with his long, forked tongue and then yanked it back inside his snout, his expression sheepish. It was considered ill manners to taste for pheromones in a higher-ranking officer. 
 
   "It is my privilege to serve the General," Kasib chastised them. His snout curved up in toothy grin. "Besides, how do you think I got assigned one of those choice 'special overflow barracks' inside the town?"
 
   "I'd sure like me one of those!" the Catoplebas lamented. "When's that armada going to get here so we all can stop sleeping 50 men to a tent? I swear, if Specialist Owiti shoves my footlocker out of the way one more time, I'm going to beat him to a bloody pulp!"
 
   'And that,' Kasib thought to himself, 'is why I didn't burden any of the human families with a pugnacious, irresponsible brute such as YOU.'
 
   "Only one Sata'anic soldier per family," Kasib said aloud. "And we have to integrate into their family routine as though we are second-sons, not conquerors. We are here to teach the human primitives to embrace the better aspects of Sata'anic culture! Not teach them the worst ones."
 
   "In other words," Specialist Iyad taunted his raucous Catoplebas senet buddy, "Kasib here doesn't want us to teach the humans how to gamble!"
 
   "Well there's five new beds just opened up in the town," the Catoplebas said. "C'mon, Kasib. Get me one of those slots. You know you can."
 
   "Katlego!" Specialist Iyad hissed at his battle buddy's lousy manners. "We haven't even buried those men yet!"
 
   All three of them hastily bowed their heads and made the prayer-gesture, pausing for a moment of silence as they contemplated the five good men who'd lost their lives. The renegade Angelic was finally dead, but at a much higher price then they'd intended when they'd listened to Ba'al Zebub's devious plan to lure the bastard into a trap. With so few boots on the ground, their supply lines cut off, and Shay'tan's armada still working its way the long way around the outermost edges of the galaxy, who knew when reinforcements would arrive?
 
   "May Shay'tan guide their spirits into the Dreamtime," Kasib said solemnly, "and grant them everlasting life in the garden of She-who-is."
 
   "Shay'tan be praised," Katelego, and Iyad murmured.
 
   "Shay'tan be praised," Kasib said.
 
   With a nod goodbye, Kasib continued on his way to the commissary, his tail swishing thoughtfully behind him as Private Tharwat, the lizard charged with overseeing their inventory, delivered the grim news that the base was almost out of grain. While lizard-soldiers could eat meat if they had no other choice, by nature the Sata'anic lizards who made up the bulk of Shay'tan's armies were vegetarians. Thus far they'd compensated by sending the bellicose Catoplebas and Marid, who were carnivores, out into the unspoiled countryside to hunt their own game, but with ammunition running low, soon that option would elude them as well.
 
   Soon, they'd be relegated to chucking spears just like the humans…
 
   "Thank you, Private Tharwat," Kasib said. "If you don't mind, I'd just like to verify your numbers." He pulled out a smart tablet and began pulling up lists of inventories. "Independently. You know how it is?"
 
   "I take great care to make sure nobody pilfers supplies from the treasury of our emperor!" the lizard Private's gold-green eyes narrowed in hurt. His dorsal ridge reared as he filled the air with pheromones of anger.
 
   "I'm not questioning you," Kasib said. "It's just … regulation. Whenever supplies drop below a certain level, the chief Logistics Officer must take an inventory and formulate a plan to stretch those resources until reinforcements can arrive."
 
   Private Tharwat relaxed, but from the pheromones of indignation which continued to pour out of his pores, the lizard still felt insulted.
 
   "We all serve for the glory of the Empire," Private Tharwat recited stiffly. He tucked his tail up tightly along his left side and gave Kasib a crisp salute. "Let me know if you need anything, Sir."
 
   "Thank you, private," Kasib said. "You're dismissed."
 
   "Shay'tan be praised," Private Tharwat made the prayer-gesture.
 
   "Shay'tan be praised," Kasib said in return.
 
   He waited until the man had exited the storeroom before he began to scan the shelves for places the inventory did not match his checklist. Usually commissariats erred on the side of excess inventory. An accusation of pilfering could get a soldier reassigned to the Tokoloshe front. No excess. No excess. No excess. Kasib rummaged in desperation, searching for anyplace there was a surplus. None. There was none. 
 
   Although Kasib ranked highly enough that he could take what he needed and it would be the commissary chief who would be blamed, Kasib was not the kind of guy to let another man take the fall. In fact, Kasib wasn't the kind of guy to engage in criminal behavior in the first place, being conscientious to a fault, but Taram had changed all of that.
 
   There! He spotted a measure of rye berries that looked a little heavier than listed on the inventory. Just to be sure, he weighed it. Eleven grams over the quota. He painstakingly scooped the precious seeds into a small, cloth bag and weighed it three times before checking it off on his tablet as measuring the stated amount. There. It wasn't much, but it was something.
 
   He then moved next door to inventory the weapons depot. That news was even grimmer. They were low on everything. People. Weapons. Ammunition. And now food. If they didn't get their hands on that grain-growing belt between the rivers before the armada got here, limping along at the brink of starvation like Shay'tan always sent reinforcements on these kinds of remote expeditions, they would all be screwed. 
 
   Kasib saluted the weapons master on his way out the door.
 
   "Is everything in order, Sir?" the lizard nervously tasted the air.
 
   "Supplies are critically low," Kasib said. "We have no choice but to enact Plan Delta."
 
   The lizard's scales waxed a darker shade of green, the one usually affiliated with grimness or melancholy. Fewer plasma grenades and refills for their pulse rifles meant more soldiers would die if the humans chose to really put up a fight. There was a reason every Sata'anic lizard carried a sword. The old dragon might be beneficent when it came to ensuring a rudimentary standard of living, but when it came to squeezing out a single deben beyond that, well, there was a reason Shay'tan's detractors often depicted him as sitting on a pile of gold. Their glorious emperor, peace be upon his name, was notoriously cheap!
 
   "Shay'tan be praised," the weapons master made the prayer gesture.
 
   "Shay'tan be praised," Kasib said as well.
 
   On the way out he saluted the guards placed to ensure no unauthorized personnel accessed the heart and soul of this operation, their superior weaponry. He then walked a few hundred yards to gaze over the primitive landing strip they'd cleared for their shuttlecraft to land. All nonessential exploratory missions had ceased and fuel-guzzling trips in and out of Earth’s orbit had ended for all but the most dire circumstances. The appearance of the Angelic spy ship, Hashem's bushy eyebrows, had forced them to cut off contact with their trading partners long before the base had become self-sustaining.
 
   Kasib frowned as he stared at the blood-red sunset, roiling with clouds that looked like pillars of smoke. On Hades-6, it was said such weather foretold Emperor Shay'tan losing his temper. Kasib made the prayer-gesture, more out of habit than actual prayer. What would Shay'tan do when he discovered his most humble and loyal servant had been pilfering grain from his stores to give to, of all things, a human?
 
   The sentries saluted him at the makeshift gate which separated the base from the town. "Sir!"
 
   "As you were," Kasib saluted back. 
 
   By Sata'anic standards Ugarit was nothing but a few low, stone buildings huddled together on the side of a hill which sloped gently towards the Akdeniz Sea, but by human terms this village was a magnificent city. The scent of baking bread blended with the aroma of salt air tickled Kasib's sensitive tongue. Someday this city would become a mecca of Sata'anic rule and he, Kasib, would be proud to say he'd had a hand in that transformation. As for the theft of grain? He'd find a way to make it even with the old dragon. He swore he would!
 
   He paused in front of one of the nicer houses and straightened his uniform before knocking on the door. This was not the house he'd quartered himself into as a second-son, but a house three doors down, the real reason Kasib had proposed the program.
 
   The door opened. His pulse sped up at the sight of the woman who stood there, backlight by a penumbra of warm light cast off from the cook fire within as though she was She-who-is stepping out of a dream.
 
   "Kasib!" Taram's lips curved up into a smile that made his chest hurt. "You have returned!"
 
   He'd always wondered how she knew it was him when, being totally blind, Taram was unable to see him? Behind her, her house-mother, Donatiya chased after a gaggle of her hatchlings, um, children, as they bustled about the house, engaged in a bout of tag. 
 
   "Is that Kasib?" Nipmeqa called from his favorite spot by the cook fire, the family's patriarch. "Tell him to come in!"
 
   Kasib averted his eyes to avoid making eye contact with the beauty at the door, even though Taram could not see him, so no one could accuse him of being disrespectful to a female, but he could not help but peek upwards to admire her smooth, scale-less skin. Her sightless eyes searched for the sound of his voice. He forced himself not to taste the air with his sensitive forked tongue, a gesture the humans found repulsive, and curled his tail up close to his body to avoid being stepped on by the children who rushed up to him, their faces eager as they bounced up and down to ask him what he'd brought for them today.
 
   "Kasib! Kasib! Kasib!" they shouted. The littlest one tugged his tail while the older children rifled through his pockets, searching for the small trinkets he'd hidden there. 
 
   The gifts were ordinary items: a plastic button; a curious seashell some soldier had brought back from a reconnaissance mission; a paper printout of Shay'tan's palace rising above the capital city, Dis. But it made the children happy, and that made him happy, for if there was anything Kasib missed sorely, it was the companionship of his six dozen siblings, half-siblings, mother and her three sister-mothers.
 
   "Welcome, Kasib," Nipmepa called out in Kemet..
 
   "Have you eaten already?" his wife Donatiya gestured to a crock which simmered by the fire. "We have some leftover porridge?"
 
   Kasib's stomach growled.
 
   "No thank you," he refused, careful to enunciate the foreign 'k' sound. "I've already eaten." He'd done no such thing, but with supplies so low, the only way he could compensate Nipmepa for taking care of Taram was to cut his own rations.
 
   "Come, children!" Donatiya clapped. "It's past your bedtime! Nipmepa! Come tell your children a bedtime epic!"
 
   Nipmepa winked at him as he herded his family up the narrow stair into the bedroom in their loft. Was it that obvious he was here to visit Taram instead of the man who'd done his best to ease relations between the Sata'anic visitors and the humans who lived in Ugarit? 
 
   "Please, Kasib," Taram gestured towards a bench beside the small, clay oven. "Have a seat and tell me about your day?"
 
   Kasib flit his tongue out to taste the delicious scents which hung heavy in the air like a bouquet of flowers. Porridge made with barley? Yes. With a bit of honey. And … reconstituted dried figs? All blended with Taram's lightly musky scent, mixed with a hint of sandalwood dabbed at her pulse points. It aroused a hunger for more than simply a bowl of porridge. 
 
   'What is wrong with you?' he chastised himself. He reached into his satchel for the pathetically small sack of rye berries, into which he'd added his own daily ration of barley.
 
   "This was all I was able to obtain," Kasib said.
 
   "We are grateful for whatever you can acquire," Taram said. 
 
   Desire mixed with guilt as he watched Taram's sensitive fingers ascertain the size and weight of the bag. Her lip trembled as she recognized how inadequate it was to meet her weekly ration. She, like him, was a guest here in this house. Nipmeqa was a kindly man who had taken her in because it behooved him to be on good terms with their conquering general's chief logistics officer, but with eight children to feed, his beneficence was limited by his budget.
 
   "I do not know when I'll be able to acquire more," Kasib said apologetically. "I'm sorry … I hadn't … I had no idea we'd be unable to track down your village of origin."
 
   "It's okay," Taram placed her small, smooth hand over his clawed one. "Just because I am blind does not mean I am useless. I tend the garden. I watch the children. And I do whatever I can to help Donatiya out around the house. And look! My tapestry is almost finished! Soon, they will be able to sell it in exchange for some trade goods!"
 
   Taram gestured towards a small woven rug strung onto a hand-loom. Even with a poor choice of supplies, Kasib could see the rug would be magnificent once it was finished. Because she was blind, she decorated not with color, but with texture. It reminded Kasib of the carpet a bride gave to her brides-groom back home on Hades where, if he served long and well, perhaps someday Shay'tan might allow him to take a wife?
 
   "It shall fetch a magnificent price," Kasib mumbled. He lowered his gaze to look at Taram's hand and not her beautiful brown sightless eyes.
 
   If only… 
 
   He forced the thought out of his mind. It was forbidden to take wives from amongst the species they conquered. Cross-species marriages were always sterile. The only purpose for marriage was to begat offspring to further the glory of the Empire. He would be condemning not just himself, but also her, to a life devoid of children to care for them in their old age.
 
   Taram's fingers slipped up his arm to settle on his face, his lizard-like snout that had caused the humans to scream 'demon' and run away when they'd first annexed this village. Sense of touch was how Taram compensated for her lost vision to see things, but to Kasib, it felt as though she gave him the caress of a lover.
 
   "Have you gotten any word on the fate of my sister?" Taram asked. "Or perhaps my cousin?"
 
   Kasib's claws unsheathed themselves as he clenched at his pants leg, thankful Taram could not see his body language. She must have felt him stiffen, because her mouth circled into a puzzled moue. 
 
   "He … he …" 
 
   How could he tell this woman who had come to mean so much to him that not only had Apausha been right about the Alliance Prime Minister? But also that her sister had been handed over to The Destroyer?
 
   His tongue instinctively flitted out to taste the air, the delicate forks taking in the scent of the room, the cooking porridge he dared not avail himself of, the intoxicating scent of Taram, who smelled so good it would follow him home into his dreams. He inadvertently tasted the hand which touched his cheek, but instead of recoiling, Taram simply smiled.
 
   "What is it, Kasib?" Taram asked. Her hand moved higher to touch the soft scales which protected one of his sensitive ear-holes. 
 
   A confusing sensation warred within him until he gasped for breath, unable to bear the intensity of it. He was an even-tempered lizard, used to keeping his head down and doing his job. The intrigues of the past several months, however; rescuing Taram from being cast out into the wilderness by the Amorites after she'd been deemed unsuitable as a wife; sneaking into the town to visit with her; the thefts of resources, something Kasib would never do, was all too much! He only wished to serve his emperor!
 
   "I - I - I…" Kasib stuttered. He licked his clear outer eyelids with his long, forked tongue, an instinctive gesture of self-comfort usually performed by a hatchling.
 
   "You couldn't find them?" Taram guessed.
 
   Kasib didn't have the heart to tell her the truth, so he lied.
 
   "He was here!" Kasib said. "That bastard, Lucifer came here!"
 
   "The one you said arranged marriages for my people?" Taram asked.
 
   "Yes!" Kasib's tail slammed against the floor. "He had the audacity to come here and ask for more of you!"
 
   Taram's brow wrinkled in intense concentration. "It doesn't make sense," she said. "If Lucifer is your enemy, why would your Emperor order you to give him my people?"
 
   "I don't get it, either! And the worst thing is, from the way Lord Zebub was acting, you'd think Lucifer was the Prime Minister of us, not just the Alliance infidels!"
 
   "If it was my father," Taram said, "I think he would have taken this Lucifer hostage and then ransomed him to gain concessions."
 
   Kasib placed his other hand over hers, careful to sheath his claws. While not nobility, Taram was the daughter of an important regional chief, as was her older sister, Sarvenaz. For a young woman who was blind, it amazed him just how much Taram could really see.
 
   "The little chieftain tried to kill him," Kasib said.
 
   "Why didn't you let him?" Taram asked.
 
   "I tried," Kasib confessed. He glanced around the room, mindful that such an admission would get him court-martialed, and then lowered his voice. "The pompous little puppy tried to stab him, but then he, I don't know, hesitated? As if he wanted to do it, but something held him back?"
 
   Kasib was amazed General Hudhafah hadn't locked him in the brig for letting a human slip past armed with a knife. He suspected Hudhafah knew it'd been deliberate and condoned the slip, especially now that he'd gotten the general to prevent Ba'al Zebub from flying off-world with the little chieftain in tow. General Hudhafah had emptied their treasury to get his hand on the informant with inside knowledge about the most productive grain-growing area in the region! They were desperate to subdue those tribes with a minimum of bloodshed so they could gain tribute from those fields during the next growing season.
 
   "Maybe you can let the little chieftain try again?" Taram suggested. From the way her sightless eyes lit up with a naughty twinkle, you'd think she suggested letting the human snitch a honey-cake instead of murdering the highest ranking civilian official for the opposing empire!
 
   "Lucifer is gone now," Kasib sighed. He didn't add, 'and taken all news about your sister and cousin with him.'
 
   A thoughtful silence stretched between them, the crackle of the fire, the warm feel of Taram's palm pressed against his cheek, and his painful awareness of just how badly he wanted to take this woman into his arms and carry her home. No. It was forbidden! The penalty for defiling a woman to whom you were not married was severe!
 
   The exaggerated thump-thump-thump of Nipmeqa coming down the stairs, his footfalls deliberately loud to warn them he was coming, forced them to break away from one another.
 
   "Alas, I have overstayed my welcome," Kasib rose from the bench, reluctant to leave her. "I shall see you, perhaps, in a few days?"
 
   "You are always welcome here, Kasib," Taram said.
 
   It felt like loss as he stepped away and the warm, soft sensation of her hand abandoned his cheek. Casting his gaze downward so Nipmeqa wouldn't think he'd been leering at his house guest, he said his goodbyes and made his way to his own quarters, a household which was not thrilled to have him, but pragmatic enough to keep their resentment silent. He threw himself into some chores, wood split, water fetched, and one of the little boy's toys mended, chores his hosts did not dare ask him to perform, but he performed anyway because that was what a second-son would do back on Hades.
 
   His mind whirring about all the shortfalls facing the base, Kasib fixated on the asset which had no place now that the Angelic was dead … the angry little chieftain. He'd convinced Hudhafah to defy Ba'al Zebub and hang onto the young man. Now all he had to do was figure out a way to leverage the asset they'd paid half an army's wages to obtain.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
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   November 3,390 BC
 
   Earth:  Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   The sunlight streamed through the window and glared into Mikhail's eyes, increasing the pounding which marched in martial tempo to the pain which radiated out of his chest with every heartbeat. It hurt to keep his eyes open and everything felt as though it was on fire.
 
   "Drink," Needa whispered. Something pressed against his lips. 
 
   He took a sip, thankful to quench the burning in his throat, then grabbed his abdomen as the water caused his stomach to clench in pain.
 
   "You have to drink," Needa pressed her hand against his forehead. "Immanu said the knife-wound is infected with a type of evil spirit the likes of which he's never seen."
 
   An uneasy feeling gripped at his gut, but perhaps that was just the urge to vomit?
 
   "Where is Ninsianna?"
 
   "Sleeping in the next room," Needa caressed his forehead. "Just get better, son. As soon as you get better you can go and find her."
 
   Her hand felt cool against his forehead. He closed his eyes and the room faded. When he opened them again he was in a different room, one which was filled with children. He looked up at the ancient dark-winged Angelic who walked at his side.
 
   "Why are we here, Seanmháthair?" 
 
   "You are five now, beag iolar," she brushed his hair away from his forehead. "It's time to start looking for your one true mate."
 
   He clung to her hand as they walked through the room. The games the other Angelics played were enticing, but no game beckoned. They were all just games. 
 
   When he awoke the next time Needa had been replaced by Homa, one of his eight original archers and now one of Needa's apprentices. She was a sturdy girl, not much older than Ninsianna, a bit silly, but there was no sign of mirth in her face as she tended to him now. She kept her face averted, as if she feared to make eye contact.
 
   "Homa," Mikhail croaked, "where is Ninsianna?"
 
   Homa looked startled. "She's asleep in the next room." She glanced towards the doorway with a worried expression. 
 
   "And Immanu?"
 
   "He went to the basket-weaver to get a tincture of tar-coal," Homa said. "It will help with the poison the Evil One used to taint his knife."
 
   A sensation akin to having his chest flayed open made him want to tear at his bandages. He tried to scratch it, but Homa grabbed his hand and gave it a squeeze. Ninsianna would have his head on a platter if she walked in and caught Homa holding his hand, but somehow he doubted the apprentice healer was displaying 'an affection' for him as Ninsianna claimed whenever she was jealous. 
 
   He closed his eyes and the room spun some more. When he opened them again, he was in another room, bigger than the first one. 
 
   "Why are we here, Seanmháthair?" he asked.
 
   A hand brushed against his forehead, cool, worried. 
 
   "You are eight years old," Seanmháthair said, "and yet you have formed no attachments with any of the other children."
 
   He stared across the room full of worried families. "What am I supposed to do?" 
 
   "Just find the game which feels -right-," Seanmháthair said. She brushed back his hair away from his forehead, her hand cool against the heat of his skin.
 
   "His fever's gotten worse," Homa said. "You'd better summon Immanu." 
 
   Seanmháthair led him through a room where children had paired off into pairs, laughing and playing games, but there was no one here for him.
 
   "She's not here," Mikhail said.
 
   'Are you certain?'
 
   "Yes."
 
   When he woke up again, a foul-scented poultice reeking of bitumen and sulfur sat upon his chest. He had no memory of anyone changing his bandages, so he must have been asleep for quite some time. His mouth tasted so dry it felt as though someone had stuffed his mouth full of feathers.
 
   "Water," he gasped.
 
   Hands pressed the water-skin to his lips. He drank, then nearly gagged as his stomach clenched around it like a vice. Hot. He felt so hot. He flared his wings which lay helplessly beneath him, desperate to allow some air to flow through his feathers, desperate to cool himself down. The urge to scratch was so overwhelming it felt as though he wanted to claw his own heart out of his chest.
 
   "Ninsianna," he whispered.
 
   "I am here," the hands holding the waterskin said, but something about her touch did not feel right. For the first time it occurred to him that such a lack of connection was not normal between a husband and a wife.
 
   'It's okay, beag iolar,' Seanmháthair squeezed his hand. 'When you find her, you will know her.'
 
   "How?"
 
   'It will just feel ... right.'
 
   In the background Immanu chanted, but his voice had taken on a deeper, more ominous tone. A chill rustled through Mikhail's feathers as his fever shifted from hot to cold. That frantic feeling he'd been suppressing all day, the urge to curl up beside Ninsianna so he could reassure himself she was safe clenched at his gut.
 
   "Immanu," Mikhail whispered. "Please ... where is Ninsianna?"
 
   "You tell me?" Immanu said.
 
   The sun had shifted so it no longer shone in the window. In the darkness, the shaman's tawny-beige eyes glowed that same luminescent shade of gold his daughter had possessed ever since the day she'd been Chosen by the goddess. This wasn’t just Immanu speaking, but She-who-is.
 
   "She is asleep in the next room," Mikhail said.
 
   Immanu turned to Homa. "Leave us."
 
   Homa drew her cape around herself and hurried out, her expression fearful. As she left, the light caught a hint of red. Why was Homa wearing Ninsianna's red cape? That frantic feeling grew louder.
 
   "Where is Ninsianna?"
 
   "You claim you have no ability to feel the threads," Immanu said, "and yet when Ninsianna was in danger, twice you have flown straight to her, even when you had no idea where she would be."
 
   "It was not her," Mikhail said. "It was only Shahla. A ruse. You told me thus yourself."
 
   "Humor me," Immanu said. 
 
   His father-in-law wore the same shock of wild, salt-and-pepper hair, the same bushy eyebrows, and the same bulbous nose that thank-the-goddess Ninsianna had not inherited, but there was a feline grace to the shaman's movement, his abilities enhanced by the power of She-who-is. 
 
   "Tell me, Champion. Where is your Chosen One now?"
 
   "I cannot feel her," Mikhail said. 
 
   "Doesn't that bother you?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Then you must close your eyes and trace your connection to her," She-Who-Is-Immanu said, "so you can always find her in case you ever need to." His eyes glowed the color of fire. Grey tendrils of burning cedar wafted around him, making it appear as though he was a fire demon.
 
   "I have never been able to trace the threads." 
 
   "You never -wished- to trace the threads," She-Who-Is-Immanu's voice rose sharp with anger. "You mock their spiritual beliefs and believe they are primitive, but when you need to, you can travel through the Dark Lord’s realm. So tell me, Champion?" Immanu's voice took on a frantic, desperate tone. "In which direction would you search for my Chosen One?"
 
   "She is in the next room."
 
   "What if you needed to go out and find her?" She-Who-Is-Immanu said. "In which direction would you begin the search?"
 
   Feverish confusion pressed against Mikhail's brain and gave everything an ethereal unworldliness. Ninsianna had explained how all living creatures were connected to each other through the dreamtime via quantum entanglement, slender bonds of energy which she called threads. He'd never been able to see the threads, but if he focused, he'd begun to develop a sense of feeling them.
 
   "Where is she?" She-Who-Is-Immanu grabbed his shoulder. "Tell me, winged one? Where is your wife?"
 
   SHE pushed him, but the power Mikhail drew upon whenever he invoked the Cherubim god wrapped itself around him and clawed him back, admonishing him that he was too weak to make this journey. That great yawning darkness which had inhabited his nightmares for as long as he could remember screamed at him to turn back, to play it safe; to stay in his body where eternity would not devour him alive, but the pressure of Immanu's fingers clenching his forearm pressed him on. She-Who-Is wished for him to master this ability, and so, damantia, did he!
 
   He fought through the fog. He fought the pain. He fought against the blue light which tried to keep him centered in his body. He fought through the sound of Needa, having entered the room, screaming, "Dear gods, Immanu, what in the name of She-who-is do you think you are doing?"
 
   "See her," Immanu's voice was a cry of anguish. "Please, son! In which direction I should begin the search for my daughter?"
 
   The veil parted and suddenly he saw her, a golden beacon shining in the darkness. He reached for her, called her name, pleaded for her to come and hold him because the only thing he had ever feared was to die alone. The fog cleared, giving him a glimpse of where she lay. She lay not in her parent's bed, but....
 
   Mikhail's eyes shot open.
 
   In his mind's eye, he felt Ninsianna scream. 
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   November 3,390 BC
 
   Earth Orbit:  Prince of Tyre
 
    
 
   Ninsianna
 
   All around her she dreamed of fire. She reached for the light of She-who-is, but although she could see the stars, no longer did they serenade her with their song. Beneath her back she could sense a hum. It felt neither hurtful nor helpful, but every ounce of her being screamed for her to get out of here!
 
   "Mother!!!" Ninsianna cried out.
 
   The playground of the goddess appeared as it always had whenever she journeyed into the Dreamtime, but no matter which way she ran, a cool, clear substance restrained her from reaching up to touch the swirling suns. There was plenty of light here, but it was a putrid green color, casting its malevolent light everywhere as it swirled around her like a sandstorm.
 
   "Ibilisi, Ibilisi, Ibilisi," the vortex whispered to her. Through the sandstorm she saw an ebony-fleshed woman making a finger-gesture over her head as she chanted the same incantation over and over again. "Ibilisi, Ibilisi, Ibilisi." Ninsianna did not need her gift of tongues to understand the warning.
 
   "Mother! Help!" she screamed, but the goddess could not hear. 
 
   Oh, gods! Her chest hurt. She looked down with her goddess-kissed eyes and saw the thread which connected her abdomen to the place she had healed her husband when his sky canoe had crashed, but there was something wrong with it. Malevolent green tendrils snaked through their connection and turned it black, the color of sickness; the color of disease. She tried to draw light from the stars which no longer sang to her, to push it through the thread and heal him, but the cord which connected them was dying. -He- was dying; her beautiful winged husband who had fallen from the sky.
 
   "Mother, help me," Ninsianna cried. But her only response was the taunted warning of Ibilisi, Ibilisi, Ibilisi, warning her that she was in the presence of the devil. 
 
   She drifted for the longest time, staring up at the stars which no longer sang to her, until the words of the ebony-skinned woman grew louder and the pain in her chest at last began to subside. The clouds she lay upon had a texture to them, softer than linen, and the air had a clean, lifeless scent, as though it had just been washed and hung out on the clothesline. 
 
   Ninsianna opened her eyes. Tiny lights sparkled so close she could touch them, but they were not stars, but the magic lanterns Mikhail called 'LED's.' Was she back on his sky canoe? She reached over to pull his warm, dark wing over herself like a blanket and came up empty-handed.
 
   She remembered the white-winged Evil One, bent over her abdomen with a knife.
 
   "My baby!!!" She grabbed at her abdomen, clawing frantically to remove the strange shawl they'd wrapped around her. "My baby! My baby!" The Evil One had taken her baby! 
 
   She grabbed at her belly, touched it, rubbed it, and ran her fingers over her taut skin searching for her injuries. Her abdomen swelled beneath her fingers in a reassuring curve. 
 
   "He stabbed me, he stabbed me, oh, great goddess I felt him stab me!" Ninsianna sobbed. Her heart raced as she searched for the knife-wound and found nothing. She could find no wound. 
 
   Sobbing hysterically, she threw back her head and gave an ululating cry of grief. No one moved to comfort her. No one consoled her as she called out for the goddess and could feel no reassurance at all.
 
   Finally, a tiny kick tapping from inside her belly cut through her fog of anguish.
 
   "He's alive!" Ninsianna sobbed with joy. 
 
   She pressed through her skin to feel the reassuring outline of her son growing unharmed in her womb. The Evil One had stabbed her. She had seen him sink the knife into her belly. She had felt it. She had felt her flesh tear open and heard her son cry out as the Evil One had ripped him from her womb and devoured him alive.
 
   "Ibilisi, Ibilisi, Ibilisi," the ebony-skinned woman whispered from the bunk next to hers. "Ibilisi, Ibilisi, Ibilisi…"
 
   Ninsianna forced herself upward on her elbows and rubbed the dull ache which centered just above her heart. Had that, too, been one of the Evil One's illusions? His bragging he would use her to kill her husband?
 
   She looked around the larger room which surrounded her bed. The magic lanterns and sterile, white atmosphere reminded her of Mikhail's sleeping quarters, but this room was much larger than the cramped quarters they had enjoyed as a kind of sanctuary, far from the village of Assur. In the center was the largest table she had ever seen, complete with luxurious chairs for seating perhaps two dozen people, and around that table shuffled pregnant women as though they existed in a dream. 
 
   "Ibilisi. Ibilisi. Ibilisi."
 
   Ninsianna looked over at the source of that chanted whisper. Nestled with her back pressed against the wall sat the most beautiful, ebony-skinned woman she had ever seen. She had the long, eloquent neck and the regal bone structure of a woman accustomed to wealth and servants. Her hair trailed down her back in tiny, ebony curls, but her eyes had a dead look, as if only her body was here. 
 
   Ninsianna focused on the word the ebony-skinned woman chanted over and over again, but that sudden flash of knowledge she'd grown accustomed to ever since She-who-is had granted her the gift of tongues did not occur. A butterfly of fear fluttered in Ninsianna's gut as she realized the tenets of language once again limited her ability to communicate, but she didn't need the goddess' gift to understand the woman warned her they were trapped in the presence of the devil. 
 
   "Um … hello?" Ninsianna said.
 
   The ebony-skinned woman continued rocking, her eyes unseeing as she chanted her recitation. Ninsianna sat upright, careful not to bang her head upon the ceiling which sat only inches above her head. Her abdomen moved reassuringly in all the awkward, uncomfortable ways a pregnant woman's belly should move, right down to the pressure in her bladder. She reached across the small railing which separated her pillow from the foot of the ebony-skinned woman's sleeping pallet. Ninsianna pointed to her own chest. 
 
   "I'm Ninsianna. What's your name?" 
 
   She pointed to the ebony-skinned woman and waited. Her only answer was the mantra chanted over and over again. Ibilisi. Ibilisi. Ibilisi. 
 
   "I won't hurt you," Ninsianna said. Her voice carried a bit of a panicked edge. "Please. Can you tell me where we are?"
 
   The ebony skinned woman stared past her towards the stars she could not reach. That oppressive feeling of being trapped pressed in upon her and made her want to scream. It felt as though she could no longer feel her arms or legs or feet, a deadening of sensation, screaming that something was terribly wrong. She searched for the woman's spirit light, but she could neither see nor hear no feel absolutely anything, leaving her deaf, dumb and blind. Why could she not sense She-who-is? Was she, like this woman, trapped inside of a nightmare? 
 
   "Mother," she whimpered. "Why have you abandoned me?"
 
   The shuffle of other people drew Ninsianna's attention back to the larger room. She watched the women, hoping one would welcome her as a newcomer, but it was as though she was invisible, for not one of them looked her way.
 
   She slipped down the ladder, determined to assess the situation. Where was she? And how had she gotten into this room? Beneath her bunk lay another bunk, occupied by a sandy-haired woman. 
 
   "Hello," Ninsianna said. She pointed to her own chest in case the woman didn't speak Ubaid. "I am Ninsianna. What's your name?"
 
   The woman hissed and clawed at her like a cat. Ninsianna jumped back. The woman gave a guttural yowl and huddled, wild-eyed, at the furthest corner of her bunk, tearing at the hem of her dress.
 
   She remembered how Shahla had been; mind-broken and unpredictable enough that she'd been easy prey for the Evil One. Her heart sank. She'd been assigned to sleep above a crazy woman? 
 
   "I'm sorry," Ninsianna said. She reached out, palm down, to show she meant no harm. "I didn't mean to startle you. I just …" She backed away, not wishing to antagonize the woman further. "Uhm … go back to doing whatever you were doing. I'll … um …"
 
   The woman hissed and crushed back against the wall, her teeth bared like a cat that had seen a cobra. 
 
   She moved through the bunk room, attempting to engage first one woman, and then another, in conversation, but their reactions ranged from apathy to outright hostility. At last she came to an alcove at the back of the room. On the floor, covered with a blanket was a long, green tail, and attached to that tail was a…
 
   "Lizard demon!" Ninsianna shrieked. 
 
   She leaped backwards, searching frantically for a weapon to defend herself. Finding none, she ran to the furthest corner of the room where six or seven pregnant women huddled together like frightened sheep. She waited for the lizard-demon to leap up and attack her, but it did not move except to occasionally groan as though it was in pain. 
 
   Her feet began to ache, followed shortly by her back. She shifted her weight back and forth, but the urgent pressure of the baby pressing against her bladder shouted it was time to visit the chamber-pot. Every now and again one of the women moved through a doorway into another room. Could it be a bathroom like the one on Mikhail's sky canoe? Discomfort finally caused her to overcome her fear. Rather than huddling in the corner like a mewling kitten, perhaps it was time to explore the source of that terrible stench?
 
   More women huddled inside. Ninsianna tried to push past them to get inside one of the stalls, but they growled and hissed at her like lionesses protecting their prey. She peeked at her doppelgänger in the reflective wall Mikhail called a 'mirror.' The eyes which stared back at her were not the internally luminescent gold ones she'd had since the day the goddess had Chosen her, but the ordinary tawny-beige ones she had inherited from her father. Fear ignited in her belly. She reached out with a trembling hand to touch the all-too-ordinary eyes. 
 
   "Mother? Have I done something to lose your favor?" 
 
   Tears slid down her cheeks as she realized she'd been Un-Chosen. The goddess had warned her that one day the Evil One would come to her village, she had failed to prepare, and now she was being punished.
 
   At last a woman vacated one of the little rooms. Ninsianna pushed forward before somebody else did and slammed shut the door, ignoring the screech of indignation that she'd cut in line in front of another. She gagged as the stench of unflushed excrement slammed into her nostrils.
 
   "Why hasn't anybody emptied this?" 
 
   She started to open the door to search for a bucket to haul water from the faucet, but spotted the little silver handle Mikhail had explained would carry water to the chalice had his sky canoe not been broken. If the waterfalls in the sink worked, perhaps this would as well? She held her nose and pressed the handle. Water flowed into the bowl. It made a terrible, sucking noise, but it worked exactly the way Mikhail had promised it would.
 
   Outside her stall she heard shrieks of terror and the sound of running feet. She realized the women were afraid of the sound of a flushing toilet?
 
   With a malicious smile, Ninsianna pressed the handle three more times. It left the bowl as clean and white as it had always looked on Mikhail's sky canoe. With a contented sigh, she sat down and took care of business. This, at least, felt familiar thanks to her time spent helping Mikhail heal. She sat praying for direction from She-who-is until her backside went numb. Wiggling her rump to shake away the pins and needles, she pressed the magic handle and watched, fascinated, as the water spirits purified it. Unlike desert water, which always carried a stain of ochre, this water was clear. 
 
   Perhaps it was a sacred well? 
 
   Yes! That was it! She would make an offering to the water spirits and beg them to plead for intercession! She eagerly ripped off tiny squares from the long, rolled strip of cloth Mikhail called 'toilet paper' and used it to fashion a makeshift flower. She would create her own nature symbols to receive omens from She-who-is.
 
   "Thank you for not letting the Evil One take my baby," Ninsianna prayed. "You must have a purpose for sending me  into the bosom of your enemy. Please, Mother. Tell me what to do?"
 
   She dropped the offering into the magic well. It floated the same as if she offered a real flower into a stream, but after a moment it began to sink. That gnawing feeling of being abandoned gripped her belly. 
 
   It shouldn't matter. All streams eventually flowed to the sacred Hiddekel River. She pushed the magic handle and watched the flower swirl around in a vortex until finally the water spirits accepted it with a gulping swallow. She waited for that familiar tingle, but none came.
 
   Tears welled into her eyes. 
 
   "Are you angry with me, Mother?"
 
   She repeated the ritual, only this time she closed her eyes and raised the paper flowers above her head before dropping them into the bowl. Like the first flower the second one disappeared, but that familiar sensation of being cradled by the goddess never materialized. 
 
   An urgent flutter beat inside her chest. She had been abandoned. She had been abandoned by She-who-is! Frantically ripping square after square off the roll, she formed them into flowers and filled the entire bowl with offerings until she could no longer see the water. There. That should demonstrate her devotion! She shut her eyes and prayed with every ounce of her being as she pushed down upon the handle and prayed for an omen, any omen, from She-who-is.
 
   "Please, Mother! Anything! Even a cockroach!"
 
   The flowers swirled around and around.
 
   The water rose higher.
 
   The water spirits pushed her offering right up and out of the well and rejected it, spilling paper flowers all over the floor. 
 
   Ninsianna burst into tears as she crawled upon the floor and picked up the soggy flowers which disintegrated into mush in her hand. 
 
   "Mother! Why have you forsaken me?"
 
   A pounding on the door startled her out of her prayer. Ninsianna peeked out. A dark-haired Uruk woman snarled at her like an angry hyena. Here, as was true everywhere, the women had a pecking order, but unlike in Assur, here Ninsianna was the lowest caste member. 
 
   The woman clawed at her and dragged her away from the sacred well.
 
   "Get your hands off of me!" 
 
   Ninsianna stared at the circle of unfriendly faces, but even with her diminished gift she could tell these women were insane. Whatever had happened to them, only enough of their spirit light still remained to keep their bodies functioning to incubate their pregnancies. 
 
   Ninsianna backed into the room with her bunk bed. The lizard demon had still not moved, but while she'd been praying somebody had placed two large trays of food on the table, food which had already been devoured. Ninsianna stared at the empty tray with dismay. There was nothing left except a piece of fruit somebody had dropped on the floor and some half-eaten bread. 
 
   She stared at the smeared crumbs left on the tray. Why, she'd rather starve than lower herself to eat cast-off offal! She sat back on her bunk and shut her eyes to distract herself from her hunger.
 
   Why did her chest hurt?
 
   She focused on her solar plexus, the place Papa had taught her to trace the 'threads' which bound all living organisms together, and attempted to trace it so she could contact her Papa. She only got so far before she bumped up against some sort of barrier. Her heart sped up as she remembered that other part of her vision. 
 
   The Evil One had claimed he intended to kill her husband…
 
   Closing her eyes, she mentally traced the thread which connected her to Mikhail. That disembodied pain she'd woken up with in her chest grew so painful it felt nearly overwhelming. A putrid sickness infected the thread which bound them. She could feel him reach out to her, cry out for her, call her name. She could sense him drag her, kicking and screaming into that dark realm of the dead she had always feared.
 
   "No!" Ninsianna squealed in terror.
 
   The ebony-skinned woman grew louder, more insistent in her chanting. "Ibilisi, ibilisi, ibilisi."
 
   Ninsianna pictured shutting off the flow of light which hemorrhaged out of her body into whatever evil fed upon her spirit. It must be a trick! An illusion sent to her so the Evil One could feed upon her life's energy the way he had these women. 
 
   No! She would not let him trick her again! 
 
   She blocked the vile thread, tore it out, pictured undoing it, cut it, destroyed it, severed it and made it go away. That could not be Mikhail! Her husband would never draw upon her energy thus! 
 
   Immediately the pain disappeared. Did the Evil One really think she was that stupid? First he had manipulated her with a vision of carving her child out of her womb, and now this? Mikhail was too powerful to be hurt the way the Evil One had just depicted and, if he really was hurt, wouldn’t she have felt something? Grief? Loss? A heaviness in her heart, as though some part of her had just died? No. She felt nothing. Only relief that the darkness was no longer there. 
 
   Why, then, did she feel as though she had just betrayed her husband? 
 
   Ninsianna began to cry. It was all just a trick to break her spirit the way the Evil One had done to these other women. Mikhail would save her. She knew he would. Sobs wracked her body until the sounds of the infighting women faded. 
 
   She must have fallen asleep, for when she awoke the lights in the room had dimmed and the other women had all turned in to bed. The bruised fruit taunted her from beneath the table, red with a large, brown spot on one side, reminiscent of an overripe pomegranate. She remembered all the times she had scorned her cousin Gita for scrounging moldy scraps of bread. This food, at least, hadn't been thrown onto the ground with goat excrement. If nobody saw her pick it up, would it still be groveling?
 
   A rumble from her stomach made the choice for her. She was, as Mikhail liked to put it, eating for two. She quietly slid down off of her bunk, looked furtively from one side to the other, then grabbed the fruit as well as some half-eaten bread off the floor and scurried back to her bunk to eat it. Sweet juices dribbled down her chin as she used the half-eaten crusts of soft, delicious bread to catch every drop. 
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   November 3,390 BC
 
   Earth:  Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Gita
 
   The pounding on the door startled Gita out of a fitful sleep. Beneath her, she heard her father curse, and then a crash as the clay urn which held last night's mead shattered upon the floor of the hovel which was her home. She grabbed at the ropes which kept her hammock suspended above the living quarters. Once upon a time their house had a second floor, but it had long ago collapsed due to termites and lack of maintenance, leaving Gita with nothing more than a few floor struts from which to suspend her belongings.
 
   "Go away!" her father Merariy shouted.
 
   "Open the door, you lousy drunk!" a familiar voice shouted from outside the door. "Or I'll bash it down!"
 
   Gita's eyes shot open. Her heart pounded in her throat as the awful truth brought tears into her eyes. Mikhail was dead. He was dead and now Immanu was coming to extract his revenge. Immanu pounded on the door so hard it caused dust to shake out of the rotted reeds woven into the roof above. Gita coughed as dust got into her eyes.
 
   "You?" her father recognized his brother's voice. "Why the hell would I open the door for you?"
 
   Gita glanced frantically up at the skylight which had been blocked off ever since the Halifians had used their house for ingress during the last raid. Oh, no! She'd forgotten about that. That would make her appear doubly guilty. The men who had gotten into the village to attack Ninsianna had come in through their house. It had caused tongues to wag, but everyone knew her father had never bothered to maintain the wall. Would they still believe that now?
 
   No…
 
   She grabbed her spear, the one Jamin had given to her, the person she was fairly certain had set up the ambush on Mikhail. Jamin … her friend. Sort of friend. As much of a friend as the highest-ranking male in the village could be to the lowest-ranking female he'd taken pity upon and given his cast-off spear. It was yet another symbol of her guilt…
 
   "Papa!" Gita squeaked in terror. "Please don't let him take me."
 
   Merariy was a bear of a man, with wild, grey hair, a bulbous nose, and the same black eyes he had passed along to his daughter. A lifetime of bitterness and hard drinking had shaped him into a squat mass of jaundiced, wrinkled skin. Only two years older than his brother, he might as well have been twenty.
 
   Outside the door there were other voices, all of them raised, all of them angry. Merariy saw the terror in his daughter's face and, whether it was out of some long-forgotten paternal instinct, or simply to spite his brother, he grabbed a chair and shoved it against the door latch.
 
   "Go to hell!" Merariy snarled. "You want her, you'll have to bash the door down!"
 
   The shouting grew louder. Gita grabbed her tattered brown cloak, a gift cast-off from Shahla, her bow, her arrows, and yes, damantia! Jamin's spear! If she was to make a run for it, she needed a way to defend herself. 
 
   'I'm invisible … I'm invisible … I'm invisible…' she chanted the childhood mantra which had always deflected unwanted attention, but it was never adequate when people looked specifically for her.
 
   The voices outside suddenly quieted down. A new tap came on the door. Polite. Respectful.
 
   "Merariy … please? The winged one has taken a turn for the worse. We think your daughter may be able to help us calm him down."
 
   "Chief Kiyan?" Gita cried out with joy. He was still alive? Chief Kiyan was a practical man, but not a cruel one. She would explain to him why she hadn't believed Shahla's crazy story about Jamin flying down from the heavens in a silver sky canoe and giving her away in marriage to a beautiful, white-winged Angelic..
 
   And more importantly, Mikhail was still alive…
 
   Gita climbed down the rope, her heart buoyant that she had not lost her chance to make things right. Her father shot out an arm and prevented her from opening the door.
 
   "How do I know yer' telling to me the truth?" Merariy drawled, his speech still slurred from last night's drinking. "Twice before my brother lied to pull one over on me. Why should I believe him now?"
 
   "Because you have my word," Chief Kiyan said wearily. "And my word has always been good."
 
   Gita's father hesitated, and then he shoved her back.
 
   "Not good enough," Merariy said. "If Immanu wants her, let him speak the truth which has been festering between us all these years."
 
   "Go to hell!" It was Immanu this time who uttered the curse, muffled by the door.
 
   "Then fine," Merariy muttered. "Gita and I were having a grand old time talking about the way you and that snotty daughter of yours been looking down your noses at us all these years, talking bad about us while your own relations been starving."
 
   "Papa," Gita whispered. "Please. Mikhail needs my help."
 
   "You think I give a goat's behind about a winged demon and all those other fantastic creatures demanding to be worshipped?" Merariy poked a filthy fingernail into Gita's chest. "Weren't nothing but a bunch of old pictures on the wall of a cave, but your mother chose them over me. And now you want to run off with one of them?"
 
   "No," Gita swallowed, horrified her father could see so easily through her dark emotions. "He's just … injured."
 
   "Oh?" Merariy sneered. "And you're going to heal him?"
 
   He began to laugh then, a cruel, mocking sound, as if she had just suggested the moon was made of goat's cheese. He whirled towards the door, wafting the scent of vomit and stale mead into the room as he moved towards the chair he had shoved there to block it.
 
   "It's a high price you'll have to pay to get what she's got," Merariy laughed. "If she's got it, though I ain't never seen no sign of her mother's gift in her. Ungifted! Same as me, isn't that right, Immanu? Isn't that what you told everyone in the village? That our father should take you as his apprentice, and not me, because I was as ungifted as a rock?"
 
   Silence.
 
   Whispers from the other side of the door.
 
   The air inside the house stifled with her father's labored breathing. Out. In. Out. In. If there was one thing she knew about her father, he was every bit as stubborn as Immanu, especially when he believed he was right.
 
   "I should have never said those things," Immanu's voice filtered through the door. "Your gift scared our father. It was as if you had inherited only the dark side of him, but none of the light."
 
   Gift? What gift? Never had she seen her father exhibit any gifts, except, perhaps, the gift to scrounge up his next vat of mead. 
 
   The hand which held Gita back trembled.
 
   "I want you to tell them the truth, Immanu," Merariy's voice warbled. "All of them. And then I'll let you take her."
 
   Why did it sound as though her father offered her up as a sacrifice?
 
   "I lied," Immanu said. "I lied when I told everyone the reason my father rejected you was because you had no talent as a shaman."
 
   Gita gasped. So did the other villagers who'd gathered outside the door, gawking for a bit of juicy scandal.
 
   Her father pulled away the chair and opened the door. Gita blinked at the sunset streaming horizontally down from the western horizon. Had she really slept that long?
 
   "Then why did he send me away," her father faced his brother. "He sent me away to the furthest end of the earth, to accomplish an impossible mission, and he never told me why."
 
   Immanu sighed. His voice warbled as he answered Merariy's question.
 
   "Because our father was unable to control the darkness within himself," Immanu said softly. " The dark power corrupted him. He only realized he'd lost the balance after it cost him the life of our mother."
 
   Merariy clamped his hand over his mouth and turned his back as if he feared his brother might see. Tears welled in his eyes.
 
   "Go," Merariy gasped at Gita. "But don't go wasting your gift on that winged one, because he don't see you. Mark my words, he ain't never going to see you!"
 
   She shoved past him, outside where the dying sun reflected off of unsettled clouds, giving them the appearance of black smoke billowing out of a fire. Immanu's gaze burned with resentment. He wheeled without a word and headed back towards the upper ring, leaving her standing beside Siamek and Firouz.
 
   Her father slammed the door against her back.
 
   "Disarm her," Siamek said.
 
   Her heart beat faster as she stared up at Siamek for understanding and he refused to meet her gaze. Firouz took away Jamin's spear and handed it to Chief Kiyan. The Chief took it, his expression cloaked. Gita stared mournfully at the lost symbol of self-reliance.
 
   Gita swallowed apprehensively.
 
   "What happened?" 
 
   "We don't know," Chief Kiyan said. "One moment he was sleeping peacefully. The next he started shouting that he couldn't feel his wife."
 
   The Chief leaned on Varshab, his chief enforcer, and wore his arm up in a sling. As they walked, the villagers pointed at her and whispered there is the traitor, and at all times Siamek and Firouz kept her firmly between them. That small, dark voice which kept her alive warned her that these lofty people would betray her in a heartbeat. 
 
   She heard the shouting even before Immanu's house came into view. Homa scurried out, her cheeks flush with worry. In her hands she held Ninsianna's red cape, sodden wet with water. From inside the house came Mikhail's voice shouting, a thud, the sound of wings whooshing, and a ringing sound like he pounded upon the mud-brick wall with his sword. .
 
   "Here is Ninsianna's cape." Homa shoved it into her hands. "We washed the blood out of it. It's still wet, but at least it's clean."
 
   More shouting came out of the house, including words which Pareesa had told her were Angelic curses.
 
   "You'd better get up there," Chief Kiyan said. 
 
   The Chief placed the scarlet cape around her shoulders. Moisture seeped through her own thin, brown cape. Gita gave him an apprehensive look and pulled the hood up to cover her head. As she climbed up the stair, she did her best to appear to be her cousin. 
 
   Voluptuous figure. Remember the way Ninsianna swings her hips when she walks? Her smile, as though she is always mulling over a secret. Full lips, jut them out. And let him see my hair. Ninsianna let it grow longer after she met him while mine is darker and thin, but she wears it loose because it pleases him, I am certain of it, because before she met him she always wore it in a braid.
 
   Needa stood at the top of the stairs, wringing her hands.
 
   "He's in our room," Needa said. "Searching for Ninsianna."
 
   Gita peeked into the room. Mikhail stood with his wings pressed against the window like a prey animal trapped in a burrow and wielded his sword the way a man might use a walking stick to poke his way into the dark. He had an irrational, wild-eyed look about him, and despite the sword, his expression was not one of anger, but grief. Against his fever-reddened face, Gita could see the stain of tears. 
 
   Pareesa blocked the door, attempting to reason with him. 
 
   "Immanu just went to get her," Pareesa spoke in a soothing tone. "Ninsianna is fine. She just went down to the river to bathe."
 
   Mikhail flew at the door, his sword aimed straight at where Gita stood. 
 
   "Ninsianna! Ní féidir liom a bhraitheann tú!" His wings pounded against the walls of a room far too small to accomodate his twenty cubit wingspan.
 
   Gita squeaked in terror. Mikhail's sword poked precariously close to where she stood, frozen in the doorway. He knew! He knew she was an imposter! Was he trying to kill her?
 
   "Bishamonten josei watashi no tsuyo-sa... Onegaishimasu!" Pareesa shouted at him in the clicking Cherubim language. She dodged the sword, her reflexes preternaturally fast as she shoved Mikhail back and used the butt end of a spear-shaft to deflect his sword. Gita realized he wasn't aiming at either of them, but simply trying to get away
 
   "We can't let him fly out of here," Pareesa shouted. "If he does, we shall never find him again. This badly injured he will never survive."
 
   Mikhail turned back to the window and swung at the opening, the metal ringing against the mud bricks and shooting sparks into the room. Pareesa stepped back behind the doorjamb to avoid being knocked unconscious by his flailing wings. 
 
   "Ninsianna, ní féidir liom a bhraitheann tú!" he shouted again and again. The opening grew wider. Mud-bricks made for a sturdy wall, but they could not stand against the unearthly metal of his sword. A chunk of brick finally popped outwards, down into the street below. Mikhail pounded out a few more bricks, then moved to shove his enormous frame through the tiny opening. The words exited Gita's mouth before she even had a chance to be afraid. 
 
   "Mikhail? What in the name of She-who-is do you think you are doing?"
 
   Mikhail paused, his head tilted in confusion. His movement was jerky, feverish as he shifted his wings and turned to face her. Gita forced herself to step forward, hand outstretched to touch him. 
 
   "Ní féidir liom a bhraitheann tú!" His wings trembled as he tucked them against his back. He swayed like a man who at any moment might collapse. This was not the stoic Angelic the village knew as their hero, but a delirious, anguished man who had just lost the woman he loved.
 
   'If he learns the truth, you shall lose him...'
 
   Gita stepped forward, determined to perpetuate her cruel deception; not because she feared Immanu; not because it was what the Cherubim god wanted; not even because she carried an affection for him and did not want to see him die. No ... Gita stepped straight into the sword because she could not bear to watch him suffer.
 
   "Of course you can't feel me," Gita said. She did her best to appear bossy the way that Ninsianna always acted when someone did not meet her expectations. "You told me to go and get some rest!"
 
   He swayed and stepped towards her, his sword still stretched in front of him. Gita trembled. It occurred to her how very tall he was, even without his wings, and she was so very, very small.
 
   "Ní raibh mé in ann a bhraitheann tú," Mikhail cried out. "Bhí mé ina thromluí go bhfuair tú bás."
 
   "He had a nightmare that you died," Pareesa mouthed the translation. Her blue-tinged eyes were frightened, not of him, but of witnessing him lose his faculties. The thought passed between them, unspoken, but understood. The Cherubim god had denied him his power because he did not want him to fly off and will himself to die. What would happen if, in his grief, Mikhail invoked that other power, that dark god whose power he could also channel? The others had no idea... Not even Ninsianna knew her husband could act as a vessel for He-who's-not.
 
   "Help him..." Pareesa whispered.
 
   What could she do to convince Mikhail she was Ninsianna? It would take more than wearing her cape. Ninsianna would be ... bossy. Brazen. She would step right up to him and...
 
   The sword was in Gita's hand before she realized she'd acted upon the impulse.
 
   "Mo shaol maité," Mikhail cried out. He wrapped his arms and wings around her as he sobbed. "Shíl mé gur chaill mé leat go deo!"
 
   Gita trembled with a mixture of relief, fear, and some other emotion at suddenly finding herself in Mikhail's arms. He crushed her frail body against his chest until she feared she could not breath. His skin was hot, feverish, burning up. Great, shuddering sobs wracked his body; anguish, grief, horror.
 
   "It's okay." Gita pressed her cheek against his chest so he would not get a good look at her face. "I'm okay. Now lets get you back into bed."
 
   He sagged against her, the horrible wound in his chest nearly level with her face. It oozed black puss and stank like a rotted carcass left in the sun. Angry red lines snaked out of the wound like a pit of vipers slithering across his chest, down his abdomen, and up into his neck. Pareesa leaped forward and helped her wrestle the enormous Angelic back into his own room.
 
   Pareesa's eyes met Gita's as he staggered between them to his sleeping pallet. With injuries such as his, he shouldn't even have been capable of getting out of bed. They both nodded simultaneously. This deception was something they needed to do.
 
   "Come, sensei," Pareesa said. "Off to bed with you. You'll be good as new in no time and ready to teach us all how to use a sword."
 
   "Ninsianna, is gá dom a bhraitheann tú," he mumbled. With a content sigh, he took Gita's hand and wrapped one dark wing around his body as if it was a blanket. Her hand, however, he did not release, not even when his chest began to rise and fall in a feverish, fitful sleep. If anything he tugged her closer in a death grip.
 
   That peculiar sensation of knowing, of feeling his anguish as though it echoed within her own heart, made Gita nearly weep. Pareesa had the same frightened look Gita was certain she wore. How long could they pull this off before he knew? 
 
   Gita cast her eyes out the window, past the tattered spiderweb to the stars from whence he had come. Where were his people? If they found a way to summon them, did they have enough magic to heal this wound? Why, in all the time he'd been here, had they never come looking for him?
 
   She shut her eyes and sent up a prayer to this unknown Emperor, the god Mikhail said he could only vaguely remember serving...
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Galactic Standard Date:  152,323.11 AE 
 
   Sata'an/Alliance Border
 
   Former Supreme Commander-General Jophiel
 
    
 
   Jophiel
 
   Former Supreme Commander-General Jophiel passed through the cavernous hallways of the Eternal Palace until she reached the wing which jutted out of the building like the tail in the letter 'Q.' Two enormous, ant-like Cherubim stood sentry at the entrance.
 
   "Supreme Commander-General," the Cherubim spoke in unison. 
 
   Jophiel did not remind them she was no longer a general. They bowed their heads and un-crossed their staff-like naginata to grant her egress to the Emperor's real seat of power, his genetics laboratory.
 
   She slipped past cages full of animals the Emperor had spliced together from older species. Some said the Emperor created life, but technically he improved life forms, gave them genetic adaptations. His highest law was non-interference, but when it came to tinkering, the Emperor rarely followed his own edicts. Just a tweak, he would say, and the next thing you knew a finned species sprouted legs. She found him deep within his lab, bent over what appeared to be a tissue culture. She waited for him to look up at her, and then she saluted him.
 
    "Reporting for duty, your Majesty!"
 
   "We need to find out what Lucifer was really up to before he died," the Emperor said. "Interrogate General Kunopegos and find out what he knows. Maybe it will be easier for him to confess to you?"
 
   "Kunopegos never stopped confessing," Jophiel said, "the moment you told him you were willing to save his foal, he became willing to confess to anything. Even crimes he has not committed."
 
   "I need him to bounce ideas off someone," the Emperor said. His features wrinkled up into an exasperated grimace. "Why do mortals always assume that just because you're a god, you automatically know all there is to know?" The Emperor gestured to a froglike Delphinium assistant who had hopped into the genetics laboratory. "Congmin will show you to the quarantine chamber." 
 
   "Yes, your Majesty," Jophiel bowed.
 
   Congmin gestured for her to follow with his webbed hand. He was an affable creature, wise in that nerdy way the Emperor's laboratory assistants were wont to be. He fumbled the key-code as he punched the numbers into a door lock and had to enter the password a second time. 
 
   "Sorry," Congmin's broad mouth curved up in an embarrassed smile, "been burning the pulse reactors out of both polarity poles."
 
   Jophiel gave him a non-committal nod. She'd learned the hard way the best policy was to be polite, but not show any emotion. It was all part of the Ice Princess persona she'd built to survive as the Alliance's highest-ranking military commander.
 
   "He's in there," Congmin pointed to a quarantine ward. 
 
   Chills rippled through Jophiel's feathers. She had once spent time in one of these rooms, not on Haven-1, but a smaller version in the Youth Training Academy where she had nearly lost Uriel. The Emperor's lofty observational theatre gave him a birds-eye view over the insignificant stallion pacing back and forth, trying to keep his foal alive. 
 
   "Leave us," Jophiel said. Her heart beat loudly in her ears. She averted her gaze from the eager laboratory assistant so Congmin would not witness the glisten of tears. 
 
   "Yes, Sir," Congmin said. His throat-pouch harummed with disappointment at her rudeness. With an injured sigh, he shuffled out of the room and shut the door behind him.
 
   Jophiel stared down at the four-star general whose foolish actions had lit the fuse to the trap Lucifer had set out like a master demolitions expert. Last in a long line of highly-decorated Centauri stallions and mares, the thirteen-foot tall cavalry general didn't look so fierce now, pacing back and forth as he clutched his tiny foal to his chest, born five months premature, and willed his foal to stay alive.
 
   The room took on a bit of a faraway, ethereal feel. A lump rose in Jophiel's chest, settled in her throat, and threatened to erupt past her icy exterior into a wail of misery. So acutely could she feel what the Centauri stallion was going through that her lips moved as Kunopegos did, breathing along with his foal. Breathe. That's a good little girl, just one more breath, and another, and another. Don't stop breathing, please! Don't forget to take the next breath! Jophiel wiped her nose. Her hand came away drenched with tears. 
 
   Why, oh why, had the Emperor sent her to ask these questions? She, who could in no way remain unbiased? She forced her emotions behind the icy mask of the Ice Princess. Wings flared like a raptor, she descended down the steps and yanked open the door.
 
   Kunopegos did not whirl, agile on his hooves to salute her. No. The Centauri stallion placed his enormous hooves carefully so his steel-clad war-shoes did not clang against the floor and disturb his foal.
 
   "Sir," Kunopegos whispered.
 
   He'd unbuttoned his uniform so his foal's ear could rest against his heart. Unable replicate the gentle rocking of its mother's womb, the Emperor had strapped the medical equipment which kept the foal alive to its father's equine back as he paced, trailing IV's, wires, and all the other hardware across the floor. Other than one tiny black hoof which peeked out of the convergence of IV's, tubes and wires into a pink blanket, Jophiel might as well have stared at a trans-dimensional alien.
 
   "As you were." Jophiel forced her features to remain hard. 
 
   "We have to keep our voices down," Kunopegos said. "If Dierdre startles, the increased adrenaline makes it harder to process oxygen."
 
   The breathing machine hissed as pure oxygen flowed into her impossibly immature lungs, enriched with the Emperor's elixirs. A second machine ran tubes filtering toxins from the foal's blood, a job her mother had done until Aigharn's renal system had failed. Jophiel's lip quivered. How many tubes had they run into Uriel before they'd given up and told her to just hold him as he died?
 
   Only Uriel hadn't died. She had kept him alive. She and Raphael. By doing the exact same thing Kunopegos did now. Out … in … here … take my breath … take my life … I'll do anything if you'll just take one more breath … please … just one more breath … anything … take me, goddess! I'll do anything, just please don't punish my child!
 
   Her hand inadvertently brushed across the one medal Abaddon had allowed her to keep, the one she had gained by birthing her fifth child right on the battlefield. Duty. Honor. Service to the Emperor. It had all been a mistake. That entire battle had been a mistake. 
 
   Compassion forced her to soften the Ice Princess mask.
 
   "I'm here to find out what you know," Jophiel said.
 
   "I have confessed to every crime," Kunopegos brown eyes were filled with anguish. "I will take any punishment, including death. Just don't let the Emperor give up on my filly."
 
   How many times had she made the exact same plea as Uriel had lay dying from the wasting sickness?
 
   "It's not a confession I seek," Jophiel said. "But information."
 
   "I told the Cherubim everything I know."
 
   "It's not what you know you know," Jophiel said, "but what you don't know. What we don't know."
 
   "You want to know how I deluded myself into doing something so stupid?" Kunopegos guessed.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "I don't know!" Kunopegos burly shoulders dropped lower as he cradled the sleeping infant closer. "I just … I guess I just heard what I wanted to believe."
 
   "Lucifer testified he had no recollection of ever telling you it would be safe to harvest the foal at eleven weeks premature," Jophiel said. Eleven weeks. Not twenty-six…
 
   "That's what he claimed when I confronted him a few weeks before Aigharn died." Kunopegos voice rose in anger. Immediately an alarm on Dierdre's breathing machine cast its shrill warning into the room. 
 
   An eerie sense of déjà vu settled over Jophiel and made her feel lightheaded and weak. Both fell silent, listening for the foal to regain her equilibrium. Finally the beeping ceased and the alarm went away. The tiny black hoof wriggled deeper into the soft pink blanket as the foal fell back to sleep. Jophiel realized she'd been holding her breath.
 
   "When we first intercepted the Syracusia," Jophiel spoke softly, "you said it felt as if Lucifer had spoken inside your head?"
 
   "That's crazy talk," Kunopegos said. He mashed his face into his shoulder since he had no hand free to wipe away his tears. "It was just as Parliament said. I deluded myself into believing what I wanted to believe."
 
   "What if I told you Lucifer had the ability to make people see what they wanted to see," Jophiel said.
 
   Kunopegos stopped his pacing.
 
   "I'd say you were crazy," Kunopegos said. He started pacing again, then paused as he reached the end of the floor and turned to pace back again. "But then, that makes me crazy too, doesn't it? Because the bastard made me see this foal before she'd even been conceived."
 
   "Really?" Jophiel asked. "I mean … he made you see the future?"
 
   A hint of a smile lit up Kunopegos face as his eyes turned into the past.
 
   "He showed me a chestnut colt," Kunopegos said. "One who looked like me. On my back rode my wife, and at her breast suckled this little girl, right down to her mother's almond-shaped eyes."
 
   Jophiel had not had an opportunity to look closely at the foal, but she took his word for it. Kunopegos brief smile turned downwards as he regained his grief-stricken expression of only moments before.
 
   "Have you ever wanted something so badly you would sell your soul to get it?" Kunopegos asked.
 
   Until she had nearly lost Uriel, Jophiel would have said no. Now…
 
   "Yes," Jophiel answered honestly.
 
   "I served Lucifer during the Emperor's absence," Kunopegos said. "Long before you were even born. Do you know why we all served the little bastard?"
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because he always understood exactly what we wanted," Kunopegos said, "and he always gave us just enough of it that, even when the shit hit the fan, we were always willing to stand behind him."
 
   "The same could be said of the Eternal Emperor."
 
   "The Emperor abandoned us when we needed him the most!" Kunopegos stomped his hoof. "Lucifer was a pompous little prick, but you always felt like he watched out for the good of the Alliance."
 
   Jophiel was wise enough not to let him know she disagreed.
 
   "That day though?" Kunopegos said. "The day he gave me Aigharn? It was like Lucifer was a different man."
 
   Jophiel's pinfeathers stood on end. "Different?"
 
   "He was, I don't know?" Kunopegos said. "It was like there was more of him than there was before."
 
   "More?"
 
   "More … everything," Kunopegos said. He stared over her shoulder, as if he stared at Lucifer now. "Lucifer was a cocky bastard. Always knew how to get what he wanted, and make you want it, too. But that day?" 
 
   Kunopegos tail twitched as though he was chasing away a fly. 
 
   "Even before he stepped foot off his shuttle," Kunopegos said. "It felt as though … I don't know how to describe it."
 
   "Try."
 
   "You'll think I'm crazy."
 
   "I already think you're crazy," Jophiel said. She rustled her feathers to get rid of the heebie-jeebies. "That doesn't mean you're wrong."
 
   Kunopegos nuzzled Dierdre, checked her tubes before he finished telling his story. Jophiel waited for him to compose his thoughts.
 
   "You know how sometimes just before the Emperor appears you get that feeling?" Kunopegos said. "Like … I don't know … as if you were standing next to FTL drives?"
 
   "I know the feeling," Jophiel said. 
 
   "It was like that," Kunopegos said. "Only bigger."
 
   "Bigger?"
 
   "Much bigger," Kunopegos whispered ominously.
 
   Jophiel's skin began to crawl. "You knew there was no way a tiny human could birth a Centauri colt. Why didn't you tell Lucifer no?"
 
   "I wanted to," Kunopegos said. He glanced down at the sleeping foal. "But then Lucifer offered me the one thing I wanted more than anything in the world. And in that moment, Sir? Well…" 
 
   His brown eyes filled once more with tears. 
 
   "I wanted it so bad it didn't matter if it killed her," Kunopegos whispered. "All I cared about was getting my filly." He bowed his head and kissed the tiny bundle which he cradled to his heart. "But you wouldn't know anything about that, would you, Sir? You, who She-who-is has blessed every single time you asked her for a child."
 
   "How dare you!" 
 
   Jophiel whirled, using the shelter of her wings to hide her clenched fists until the shaking subsided. She realized her hand had instinctively drifted down to cover her womb, the womb Raphael had been unable to fill. The womb Lucifer had been unable to fill. 
 
   Inconclusive… 
 
   How many times had she begged them to re-run the tests when it had been Lucifer she'd tried to begat offspring with, praying they had run it wrong, praying that if she conceived, Lucifer would allow her to see him again? She hadn't been the Supreme Commander-General then, but a nameless, faceless cadet. When she'd finally gotten her death-blood, she had cried as though she'd been mourning a death. Her recent failure with Raphael? This time she was determined to accept her failure with dignity. Unlike her failure with Lucifer, at least she had Uriel to seal their union.
 
   The Centauri stallion grew quiet, focused on the child he had given up everything to sire. How many times in his 500+ year lifespan had Kunopegos gone through what she had gone through, hoping, praying, only to have his hopes dashed again and again. She, at least, had gone on to bear twelve babies before the next time She-who-is rejected her.
 
   She turned back to finish her interrogation.
 
   "You said the next time you saw Lucifer he didn't know what you were talking about?" Jophiel said.
 
   "It was an act," Kunopegos snorted.
 
   "Are you certain?"
 
   Kunopegos hesitated. His nostrils flared, wide, oxygen-inhaling sensory organs on a broad, brown face. She knew he inhaled her scent, assessing whether she was being facetious.
 
   "No," Kunopegos finally said. He turned and moved back in the other direction, continuing his gentle, rocking pace. "If I hadn't been so angry at him, I probably would have dragged him to sick bay. The guy looked like he'd been chewed up and shat out by a Leonid."
 
   Jophiel remembered how pale Lucifer had looked the day the Emperor had barred him from entering the Garden. Was it possible Lucifer had been possessed by … no! Like Kunopegos said, that was crazy talk. And in any event, Lucifer was dead. Nothing Kunopegos said was of any use to the Eternal Emperor.
 
   "Thank you, General." Jophiel tucked her wings against her back into an Angelic's normal, resting position. "As you were."
 
   Kunopegos continued his gentle pace, his attention already turned back to his foal and not the busted-down private who wasn't any longer his Supreme Commander-General. She'd learned no actionable intelligence here, only disturbing self-revelations. Even she, the most stalwart defender of the Eternal Emperor, would sell her soul to the devil if the price was right.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Galactic Standard Date:  152,323.11 AE 
 
   Earth Orbit: Prince of Tyre
 
   Special Agent Eligor
 
    
 
   Eligor
 
   The impulse engines of the Prince of Tyre rumbled reassuringly against his backside, unlike the undercarriage of the diplomatic shuttle which had, inexplicably, come back from Lucifer's latest 'adventure' with a spear, of all things, embedded in its anterior camera. Eligor had been around Lucifer long enough to see pretty much everything that was weird, debauch, or just plain loopy, but … a spear?
 
   "Damantia," Eligor hissed as a shard of glass dropped out of the shattered lens and scratched his face. "What in Hades were you doing down there?"
 
   A wrench clattered onto the deck. "Did you say something, Eligor?"
 
   "Did it sound like I was talking to you?" Eligor snapped.
 
   Lerajie was his fellow crewman, sidekick, and sometimes, well, not really, well, okay, maybe sometimes he thought of the man as a friend. He glanced out from the discomfort of the undercarriage just in time to see Lerajie's sienna speckled, off-white wings droop. His gut twinged with a rare pang of guilt. Aw, man! Why did the do-gooder always need to be so damned sensitive?
 
   He pried at the mangled aluminum with a screwdriver until his guilt got the better of him. Okay, maybe not guilt, per se … he was an asshole and he knew it, but sometimes it was just plain prudent to get along with the guy you'd been paired with to do grunt work because you never knew when you might need someone to watch your back. Especially in this line of work.
 
   "What I meant to say," Eligor backpedalled on his earlier sniping, "was that whoever took out the camera must have known what they were doing. Had they just been a little bit stronger, not only would this weapon have taken out the optics, but also punctured one of the few weak spots in the hull."
 
   "Oh?" Lerajie's wings perked up, his long primary feathers and ankles the only part of him Eligor could see. His face peeked beneath the shuttle. "Do you think you could save that spearhead? I'd like to compare it to the historical database of artifacts from Nibiru."
 
   "We're not even certain these are those humans," Eligor grumbled.
 
   Lerajie shot him a grin and, for once, kept his mouth shut. Eligor grabbed the broken-off spear with both hands and yanked it with all of his might. What other humans would they be? 
 
   "So why didn't Lucifer take you with him this time?" Lerajie asked. "I thought he trusted you?"
 
   Eligor focused on working the spearhead back and forth, trying to ease it out of the metal. The only sounds were his own grunts of exertion as Lerajie uncharacteristically denied him the distraction of his incessant chattering. The silence grew so uncomfortable that Eligor finally felt compelled to answer.
 
   "Beats me," Eligor grumbled, doing his best to mask his own feelings of betrayal at being ditched. "When it comes to the puppet prince, who knows? One minute he's thumbing his nose at the old man, blowing the Alliance all to shit, and then the next thing you know he goes all loopy on you, either drinking himself into a stupor, or…"
 
   "The evil twin appears," Lerajie whispered conspiratorially. The do-gooder gave him a wink.
 
   "Knock it off," Eligor growled. "Before somebody else overhears you." 
 
   Stupid kid! Didn't he realize his increasingly undisguised criticisms would get him 'disappeared?' As it was, he suspected the only reason Zepar hadn't shuttled the loud mouth off to points unknown, buried in the bottom of some swamp world, was because he had been working for the dynamic duo for so long that Zepar was at a loss about how to replace him if they got rid of the closest thing he had to a friend.
 
   Only now, after giving Eligor a peek into the inner circle, all of a sudden he found himself back on the outside looking in. 
 
   "What about the pregnant woman Lucifer took from the planet?" Lerajie asked, his voice low this time, as if even he, dimwit, understood that talk of this topic would get them into trouble.
 
   "What about her?" Eligor asked.
 
   "Have you seen her?"
 
   Eligor cursed as a few more splinters of glass fell out of the damaged optical lens, nearly landing in his eye. He picked out the tiny shards and resumed his repairs, pretending he hadn't heard him.
 
   "Well?" Lerajie refused to drop it.
 
   Eligor glanced up. Lerajie had rammed his back and wings under the shuttle, his face filled with concern and perhaps a bit of guilt?
 
   "I don't know who she is," Eligor finally said. "The only time he let me go down to the planet he was so enthralled with some pompous little prick who tried to stab him that it was as if he forgot I was even there."
 
   "Why didn’t you just kill him?" Lerajie asked.
 
   An odd jumble of emotions rumbled through Eligor's gut before he realized Lerajie was talking about the little chieftain, as Lucifer called the man, and not Lucifer himself. Why didn't you just kill the little chieftain who snuck a knife into the meeting? Lerajie didn't need to know that Eligor had been thinking the very same thought.
 
   Eligor shrugged. "You know the puppet prince. Likes to keep everybody dancing on a string."
 
   He grabbed the spearhead and, ramming the largest screwdriver he could find up into the mangled camera, yanked at the sucker until, with a groan of metal, at last he extricated it from the casing. He glanced at the rock, nothing but a sharpened stone, and slid it with disgust across the floor to Lerajie who grabbed it as though he had just been given a prize.
 
   "This is amazing!" Lerajie weighed the spearhead in his hand. "Whoever threw this must have had one hell of a throwing arm, not to mention unbelievably good aim. This thing must weigh three kilos!"
 
   "Yeah, whatever," Eligor grumbled. 
 
   He removed the shattered camera casing, as well as the hull plating that'd been pierced, and screwed in the new replacement plate without the camera. They didn't have a spare camera this far from home. Next on his agenda would be to stop down in the machine shop and hand off the shattered equipment to someone who could rebuild the thing.
 
   Lerajie wandered off into a long, babbling happy-place about primitive weaponry, his area of expertise until his disagreement with the powers-that-be had landed him banished on Lucifer's crew. Eligor finished the repair, ignoring his sidekick's chatter.
 
   "What do you think he's doing to the woman now?" Lerajie asked.
 
   "What do you think?" Eligor suppressed his pang of guilt. They all knew what Lucifer did with the poor, unfortunate females he 'gifted' with his offspring. It was just … why target one who was already pregnant? 
 
   Lerajie continued his cheerful chatter, lauding whichever human had thrown the spear on their clever construction of a weapon, how finely the stone had been chipped, and other erudite things Eligor didn't give a rat's ass about. Lerajie wasn't the one stuck repairing the damage from whichever clever moncaí had thrown the spear. He was.
 
   His comms pin crackled.
 
   "Yes, Sir?" he answered the call.
 
   "Report to my office immediately," Zepar's insidious voice crackled out of the communications device. "I have an important task for you."
 
   Suppressing a groan, Eligor spread the last of the hull sealant around the edge of the brand-new plating, then slid out from underneath the shuttle on the wheeled dolly. Lerajie gave him a hands-up, still clutching the spearhead like his favorite new toy, and gave him an evil grin.
 
   "Which one do you think it will be today?" Lerajie asked. "The good twin? Or the evil one?"
 
   Eligor shot him an icy stare. 
 
   "What?" Lerajie asked.
 
   "Remind me to never tell you anything in confidence again!" Eligor grabbed back the spearhead. He flapped his wings to shake the glass shards and chips of metal out of his feathers before making his way down to Zepar's private office. He composed his expression into his usual one of bored disinterest before knocking twice.
 
   "Enter!" Zepar's voice filtered through the door. Eligor stepped through, careful to keep his wings in his usual fuck-you-I-ain't-your-bitch slump.
 
   "Sir," Eligor gave him a lackadaisical salute.
 
   The dirty-winged Angelic who'd been the bane of Eligor's existence looked up from the contraption he was working on. Eligor feigned indifference while that part of his brain trained to stay alert to details which might save his ass later calculated the beginnings of some sort of robotic arm. What the fuck was Zepar building now?
 
   "You were told to come right away," Zepar glowered at him. Most people thought of Lucifer's Chief of Staff as an obsequious fuck, but Eligor knew better, especially now that Zepar had dropped the act around him.
 
   Eligor flopped the spearhead onto Zepar's desk, next to a robotic hand which had to be three times the size of an Angelic’s. "You asked me to pull this out of the belly of the shuttle. You really want me to leave her with her guts all exposed?"
 
   Zepar's otherwise unremarkable blue eyes hardened into an expression that reminded him of a Sata'anic lizard. Zepar kept him around because, despite his attitude, he was always frustratingly right about shit. Given how close Lucifer had cut it to the wire giving the bug-out command to get the fuck out of Shay'tan's ambush, they were all still a little jumpy. 
 
   Fuck that'd been a close call!!!
 
   Zepar flared his nostrils like a bull that had decided not to charge. Tensions were high on the ship even though Lucifer had delivered on his promise to get them to Earth. Nobody knew where they were or how the fuck the Prince of Tyre had leaped from the Alliance into unknown Sata'anic territory. All the star charts were w-a-y off. And worse, they were orbiting a planet protected by a Sata'anic battle cruiser, with none other than Ba'al Zebub following Lucifer around like his new favorite lap dog. Fuck shit had gotten weird around here!
 
   "I need a favor," Zepar said.
 
   Eligor straightened up, but he refused to give Zepar the satisfaction of dress wings. It did not behoove him to piss off Zepar, the biggest puppet-master of them all…
 
   "What do you need," Eligor asked.
 
   "You … saw things down on the planet," Zepar said. His eyes narrowed into slits as he studied Eligor's reaction.
 
   "Sir," Eligor said noncommittally aloud. What went through his mind was a different story.
 
   'Lizards on the planet like fleas … some shit's going down with Ba'al Zebub turning on his master … Lucifer's got some big motherfucking plan to steal the planet right out from under the old dragon's nose … just like he stole the Alliance out from under Hashem…' 
 
   Eligor filled his mind with the thoughts he suspected Zepar wanted to hear, careful to keep the knowledge he knew the asshole could read his mind out of his forebrain so Zepar didn't know he knew.
 
   Zepar grunted with satisfaction and relaxed. Mind intrusion … over. Oh, fuck, thank you Shemijaza for teaching me how -not- to be your son's puppetmaster's bitch!
 
   Zepar settled back in his chair, his wings now relaxed. 
 
   "Out of all the crewmen on this ship," Zepar said, "you have been here the longest."
 
   "I'm grateful you let me stay on, Sir," Eligor chose his words carefully, "after Hashem blew up Tyre."
 
   "I didn't have to do that, you know," Zepar gave him a coy look. "You were sent to take the Prime Minister away from his immortal father and bring him back to his biological one. Under the laws of the Alliance, your allegiance to the Third Empire meant you were a traitor."
 
   'I was young, I was stupid, I was misguided, I'm sure grateful to you, Sir, for giving me a chance to prove I was reformed,' Eligor filled his mind with suck-up thoughts.
 
   "And you were a spy sent by Hashem to recoup the command codes to the planetary defenses of Tyre," Eligor said evenly, careful to keep his expression neutral. 
 
   "You turned me in." Zepar gave him a smirk which was a little too self-satisfactory, though Eligor couldn't figure out why.
 
   "I did," Eligor said carefully. "That was my job."
 
   "Do you know what Chemosh did to those he captured?" Zepar asked.
 
   "No," Eligor said. " I was just some snot-nosed pilot who found you hiding in the shuttle they sent to retrieve Asherah."
 
   Zepar's smirk turned malicious.
 
   "But you admired Chemosh, didn't you Eligor?"
 
   "Sir," Eligor shifted uncomfortably. It wasn't Shemijaza's creepy second-in-command he'd been hoping would reward him for a job well-done, but Shemijaza himself.
 
   "No matter," Zepar said, unexpectedly dropping his game of cat-and-mouse. "You've never been one to ask too many questions, and for that reason, you've always been a valuable member of this crew."
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor waited. Speech. Zepar was about to give him another one of his infamous speeches. He was surprised when, instead, Zepar slid the spearhead back to him.
 
   "So what did you think of Earth?"
 
   "Not what I expected, Sir," Eligor said.
 
   "What did you expect?"
 
   Eligor picked up the spearhead. He wasn't there when this thing had been embedded in the belly of the shuttle, but he'd seen how quick that dark-skinned bastard had yanked a knife out of nowhere and lunged straight for Lucifer's heart. Fuck! He'd known Lucifer had some weird mojo, able to read people's minds and shit, but the angry young chieftain hadn't stopped simply because Lucifer had whispered what the guy wanted to hear into the dude's mind. No way! That guy had been Hades-bent on carving out Lucifer's heart and Lucifer had somehow made him freeze without even laying a hand on him.
 
   Zepar closed his eyes and scented the air, almost like he was a Sata'anic lizard. His smirk turned malicious.
 
   "Lucifer's real father could do things like that," Zepar said softly, forgetting for a moment he was trying to pretend he couldn't read Eligor's mind. "Couldn't he?"
 
   "So we all heard," Eligor said. "I didn't ever see it for myself."
 
   "Shemijaza was more than he pretended to be," Zepar said. "But then he lost that power. Threw it all away to get back his wife and son."
 
   Zepar studied him like a serpent waiting to swallow a mouse alive. Eligor was tough, good in a fight, pragmatic, ruthless when he needed to be and sensible when he didn't. Zepar, though? For a guy that did his best to pretend to be a weasely little nobody, the guy had always creeped him out. How different he had turned out to be from the terrified computer-geek he'd found hiding in Asherah's shuttle, trying to hack into Tyre's planetary defense system.
 
   So if he had turned the creepy nerd in to Chemosh and nobody had been there to bring down the planetary defense system, how the fuck had Hashem ended up breaching Shemijaza's defenses?
 
   He noted Zepar's squint of scrutiny.
 
   'Only mistake Shemijaza made was placing his trust back in that woman…' Eligor forced himself off the path his mind wanted to go and onto the one which would prevent him from getting himself killed if Zepar figured out he'd started asking questions lately … lots of them … and didn't like the answers.
 
   Zepar gave him an approving smile.
 
   "Very well then, Eligor," Zepar said. "I find myself in a bit of a predicament. As you may have noticed, we have a few, how shall I put this, allies on board the ship?"
 
   'Fuck allies,' Eligor thought to himself. 'I wouldn't trust Ba'al Zebub any further than I could throw the corpulent bastard.' 
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor said aloud.
 
   Zepar nodded. "Furcas and Pruflas have been overwhelmed, making sure Ba'al Zebub and his lackeys don't double-cross us. We wouldn't want history to repeat itself now, would we?"
 
   "No, Sir," Eligor said. He noted the feel of the spearhead in his hand. Cool. Sharp-edged. A blunt instrument, but surprisingly effective when wielded properly by someone who had known how to use it. He filled his mind with his perceptions of the spearhead so Zepar couldn't pick up on the deeper worries percolating in the back of his brain.
 
   "These are exciting times," Zepar tapped his index fingers together. "Countless years of planning are all coming to fruition. The men closest to the master when he retakes his rightful place will be amply rewarded."
 
   'Rewards. I like rewards,' Eligor forced himself to think. Actually … that was not a lie.
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor said noncommittally aloud.
 
   "You've always been a simple man to please," Zepar said. "You don't care all that much about money. You're not into status symbols or prestige. What do you want?"
 
   Eligor blocked the thought from leaping into his mind and filled it with the next closest available truth. 'I wouldn't mind a wife like you gave General Abaddon. Shit that woman was smart! She even made Lucifer shut up…'
 
   Zepar rose from his seat and rustled his dirty white wings like a barnyard cockerel. He stepped around his desk, relishing his role as petty dictator. Eligor suppressed a shudder of revulsion and filled his mind with nonsensical images.
 
   "Yes," Zepar whispered a little too close to Eligor's ear. "Our Master promised you a wife, didn't he? Someone you could go spawn off a few little Eligors with, perhaps?" Zepar stepped back, his expression one of feigned compassion. 
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor said. "That's what Lucifer promised when he asked us all to come along on this wild ride."
 
   Zepar nodded, apparently satisfied.
 
   "Very well," Zepar said. "But things have been a little chaotic lately. I think you've noticed the Prime Minister has been feeling, how shall I put this delicately, under the weather?"
 
   'You mean drunk as a skunk one minute, then a cold psychotic motherfucker the next,' Eligor thought and then suppressed it quick before Zepar could pick up on his thoughts.
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor said aloud.
 
   Zepar sat on the edge of his desk, careful not to crush his feathers. Without even looking, he reached back and pulled out a small box from beneath a stack of papers. He caressed it thoughtfully, and then held it out so Eligor could take it. Eligor opened the box. Inside was a syringe.
 
   "What's this?"
 
   "When Lucifer's mother abandoned him," Zepar clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth, "the boy was upset. Very upset. Have you ever heard of an acute psychotic break?"
 
   'No kidding…' Eligor thought to himself.
 
   "I thought the Alliance cured all major depressive disorders millennia ago," Eligor said aloud. "Especially amongst hybrids, who were genetically engineered to never develop the illnesses in the first place?"
 
   "They did," Zepar's eyes crinkled up in a smile. "Gene therapy. And yes, most hybrids are immune from this defect. But not Lucifer." Zepar pointed to his own, dull-blue eyes. "The same gene that carries his lack of pigmentation also carries other … issues. The same issues that plagued his biological father."
 
   Eligor perked up. Batshit crazy or not, this stuff was interesting. He waited for Zepar to finish his spiel.
 
   "It doesn't affect him all the time," Zepar continued. "Only when he's under a lot of stress." His unremarkable blue eyes met Eligor's. "The kind of stress that might occur when your adoptive father tortures you for three days straight and then tries to burn off your wings?"
 
   Eligor grunted an affirmation. Batshit crazy or not, for most Alliance citizens, Hashem's unrestrained abuse of power had been the last straw. Gods were there to set a good example for the people. When they didn't provide that role model, it was time to move on and find a new god.
 
   Zepar gave him a predatory grin.
 
   "You can imagine how damaging it would be if word leaked out the Alliance Prime Minister suffers from an illness that requires ongoing medication?" Zepar fondled the syringe the way one might fondle a lover. "Especially how … precarious … our beloved Prime Minister's new experiment in self-rule is, don't you think?"
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor said.
 
   "Why," Zepar gave him a coy look, "if word got out, we might all find ourselves out of a job." He held out the box holding the syringe. "Where would you go, Eligor, if Parliament discovered you didn't really grow up in a Youth Training Academy the way I altered your service record to reflect, but as a mercenary in Shemijaza's Third Empire?"
 
   It was an old threat. One Zepar used often to keep him in line.
 
   "That would be bad, Sir," Eligor said. This time he didn't need to fill his mind with bullshit.
 
   "Good," Zepar said. He waited for Eligor to take the box out of his hands. "When Lucifer first wakes up from a trying situation, he tends to be, how should I put this, disoriented?"
 
   Eligor watched him, forcing his mind to remain quiet.
 
   Zepar pointed to the box. "We call this personality 'the princess.' When he's fully in charge of his faculties, you won't see the fifteen-year-old boy that Hashem damaged when he abandoned him. Our master needs somebody he can trust to cajole this weaker personality into taking his medicine, even when he pouts and says he doesn't want it."
 
   'You bastard,' Eligor thought. 'He doesn't trust you anymore, so you want to use -me- to keep your grip on him!' He hastily suppressed the thought.
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor said aloud, and then forced the thoughts he knew Zepar wanted to hear into the forefront of his mind. 'Don't let the rest of the ship see that Lucifer sometimes loses his crackers. Got it…'
 
   Zepar smiled. They had reached an understanding. He let go of the box, leaving it in Eligor's hand along with Lerajie's pet spearhead.
 
   "Off you go now, Special Agent Eligor." Zepar gave him a crisp salute like an Alliance military officer might give to a subordinate. "It's time to go wake the princess."
 
   Eligor moved to leave Zepar's office before the bastard saw how badly he made Eligor's feathers crawl with imaginary cooties.
 
   "Oh, Eligor," Zepar called.
 
   "Sir?" Eligor kept his back turned.
 
   "The spearhead," Zepar said. "You can leave it here if you like."
 
   Eligor fingered the cool, sharp weapon. A blunt instrument. A stone-aged weapon no Alliance citizen would deign to use. But in the hands of someone who knew how to wield it, any weapon could prove deadly. He kind of liked that his prowess as an Angelic had come not from some test tube buried deep in the bowels of Hashem's genetics laboratory, but from his own root-race. Perhaps Angelics weren't as made-up as the rest of the Alliance liked to pretend they were? Maybe they were real and did deserve to become full-fledged citizens like Lucifer had often told him, the real Lucifer, the 'princess' one as Zepar called him. The fifteen-year-old boy Shemijaza had asked him to bring home to meet his real father.
 
   Eligor whirled to face the serpent which called the shots.
 
   "If you don't mind, Sir," Eligor said. "I'd really like to keep it. It keeps Lerajie amused and out of my hair."
 
   Zepar's eyes hardened. "Your friend is proving to be a problem."
 
   It had been a long time since Eligor had stuck his neck out for somebody. He wasn't about to do so now. But…
 
   "I'm just saying Lerajie could analyze it, Sir," Eligor said. "He is our resident expert on pre-sentient life forms. Be kinda stupid not to take advantage of that kind of knowledge, don't you think?" He twisted up his palms to display the spearhead. "Like you just said, Earth turned out to be not quite what we expected."
 
   Zepar backed down. "Fine. Just don't let it interfere with your job."
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor said. He slipped the spearhead into his cargo pants. He glanced back at the contraption on the table. Old technology … new technology. The old technology clonked reassuringly against his leg as he exited the room, living proof that he was real and not some made-up creature from a test tube.
 
   The moment the door shut behind him, Eligor flapped his wings to shake out the pins and needles which crawled through his feathers like fleas. He moved through the stark, white corridors of the Prince of Tyre to the luxurious suite which was Lucifer's personal quarters. The first thing to hit him as he walked into the room was the overwhelming stench of stale alcohol, sweat, and vomit; Lucifer's perpetual state of being.
 
   "Mister Prime Minister?" Eligor called without flipping on the light switch. "Sir? It's me, Eligor. Zepar sent me to help you get ready."
 
   He'd been tasked with 'princess duty' before, though never had Zepar asked him to shoot Lucifer up with the shit they used to keep him malleable. The jumble of white feathers on the command-carrier sized bed gave a muffled groan. Lucifer. Hung over. Again. Eligor clicked on the light switch over Lucifer's wet bar, though not because the man needed a drink. Hell, no, the last thing the man needed was a shot of the potent green Mantoid liquor which was Lucifer's toxin of choice, but when you were hung over the bar-light was the least obnoxious in the room.
 
   "Light…" Lucifer mumbled from somewhere under the cover of his snow white wings. "Turn it off. Please."
 
   "I'll let your eyes adjust, Sir," Eligor said. He shifted a couple of bottles of liquor to obscure the light. The amber liquid gave the room a warm, cozy appeal, a little bit easier on the eyes when you were short on sleep and seriously nursing a hangover.
 
   "What time is it?" Lucifer asked.
 
   "Late afternoon, Sir," Eligor said. The scent of vomit wafted his way as Lucifer unfurled his wings. "Zepar said you haven't been feeling well, Sir."
 
   Zepar had said no such thing, but Eligor wasn't about to admit that he was the one who'd been worried about their boss. Worry wasn't an emotion he was used to feeling.
 
   "My head hurts," Lucifer groused. He threw his arm over his eyes, blocking what little light Eligor had cast into the room. "What day is it?"
 
   "Fifth-day, Sir," Eligor said.
 
   Lucifer stiffened. "What month?"
 
   Eligor's mouth grew dry. Lucifer didn't know what month it was? "Eleventh month, Sir."
 
   "What's the date?"
 
   Eligor told him.
 
   "Only seventeen days, then," Lucifer whispered.
 
   "Seventeen days?" Eligor stared at the disheveled ball of feathers which lay sprawled out on the bed. Funny. When they'd hauled his sorry tailfeathers back from his grand coup d'état in front of Parliament eighteen days ago, the poor bastard's wings had been practically burned off, but then somehow Lucifer had miraculously grown a brand new pair. Now … the feathers had a dull, almost thin appearance, as if Lucifer had aged overnight.
 
   With a groan, Lucifer rolled over and took his arm off of his face. His eerie silver eyes reflected the amber from the liquor bottles, for a moment giving the illusion he had iridescent golden eyes like the Emperor. Eligor had only ever seen those eyes in pictures, but it made him hesitate.
 
   What was Lucifer?
 
   "Eligor?" Lucifer's voice was small, like a little boy's, questioning, and vulnerable. Some said Lucifer was the brightest and most beautiful of all the Angelics, but he didn't look so handsome now, dark circles under his eyes, chalk grey complexion, dry hair and even duller skin. Now that he looked closely, he could see Lucifer had lost significant weight. If Eligor didn't know any better, he'd swear Lucifer was dying of old age.
 
   "Are you okay, Sir?" Eligor asked.
 
   Lucifer's hands shook as he took the glass full of water Eligor had drawn from the faucet at the bar. Delirium tremors. Eligor had been researching it after he'd begun to get a sneaking suspicion Zepar was shooting him up with something, the syringe he now held in his hands.
 
   "What I really need is a drink," Lucifer gave him a wry, weak grin. He meant an alcoholic drink, not the water Eligor had just given him.
 
   "Let's get this down first, Sir," Eligor said. "You don't look so well."
 
   Eligor stared at those eerie silver eyes, pondering what Zepar had said about the gene that carried the bizarre trait also carrying another defect. He'd been keeping track of things, trying to make sense of the chaos on his own. Zepar's revelation that the Prime Minister carried a congenital form of mental illness sure made things add up … all tied up neatly in a bow.
 
   Too neatly… 
 
   Lucifer paused mid-drink to stare at his surroundings, as if he wasn't certain about which of his many rooms he was waking up in.
 
   "Where are we?" 
 
   "Earth," Eligor said.
 
   Lucifer's hand froze, and then he sucked down the rest of the glass of water the same way he always downed a shot of liquor. "Now I know I've gone insane," Lucifer closed his eyes. "Did I really just hear you say we found Earth?"
 
   A surreal sensation akin to being in a funhouse staring at your own distorted image through a series of warped mirrors worked its way into Eligor's gut.
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor said. "We're orbiting it right now."
 
   Eerie silver eyes glanced up into his ordinary blue ones. "Eligor, was there a human … man?"
 
   Eligor hesitated. How much did 'the princess' remember about what had happened down on the planet? He glanced over to where the little chieftain's shawl had been mounted on Lucifer's wall as if it was a trophy.
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor said. "He tried to kill you."
 
   Lucifer shut his eyes as if trying to remember what he'd seen. "That's not what -I- remember. I remember … falling. And a dark-skinned man caught me. He called me … he called me his…" Lucifer did not finish his thought. His eyes shot open, his expression softened.
 
   Eligor knew the exact moment Lucifer spoke of. He had turned the chieftain from an enemy into an ally by teaching him how to shoot a pulse rifle. Like most primitives, the man had fallen for that old trick, the reason Hashem didn't let his hybrids dick around with pre-sentient species. It was too easy to impress them with technology! But then Lucifer had experienced one of his weak spells. The personality he and Lerajie called the 'good twin' had emerged, only for a moment before Zepar had shot him full of the shit in the syringe.
 
   "What is wrong with me?" Lucifer asked softly. 
 
   "You're sick, Sir," Eligor said. "Zepar sent me to give you your medicine."
 
   "This isn't just a migraine," Lucifer pinched the bridge of his nose. "I shouldn't be losing track of time like this. Zepar won't let me see a doctor."
 
   That Eligor knew was true. Zepar never allowed the ship's doctor anywhere near the man.
 
   "Let me give you your medicine, Sir," Eligor pulled the syringe out of its case, "and then you'll start to feel better."
 
   "I don't like that stuff," Lucifer grumbled. "It makes me not feel like … me … anymore." His expression hardened. "What I really need is a drink."
 
   "Isn't it a little early," Eligor said. "You haven't even gotten out of bed."
 
   "Only a little," Lucifer pointed at the amber bottle which distorted the light into the room. "Just enough to take the edge off?"
 
   Eligor hesitated, then gave the Prime Minister what he wanted, filling the shot glass up a wee bit short of the shot mark. Lucifer sucked it down, his lip twitching as the liquor burned its way into his belly. With a sigh he closed his eyes and waited for the kick to take the edge off. Lucifer might be batshit crazy, but megalomania wasn't the only issue he suffered from.
 
   "One of these days I'm going to clean up my act," Lucifer pinched the bridge of his nose. From his pained expression, the stuff did little to alleviate his headache. "Go ahead. I feel lousy enough this morning to want Zepar's little magical cure."
 
   Eligor lifted the syringe up to the light, tapped it, and squirted out the air bubbles. The plastic tube was full of a thick, putrid green liquid. He jabbed it into the trapezius muscle in the back of Lucifer's neck. Lucifer sat there, docile as a lamb, while he trusted Eligor to shoot him up with the fucked up shit Zepar used to keep the guy amped up. Could it really be just anti-psychotics? Shit? They only used those in the really hardcore cases, the ones gene therapy couldn't cure!
 
   The lines in Lucifer's face softened as he closed his eyes.
 
   "I kind of liked that man," Lucifer smiled as if seeing the image within his own mind. "Who taught him to speak our language?"
 
   Eligor paused. The man had spoken Galactic Standard?
 
   An eerie sensation, as if he was standing too close to the FTL drives in the engine room, caused Eligor's pinfeathers to rear up in their follicles. Lucifer grew stiffer. His wings flared out like a raptor about to swoop in for the kill. He tilted his head to one side, cracking his neck, and flexed his hand as though he was slipping into a well-worn glove. When he opened his eyes again, 'the princess' was gone, replaced by the icy, calculating stare that had always made Eligor's blood run cold.
 
   "Eligor," Lucifer gave him a false smile. "Zepar sent you today to help me dress. I wonder why?"
 
   Eligor could sense the underlying question.
 
   "Furcas and Pruflas had to go down to the planet with Ba'al Zebub," Eligor said. "Zepar explained about your … condition."
 
   Lucifer touched his hand, w-a-y too familiar, and images danced into his brain. Testing. Questioning. What did Eligor want that Lucifer could give him? The same bullshit Zepar had done. Fuck he hated when they did that! It felt like the bastard was toying with him!
 
   'Same shit as every other man on this crew wants,' Eligor forced the thought to the forefront of his brain. 'A couple of dozen wives like -you've- got. Maybe a nice crash-pad to go home to between missions. And not to have to put up with the Emperor's bullshit anymore. That would be nice.'
 
   Lucifer gave him a predatory smile.
 
   "Soon, old friend," Lucifer said. "Soon you will have all your heart desires. But first, I have some old friends I must call upon. And then, the planet will be ours."
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor said. "Would you like me to lay out your clothing for you, Sir?"
 
   "Not yet," Lucifer gave him a hungry look. "First … I require sustenance."
 
   Lucifer stood up. Eligor had noticed this before, the fact that while Lucifer always strutted as though he owned the place, well, he did own the place, that sometimes there was a heaviness about it, as if there was suddenly more of him than there was at other times. Eligor realized he had stepped back … him … who wasn't afraid of hardly anybody.
 
   "I'll order something from the kitchen, Sir," Eligor said.
 
   Lucifer tilted his head, his eerie silver eyes picking up the amber light reflected through the liquor bottles. Just for a moment, it felt as though he stared into eyes filled with fire. Eligor's heart beat faster. This side of Lucifer had always frightened him.
 
   'Eggs, over easy, with a side order of toast, some guar juice, and some fruit, yeah, some fruit. The Prime Minister looks like he's been working too hard. Get something into him that hasn't been fermented first…'
 
   Eligor buried his fear beneath every breakfast food he could think of so Lucifer wouldn't pick up on his thoughts.
 
   "That's not necessary," Lucifer gave him a brutally handsome grin that was so much like his biological father's that it made Eligor almost gasp. "My breakfast is already here."
 
   Two sharp raps at the door made Eligor almost jump.
 
   "Enter!" Lucifer called.
 
   The door swung open. A terrified human female was shoved through wearing a primitive wrapped dress, followed by a second female and then a human male, all wearing shackles. Behind them moved Furcas and Pruflas. Lucifer turned to him.
 
   "Thank you, Eligor," Lucifer said. He shut his eyes and inhaled. 
 
   What the fuck did the guy think he was? One of the Sata'anic lizards? Eligor masked his thoughts and focused, instead, on the human females. 'Hey, that dark-haired one has nice tits. Maybe Lucifer will find me one that looks like that? So long as she isn't stupid like the ones he's got stashed in his harem…'
 
   Lucifer gave him a predatory grin.
 
   "I'll see you soon, Eligor." Lucifer gave him an almost fatherly smile. He placed his hand on Eligor's shoulder. "Loyal servant."
 
   "Sir," Eligor gave a noncommittal answer. He glanced at the three humans Furcas and Pruflas had flown back down to the planet to procure, most likely under stealth because the way General Hudhafah had acted when he'd been down there, the old lizard wasn't about to let Lucifer waltz in and take over … didn't matter what Ba'al Zebub said. 
 
   He was no longer wanted here … so he left.
 
   He got as far away from Lucifer's personal quarters as he could, avoiding the greetings of the other crewmen, until he got back to his bunk. The moment he was alone, he dug out his little video game, the one he used to keep track of stuff, and opened up the encrypted program he'd been using to keep track of shit in his spare time.
 
   'E' he typed into his calendar. The evil twin...
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20
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   November: 3,390 BC
 
   Earth: Sata'an Operating Base
 
    
 
   Jamin
 
   It was the most luxurious prison he'd ever been locked up in, far nicer than the cramped hole his father had rammed him down and covered with a rock like a tomb until his judgment before the Tribunal, but even as he paced the perfectly even floor, Jamin was painfully aware that it was a cage and he was a prisoner.
 
   On the table, colorful images flickered across a small, flat, internally illuminated rectangle. Out of five tiny holes hissed a pleasant male voice reciting guttural-sounding words which matched the pictures. 
 
   'Wazhibu, eyakhteirdam, tawhrah, iman…'
 
   When Jamin didn't select a picture, an annoying chirp warned he was being inattentive. Anger rumbled in his gut like a boiling cup of chai. He picked up the device and hurled it at the large reflective square in the wall which enabled the lizards to watch him without being seen. His own image stared back at him, angry, mocking, and afraid. Why did he feel like one of the wild antelope he and Siamek used to herd into a canyon so they could slaughter them at their leisure?
 
   A crackling sound drew his attention towards the ceiling.
 
   "Please repeat the words after the tutor," a different voice said in hissing, heavily accented Kemet, the language of trade. Unlike the consistently calm voice which flowed out of the tek-no-lo-gee no matter what insults he threw at it, this voice carried a hint of exasperation.
 
   Jamin shook his fist at the small, round voice box. "I am not your pet!" 
 
   He glowered at the tek-no-lo-gee he'd thrown on the floor, willing his black eyes to bore right through it and stare down the lizard who spoke to him from the infernal device. But wait … should he stare at that? Or at the circle in the ceiling? Or maybe he should stare at the magic mirror in the wall? The mirror. Definitely the mirror. He whirled and fixed his most intimidating glare at the lizard behind the mirror, the glare which had caused every man in Assur except for Mikhail to back down. Just for a moment, he thought he had won the war of wills.
 
   "If you don't learn our language," the anonymous male hissed in a tone which was a little too patronizing for Jamin's liking, "how do you expect to integrate into our society?"
 
   "I don't want to integrate into your society!" Jamin shook his fist at the magic mirror. "I just want to go…" 
 
   He stopped himself before he said the final word, home… 
 
   Inhaling so he didn't sob like some pathetic infant, he turned his back so the lizard wouldn't see his vulnerability. Home? What home? He no longer had a home. No village, no tribe, no father, and now, not even the hope of winning back the woman of his dreams. For months he'd subsisted on nothing but his hatred. Now that the winged demon was dead and his father … well … they weren't sure whether or not his father had survived, it felt as though he had nothing left inside to sustain him. 
 
   Not even Ninsianna…
 
   "This is your home now," the anonymous lizard hissed. "Your planet has been slated for annexation."
 
   Annexation. Even though the word was spoken in Kemet instead of the lizard language, the concept was still so alien that Kasib had needed to explain it to him several times. Annexation. More than a trading relationship, less than being crushed beneath an enemy's foot, it entailed slowly moving into a new territory and, over time, tightening the noose until the conquered believed your way of doing things was the way things had always been. While the Ubaid thought of conquests in terms of days, weeks or planting seasons, the lizards planned over a period of years or even several lifetimes. Although they had no qualms about slaughtering any warrior who resisted them, unlike human wars, the lizard people viewed them as part of those resources. He was, quite frankly, having a hard time wrapping his head around the concept.
 
   He was a resource….
 
   An asset…
 
   A thing which had been purchased to provide a service…
 
   Indentured the lizard people called it.
 
   Aturdokht had sold him as a slave.
 
   "Go to hell!!!" Jamin picked the tek-no-lo-gee and hurled it at the magic mirror. With a satisfying crack, the device bounced and landed on the floor. 
 
   The voice box in the ceiling remained frustratingly silent. He fiddled with the cloth pouches which adorned the clothing Lucifer had given him. Pockets, they were called. Small, useful satchels you could fill with needful things. He could see now why Mikhail had refused to adopt the kilts of the Ubaid, but oh! How he missed the way his unmentionables had hung so freely beneath his woolen kilt.
 
   Freedom. How, in this strange journey, had he ended up a slave?
 
   He expected the lizard from the other side of the mirror to threaten him or send in soldiers to shove him into a less appealing prison, a hole in the ground perhaps, where his status as a traitor would be acknowledged, but all he got was silence. Dammit! He had betrayed everything for these people! He rushed at the mirror and pounded on it, screaming expletives, but the lizard man did not speak again.
 
   His anger spent, Jamin resumed his uneasy pacing. Four walls, intersecting at precise angles no Ubaid could ever hope to match. A table carved out of a smooth, cold substance unlike any crafted by a carpenter. A cup, finer than that spun by the most experienced potter, and unbreakable, even when slammed against the table. He knew because he had already tried. Weary of his pacing, at last he picked up the accursed tek-no-lo-gee and sat down in the single chair.
 
   'Wazhibu, eyakhteirdam, tawhrah, iman…' the small tek-no-lo-gee recited. 'Wazhibu, eyakhteirdam, tawhrah, iman…' Pictures of lizard-people doing strange things paired with symbols flashed across the screen, reciting the same four words. 
 
   Jamin studied the images, searching for a pattern. He didn't realize he'd begun reciting the words, first silently, and then out loud as the sequence repeated until he got the correct answer. It was a game, he realized, like cribbage or jackal-and-dog. First it showed you the pictures, then pictures with symbols, and then finally just the symbols, all paired up with four possible choices. He began to punch through the questions in rapid succession, memorizing each symbol until he always selected the right one. At last the device chimed something out of sequence.
 
   "Very good," the pleasant box-voice said in Kemet. "You are now ready to move up to the next level."
 
   The images changed. This time they were more understandable, lizards engaged in various types of work. To sweep. To weave. To shape clay. Jamin learned these words and moved up to the next grouping, and then the grouping after that. He'd beaten the machine through ten-tens of words … it wasn't like he had anything better to do … when a sound at the door reminded him he was a creature in a cage.
 
   Jamin glanced up. Sergeant Dahaka, a much higher ranking lizard than the one assigned to babysit him from behind the magic mirror, had come to give him the beating he deserved. Like most lizard soldiers, Dahaka towered over him by half a cubit and outweighed him by probably sixty stones. Jamin noted the way he could suddenly hear his own heartbeat.
 
   "General Hudhafah will see you," Sergeant Dahaka said. 
 
   That small voice of caution whispered in Jamin's ear. Even Mikhail had feared the lizard demons! Jamin rose stiffly from his chair, his chin jutting out as he unflinchingly met the lizard's gold-green gaze and, in one last gesture of defiance, tossed the tek-no-lo-gee onto the table so it skidded across in a noisy clatter. 
 
   "It's about time," Jamin gave an indignant snort. 
 
   He moved to toss his shawl around his shoulders in a chiefly cloak and remembered, only after his hand failed to find the fabric, that he'd given it to Lucifer so he could dress him up like a 'modern' man. Deprived of the gesture he'd used since birth to convey his rank, he hesitated, his expression momentarily confused. Dahaka was too astute to miss the fumble. The lizard's gold-green eyes narrowed into amused slits. 
 
   "Follow me," the lizard growled, but beneath his gruffness Jamin thought he could detect a hint of laughter. Dahaka pointed to the tek-no-lo-gee on the table. "And take that with you. Hudhafah will want to see it."
 
   Jamin considered telling the lizard soldier to shove it up his tail, but decided perhaps his petty rebellion might wait for later? He grabbed the device and handed it to Dahaka. Puffing out his chest to look as intimidating as possible, he followed the lizard down the ramp of the enormous grey sky canoe into the seaside village where the Sata'anic lizards had set up their base. 
 
   Every inch of the compound bustled with activity. Amongst their ranks moved soldiers that looked like boars, others with blue skin, and a smattering of other creatures, including humans, though every one of them was male. The Sata'an had taken over existing buildings where they could, but most were temporary, enormous tents far larger than the wealthiest desert shaykh. Above each flew a colored flag, and on those flags were symbols Jamin recognized from the tek-no-lo-gee game.
 
   "That says food," Jamin pointed up at a colored flag.
 
   "You already knew that." Dahaka didn't even bother slowing down. "You've eaten there before."
 
   Jamin hurried to catch up with the lizard man's longer stride, feeling very much like a toddler racing after an older sibling. Yes, he'd already known that tent was where the soldiers ate, but he'd never realized the symbols were more than decoration. 
 
   Dahaka led him inside a building made of stone. He knocked twice on a wooden door which, by the hasty way the doorframe had been grafted onto the rock, was a recent addition to the temple, and waited for whoever was inside to call, duhooli [enter].
 
   As expected, Lieutenant Kasib stood gatekeeper between the Sata'anic general and riffraff such as himself. Dahaka handed Kasib the tek-no-lo-gee and launched into a conversation in the hissing Sata'anic language. Jamin couldn't follow what they said, but every now and again a word struck a familiar chord. Dahaka finally tucked his tail alongside his body, gesticulated, and marched out of the office. 
 
   Kasib was far slighter than some of more burly lizards, but Jamin had learned quickly that size wasn't the only trait the lizard people prized. The sparse red stripes on the lizard man's uniform, his pale chartreuse dewlap, and his modest dorsal ridge, all screamed 'I'm nobody important,' but Kasib was a go-to man, someone you went to when you wanted favors from the chief. All his life Jamin had despised such men. Ass-kissers. Suck-ups. Men who attended to the petty details so great men, such as himself, could get on with the business of being a leader. And yet, with a flick of a clawed hand, Hudhafah trusted Kasib to mobilize more resources than the entirety of all the Ubaid chiefs combined.
 
   What Jamin wouldn't do to have such power…
 
   "I see you've been busy." Kasib scrolled through the screens of the tek-no-lo-gee game. "Four hundred words in eleven hours?" The lizard man glanced up, his gold-green eyes questioning. "Are you certain you've never been exposed to our language before?"
 
   Jamin plastered an 'I don't care' expression on his face and shrugged. "I speak many languages. My father liked to negotiate with far-off tribes. He claimed it was a gift I inherited from my mother."
 
   "Did she speak our language?" Kasib asked. "Perhaps when you were a child?"
 
   "How would I know?" Jamin said. "She died…" Just for a moment his deliberately disdainful tone slipped. He repeated it, softer this time. "She died when I was nine."
 
   Kasib nodded, blinking with his clear inner eyelid. He ran his claw-like hands around a crack which had developed in the casing of the tek-no-lo-gee when Jamin had thrown it against the magic mirror.
 
   "I suggest you address the general with more respect than you treat your teachers," Kasib said. "He is not a cruel man, but he will not tolerate any insubordination."
 
   Jamin nodded, not because he feared Hudhafah, though he did fear the lizard general, but because all along Kasib had been straight with him. Whether he was a prisoner here, or a slave, he owed the lizard-man the courtesy of not betraying his trust.
 
   "Alright then," Kasib tilted his head in an almost birdlike gesture. His large, gold-green eyes scrutinized Jamin's posture. "If we've any hope of convincing General Hudhafah of embracing this crazy plan, the first thing you must do is look like one of us." The lizard man clicked his heels together and tucked his tail up tightly along his left side with a crisp snap. "And that starts with learning to pay the proper respect to authority."
 
   "I don't have a tail," Jamin said.
 
   "Pity," Kasib said. His tail twirled down from its stiff salute and snaked across the room to brush a piece of paper off his desk. "It limits you, not having a fifth fighting limb. But…" his long forked tongue flit into the air, "…no matter. What's important is the intent to pay the proper respect. The Sata'an Empire is built upon respect. Respect for each other. Respect for order. Respect for our Emperor and god." 
 
   Kasib repeated the move, only this time instead of snapping his tail, he slapped his left palm upon his thigh. It made a smacking noise not all that different from the sound of a snapping tail.
 
   "Got it," Jamin replicated the move.
 
   "Good," Kasib said. "Next is to learn the prayer-gestures." The lizard man raised his fingertips to touch his forehead, his snout and his heart, and mumbled, "Shay'tan be praised."
 
   Jamin froze with his fingers touching his forehead. Lucifer's mocking attitude towards all gods, including She-who-is, had been infectious, but now that he was away from the charismatic leader, the thought gave him pause. Who was he, mere mortal, to antagonize the gods?
 
   "Mikhail said Shay'tan was the devil," Jamin finally said. "I … can't. I just … don't..."
 
   "Service to Shay'tan is our greatest honor." Kasib's hairless, serpent-like head tilted in an expression that was surprisingly human. "But if you can't feel the devotion, than Shay'tan will know it is false. Perhaps it's better to wait until our god has showed you the error of your ways?"
 
   "How?" Jamin asked. "According to Mikhail, the two old gods are nothing but … chiefs. Big, powerful chiefs. Lucifer said…"
 
   Kasib slammed his fist down upon the desk. 
 
   "Lucifer is an abomination!" He leaned forward, his expression surprisingly menacing given how mild-mannered the lizard usually appeared. "You should thank Shay'tan that I was able to convince Hudhafah to consider you an investment!"
 
   "You did let that knife pass, didn't you?" Jamin leaned forward.
 
   Kasib broke eye contact and strode over to the picture of the big red dragon he kept directly across from his desk. Jamin had noticed that some version of the picture adorned every room on the base, but Kasib's had been lovingly adorned with an elaborate frame and trinkets.
 
   A gruff growl from behind the inner door reminded Jamin they weren't alone. With a curt 'stay here,' Kasib disappeared into Hudhafah's office. Jamin chided himself for his own obstreperous behavior. Kasib had stuck his neck out for him and he was repaying the favor by shouting the lizard-man's guilt to his commanding officer. Until he figured out what was really going on, perhaps it would be better if he just played along?
 
   Kasib came back out of the general's office, his demeanor formal. For a skinny little lizard, the man had balls of stone.
 
   "General Hudhafah will see you now," Kasib said as blandly as if his outburst of only moments before had never happened.
 
   Jamin went to adjust his shawl and lamented the loss of the familiar symbol of status. Here, he had no status except what Hudhafah chose to bequeath upon him. Marwan's words, the desert shaykh whose daughter had sold him into slavery, came back to him. If you make yourself indispensable to the lizard people, perhaps they will amply reward you? 
 
   Jamin stepped in the door and replicated, perfectly, three-quarters of the gesture of respect Kasib had just taught, minus the bit about worshipping the devil. Until he figured out who the real devil was, the only god he intended to worship was his own sense of self-preservation. 
 
   Hudhafah rose, a grizzled battle-veteran whose shoulders were nearly as broad as the lizard was tall, and reared his dorsal ridge. 
 
   Jamin forced himself to stand firm. All his life he'd ridden on the coattails of his father's prestige. Now … it was up to him to earn his own place in the world. He tried on several facial expressions: defiance, irritation, even briefly Kasib's habitual stance of respect before settling upon curiosity. 
 
   Hudhafah lumbered forward, his green eyes narrowed into slits. His nostrils flared. Satisfied with whatever he smelled, the general gestured to some maps and barked in the Sata'anic language. Kasib translated.
 
   "He wants to know if you recognize this?" Kasib asked. He pointed to one of many images which had been pinned to the wall.
 
   Jamin stepped closer to the paintings which made it look as though he stood on top of a mountain staring down.
 
   "No," Jamin said.
 
   "Look closer," Kasib gestured at the picture.
 
   Jamin stared at the concentric circles until he realized he stared at a village … his village … as seen from the sky. Across the map lay pins, different colored lines, and markings in the squiggly-lined Sata'anic letters he now knew represented words. One series of squiggles caught his eye.
 
   "Chief?" Jamin poked his finger at the symbol as he read his very first word aloud.
 
   He'd never seen his own village from the air, but now that he knew, he could recognize the landmarks. His father's rooftop as seen from the heavens, the central well, the granary. He traced his finger along roads he had walked his entire life, to Siamek's house, to the place they liked to practice throwing spears, to Ninsianna's house, and over to the fields. 
 
   Kasib handed General Hudhafah the tek-no-lo-gee and explained something to him in the guttural Sata'anic language. A word or two caught Jamin's attention, not because the words were special or possessed any special significance, they were really quite ordinary words, but because in fact he understood them. The magic in the tek-no-lo-gee had enabled him to understand a bit of their language, enough to understand the gist of what Kasib tried to say. 
 
   Kasib pleaded his worth to his commanding officer and Hudhafah was obviously intrigued. Hudhafah barked something in the hissing Sata’anic language. Kasib tasted the air, his gold-green eyes sympathetic as he finally revealed the news the lizard-people had been withholding from him.
 
   “They tried to protect her,” Kasib said, “but they failed. If it was us, we never would have sent a woman in to do a man’s job.”
 
   “Who?” Jamin’s gut clenched with dread.
 
   “Your friend,” Kasib said. “The Alliance Prime Minister’s newest wife. Your people killed one of their own.”
 
   A cacophony of emotions, guilt, disinterest, satisfaction, and then an older emotion, caring … for once upon a time he had felt something for Shahla even though he had never loved her, ripped through him in an odd mishmash of guilt and relief. Dead? Shahla was dead?
 
   Jamin lunged forward. “You swore your men would protect her!”
 
   Kasib stepped between him and Hudhafah, though the Sata’anic general didn’t appear to be worried. The creature was nearly twice his size.
 
   “All five men died trying to get her away from him,” Kasib grabbed Jamin’s arm, surprisingly strong for someone Jamin thought of as a lackey. 
 
   “She failed?”
 
   “She did not fail!” Kasib hissed. “The Prime Minister’s deception worked, even though it is loathsome to us!” His dorsal ridge rose in anger, a deep scarlet the way a higher-ranking male’s would. “What we did not expect was the Angelic would summon reinforcements!”
 
   “Reinforcements?” Jamin said. “Who?”
 
   Hudhafah growled something and met Jamin's gaze.
 
   "You … show … me," General Hudhafah growled in heavily accented Kemet. 
 
   "What?" Jamin asked. "Show you what?"
 
   Hudhafah pointed to the map of Assur.
 
   "Where … her?" General Hudhafah growled. He pointed to an image displayed on Kasib's smart pad, a device the lizard always carried with him which was twice as large as the little language game. 
 
   Jamin scrutinized the birds-eye image. It was grainy and the reddish light cast off from the bonfire gave everything a hellish appearance, but the face which stared up at him, twisted with hatred as she stood over a pile of crumpled brown feathers and drew back her spear, was unmistakable.
 
   "Pareesa," Jamin hissed with hatred.
 
   He whirled to the map and pointed to a rooftop.
 
   "She lives here."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 21
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   November: 3,390 BC
 
   Earth: Mesopotamian Plain
 
    
 
   Pareesa
 
   "Hey … Pareesa!"
 
   "Pareesa!"
 
   "Pareesa!"
 
   People greeted her as though she was some sort of hero as she made her way to the inner ring. She passed Shahla's father's house, the door and windows fastened shut, with a black mourning banner conspicuously absent from the front door. Brown splotches of excrement painted the mud-brick façade like a mural, the contents of numerous chamber pots. It was almost enough to cause Pareesa to smile.
 
   "Pareesa!" Tirdard grinned. "I hear you took down seventy men?"
 
   "It wasn't just me," Pareesa said without humor. Normally she'd be bouncing on her toes, eager to show off her latest mastery of a war skill, but celebrating seemed somehow inappropriate. 
 
   "How's Mikhail doing?".
 
   "Better," Pareesa lied. He was no such thing. After he'd scared the crap out of her trying to fly out of there, he'd collapsed into his bed and been in and out of a raging fever ever since.
 
   More villagers lauded her as she ascended to the pinnacle of the village. All her life she'd dreamed of getting accolades, and now that she was getting them, they sat like rotted meat in her belly. 
 
   Mikhail had survived the knife wound, only to succumb to a fever…
 
   Mikhail's wound was infected…
 
   Mikhail was delirious….
 
   The man she had risked everything to save; mentor, best friend, role model and teacher, might not make it. Mikhail might die!
 
   She wiped at the dust which caused her eyes to tear up. Best not to let the other warriors see she wept like a little girl. A runner had come to her mother's house to summon her for an audience with the chief. Her. A thirteen summer girl! She paused in front of Chief Kiyan's house, the second-largest building in the village, and knocked. 
 
   The door opened.
 
   "I'm here to see…" Pareesa said with a mixture of girlish sheepishness and bravado.
 
   "He's expecting you," the housekeeper cut her off. The stooped old woman gestured for her to follow. "This way."
 
   Unlike most houses in Assur, the Chief's house had one room for ordinary activities, a second for greeting guests. A din of familiar voices informed her this meeting was about more than her.
 
   "Ahh, Pareesa!" Chief Kiyan said. " We were just talking about you."
 
   Pareesa stared at the faces seated in a circle on luxurious, fat cushions. 
 
   "Chief Kiyan," Pareesa addressed them in order of their rank. "Immanu. Varshab. Siamek." She turned to the three unexpected people in the room. "Yalda, Behnam and Rakshan?" What were the three elders who made up the Tribunal doing here? Was she in some kind of trouble?
 
   "Come, sit Pareesa," Yalda said as if the old woman read her mind. "This is a war counsel. Before the Chief authorizes retaliation, he is strongly advised to bring evidence before the Tribunal." The seventy-six summer woman looked as though she'd spent the last few days crying. Mikhail was like a grandson to her, and she and her sister were the closest things that the dark-winged Angelic had to his own family.
 
   "It prevents ill-advised retaliation," Behnam said, the second elder and one of Mikhail's eight original archers. "A clever enemy provokes retaliation before a village is prepared to sustain a full campaign."
 
   "It gives us a chance to consider alternatives to outright action," Rakshan said, the third elder and a flint-knapper. "Our warriors are brave, but they often fail to consider whether we have the resources, lest we leave them with no weapons to lob at our enemy except for stones."
 
   Pareesa's head buzzed as she stepped carefully to reach the cushion next to Siamek. She almost tripped on the plush wool carpet. Wouldn't that be impressive, to land flat on her face in front of the village elders? The room grew quiet, waiting for her to take her place at the gathering.
 
   "First we must figure out which tribes allied with the lizard demons to help them orchestrate the attack," Chief Kiyan said.
 
   "There were Halifians," Pareesa wracked her memory. "Uruk. Anatolians. And a few other tribes whose clothing I did not recognize. Most of them wore dress like the slavers did, only coarser."
 
   "Mercenaries," Varshab said with disgust.
 
   "Not necessarily," Behnam said. He leaned forward and took her hand. "Think, child. Was there any group that seemed to be in charge?"
 
   "After the lizard demons?" Pareesa said. "I would say the Amorites."
 
   "If I had to hazard a guess," Chief Kiyan said, "I'd say the lizard demons hired them, and then the Amorites used the promise of lizard gold to rile up mercenaries from wherever they could find them."
 
   The tribunal nodded and all took another sip of their chai.
 
   "So what shall we do about this insult to our dignity?" Siamek asked. "The Amorites didn't just attack our village, but every village when they sent their sky canoes against the tents of the gathered chiefs."
 
   "Not all villages see it this way," Chief Kiyan said. He grimaced as he reached for his chai and rubbed his shoulder, temporarily out of its sling. "Some see this as an Assurian problem. We sheltered him, so it's our problem to avenge his injuries."
 
   "We … sheltered him!" Pareesa sputtered. She forgot momentarily where she was. "How could you say something like that after all Mikhail has done for us?!"
 
   "Peace, child," Yalda touched her arm. Her rheumy brown eyes were filled with sorrow. "The Chief is only repeating what the runners brought back for news."
 
   "So all his work was for nothing?" Pareesa cried out. "Training the other villages to use a bow? Going to Gasur to help them fend off an attack?"
 
   "Gasur is with us on this," Behnam said. "But…"
 
   "The other villages do not know him," Immanu said. "He had just begun to make progress at the regional gathering of chiefs when he sensed the danger to Ninsianna."
 
   Pareesa noted how haggard Immanu looked, how weary. She pitied the shaman who'd lost his only child. She had lost a friend in Ninsianna, but of the two, she'd always felt closer to Mikhail. 
 
   "We need somebody the warriors know to go to them and appeal to them directly," Chief Kiyan said. "Someone who trained with them when they came here to learn archery."
 
   "We need you to remind them if not for Mikhail, each of their villages would have been overrun by men wielding bows," Immanu said.
 
   "Why can't you do it?" Pareesa turned to Siamek.
 
   "Because I was not there," Siamek said. "You took on the Evil One and won. Not me. Not any of us."
 
   "It doesn't feel like a victory," Pareesa said. "Mikhail … he's … he's…" Her throat closed, unable to give voice to the terrible truth, 'he's dying…'
 
   "Whether you are ready to assume the responsibility or not, child," Yalda took her hand, "the warriors who were there, who saw what you did to save him, and the warriors who've come here in the past, to train with him, to train with you, a mere child who used what he taught her to hold the line against an overwhelming force, see you as his prodigy."
 
   "You can shame them into remembering how much they owe him," Behnam said. 
 
   "We are ready to render our decision," Yalda said. The room grew silent. As the oldest living person in the village, it was her right to speak for the Tribunal in any major decision. "How votes the tribunal on the matter of appointing Pareesa to enforce the treaty Mikhail negotiated at the regional gathering of chiefs?"
 
   Treaty? What treaty? 
 
   "Agreed," Behnam said.
 
   "Agreed," Rakshan said.
 
   "The judgment of the Tribunal is unanimous," Yalda said. "I cast my vote in favor of Pareesa."
 
   Pareesa sat there, her mouth agape, stunned. She was being sent to enforce a treaty with not just one village, but all of them.
 
   "Varshab will accompany you," the Chief said, "along with a contingent of warriors." His face waxed serious. "Although technically you are in charge, I advise you to follow his lead."
 
   Pareesa nodded, too tongue-tied to reply. How had she ended up in charge of this mission? She? A thirteen-summer girl?
 
   "You'll need this," Immanu reached behind him and pulled a long, slender object wrapped in a leather skin.
 
   Pareesa immediately recognized the shape. 
 
   "I will not take away Mikhail's sword!"
 
   Immanu lay down the bundle and carefully unwrapped it. It was not Mikhail's sword, but one they'd confiscated from the dead lizard demons. Pareesa exhaled relief. As much as she'd always coveted Mikhail's sword, she'd be damned if she took it from him when he lay on his deathbed.
 
   "Which village should I go to first?" Pareesa asked.
 
   "Most villages sent warriors to pick through the battlefield for clues…"
 
   "More like plunder the bodies," Behnam snorted with disgust.
 
   "Chief Sinmushtal was killed by the sky canoes," Chief Kiyan said. "Qishtea will be there representing Nineveh. He is young to ascend to the rank of Chief, no older than Jamin." The Chief's eyes misted up. "He … I don't know how he'll react when you show up demanding he enforce his father's treaty. He told our emissary to go to hell, but you? You forced him to act honorably and send warriors to escort Mikhail to Assur. Maybe …"
 
   "Qishtea needs a boot in the fanny," Yalda said. She patted Pareesa on the arm. "And you, my dear, are just the person to do it."
 
   "I … I … I," Pareesa stammered.
 
   "Not literally," Chief Kiyan said. He gave her a wry grin. "I hope." He turned to the other people assembled in the room. "Do we have any other order of business here today?"
 
   "No," the other esteemed guests replied.
 
   "Good," Chief Kiyan said. "If you don't mind, I'm not quite up to standards myself. Varshab will meet Pareesa at the north gate of the village in an hour."
 
   * * * * *
 
   How very different the sparse yellow landscape looked in the daylight, scrubbed clear of vegetation by the unrelenting sun and sandstorms which frequented this land even now that it was the rainy season. The lead runner called back word that the battlefield had come into view.
 
   "Let's slow down," Varshab said. "It's best to walk off our sweat before we enter the presence of the other tribes."
 
   "I'm fine," Pareesa said, eager to get there.
 
   "You're fine," Varshab grunted. "Some of us aren't so young."
 
   Varshab was in his mid-forties, just a bit older than the Chief and the same age as Immanu's older brother. While not handsome, he wasn't ugly, either; a typical hawk-nosed Ubaid. The only trait which made Varshab really stand out was his prowess as a warrior and his unflinching loyalty to the Chief. Even at a walk, the pace he set was aggressive. The other warriors fell into formation behind him in a marching maneuver taught to them by Mikhail.
 
   Aha! Pareesa realized what Varshab was doing! She called out the first cadence of the silly marching song they'd made up based on Mikhail's fuzzy memory.
 
    
 
   We're the Assurians
 
   We fight as one
 
   Engage the enemy
 
   Watch them run
 
    
 
   We're the Assurians
 
   Meet our might
 
   We will beat you
 
   Watch us fight
 
    
 
   One by one the warriors began to grin, chins up, backs straights, their soft-soled leather pampooties slapping against the soil like a drum. Spears clanked against shields to keep the rhythm. Mikhail had taught them how to fight as one. Now it was up to her to finish what he'd started, to convince the other villages to honor the mutual aid agreement Mikhail had coaxed out of their chiefs. Varshab fell into step beside her, his expression grave.
 
   "I'm not really in charge here," Pareesa said. "Am I?"
 
   Varshab's eyes crinkled in a wistful smile. There'd been a perpetual sadness about the man ever since his wife of twenty-six years had passed away from a coughing sickness last fall. The man plowed on, stoic in a way that reminded her a bit of Mikhail. 
 
   "What do you suggest?" Pareesa asked, relieved her responsibilities were limited. She was always eager to take on a challenge, but not when she had no idea about what she was supposed to do.
 
   "You're already doing it," Varshab gestured to the men who marched around them, now making up verses ad lib. "The one to impress will be Qishtea, Nineveh's brand new chief. What Nineveh does, the other northern villages usually follow."
 
   "He's a loudmouth and a bully," Pareesa snorted. "Ipquidad told me what a goat's behind he was to him and the other volunteers we tried to embed into his village to help him."
 
   "He just lost his father and got handed far more power than he knows how to handle," Varshab reminded her. "And he's a hothead and he wants revenge. We must encourage him to choose a sensible method of winning … not a reckless one."
 
   Pareesa fell silent, listening to the sound of the chanting warriors. She was suddenly painfully aware of the fact she'd sprouted a pair of breasts. What could she do? A girl? Amongst a tribe who viewed women as little more than brood goats? She wrapped her shawl tighter around her shoulders to keep the offending body parts out of view. To respect her, the other villages needed to think of her as a man.
 
   "What would be sensible in this situation?" Pareesa asked.
 
   "The Amorite stronghold lies far beyond the western desert," Varshab said, "beyond the banks of the Buranuna River. If a single village sent a large enough force there to quell their aggressive nature, it would leave that village vulnerable to attack. It is why, we suspect, the Amorites send their raiding parties so far to capture slaves."
 
   "But until now they've used Halifian intermediaries," Pareesa said, repeating something she'd overheard Mikhail discuss with Immanu.
 
   "The Halifians are tools," Varshab said. "Little more. It's easy to stir up old hostilities with the promise of trade goods or lizard gold."
 
   They crested the rise and began their descent down into the battlefield where numerous tribes moved sifting through the bodies. What would Mikhail say?
 
   "If we banded together," Pareesa said, "each village could send a few warriors to send the Amorites a message. Perhaps not conquer them, for what would we do with land that lay three weeks march from our fields? But teach them that the People of the River hit back?"
 
   Varshab grunted and looked pleased. She might be young, but she was no sniveling idiot. All she had to do now was prove it.
 
   The wind shifted and blew the stench of rotting carcasses in their direction. The Ubaid had gone back to retrieve their dead as soon as the sun had risen the next day, but unfortunately the enemy had not been so mindful of their own dead. If left unburied, the dead returned to haunt the living. It was necessary to give the enemy a decent burial … even when they didn't deserve it. 
 
   She saw one of the Assurians had gotten there before the others. They filed silently past the skinny young man who, once upon a time, had wanted to marry Shahla before she'd gone insane. Pareesa knew she should speak to Dadbeh, say something to console him, to reassure the elite warrior that she knew it wasn't his fault and nobody blamed him for Shahla's actions, but she was so angry at Shahla that she said nothing, not even when she noted Dadbeh's mismatched eyes were wet with tears. There would be no death ceremonies said for Shahla. Immanu had already decreed that when they found her body he would desecrate it and curse her to bar her forever from entrance to the dreamtime.
 
   Pareesa averted her eyes. So did the rest of the warriors. Not a single one of them consoled Dadbeh as he grieved. 
 
   She spied Qishtea, his locks no longer oiled and his black beard devoid of gold beads, standing over the bloated body of one of the enemy dead. The men had their shawls draped around their faces to filter the stench of three-day old rotting flesh. All around them, men stripped the enemy of anything which might turn out to be valuable.
 
   Qishtea gave her an unfriendly glare.
 
   "So the hero of Assur deigns us with her presence?" Qishtea said. "A little late, aren't you? Now that we've already done the dirty work?"
 
   He gestured out at the larger battlefield, now dotted with hastily-dug divots scratched into the earth. Of those that were left, already the carrion birds had feasted. The five lizard demons, however, were conspicuously absent. According to Varshab, sometime after the raid, one of the sky canoes had come back and taken their own dead, including Shahla.
 
   Near the spent charcoal of the bonfire sat a pile of not just the usual spoils of war, money pouches, jewelry, weaponry and just about anything else that might prove valuable, but also their clothing, kilts and shoes. 
 
   "This is wrong," Pareesa said. "Mikhail would bury them with dignity."
 
   "Mikhail is dying," Qishtea hissed. His dark eyes flashed with fury. "All these men we lost, my father, everything, we lost because the lizard demons wanted to kill him."
 
   "Mikhail is not dying!" Pareesa shoved her finger into Qishtea's face. "He sent me here to remind you that your father treated with him to make an agreement, and that he will hold you to that agreement, because your father was an honorable man!"
 
   "Where is this creature of the heavens?" Qishtea's lip curled with contempt. "Nineveh's agreement is with him. If he dies, there is no agreement. All I have to do is sit and wait for him to die."
 
   "Mikhail's wound is not mortal," Pareesa lied. "Once he is better, he will teach you personally how to strike back at your enemies, the ones who take our women."
 
   "Too bad they didn't take you," Qishtea laughed, "little girl."
 
   "In case you forget," Pareesa stepped into his personal space, "they tried to take me. Twice. The first time Mikhail saved me. The second time, it was me who saved him. Or have you forgotten who killed the lizard demons?"
 
   "That's only because you had a sword," Qishtea said. "Where are they? Where are the swords these lizard demons carried? Every man here saw you take them." He pointed to the sword strapped around Pareesa's waist.
 
   "I have one of them right here," Pareesa said.
 
   "Give it to me!" Qishtea stepped towards her menacingly. "Each village should get one of them."
 
   Behind him, the other warriors nodded, chattering amongst themselves about which villages should get a coveted sword.
 
   "There are nine villages," Pareesa said, "and only five swords. Pray, tell me, Qishtea. Which villages amongst us should go without?"
 
   "Nineveh is the most powerful village," Qishtea said. "So of course we should get one. Your village … you can keep Mikhail's. After he dies!"
 
   Pareesa shoved him. Qishtea shoved her back, knocking her hard enough to nearly knock her onto her backside. She caught herself at the last minute and drew her sword. The other warriors stepped back, but Qishtea was too enraged to be threatened by her.
 
   Varshab signaled the Assurian warriors to step back and form a circle, to make sure none of the other warriors interfered in what was essentially an honor-match. The chief's man would let them fight it out.
 
   "So now you need a sword to fight me?" Qishtea mocked her.
 
   "In case you haven't noticed," Pareesa threw off her cloak so that only the thin wrap of her shawl-dress obscured her breasts, "I'm a girl."
 
   "How can I not notice," Qishtea laughed. "Why don't you go home and wash some laundry?"
 
   "Mikhail always told me that if I wanted to fight men," Pareesa circled, "that I would need to think faster, fight harder, and, oh!" She leaped forward and slashed his kilt, "and get an equalizer." She slashed a second time. "This is an equalizer. Something you use when your enemy is physically stronger than you are."
 
   "Damn right!" Qishtea taunted. One of his men tossed him a spear. He clutched it between both fists, crouched down and ready to spring at her. 
 
   Pareesa fixed her eyes between his shoulders so her peripheral vision could catch the movement of limbs no matter which one he used to come at her. He lunged for her thigh with the spear, not a kill thrust, but a wounding one. Pareesa danced aside and slammed down the sword, smashing Qishtea's spear so it splintered.
 
   "Bitch!" Qishtea shouted.
 
   "That's right," Pareesa gave him a wolfish grin. "I'm proud to be a bitch. Bitches, in case you forget, attack anyone who comes near their puppies."
 
   Qishtea stabbed at her with what was left of his spear, now a lengthy pointed stick with a jagged edge. Pareesa thwacked him in the backside with the butt-end of her sword.
 
   "Whelp!" she taunted him.
 
   Qishtea lunged again. Pareesa waited until he was almost upon her before stepping aside, using his own momentum against him as she stuck out her foot to trip him. He was too good of a warrior to simply fall, but he barely caught his weight and, had she wanted to slam down a death-blow, she could have … and every man there knew it.
 
   "While you're busy tiring yourself out," Pareesa danced out of the way of his next broken stick-thrust, "I thought I'd tell you the idea Mikhail cooked up before he sent me here to speak to you."
 
   "Go to hell," Qishtea growled. He gestured to one of his warriors, who tossed him their spear. He crouched, ready to rush at her.
 
   Pareesa pretended she hadn't heard him.
 
   "It's a three week journey to send a raid against the bastards who killed your father," Pareesa said. "That's a long way, don't you think? Too long to hold their territory even if you capture it."
 
   "Who cares," Qishtea said. "We'll level their village to the ground!"
 
   He lunged at her, this time aiming for real. Pareesa did not yet possess the skill to wield the sword the way the Cherubim god had, but a self-defense move was a self-defense move. Her sword blocks were more awkward than the staff-blocks she'd learned to defend herself, but Qishtea didn't know the difference and she wasn't about to enlighten him.
 
   "That would take, what?" Pareesa circled him, ignoring his wild eyes and watching, instead, for the next lunge. "Three weeks there? A week, at least, launching a campaign against their village?" 
 
   He rushed at her again. She leaped into the air and slammed down the sword onto the spear, causing it to crack, but not quite break. He recovered and crouched, ready to spring at her again.
 
   "I imagine you'll burn it," Pareesa said, "since taking a village you cannot hold serves no purpose. That's three weeks back, seven to victory."
 
   "What's seven weeks when you avenge your father?" Qishtea hissed.
 
   Nineveh's warriors who were intermingled with the Assurian ones began to murmur. Nineveh had lost its chief. The other villages had not.
 
   "It's just, and don't mind my thoughts on this, because I'm nothing but a girl,” Pareesa said. "But Mikhail pointed out something when I ran that exact same crazy idea past him, wanting to do that with Assur's warriors."
 
   "Yeah, what?" Qishtea growled. Pareesa noted the way his reactions were unblunted by caution. He rushed at her with a fury, while she danced, cautious to use economy of effort as she stepped out of his way. Little by little, she tired him out.
 
   "Who's going to protect Nineveh while you're gone?" 
 
   Pareesa paused and pointed at the Ninevian warriors.
 
   Qishtea hesitated. Behind him, the other warriors began to discuss the matter. Varshab's face crinkled up into a pleased expression.
 
   "That's our problem," Qishtea said. He lunged at her half-heartedly, no doubt to save face.
 
   "Yes," Pareesa said. "It is your problem." She circled, panting because she was beginning to tire, too, but she could see the sunlight rise in Qishtea's grief-darkened mind. "Now the rest of us, the ones that train under Mikhail," she dodged a half-hearted jab, "we all thought we'd put together a raiding party, a few warriors from every village," she danced aside again, but this time Qishtea only poked at her, not a full-fledged thrust, "and go teach the Amorites that when they hit one finger of the People of the River, the rest band together and hit them with a fist."
 
   Out of her peripheral vision she noted the way the other village's warriors no longer clustered in a circle around them, but around each other. As she'd hoped, the men conversed about whose plan of action they thought their village should follow. Qishtea's … or hers.
 
   "Mikhail is a dead man," Qishtea growled, still trying to save face, but she could see the man realized he advocated a losing battle. "What good is he, unless he can rise up from the grave?"
 
   Pareesa suppressed the urge to fly against him and pound her fists against his chest, screaming 'it's not true, it's not true!' Mikhail wasn't dead … yet. And until he was, she'd expend every ounce of her being helping him finish what he had started. She remembered the great Hall of Heroes the Cherubim god had shown her when she'd questioned whether she was ready to die to defend the man she loved.
 
   "A great man inspires the living," Pareesa lowered her sword, "not just when he is alive, but long after he has passed into the dreamtime." 
 
   She pointed to the spot where Mikhail had fallen. "A great man guides our actions long after he is dead, so that whenever we are afraid, we can whisper our fears to him, and he will answer, in our thoughts, and in our dreams, so that we always know what we have to do. For when you are a hero, you become immortal."
 
   She pointed at Qishtea with her hand and not her sword. "A great man like your father would not abandon his son to finish his great deeds alone, but would watch over him from the Hall of Heroes, where all great men go after they die. He would whisper to you, this man you can trust, this man is good, this plan of action is a good one, a brave one, what I would advise you to do were I here to fight the battle for you."
 
   Qishtea's eyes glistened with tears. He sniffed and blustered an answer.
 
   "How do I know this Hall of Heroes is real?" Qishtea asked. His spear pointed downwards now, carelessly shoved into the ground.
 
   "Because when I stood against seventy men and asked the God of War what would happen if I died," Pareesa said. "He showed me this hall. He said that if Mikhail and I both fell, that he would take us there, and that all warriors who follow the code of honor, to live well and fight cleanly, earn their right to watch over their loved ones."
 
   Qishtea moved his spear, point up, so that it was no more than just a staff. "How can Mikhail teach us these things if he is dead?" 
 
   "It doesn't matter if he dies," Pareesa said. "He taught me. And Varshab. And Siamek." She pointed to the two Ninevian warriors who'd come to their village to learn archery. "He taught Pirhum and Lunanna." She pointed at other warriors who'd come to Assur to train, and named them each by name, until all the men who'd trained under him, or learned something from him, or simply seen him from a distance and been impressed with how mightily he fought, stood together and nodded agreement with what she said."
 
   "But honor declares I must avenge my father's death," Qishtea said.
 
   "And you will," Pareesa said, "but it wasn't the Amorites who orchestrated the attack against your father, but the lizard demons, the ones Mikhail calls the Sata'anic Empire. They're your real enemy."
 
   "If we agree to this," Qishtea said, "how do we know he won't just die? Nothing personal, but, well, you're not him."
 
   Pareesa gave him a regretful smile. 
 
   "I can't guarantee Mikhail will live to honor the promise he made to your father," Pareesa said, "but I can promise Assur will honor his word." She pointed to her sword. "Starting with how to use one of these."
 
   "There are only five of them," Qishtea said. "How will you teach all of us to use a weapon only a few of us possess?"
 
   Pareesa pointed to the place where the five dead lizards were conspicuously absent. "First we learn to fight as an army, and then we go hunting for lizard demons so we can steal their swords!"
 
   The other warriors cheered.
 
   Pareesa held out her hand. Qishtea hesitated, then locked his arm against hers, forearm to forearm.
 
   "You're still a girl," he grumbled.
 
   "And you're still a goat's behind," Pareesa shrugged. She squeezed his hand. "But we'll get them. We'll teach them you can't just attack the People of the River and not expect to meet our fist."
 
   The warriors broke up then, finished burying the dead, and even said a begrudging prayer when Zartosht, Nineveh's ancient shaman, sprinkled water upon the head of their graves and mumbled prayers to She-who-is to grant their spirits entrance to the dreamtime. It's what Mikhail would have done.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 22
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   November: 3,390 BC
 
   Earth Orbit: Prince of Tyre
 
    
 
   Ninsianna
 
   Ninsianna snuggled further into her accursedly soft bed and shut her eyes, trying to will herself to get some rest. Sleep, unfortunately, remained elusive with all the thoughts which clawed frantically through her head.
 
   Mikhail? Was he alright? Had Shahla really lured him into a trap? Had she made a mistake, ripping out the thread which had made her chest hurt before she'd had a chance to make sure it really wasn't him?
 
   "Mother," she stared into the tiny nighttime lantern which had been left illuminated to help them find their way into the bathroom. "Why have you forsaken me?"
 
   Around her the other women breathed softly in their sleep. She closed her eyes and focused on the invisible threads which connected her to the people she cared about spiraled out of her abdomen like the stamen of a flower. Without the gift of the goddess, she could no longer see the threads, but if she shut her eyes, that more primitive gift, the gift of empathy she had inherited from her Mama, enabled her to feel a vague sensation of how that person was doing. She groped for some connection to Mikhail, but could find no connection at all. A sense of horror settled into her body as she realized what the Evil One had tricked her to do.
 
   "Mikhail," she rubbed her abdomen where their baby slept safe. "I didn't mean it! Please! I didn't think it was really you!"
 
   She whispered prayers to the goddess, but She-who-is didn't answer. Why would SHE? Ninsianna had gone and gotten her Champion killed!
 
   No! She refused to believe that! Mikhail was only …
 
   Injured?
 
   Yes, injured. She had to heal him.
 
   She focused harder, pressing against the barrier she could feel, but not see, and got nowhere. She remembered the dream the Dark Lord had sent her, the one where she had torn out the rope and cast it into the void. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she realized, in her fear and revulsion, that she'd refused to heed the warning of the goddess' husband.
 
   How can you heal this wound if you fear the dark?
 
   She curled up in a fetal position and began to cry again. They had given her every possible warning. The nightly premonitions that the Evil One would come disguised as a white-winged Angelic. Mikhail's cries that he could not feel her. Every step they had tried to help her and she, in her arrogance, she had assumed she was too Chosen to deal with any of it!
 
   Her entire body shuddered with her guilt. Mikhail lay dying because she had failed him. She had failed the goddess. 
 
   "Please, Mother! Tell me how to promulgate thy will?"
 
   At last she drifted off to sleep, but the dream realm was no better than the waking one. The entrance to the void rose before her like a great, ominous wall of mist, yawning like an ancient hunger, ready to claw at her, ready to eat her alive. Oh, why hadn't she listened to her father when he'd tried to teach her how to navigate that accursed place and told her not to fear the dark? Now, not even the pathetic little shadow-cat she'd always sensed following her around was there to greet her as her guide. She stuck her hand into the darkness and recoiled. Every nerve ending screamed at her to run away.
 
   "No!" Ninsianna shouted into the darkness. "I will not journey there!"
 
   In her dream, the ebony-skinned woman arose from her bed, reached into the folds of her dress and pulled out several pieces of fruit. She placed the fruit at the edge of the darkness, and then backed away. A green clawed arm reached out of the darkness and grabbed the fruit. 
 
   Was the fruit an offering to a guardian? 
 
   The night lanterns began to grow brighter, as if a magic spell had been cast upon them to come up slowly the same way that the sun did. Ninsianna blinked and realized she was not asleep, but that at some point she had woken up and caused her dream to merge into reality. The dark place where the ebony-skinned woman had made the offering wasn't a pathway, but the alcove where the lizard soldier lay hidden beneath the blanket. The scent of fruit filled the room, as though somebody had just bitten into a pomegranate.
 
   She crawled over to the edge of her bunk and reached across to touch the ebony-skinned woman's hand. The woman recoiled from her, her mantras growing louder as she scooted further away. Ninsianna retreated back to her side of the low barrier which separated their bunks in defeat. All around her, the other women, every one of them insane, got up out of their bunks and made their way into the bathroom to relieve themselves. The noise within the room grew louder as the cacophony of insane women uttering yowls and hisses made her want to put her hands over her ears. Which was worse? Nightmares about the dark place? Or the reality she found herself in now?
 
   The door to the outside world burst open.
 
   "Sooo-weee!" a beige-winged Angelic called out. "Time for breakfast!"
 
   The Evil One! 
 
   Ninsianna's heart pounded so fast she thought it might burst. The other women screamed and rushed to the opposite side of the room, some diving into their bunks to cringe and hiss as two Angelics came through the door wheeling a cart filled with food. 
 
   Ninsianna flattened her back against the wall, praying the two Angelics would not see her. Terror mixed with an odd sense of familiarity as she recognized the same traits she'd once thought breathtaking in her husband, the winged ones great height, their pale skin, their chiseled features and straight, aquiline noses, but even more than that she trembled at the differences … white feathers and blonde hair.
 
   "Any of them shit in the corner today?" the Angelic wearing a green shirt asked.
 
   "Not yet," the red-speckled Angelic said. "Usually they do that after they've eaten."
 
   "Kinda like us, hey Ruax?" the green-shirted one asked. "Get up in the morning, have a nice big cup of caife, and Aaaah! Twenty minutes later you take a nice, big dump!"
 
   "You're gross, Procel!" the red-speckled Ruax said. "How do you expect to woo any of the new ones Lucifer's been bringing on board if you talk like that to them."
 
   "Oh?" the green-shirted Procel laughed. "Like you've had any better luck than me?" Procel gestured to where the women huddled, terrified, as far away from them as they possibly could. "They run from you just as fast as they run from me!"
 
   Ninsianna strained to translate their words. She'd been given her gift of tongues so soon after she'd met Mikhail that she'd come to take for granted her grasp of his native language. Like any gift which had come easily without effort, once that gift was taken away, her own mental muscles were weak and she had to strain to understand what the men were saying. Yes, she could understand them because she had learned Mikhail's language the old-fashioned way, but it made her feel as though someone took a bone needle and poked it into her eye.
 
   The two Angelics wiped down the table which still had fruit peelings and crumbs strewn about it from last night, talking as if none of the women could understand the insults they piled upon them.
 
   "Do you think it would be too much for these dimwits to use a plate and fork?" Ruax flared his red-speckled wings with irritation. "I sure hope the one he gives me at least knows how to shit in a toilet."
 
   "I'd just be happy if one of them just made eye contact with me," Procel said. He lifted a huge platter piled with breadstuffs onto the table, then a moment later a second tray piled with fruit. "Do you think, maybe if we treat them a little better than Lucifer did these gals, that maybe they won't be so, you know, broken?"
 
   Ruax glanced at the door, as if ensuring it was really shut.
 
   "Don't let Zepar overhear you talking like that," Ruax said. "Or he'll have you disappeared."
 
   "Lerajie says…"
 
   "Lerajie is going to get shot out an airlock one of these days," Ruax said. "The only reason it hasn't happened, yet, is because then they'd have to get rid of Eligor, and Eligor is the only one the puppet prince trusts."
 
   The two finished piling trays onto the table, then one of them pulled out a broom and began to sweep the floor. Ninsianna was tempted to ask if they knew the fate of her husband, but that voice of caution she'd refused to listen to earlier when she'd followed Shahla into a trap urged her to watch and wait. Right now they had no idea she understood them, which was surprising because the Evil One had known full well she could speak Galactic Standard. However, having been privy to her father's counsel to Chief Kiyan, this wasn't the first time the top hadn't communicated an important fact to the men doing the dirty work at the bottom.
 
   Like the fact She-who-is had warned her about a white-winged Angelic…
 
   Ninsianna pushed the guilt out of her mind and tried to look at the situation the way she knew Mikhail would. She was unarmed … and pregnant. Direct confrontation was unwise. It would be wiser to watch, listen, and gather information before they realized they might be divulging things she could use to engineer her escape.
 
   The two men moved into the bathroom, cursing and joking about the other women's unwillingness to flush the toilet. Ninsianna winced at the sound of the toilets flushing in rapid succession. It was an obnoxious sound, but as Mikhail had explained the concept of the running water, so the experience was not terrifying for her.
 
   Procel walked out and brushed his forearm against his brow, careful to avoid touching his face with his large, bright blue gloves.
 
   "How's the new one doing?" Ruax's voice streamed out of the bathroom from behind him.
 
   Procel made eye contact with her. Ninsianna's heart slowed. The Angelic had blue eyes like her husband. She pressed her back into the wall behind her bunk, gathering her blanket around her as if somehow that could protect her if the man came at her to hurt her.
 
   Procel frowned.
 
   "Same as all the others, I guess," Procel said. He stepped closer to her. "Didn't you say Lucifer didn't touch this one yet?"
 
     "Not that I know of," Ruax's voice filtered out the bathroom with a bit of a hollow-sounding echo. "Unless he did something to her down on the planet. But by the looks of her, she's already four or five months along."
 
   "Why would he take one who was already pregnant?" Procel asked.
 
   The toilet flushed one more time. Ruax walked out of the bathroom, preening his wings, and stared across the room at her as well. Blue eyes. Did all Angelics bear these traits except for the Evil One? Ninsianna trembled at the memory of those horrid, silver eyes.
 
   Procel reached towards her. "Hey … it's okay. We won't hurt you."
 
   Ninsianna stared at him, owl-eyed, ready to jump up and run away, though where she'd go she had no idea. All around her the cacophony of the other women had grown louder.
 
   "She can't understand you," Ruax snorted with disgust. "She's nothing but a stupid little brood animal."
 
   Ninsianna bit her tongue. Hadn't she run away from Jamin for possessing that exact same attitude? She found it hard to believe her husband had come from the same species as these two jackals!
 
   Procel walked up to stand in front of her bunk. He reached up to her, his expression more curious than malignant.
 
   "Maybe Lucifer will give me this one," Procel said. "After he's, I don't know, finished with her? She's kind of pretty."
 
   He reached out to touch her arm.
 
   With a shriek, Ninsianna threw her pillow at him and crawled over the low foot-rail into the bed of the ebony-skinned woman. The woman retreated further back into her bunk, but she did not hiss at her the way the other women would have done.
 
   "See," Ruax said. "What'd I tell you? They're all stupid."
 
   "She doesn't look too stupid to me," Procel said. He stepped on the bottom bunk and reached across the bed at her. The ebony-skinned woman shrieked and made her finger symbols even faster, muttering ibilisi, ibilisi, ibilisi.
 
   With a sudden jerk, Procel lurched forward and grabbed her arm.
 
   "Get your filthy hands off of me!" Ninsianna shrieked in Ubaid.
 
   She kicked him in the face.
 
   Procel fell backwards, his feathers flying everywhere as he beat his wings to catch his balance. Ruax roared with laughter as Procel landed flat on his back. 
 
   The ebony-skinned woman grabbed Ninsianna by the arm and yanked her along with her as she skittered off the bed and ran…
 
   "No!" Ninsianna shrieked as she realized where the ebony-skinned woman was taking her.
 
   Ruax fluttered across the room, his hand outstretched to grab her.
 
   The ebony-skinned woman tugged her into the alcove to stand behind the massive shape hidden beneath the blanket. 
 
   "C'mon, get her," Procel rolled forward and got up, his expression a mixture of anger and curiosity. "She just spoke to me!"
 
   The green tail that stuck out of the blanket moved.
 
   "You must have been imagining things," Ruax laughed. "Humans aren't sentient until Zepar jacks them up with that mojo of his!"
 
   "Naw, she talked!" Procel said. "Really. She did. Help me catch her and let's see if we can get her to do it again."
 
   Procel flared his wings. The ebony-skinned woman shrieked and dove behind the monster that lay behind the blanket, crouching in terror on the floor. Both men stepped towards her, their hands outstretched. Never had Ninsianna ever thought she'd see her husband's species as the enemy.
 
   Like a mountain that had been suddenly awoken, a shape rose up from beneath the blanket, larger, even than the two Angelics, and cast it off, terrible to behold. The lizard demon was eight cubits tall, broader than an Angelic by half, with a sharp dorsal ridge which reared up on top of his head like a fish's fin. His flesh was green and patterned like a snake, and out of his hands jutted long, sharp claws.
 
   Ninsianna screamed.
 
   The monster bared its fangs and licked the air with a terrible, long forked tongue.
 
   "Ssshheee told you to get your handsss off of her!" the monster hissed at the two Angelics in a heavily accented version of their own language.
 
   "Whoa!" Procel leaped back. "Guess who's awake?"
 
   The ebony-skinned woman's chanting grew louder, but she did not budge from where she crouched behind the lizard demon. She was afraid of him, but she was absolutely terrified of the two Angelics.
 
   "Shit!" Ruax fumbled at his thigh for his pulse rifle, which was strapped securely in its holster.
 
   The monster slapped his tail against the floor and puffed out his dorsal ridge so it reared up even further, but it stepped no closer to the two Angelics, nor did it step backwards to move closer to her. It stood there, a solid green wall between her and the two men. Ruax got his pulse rifle out of his holster while Procel grabbed a large spoon from the bowl of cut-up vegetables and held it in front of him like a sword, but neither creature stepped closer to the other.
 
   "Lose your skirt, lizard?" Ruax pointed to the blanket on the ground.
 
   "Aw, man, forget about him," Procel tugged at Ruax. "Look at him! Even if he does survive, Shay'tan's going to execute him for spilling the coordinates to Earth."
 
   The two Angelics backed up to grab the rolling cart they'd used to wheel the food into the room. Ninsianna pressed her back into the wall of the alcove, not sure whether she was safer here, or out with the other women where the two Angelics could manhandle her.
 
   "Why isn't that guy dead, already?" Ruax said as he tugged Procel out of the room. 
 
   "Eh," Procel said. "He serves a purpose. At least the women stopped shitting in that alcove."
 
   The two men chattered as they shut the door behind them. As soon as the door closed, the lizard creature leaned against the wall and slowly collapsed down onto the floor. 
 
   Ninsianna stared at the creature, not sure what she was supposed to do. Here she was, face to face with one of the demons which inhabited her nightmares, and instead of hurting her, this one had helped her.
 
   She looked to the ebony-skinned woman for guidance, but the mind-damaged woman could provide none. Whatever had been done to these women, it had left them with enough of their faculties to survive, but little more. The dark-fleshed beauty, however, seemed to be a bit more intact than the other women, who descended upon the table, shrieking and fighting like hyenas fighting over a carcass, the moment the two Angelics vacated the room.
 
   With a groan, the creature grabbed the blanket and pulled it over itself, shivering. Ninsianna didn't know much about lizard demon physiology, but even she could see the creature's color was more grey than green, the dull look to his eyes, and disheveled look of his uniform that spoke less of being slept in and more of having been in some kind of scuffle. The creature retracted his claws and whimpered. All of its fingers were bent in unnatural directions. It must have hurt like the devil for it to extend its claws to stand in her defense.
 
   Ninsianna stared at her enemy. No. This creature was Mikhail's enemy. But now that she'd seen how his own people treated her people, first Lucifer, and now the two Angelics, she had to question what little her husband remembered. Perhaps he was good, but thus far, well, everything she'd assumed was now open for re-interpretation.
 
   "Hello?" Ninsianna held out her hand. "I'm … um … thank you?"
 
   "You're welcome," the lizard man hissed. His eyes were large and gold-green like any lizard on Earth, but through the slits she could see the creature was intelligent.
 
   "I can, um," Ninsianna stammered. "I'm a bit of a healer, you know? Maybe there's something I can do to help you?"
 
   The lizard creature sighed and shut his eyes. "He was right, you know."
 
   "Who?"
 
   "Ruax."
 
   "About what?" Ninsianna asked.
 
   With a groan that sounded more as if it an emotional wound rather than a physical pain, the lizard man leaned its head back against the wall. As he did, Ninsianna saw that the black streaks on its neck and wrists were not natural skin markings, but burns.
 
   "Even if I do survive," the lizard man said, "I have betrayed my Emperor and god. My family will be cast out into the street and my wife assigned as punishment to marry the lowest-ranking street sweeper in the Empire. I am worth more to her dead."
 
   "That's a terrible thing to say!" Ninsianna said.
 
   The lizard-man did not answer, merely began to shudder as if he was having trouble breathing.
 
   "Sir?" Ninsianna asked. "Are you okay?"
 
   The creature opened its large, gold-green eyes and Ninsianna realized he was crying.
 
   "She's sitting on a clutch of eggs, you know?" the lizard man said. "I'll never even get to see them born."
 
   "Who?" Ninsianna asked.
 
   "My wife," Apausha said. He shut his eyes again. "I finally served the Empire long enough to be gifted a wife, and the first thing I did when they tortured me was betray them."
 
   "We'll get out of here," Ninsianna said. "We will." 
 
   "How?" the lizard man asked.
 
   Ninsianna had no answer, so instead she told him what she hoped.
 
   "My husband will come and rescue me."
 
   The lizard-man's mouth curved upwards in a wistful smile which was surprisingly human-looking for a lizard.
 
   "That would be nice," the lizard said. From his expression, Ninsianna knew he did not believe her.
 
   There was a moment of silence. The ebony-skinned woman got up and walked over to the table where the other women squabbled over pickings for this morning's meal. Ninsianna expected her to have to fight for her food the same way everyone else did, but they stepped aside, allowed her to take the choicest pieces of fruit and carry them over to place in front of the lizard man. Even mind-damaged, the ebony-skinned woman had the wherewithal to make friends with the scariest monster in the room.
 
   Perhaps she should do the same?
 
   "What's your name?" Ninsianna asked.
 
   "Apausha," the lizard said. "Lieutenant Apausha, a pilot in the Sata'anic Merchant Marine." He leaned his head back and sighed. "And I must confess, before you take pity on me as she has," he pointed to the ebony-skinned woman, "that I am the man responsible for delivering these women into Lucifer's hands."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 23
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   November: 3,390 BC
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   Pain radiated out of his chest. The only thing which mattered was each painful breath and the reason he fought to take each breath, the small hand which lay safely ensconced within his. Shuddering breath out. Small breath in. Each breath aggravated the place Needa had pulled out the knife. How long had he been out? Someone had covered the window with a cloth to keep the chill out, but from the way the sun failed to shine directly through the weave, it had already moved to the other side of the house. Late afternoon, he suspected.
 
   "Ninsianna?" He reached to touch her hair, hidden beneath the red hood of her favorite cape. Stupid cape! If not for that cape…
 
   "I am here." Her voice shuddered with the dulcet undertone of tears.
 
   He tried to roll onto his side so he could face her, but his own weakness, paired with the clumsy way his wings scrunched awkwardly beneath him, thwarted his efforts, leaving nothing but pain stabbing through his chest. He tried not to whimper, but he must have because Ninsianna rose and pulled her hand out of his.
 
   "Let me tell Mama you're awake. It's time to change your dressings."
 
   "Don't go," Mikhail reached towards her. "Please, it is you I need."
 
   Ninsianna pushed him gently back onto the bed. 
 
   "Lay still, or you'll re-open your stitches."
 
   "How long have I been unconscious?"
 
   "Three days," she said. "You're still running a fever, though you seem a little better than you did last night."
 
   "Lay down with me?" he pleaded. "Please? I miss you so badly it hurts."
 
   "Mama is more familiar with these kinds of fevers." She pulled her red cape tighter around herself, as if she was cold. How long had she sat there, refusing to leave his side? He realized he was acting selfishly.
 
   "Go, mo ghrá," he murmured. "Go get some rest."
 
   She kissed his chest, right next to the poultice which stank of bitumen-tar and myrrh sap, and then hurried out of the room. He lay his head back against the pillow in defeat and shut his eyes. Time drifted, and then his mother-in-law bustled in with Siamek in tow, carrying a large woven basket full of healing supplies.
 
   "Mama," he gave his mother-in-law a weak grin.
 
   Needa's expression was grim. She pulled up the little three-legged stool which usually occupied the kitchen and sat down next to him, her hands still glistening with water. A strange thought crossed his mind. Why wasn't Ninsianna tending to him?
 
   Because she's exhausted, that's why, he chided himself. Stop behaving like such an infant and pleading with your wife to hold your hand.
 
   "How are you feeling?" Needa asked.
 
   "Like goat dung," Mikhail replied.
 
   "You scared us the other night." Needa said. Her infamous scolding gaze, the one that made you wish she would take out a switch and beat you with it, was conspicuously absent. In a way, her evasiveness was far more frightening than if she'd just come out and said, 'Mikhail, you're in terrible shape.'
 
   The other night. The other night. What had happened the other night? The only thing he could remember was a need to find Ninsianna.
 
   "I'm sorry," Mikhail said after he drew a blank. "Did I spike a fever?"
 
   "You don't remember?" Needa raised a shapely eyebrow that was nothing like her daughter's.
 
   "Should I?" Mikhail asked.
 
   "No," Needa said. "You just … you tried to get out of bed."
 
   Really? Then how come he couldn’t even roll over right now or get his wing out of the weird position it'd crimped into as he slept? He must have been all kinds of delirious if he'd dragged his sorry tailfeathers up off of the sleeping pallet. It occurred to him, as he made eye contact with her, how very frightened Needa looked. What was she not telling him?
 
   "I'm sorry I frightened you, Mama."
 
   Even he, clueless as he was, was astute enough to pick up on her sorrow. She reached up and yanked the covering off the window, allowing the late afternoon sunlight to filter in. Mikhail threw his arm over his eyes to shield them from the light which made his head pound.
 
   "Here," Needa reached for the bandages which bound his chest. "Let me check your stitches."
 
   "How many?" He vaguely recalled her telling him yesterday, or was that the day before, but now he couldn't remember. 
 
   "Only twelve," Needa said. “You were very lucky. You have so much scar tissue that your heart wasn't quite where it was supposed to be.”
 
   He tried to prop himself up on his elbows so Needa could unwrap the bandages from around his torso. Siamek moved forward to lift him, soggy and weak like a newborn infant. Why, of all people, did he have to appear weak before him, Jamin's former second-in-command?
 
   Siamek's touch was firm, but respectful. Mikhail made eye contact, willing his eyes that did not want to obey to see, to look the man over who had once been a secondary nemesis. He saw no adversary now. All he saw was a concerned man who wanted to help him. With a sigh, Mikhail lay back, grateful Siamek had the acuity to recognize he'd been trying to get his wing unpinned and adjusted it for him.
 
   The scent of death wafted up to his nostrils as Needa removed the last remaining bandage. Mikhail stared at the horrific boil which bulged out of the knife-wound, filled with green pus and black streaks stretching into the scarlet flesh around it. With each heartbeat the boil trembled as if it was alive, a horrific, monstrous child, waiting to burst forth from the place it had embedded itself inside his chest.
 
   Needa gestured at Siamek and barked. "Go get my husband."
 
   Siamek's brown eyes met Mikhail's. It was the look one man gave to another when they knew the odds of winning a battle were not good. He hurried out of the room, leaving his spear leaning against the wall.
 
   "Have you ever seen anything like this?" Needa's voice warbled.
 
   "No," Mikhail said. "Wait a minute, maybe? I…"
 
   He stared at the hideous boil, but with his pre-Assurian memories little more than a framework like a cobweb, he couldn't for the life of him remember what would cause such symptoms. The boil shuddered with each breath as though it had taken on a horrible, demonic life of its own.
 
   "Do you know how to treat such an infection?" Mikhail asked, his voice sounding small and frightened even to his own ears.
 
   "I lanced it last night," Needa said. "And packed it with bandages soaked with myrrh-sap, but it didn’t look anything like this at the time. This is much more than an infection. This is black magic."
 
   Mikhail had the wherewithal to not remind her there was no such thing as black magic. What they called evil spirits he called bacteria or viruses. Did it really matter what they called it, so long as they all understood the evil spirits could be chased away by cleanliness and antibiotics?
 
   Antibiotics. Yes…
 
   No. He had given his medical supplies to Needa when she'd adopted him into her household as her son. They'd long since been depleted curing illnesses in the village. There were no antibiotics left, not even in the wreckage of his ship, and he had no idea how to manufacture them or he would have already taught her how.
 
   "Do what you have to do," he gave his mother-in-law a grim look.
 
   Needa nodded. She pulled out the tiny scissors he had given her as a bride-price and a small knife that was little more than a paring knife. She plunged the blade into a bucket of steaming hot water.
 
   "Where's Ninsianna?" Mikhail asked.
 
   Needa gave him a trapped, panicked look, blended with a hefty dose of sorrow. 
 
   "I sent her to wash fresh bandages down by the river," Needa said. She held out her hand as he started to protest. "And I sent Tirdard and Firouz to guard her while she washed."
 
   "That's where her cape was stolen from."
 
   "Enough, man!" Needa snapped. Her entire body shuddered, as though she kept too much emotion inside that threatened to erupt like a volcano. She dabbed at her eyes with her sleeves. When she spoke again, her voice was calm. "Ninsianna has always been fastidious in her grooming. Would you want to put her own health at risk due to lack of cleanliness?"
 
   Bathe. Ninsianna had gone down to the river to take a bath and no doubt not said anything because she knew he’d be jealous at the thought of two warriors ogling her soft curves, enhanced by the luscious ripeness of her advancing pregnancy.
 
   Mikhail closed his eyes and held that thought in his mind as Needa stood over his heart with the knife, ready to cut it open and lance the wound she had only hours before closed. One part of him wanted to beg her to call Ninsianna back into the room, to hold his hand and help him bear this experience he knew would be unpleasant, but the bigger part of him wanted to spare her the emotional distress of watching him suffer. He was a grown man. He'd take his pain like a big boy.
 
   "I am sorry," Needa whispered.
 
   He tried to remain silent, remain still and not writhe, but the pain as the knife touched his engorged skin was too much to bear.
 
   Mikhail whimpered.
 
   The room spun.
 
   The overwhelming stench of something evil filled the room, causing bile to rise in his throat as his stomach tried to hurl up nothing but stomach acid. Oh, gods. What in Hades was that stench? It reminded him of the scent of an entire battlefield filled with rotted and unburied bodies!
 
   "I am sorry, son," Needa's voice was anguished. "I have no choice but squeeze the puss out."
 
   It felt as though his chest exploded as Needa put her hands on either side of the stitches she had just reopened and squeezed.
 
   Mikhail arched his back and screamed.
 
   His entire body shuddered like a prey animal which had just been disemboweled and was in its death throes while a larger predator ate it alive. His last thought as merciful unconsciousness took him was just how grateful he was that Ninsianna was not here to see him weakened.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 24
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   November: 3,390 BC
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Pareesa
 
   Pareesa swore her arms were about to fall off!
 
   "Are you sure about this?" Siamek asked her.
 
   "Um … I think so?" Pareesa said. She swung the sword using an awkward overhand motion. The sword moved towards him, but there was nothing smooth about the way she swung up at the man who towered over her. She stopped just short of his neck.
 
   "You were supposed to block that."
 
   "You didn't say anything about blocking," Siamek said.
 
   "I just swung a sword at your neck and you didn't do anything but swat at it," Pareesa said.
 
   Siamek gave her a patronizing grin. "That's because you're a pest."
 
   "Hey!" Pareesa said. She mock-jabbed at him. This time, he had the wherewithal to move out of her way. "That's better."
 
   "Says the little çok puan ile mızrak," Siamek teased her with the nickname Mikhail had given her, spear with many points.
 
   Pareesa swung at the tall, swarthy-complexioned warrior even harder, an awkward, overhanded motion more reminiscent of an old woman threshing grain than the Cherubim-possessed heroine who had thrown herself into battle to save her mentor. They’d come out here before dawn, away from the village to avoid the gawkers who might gossip that Pareesa couldn't really wield the sword she'd used to save Mikhail. 
 
   "You sure you know how to handle this thing?" Siamek asked. 
 
   Much to her frustration, Siamek seemed to handle the blade better than she did. Her face flushed with anger. Why? Why did she have so much trouble mastering the weapon?
 
   "No!" Pareesa glared at him. "I don't. Like I told you before, it wasn't me who saved him!"
 
   Siamek lowered the sword.
 
   "It had to have been you." Siamek's brown eyes were sympathetic. "You’ve seen how hard Mikhail trains. He said the gift isn't goddess-given, but hard won through practice."
 
   Pareesa jabbed at him again. This time, Siamek blocked her and swung upwards, his movements as coarse and clunky as hers. The sound of steel hitting steel rung through the air. The swordplay itself might not be goddess-given, but that peculiar precognitive ‘echo,’ the ability to see the shadow-thought which preceded an enemy’s actual physical movement, was a divinely inspired enhancement she was certain. As was the ability to dampen her own fear and focus. All abilities which were frustratingly absent now.
 
   Siamek’s sword came perilously close to her neck even though he wasn't aiming to hurt her. Mental note. Getting your head chopped off during sword practice would leave you just as dead as getting decapitated during a battle.
 
   "Maybe you should ask your friend?" Siamek said.
 
   "My ... friend?"
 
   "Yeah, you know..." Siamek pointed up towards the sky. 
 
   It took a moment for his meaning to register. "I don't think Mikhail would approve of us using the Cherubim god so disrespectfully." 
 
   She didn’t add that for the past several days she had prayed for the Cherubim god to grant her knowledge of how to use the sword, repeatedly, and all she got was a sense of divine bemusement. 
 
   “Like Mikhail said,” Pareesa feigned nonchalance. “There are no shortcuts to becoming proficient as a warrior. We have to learn the old-fashioned way.”
 
   Siamek shrugged, and then thwacked at her with a particularly awkward-looking move that made him look like an old man beating a dog.
 
   "Okay," she relented. "Maybe we should ask a little prayer for guidance? Together? So we don’t undo everything Mikhail worked for when we go to Qishtea and tell him we have no idea how to do the thing."
 
   She stared upwards at the sun, imagining she sassed the old God of War to get his attention the way she often did her mother. 
 
   “So are you going to help us out here, or what?” Pareesa jabbed her finger at the sun. “Because if you aren’t, you can just … just …”
 
   Siamek raised one eyebrow.
 
   Pareesa focused, not the prayer she'd invoked to beg him for intervention, but the first prayer Mikhail had taught her, the one which encouraged her to clear her mind. It wasn't communication in the way it had been when she'd been desperate to save Mikhail, but she could sense the old god still hung around, no doubt watching to make sure she didn't abuse the knowledge she'd gained while he'd been in possession of her body.
 
   ‘Please…’ she added silently. ‘You’re making me look bad.’
 
   Did old gods laugh? Because she could swear from the tickle of energy which caressed her crown that the old god found her amusing. Pareesa’s shoulders sagged in defeat.
 
   "Maybe we should cut some practice swords," Pareesa suggested.
 
   "Out of what?" Siamek asked.
 
   "Wood," Pareesa said. "So we can practice decapitating one another without actually doing it."
 
   "Qishtea will expect you to train him using a real sword," Siamek warned. “Not a wooden one.”
 
   "How do you know?" Pareesa asked.
 
   "He and Jamin were … I don't know if you would call it friendly. Friendly enemies? There was always an intense competition between the two."
 
   They rummaged through the bushes for thick, straight branches, something in short supply in this land of scant rainfall. The real swords made quick work of hacking off suitable sticks. Within moments they circled one another, fake swords raised above their heads. 
 
   Pareesa struck at him. Siamek defended in an upswing which looked vaguely familiar.
 
   "Do that again," Pareesa said.
 
   "What?"
 
   "That upswing movement."
 
   Siamek complied. Pareesa blocked it easily and swung the same move back at him. She felt a sense of inner peace, as though this path was the one to get the best results.
 
   "That will work," Pareesa said. "That move feels familiar to me."
 
   "How can you not remember?" Siamek said.
 
   Pareesa went to bite his head off and bit her tongue when she saw his expression was serious. Yes. How could she have forgotten everything the god of war had taught her?
 
   The god of war, thankfully, chose at that moment not to mock her.
 
   "Because I didn't really know those moves in the first place," Pareesa said. "He had me do, I don't know, training katas? The ones we do with the long staff. He counted them out for me, but there were so many of them I can’t remember all the movements."
 
   "So let's master just one," Siamek said, "and then adjust it from there?"
 
   Siamek replicated the move and Pareesa performed the block which felt familiar to her. Yes. That routine she remembered. It was not that different from the staff-weapon kata Mikhail had taught them. They worked the bugs out of it to adapt it for the swords. Swing for the neck on one side, swing to the neck from the other. Underhand up, underhand up, stab. Clonk the enemy over the head. Finish him off. It was not the smooth, efficient movement the Cherubim god had used, but she remembered using it during the battle. It had stuck out at the time because it had felt familiar to her.
 
   They switched back to using the real swords and hit at each other until the mid-morning sun chased away the morning chill. Sweat stung her eyes and began to seep into her clothing.
 
   "Enough!" Pareesa bent over, holding her side as she panted to get her breath. "That should be enough to teach the men something useful today.”
 
   “We’ll meet like this every morning,” Siamek said. “The same way Mikhail used to meet with me whenever he was debugging a strategy and he wasn’t sure how much he remembered.” His eyes turned serious. “If something gets messed up, I’ll take the blame. You’re the one they look to carry the mantle of leadership if Mikhail doesn’t make it. Not me.”
 
   "Me?"
 
   That same sense of fear she’d felt when she’d seen how very badly Mikhail was wounded gripped her in the gut. Mikhail? Not make it? The thought was too horrific to even contemplate. No…  The old God of War hung around for a reason, and it wasn’t to play nursemaid for her.
 
   “Mikhail will be fine,” Pareesa gathered up the swords. “Why else would the God of War intervene?”
 
   Siamek tussled her hair as though she was still a little girl. 
 
   “We’ll practice every morning before the lesson, Little Fairy, so they don’t figure out that neither one of us has a clue?"
 
   Pareesa swatted at his hand.
 
   Siamek gave her a noogie.
 
   Pareesa kicked him.
 
   Siamek laughed at her, but it was a good laugh. The laugh of friends. She wished Mikhail hadn’t had such a rough start with Siamek because, truth be told, until Jamin had gone and stirred up trouble, Pareesa had always looked up to the man and nursed a little bit of a crush on him. 
 
   She skipped happily behind him, swords clanking as they moved over to the flat, dry plain where the visiting warriors had set up their encampment. Most of her men were here, but the visiting warriors still hadn’t stumbled out of their tents, a casualty of the drinking which had gone on until the wee hours of the morning. Pareesa made small talk with her B-team while they waited.
 
   "How's Mikhail?" Ipquidad asked, the gentle giant who had carried him up the stairs.
 
   Pareesa and Siamek exchanged a gaze. The Chief had impressed upon them the need to keep Mikhail's dire prognosis a secret, especially since it was him Qishtea expected to teach his men how to use a sword, not her, a thirteen summer girl. She had no problem lying to Qishtea, but she hated deceiving her own men. She trusted her B-team implicitly. They had all forged bonds of trust in battle.
 
   "He's still in and out," Pareesa spoke low, "but please don't let that get around. As far as the Chief is concerned, Mikhail should be strong enough to oversee the training within a few weeks."
 
   Ipquidad and Yaggitt nodded. She could trust them. They would quietly pass word to the other B-team members to discourage questions.
 
   "Have you spoken to Ebad?" Yaggitt asked.
 
   Pareesa blushed. Yes. She had. Quite a bit, in fact. A curious little flutter tickled the inside of her tummy. The old god had been right. Ebad wasn't half bad.
 
   A raucous commotion erupted from the encampment which had sprung up outside Assur's walls. The Ninevians strolled onto the training field like conquerors, hair neatly secured behind them into ponytails and beards oiled into showy ringlets. Pareesa stared at Qishtea’s elaborate four-fringed kilt. The other warriors, at least, had come dressed practically in their work-kilts. 
 
   "Qishtea," Pareesa greeted the Ninevian chief coolly.
 
   "You promised me a sword." 
 
   Qishtea stepped closer to tower over her, body language intended to intimidate her, although his expression was more curious than hostile. The scent of sandalwood drifted in the slight breeze along with him, the expensive oil he used to adorn his hair and beard.
 
   "I promised to teach you how to use a sword," Pareesa stood her ground and did not budge. "So that you could ambush the lizard demons and steal one of theirs. Whether or not you obtain one is up to your skill and the favor of She-who-is."
 
   Had there not been other tribes represented here, no doubt Qishtea would have pressed the issue, but there were only five new swords and eleven villages. They'd all agreed only she would wield Mikhail's sword since it felt sacrilegious to allow anybody else to touch it. Until then, it was up to her to impress how unfair it would be to grant Qishtea custody of the sword he coveted. Varshab had lectured her about how to leverage one tribe's hostility against another to discourage any single tribe from dominating the training.
 
   Why had Mikhail always made it look so easy?
 
   “Well,” Qishtea bared his teeth through his black, lightly braided beard, “I hope your old god friend considers me fit to wield one of these, because I look forward to learning how to use one!” 
 
   “Ooo-rah!” his Ninevian warriors rallied behind him.
 
   Siamek handed Qishtea one of the swords. Nineveh was the only village which had someone as high-ranking as their brand-new chief in attendance, but for Qishtea, she knew this was personal. The lizard demons had killed his father. He would kill them in return. 
 
   “Let’s begin,” Pareesa said. 
 
   She and Siamek demonstrated the training routine they’d spent the morning perfecting, pretending it was something they’d both known all along, and then broke the warriors into groups to practice with their sticks. After a while the grunts of pain as sticks made contact with flesh was replaced by the reassuring thud of stick against stick.
 
   Qishtea swaggered up to her, a real sword flung carelessly over his shoulder.
 
   “So when you going to teach us to use the real weapon, little girl?”
 
   The thudding of sticks tapered out and then stopped.
 
   “After you’ve mastered the training swords,” Pareesa said. 
 
   A bead of sweat dripped down her lip and exploded salt into her mouth. She wasn’t ready. She wasn’t ready to take on a warrior as proficient as Qishtea who would not hold his punches the way that Mikhail did. Not when Qishtea didn’t realize she really wasn't as proficient as she pretended.
 
   “-I- say I’ve already mastered the stick lesson!” Qishtea extended his sword to point at her. “I want to see what you can do.”
 
   The other warriors circled around them, eager to see the spectacle. Pareesa held her sword two-handed in front of her, not single-handed the way that Mikhail always did. She noted that Qishtea mirrored her movement, not Mikhail’s. Qishtea had never personally seen Mikhail fight. Somehow, she must use that to her advantage.
 
   “Give it your best shot,” Pareesa said.
 
   Qishtea lunged at her in a classic jab, as if the sword was a spear-point. Pareesa swung down to deflect it and stepped to one side. The air filled with the ring of steel against steel as Qishtea stumbled forward. 
 
   Pareesa squelched her urge to taunt him the way she often teased Mikhail or the other warriors. With a hothead like Qishtea, it was smarter to keep things impersonal. She imagined the way Mikhail always taught his training. Expression … unreadable. Voice devoid of criticism as he corrected the warriors in their lessons.
 
   “That’s good,” Pareesa said, “but the cutting edge runs the entire length of the blade, not just the point. Try it again.”
 
   Qishtea’s nostrils flared with irritation. He swung at her again, this time using the maneuver she had taught him instead of one he had made up on the spot. He swung at her ferociously, expecting her to block it. Instead, she used her small stature to dance out of the way. 
 
   Qishtea’s momentum made him stumble. Yes. Qishtea didn’t even have the benefit of Mikhail’s basic staff-weapon training. This was an entirely different weapon for him, and not simply because it was made of an unearthly metal.
 
   Pareesa squelched her urge to smirk. They fought back and forth until she saw an opening to execute a perfect basic overhead-diagonal cut and come down on the back of Qishtea’s neck with the dull edge of her blade. With a grunt, Qishtea went down.
 
   “Ooh!” the other warriors exclaimed. 
 
   Had she not turned the blade, it would have been a killing blow. The fact that she was as awestruck about the movement as Qishtea was she kept to herself.
 
   She reached down to help Qishtea up.
 
   “Teach me how to do that,” Qishtea said. His expression was curious, not the bellicose one she usually associated with him.
 
   For the next several hours, they circled one another, practicing three basic moves; a basic overhead cut, a diagonal cut, and a side cut; until they all felt they'd achieved some level of proficiency. They wouldn’t win any battles, but it was a start. The Ubaid now had a crude sword-training program.
 
   "You're not half bad," Qishtea grinned at her. "For a little girl." He hit at her with the sword. "I guess you'll do until the real teacher gets here."
 
   "You're not half bad, either," Pareesa said. She thwacked Qishtea in the backside with the blunt edge of her blade. "For a pompous old man who's full of himself."
 
   Qishtea hit at her harder, but it was accompanied by a chuckle. Pareesa beat him back, some of that sword agility she'd discovered during battle suddenly visiting itself down upon her now that she wasn't fretting about hitting the man perfectly and just plain hitting him. 
 
   Pareesa laughed.
 
   "What's so funny?" Qishtea asked.
 
   “I think my arms are going to fall off,” Pareesa admitted, her sides heaving with exertion. "I'm not used to practicing this much with a sword."
 
   “Mine too,” Qishtea said. "I feel like my wrist is about to snap off from the weight of the blade."
 
   Slapping each other on the back, they dismissed the warriors and told them to go get some supper.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 25
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   Galactic Standard Date:  152,323.11 AE 
 
   Victor Sector: Beylan
 
   Leonid Major Orias
 
    
 
   Orias
 
   Once upon a time, the Alliance's half-lion, half-human multi-purpose fighters had numbered in the millions, but with less than 2,500 Leonids left in existence, Major Orias was painfully aware that each life this war against Shay'tan took from her pride meant one less life to introduce genetic diversity into her dying species. Situated where they were on the volatile border with the Tokoloshe Kingdom, Parliament had not yet pulled her flight group from defending the resource planets which the cannibals coveted for their precious metals … yet. 
 
   But she knew it was only a matter of time…
 
   She stared into the Beylan's rec room at the new hope Lucifer had gifted to her species. A male. A single, human male. Small and frail, his dark skin unprotected by fur, Babajidas was an unlikely hero to a species which had been bred for its strength and courage. Thirty-six pairs of cubs the man had sired upon infertile lionesses to lift their species out of extinction. The other lionesses had mates they would return to in this strange little exercise of 'Let She-who-is Decide,' but her own daughter? When Habibah bedded down at night, she did so with Babajidas lying between her paws.
 
   "What message would you like me to relay, Sir?" 
 
   Major Orias glanced at two competing reports. Flatscreen A contained a list of all the lionesses in her sector that soon would be coming into heat. Without Babajidas, nearly all of those heat cycles would pass without the lionesses being able to conceive. Flatscreen B contained the orders which had come down from none other than Abaddon himself ordering that all non-Angelic human wives were to immediately report to the Eternal Emperor's palace so their pregnancies did not cost the Alliance any further precious human lives.
 
   What about the lives of all the cubs who would not be born if Babajidas was taken from them and subjected to the whims of the Emperor, and Parliament, and Lucifer, and now two Supreme Commander-Generals, not one of which she trusted? Sure, the offer of amnesty would extend to Habibah, Babajidas first and preferred mate, but what about all the other lionesses, the ones who were happy to share? What about their husbands, poor bastards, who were so desperate for cubs that they would gladly look the other way when their lionesses lay down with the human male as for some reason artificial insemination had never worked for their species? 
 
   "How many Centauri came forward?" Major Orias asked.
 
   "Thirty-seven," the Spiderid said. "Each carrying a half-Centauri foal."
 
   "Did any males come forward?" Orias asked.
 
   "No," the Spiderid said. "So far, it appears we possess the only male."
 
   "And what about the Angelics?" Orias asked. "Have any of them turned over their mates to the Eternal Emperor?"
 
   "Not that I have heard of," the Spiderid said. "What are your orders, Sir?"
 
   Orias' paw slid down to caress her own, long-empty womb. Her whiskers drooped. She'd birthed four cubs and given three of them, along with her husband, to the Alliance as cannon-fodder for Hashem's endless wars against Shay'tan. And now? Now there was a new war? And so few Leonids to help the Alliance win…
 
   She watched the way Babajidas leaned back into Habibah's fur, Orias' last surviving child. A child that, for the first time, was carrying cubs of her own…
 
   "We shall tell General Abaddon the truth," Orias said. "That there are absolutely no human females on any ships within this sector."
 
   "And what of the human male?"
 
   Orias stuck the flatscreen in front of the Spiderid's eight eyes. "Do you see anything in this order asking us to turn over a human male?"
 
   The Spiderid scrutinized the order. His chelicera perked up with understanding as he realized what she proposed.
 
   "No Sir, Ma'am," the Spiderid said. "I shall relay the message that there are absolutely no human females on any of our ships."
 
   Orias handed the Spiderid the second flatscreen.
 
   "Contact the ship's doctors on each of these vessels and line up appointments for these lionesses to visit my daughter's husband as each of them comes into heat," Orias said.
 
   The Spiderid's palps rose in surprise. "So many, Sir! Do you think the human is, uhm, vigorous enough to service so many females?
 
   "We shall take every cub he is able to give us," Orias sighed. "And Habibah? If she wants to keep him, she will share him so that no lioness gets jealous and reports us to the Emperor."
 
   The Spiderid's hard exoskeleton clack-clack-clacked away as his eight armored legs clicked against the flight deck, on his way to relay her falsehood to both factions in this foolish civil war.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   November: 3,390 BC
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   He drifted, neither here nor there as his fever rose and fell, hot, then cold, hot, then cold. One minute he burned so badly it felt as though a colony of fire ants ate their way out of his lungs, each breath painful, each breath a struggle. The next minute he'd be curled up in a ball, wings wrapped around himself, his body wracked with shivers. Time was meaningless as people drifted in and out of the room. The only constant was the small, cool hand pressed into his.
 
   "Ninsianna?" he whispered. His tongue felt clumsy, as though it was filled with clay.
 
   "Yes, mo ghrá?" 
 
   Her voice was rich and mellifluous as she spoke the endearment he'd always yearned to hear. Mo ghrá. Why had he never noticed how beautiful it felt to hear his beloved's voice?
 
   "Why won't you lay down beside me?" he pleaded with her. "Ninsianna. I need to feel you."
 
   Ninsianna's hand grew stiff, as though she was afraid.
 
   "Our bed is too small," she said at last, "and each time you thrash, you re-open your stitches. The last time I tried, you threw me out of the bed."
 
   "I did?" Mikhail gave her a remorse-filled sigh. "I'm sorry. I have no memory of it." 
 
   His head hurt and everything had an odd haze, as though he stared at the world from beneath the water. How long had he been delirious? Was he delirious right now? It was hard to tell what was real.
 
   "You did," she said. "Can't you remember?" She touched his cheek. "Mo ghrá, you said you could not feel me."
 
   He remembered no such thing. All he knew was how he ached to feel her small frame snuggled into his, to reassure himself that she was alive and well, and also because, well, he didn't know why. All he knew was that some instinct screamed at him he needed to feel his wife.
 
   She pressed a goatskin of water to his lips. He took a sip, but his stomach clenched the moment he swallowed, unable to keep it down. He pushed away her next attempt to get him to drink, determined to spare himself the indignity of puking in front of her.
 
   "What day is it?" he asked.
 
   Silence ensued.
 
   "Ninsianna?" he asked. "What day is it today?"
 
   Her small, cool hand brushed his forehead as she murmured something which had nothing to do with the question he had asked.
 
   "Ninsianna?" 
 
   He opened his eyes, fighting to see her in the dim confines of the room. It was daytime, but they had thrown a blanket over the window to keep out the late-autumn chill which was just as well because the faintest light hurt his eyes. He considered asking her to open it, but Ninsianna gathered her red cape closer around shoulders as though she was cold, the hood pulled up to cover her head. Dark tangles of her once-luxurious hair jutted out helter-skelter against the red, as though she hadn't had time to brush it, her one great vanity. 
 
   He reached towards her, eager to touch her silky tresses, for he had always found her irresistible whenever she wore her hair unbound. He loved the way it felt whenever those long, chestnut tresses brushed against his skin, especially when she made love to him. Despite his headache and his pain, he could not help but smile. 
 
   "Don't," she whispered. She took his hand and pressed her lips against the back of his hand, and then pressed it against her cheek, bowing her head so he could not see her face. What she sought to hide was obvious from the sensation of dampness which kissed his skin. Her cheeks were wet from tears.
 
   "Don't cry," he said. "You said you wanted to spend more time with me?" He forced himself to smile even though the gesture still felt unnatural to him. “Now we have it.”
 
   She did not answer him, but murmured something nonspecific.
 
   "Ninsianna?" he asked. "Why do I feel as though you are hiding something important from me?"
 
   She hesitated, and then squeezed his hand.
 
   "Mikhail, I have a confession to make."
 
   Fear tore into his gut.
 
   "The baby?"
 
   "No. Not that," she said. "It's … just…"
 
   "What?"
 
   Ninsianna began to cry.
 
   "She-who-is is angry at me," she choked out. "She has decided to punish me for allowing you to be hurt."
 
   "Punish you?" Mikhail whispered. "How?"
 
   There was a moment of silence.
 
   "How?"
 
   Ninsianna touched the bandages which bound his chest. His own rancid stench rose up to offend his nostrils. The scent of infection. The scent of puss.
 
   "I am no longer Chosen," she said. Her small body shuddered with tears. "Mikhail! She-who-is has taken away my gift of tongues!"
 
   He knew he was supposed to share her sorrow that his wife had been cast from her lofty pedestal and made ordinary, but all he could feel was an overwhelming sense of relief. The goddess. Gone from their lives. Oh, how he’d grown tired of being a play toy for the gods!
 
   He reached up and pushed back her hood. The light hurt his eyes, giving him the momentary impression her hair was darker than he remembered before he was forced to close them and rely solely on his sense of touch.
 
   "It doesn't matter," Mikhail reassured her. "I loved you long before you were Chosen." He ran her silky hair through his fingers, softer and thinner than he remembered. How could he have gotten so busy he'd forgotten what it felt like to caress his wife's hair? 
 
   "Tell me about it," her voice warbled. "Tell me your impressions of the first time we met?"
 
   And so he told her. He told her how he'd thought she was a spirit come to guide him into the dreamtime the day she’d crawled through the hull of his shattered space shuttle to save his life. He told her how much he craved her touch, and how shocked he'd been the first time she had stripped off her clothing because he did not think his people did that, and the sweet ecstasy of the time she'd washed his wings for him in the stream. He told her about the moment he'd realized he'd fallen in love with her, and how hard it had been to keep his promise to never lay a hand upon her. He told her how miserable he'd been as he'd become too busy training her people to fight to spend time with her anymore, and that as she'd pulled away, it had hurt him more deeply than the knife hurt now. 
 
   He told her that he loved her, and that even if he didn't make it, he would always watch over her from just but on the other side, because she was his maité saoil, his lifemate, the woman he had traveled across the stars to find, and that he intended to not only spend this lifetime with her, but all lifetimes, so long as there were lifetimes left to live.
 
   And as he finished they both cried.
 
   "You'll make it," she sobbed. "You have to make it. I don't know what we'll do without you."
 
   "Why?" he asked, though he knew he only asked because he was fishing to hear the words. "Why do you want a poor, fallen creature like me when you could have any man in the village?"
 
   She hesitated, and then she spoke, her voice euphonious with undertones that rippled through the fire which clawed at his chest and soothed it like the gentle kiss of water.
 
   "Because I fell in love with you the moment I lay eyes upon you," her words kissed his ears. "The first time you held my hand, it felt as though I had been reunited with my own soul."
 
   Her words made him shiver, because they carried the ring of truth. 
 
   She touched the place where his wing had shattered, but it was not an image of Ninsianna which came into his mind, but a poor frightened waif who'd had the audacity to touch the bald spot where he'd been injured in the crash. He'd felt that same sensation then, a feeling of reunification. Before he’d turned to see her, he’d mistaken that woman for his wife, a mistake which had caused Ninsianna to be tied up in knots ever since.
 
   He pushed the image out of his mind and focused on the memory he knew she must refer to, the moment he had awoken to find Ninsianna with her fingers buried deep into his chest-wound, trying to stitch it back together. Yes. That was the moment he was supposed to focus on. The first time he had ever lay eyes upon his wife.
 
   He could feel the fever rise as it sought to reclaim him. Everything hurt, his chest, his stomach, his head, which felt as though a giant had grabbed it and squeezed it in a vise. He needed her. He needed to feel her, to feel that sensation he felt whenever he lay with her in his arms, that she would not abandon him to die alone.
 
   "Lay down with me, Ninsianna," Mikhail whispered. "Please? I need to feel your flesh against mine so badly it makes me ache."
 
   Ninsianna sighed.
 
   "Oh, Mikhail, if only you knew how badly I wish I could."
 
   He heard the small scrape of stool-legs against the wooden floor, and then a sigh as she lowered her body to sit on the floor beside their sleeping pallet, a wooden platform which sat little more than a cubit off the floor. How many times had he cursed himself for not taking the time to build them a proper marital bed instead of jamming both of them into a bed built for one? And now he must pay for his failure to put their marriage first.
 
   She lay her head down upon his forearm, her cheek pressed against the delicate pulse which beat at the inner juncture of his elbow. 
 
   "I'm so cold," he murmured. "I just wish…"
 
   He drifted off, the feel of her cheek against his flesh the only thing which anchored him to this world. 
 
   "I love you," were the last words he heard as the delirium claimed him once again.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   November: 3,390 BC
 
   Earth: Sata'an Forward Operating Base
 
    
 
   Jamin
 
   Jamin gripped his harness as the sky canoe shuddered beneath him like some unearthly cyclone. It felt as though he was being carried at the leading edge of a sandstorm, the sound of the sky canoe's great oars which Kasib called engines drowning out even the sound of his own thoughts. Around him clustered a battalion of lizards and other fantastic creatures which made up the armies of the Sata'anic Empire, the empire he now served. When Ninsianna had first told tales of lizard demons coming out of sky canoes shooting fire, he had laughed at her, he had called her a liar. Now, oh how he wished she was here!
 
   He suppressed the urge to cry out as some force of nature reached into the sky and grabbed the sky canoe like a gigantic hand. It felt as though the ship was picked up and moved from one part of a table to another. He instinctively squeezed shut his eyes, then forced himself to open them again as he realized it would make him appear unmanly to the hyper-masculine Sata'anic soldiers. He must never allow himself to forget he was the son of a chief, not some slave. 
 
   A hand touched his shoulder. He tried not to jump. He stared into the pig-like snout and sharp tusks of a Catoplebas, another one of the aliens he was learning to think of as people. 
 
   "It's just turbulence," Private Katlego said. "First time I went up in one of these things, I thought I was going to shit my pants."
 
   Turbulence? What was that? It sounded more deadly than the sandstorms which buried people in the desert. Bile rose up into his mouth.
 
   "I'm not frightened," Jamin lied.
 
   The Catoplebas laughed, a raucous, barking sound which only added to the cacophony of the oar-engines and the wind. 
 
   "Sure you're not," the Catoplebas slapped him on the shoulder. "Just saying, if you need to puke, that's what the little bag is for underneath your seat. Don't hurl on the floor or we'll make you clean it up." 
 
   The Catoplebas spoke mostly in Kemet, the language of the traders, and partly in the Sata'anic language. There were some words that had no corresponding sound in any human language, so he did his best to memorize them as the words arose. Impulse engines, pulse rifle, hyperdrive and plasma canon had all been added to his more mundane vocabulary such as the man sat on the chair. 
 
   The other soldiers chuckled, not only lizards and pig-men, but also the burly, blue-skinned Marid and a strange creature that had tentacles instead of eyes. Jamin had always hungered to slip his father's grasp and go on trading missions so he could experience new things. Now? Jamin gulped. A little normalcy would be a welcome respite.
 
   He decided to occupy his overstimulated mind by reaching under the seat for the bag Private Katlego had spoken of. It was just another one of the wonders which the lizard-people took for granted. He ran his finger along the smooth, thin substance they told him was made of plant fiber. Paper. Another word added to the vocabulary he could mix and match in varying combinations so that the lizard people wouldn't think he was an idiot. More turbulence made his stomach lurch. How could these creatures all remain so calm?
 
   "Secure all safety harnesses," the pilot's voice came over the magic voice box Jamin had learned was called an intercom. "We're about to land."
 
   "Now the fun really begins," Private Katlego grinned at him. The boar-like creature rubbed his whiskers and curled up his snout as if he smelled something rancid. "You might want to stick your face in that bag, just in case. I ain't cleaning up after you this time."
 
   Jamin's face burned hot with mortification. "I'm fine."
 
   "That's what you said the last time." The Catoplebas pointed at the bag.
 
   A sensation akin to having the world suddenly drop out from underneath his feat made his stomach lurch. Jamin complied. He stuck his face into the bag.
 
   "Whoo-hoo!" Katlego shouted. "Isn't this a blast?"
 
   Jamin leaned forward and stuck his head between his legs. Oh gods, oh gods, the indignity! Please don't let me puke in front of these men!
 
   The ship suddenly stopped, and then began rocking side to side like a pendulum as it made the descent the final few feet to the ground.
 
   Jamin's stomach clenched. And then he hurled.
 
   "Ah told ya!" Katlego slapped him on the back. "There's no shame, man! We've all done it one time or another; barfed our guts out during a rough landing!"
 
   Jamin didn't answer him. He was too busy passing the meat through his nostrils that Katlego had taken him hunting to obtain yesterday and then fed to him for breakfast.
 
   "You're lucky Kasib's at the controls," Katelego's voice sounded far away. "As far as landings go, this one's pretty tame."
 
   The ship bumped lightly onto the ground.
 
   Jamin stayed doubled over with his face in the bag, helpless to do anything but puke, while the other men unsnapped their safety harnesses and moved about snapping pulse rifles into thigh-holsters and strapping swords onto their hips. Swords? Why did the Sata'anic soldiers always bother with swords when they had firesticks? The hum of the hatch opening downwards like a great jaw vibrated through his buttocks. As soon as the ramp hit the ground, the others moved outside.
 
   "See you when you get your shit together," Katlego laughed. 
 
   The boar-man marched out with the others, leaving him to suffer his lack of dignity alone. He shuddered as more bile burned his windpipe, the stench unbearable in the bag. He sat up and gasped for air, fighting to keep what little might be left of his breakfast down. Lieutenant Kasib stood in front of him silently regarding his lack of fortitude with his too-serious gold-green eyes.
 
   "What do you want?" The words came out more akin to a sob than the caustic rebuff Jamin had intended it to be.
 
   "You understand the importance of this mission?" Kasib said.
 
   "Yes," Jamin said, his voice little more than a hoarse whisper. His throat burned, and his own stench made him want to retch again.
 
   "You'll get used to it," Kasib said. The lizard-man conspicuously did not taste the air. "Most annexed civilizations do. It just takes a while, that's all."
 
   He placed a pulse rifle down on the jump seat Katlego had just vacated. Jamin looked up at him with surprise.
 
   "Don't get too excited," Kasib said. "There's no charge in it. It's only for show. Before you get a real pulse rifle, you must first prove you are trustworthy."
 
   Jamin met the lizard's eyes. His first act upon being welcomed into their enclave had been to attempt to stab their fat lizard king's guest. Yes. If it were up to him, he wouldn't trust himself.
 
   "The washroom is in there," Kasib pointed. "As soon as you get yourself cleaned up, come outside. I don't think our potential allies will be too impressed if you show up in their camp reeking of vomit."
 
   Kasib left him to get cleaned up. 
 
   Jamin stared at his reflection in the mirror. Would Aturdokht recognize him now that the lizards had cut his hair and taught him to use a razor to scrape off his luxurious, black beard? He ran his fingers through his locks, now barely long enough to get a grip on. He'd seen Ninsianna's face light up when he'd first stepped out of the shadows and she'd initially mistaken him for her husband. He now realized he'd been used. Hudhafah had been savvy enough to recognize the Alliance Prime Minister found him intriguing and had dressed him up as bait to look like one of them.
 
   Them. The Angelics… 
 
   Who were they, Mikhail's people who saw his people as little more than breeding stock? At least the lizard people genuinely seemed to want to help his people, not just subjugate them for tribute. According to Kasib, the Alliance wouldn't let his people get their hands on the simplest technology, not even toilets. How many lives had been lost to the tiny evil spirits called bacteria that the flatscreen tutor had explained lived in human excrement?
 
   He splashed water onto his face and rinsed out his mouth, reveling in the simple act of flushing the toilet. When he was chief of Assur, he'd order men to construct such a system to remove the waste from every house. There. Would Aturdokht find his new appearance ugly? For the second time this year, he found himself unsure about his attractiveness to a woman … and it felt kind of good.
 
   He moved to flip his shawl over his shoulders and was once again reminded he no longer carried that accoutrement of rank. As Kasib liked to say, he was nothing but a tiny little cog in the gears of Shay'tan's armies. Whatever a gear was. But Kasib had given him a long, loose-flowing robe they called a trenchcoat, luxurious in its practicality and warmth, complete with pockets and a hood. Still pale and shaken, Jamin strapped on the empty pulse rifle and moved outside.
 
   "You remember what you're here to do?" Kasib asked.
 
   Jamin squinted at the sun. For just an instant it appeared as though a woman stood on the horizon, a bedraggled creature carrying a grey bundle of rags. The apparition disappeared. Jamin blinked, and then focused on Lieutenant Kasib. 
 
   "Gather information," Jamin said. "See if I can convince them to join your efforts as allies."
 
   "Our efforts," Kasib's maw tightened into a disappointed line. "It would help your case if you started referring to us as we."
 
   Jamin nodded. It had been Marwan, the desert shaykh, who had suggested he earn his freedom by making himself indispensable to the lizard people. Now he would meet with Marwan, and his beautiful daughter Aturdokht, the young widow who'd said she would marry the first man who brought her the winged demon's heart. Well, he had gotten it for her. Sort of... Okay, he'd orchestrated somebody else getting it on his behalf, but when one was a chief, wasn't that the same thing?
 
   Guilt clenched at his already unsettled gut. He glanced back to where the apparition had stood on the horizon. Shahla getting killed hadn't been part of the plan. He was supposed to get Ninsianna. She was supposed to get the winged husband she'd always dreamed of and forget about him. And Aturdokht … the widowed shaykah was supposed to get revenge. He didn't really expect her to marry him.
 
   Or maybe he did?
 
   "Wait here," Jamin said. "Marwan is a cagey old devil. Thus far he's avoided Amorite intrigues like a plague of locusts."
 
   Kasib tucked his dorsal ridge down along his back to make him look less threatening and gestured to the others to do the same. The lizard soldiers lined up in a neat formation similar to one Mikhail had taught his people. 
 
   Jamin's mouth tightened into a grim line. The Angelic was dead, but the damage he had caused might be his people's undoing. Somehow he needed to find out what was going on, get in there, convince his people to stop fighting Sata'anic rule, and then get the lizard-people to honor their promise to make Ubaid fields the most productive in all the lands.
 
   And Marwan was just the crafty old devil to help him come up with a plan…
 
   A sharp whistle signaled their arrival had not gone unnoticed. Cloaked women scurried out and herded their offspring into the tents. Jamin held up one hand, signaling the lizard people to not move until Marwan's men began to move up the hill towards them. If there was one thing Jamin had learned about dancing with the desert adder, it was that the Halifians were sticklers for the people of the desert's unspoken social rituals.
 
   The Halifian men lined up. He spied Nusrat, Aturdokht's half-brother and, he hoped, soon an ally. How would he explain to them his allegiance with Lucifer? A peculiar unease settled into his gut. Yes. Why had the lizard people followed the lead of their so-called enemy? It didn't make sense, especially given the dutiful Kasib's quiet rebellion to let him into the meeting with a knife. Lucifer had the ability to manipulate people's minds. Why, then, had Lucifer killed his own man?
 
   "Jamin!" Nusrat greeted, breaking his line of thought. "It is good to see you are not dead."
 
   "I live," Jamin said, glad they recognized him despite his modern appearance.
 
   Like his sister, Nusrat was a handsome man, tall, well-formed, with the high cheekbones and hazel eyes of a northerner instead of the hawk-nosed beaks of the Halifians. Only his dark complexion and raven hair marked him as one of Marwan's sons. While not the highest-ranking son of the desert shaykh, the man's natural intellect and fearlessness had earned him respect in the eyes of his other siblings.
 
   Nusrat signaled his brothers to cease their displays of weaponry, designed to intimidate and discourage. Jamin had played this game often enough to recognize their stone blades remained tucked within easy reach just beneath their robes. One false move, and he'd be filled with not only arrows, but also a knife to his chest. 
 
   A knife to the chest? Now wouldn't that be ironic? Jamin laughed.
 
   "What's so funny?" Nusrat asked. He held out his arm as though Jamin was a long-lost brother.
 
   "I see you have done well with the gold you earned from selling me," Jamin said.
 
   Nusrat shrugged. "You told my sister to take your life and buy her freedom." He gestured towards the encampment. "As you can see, she did exactly that. She distributed her share evenly amongst her sisters. It is the women who now wield the money, not the men."
 
   "She does so under your protection," Jamin said. "You got your share?"
 
   "Yes," Nusrat said. He pointed up to the lizard people lined up at the top of the hill, holsters to their pulse rifles unclipped, but not drawn. "I see you have done well for yourself, as well, slave?"
 
   "I am not a slave," Jamin said. "I am an enlisted soldier."
 
   "What's the difference," Nusrat said.
 
   "I work for them for twenty years," Jamin said. "They will teach me their ways. When my twenty years are done, I will be free to pursue my own interests, but I shall have the blessing of Shay'tan."
 
   "So my father was right," Nusrat said. "If you make yourself indispensable to the lizard people, they will reward you?"
 
   "Actually," Jamin said, "that is why I am here. It seems they do not wish for us to wait for twenty years to begin to see our bounty, but to start giving it to us today."
 
   "That," said Nusrat, "you will need to discuss with my father. I am not authorized to speak on behalf of the tribe."
 
   Jamin noted the way Nusrat's mouth tightened with tension. Both of them glanced over at the eldest brother, Zahid. Marwan's first-born son had been against Jamin from the beginning, especially when his little sister had shamed them by refusing to go back to her deceased husband's tribe. It did not bode well for him that Marwan had not come out to greet him.
 
   "How is your father?" Jamin guessed.
 
   "Not well," Nusrat spoke low. "He stepped on a viper and the venom has infected him with evil spirits."
 
   "You should let the lizard people take a look at it," Jamin said. "They have great magic." He rubbed his shoulder which still had limited mobility. "They healed me. For a while I didn't think I would survive."
 
   Nusrat glanced up at the fantastic creatures on the hill, deliberately backlit by the sun so the Halifians could only see them as dark silhouettes. The people of the desert had heard of the lizard people from the Amorite slavers, but it was one thing to hear of such things, another altogether to actually see it.
 
   "Perhaps we should meet first inside," Jamin spoke lowly, "and then your father can send the others out on an errand so their healer can come and take a look at his foot?"
 
   Nusrat nodded. From his sidelong glance at Zahid, this was something the next-in-line would oppose. 
 
   Jamin gave Lieutenant the pre-arranged hand signal. He was about to go into the tents, alone. They were to stay there, visible to discourage antics, but to otherwise turn themselves into rocks on a hill. 
 
   The line of men split in half, one-half remaining to stare up the hill at the lizard people, the other to guard him as he moved into their tents to treat with their shaykh. A disheveled looking dog barked at him, its tail wagging as though it couldn't decide whether or not to bite him. Marwan's tent was still the same … it had always been the finest one in the camp … but it was freshly adorned with colorful swags.
 
   "Step inside," Nusrat held aside the woven linen door. 
 
   Halifian social custom dictated the eldest son should enter first and sit at the right hand of his father, followed by the guest. Zahid moved to stand next to his father. Nusrat moved to the place he always occupied across the room, son of a lesser-ranked, but much beloved wife. The other brothers, uncles, and cousins piled in, not a woman amongst the bunch. If Aturdokht wielded feminine influence here, it didn't extend much further than the woman's section of the tent.
 
   One of Marwan's six wives hovered around her husband, clad from head to foot in a loose flowing robe which, unlike Ubaid shawl-dresses, had been stitched so that it covered every bit of her body. She bustled about her husband, hastily attending to his appearance. 
 
   'Insalam," Jamin greeted her. He vaguely remembered the woman had helped Aturdokht tend to him when he'd lain halfway between life and death, weakened from blood loss and infection.
 
   Dark eyes glittered fearfully from beneath her colorful veil. So? They were afraid of him now? Did they fear retribution because they had sold him into slavery? Or was she afraid because, as a lesser wife, she and her offspring would be at Zahid's mercy once Marwan died?
 
   Jamin rubbed his shoulder and then replicated the Sata'anic gesture of a hand to his forehead, his lips and his heart to show respect the way one might a man. The gesture was similar to one the Halifians already emulated, and he wondered if it was a remnant of some long-forgotten contact with their world?
 
   “Had you not stitched me back together,” Jamin said, “I would not have stayed alive long enough for the lizard people to save me. Perhaps I might prevail upon them to examine your husband and see if something might be done to help him?"
 
   She blinked, only her eyes able to convey what she did not dare speak aloud. Yes. It was not him she feared, but her own delicate situation. Women occupied a precarious position in a culture which viewed them as little more than chattel. She hurried out of the room. For the life of him, Jamin could not remember her name.
 
   "Jamin," Marwan called, his voice weak and breathy. "The prodigal son has returned."
 
   "I have come bringing good tidings," Jamin said. He moved towards Marwan, arms spread wide, to demonstrate he was unarmed.
 
   He glanced towards the curtain which divided the women's section of the tent from the place the men gathered. Was she there now? Aturdokht? Did she listen to every word?
 
   The desert shaykh lay reposed upon an assortment of embroidered cushions, his leg propped up with a pointed slipper only loosely stuck onto the end of his swollen foot to hide it. He had a greyish pallor, although that might have merely been the way the sunlight filtered through the linen of the tent, accentuating the puckered purple scar which ran from his mouth to his ear like a second, silent mouth. Water was a precious resource out here in the desert, too precious to waste on bathing, but even by Halifian standards, the tent reeked of infection.
 
   "Sit next to me, Jamin," Marwan said. “The rest of you can leave me. Everyone but Nusrat.”
 
   "But father…" Zahid protested. 
 
   "As you can see, son," Marwan gave his son a weak smile, "I am likely already dead. If our good friend repays our betrayal by sticking a knife into my ribs, it would be a mercy."
 
   Jamin tugged at the crotch of the tight, alien pants which dug into his private parts and kneeled on the luxurious felted carpet next to Marwan, considered a seat of honor. Zahid's eyes were twin points of hateful bitumen, ready to ignite as he led his brothers out of the tent.
 
   “Nusrat,” Marwan said. “Send in Aturdokht. I wish for her to tell him the results of his machinations.”
 
   Nusrat gave him a hooded gaze. He disappeared into the other side of the divider, and then returned, his sister magnificently dressed in colorful robes decorated with embroidered thread. Her face was covered as it always was, but instead of a veil she had twisted a magnificent green scarf around her head so that it resembled the turbans worn by the men, broadcasting her status as a shaykah. She glided across the carpet like a leaf carried in the desert wind and stopped before him, head unbowed, as her magnificent hazel-green eyes met his with curiosity and a little bit of fear. It was not him she feared, he suspected, but the brigade of lizard people who waited at the top of the hill.
 
   “Insalam,” Jamin greeted her. He bowed to her the way a courtier would, one arm across his waist, his other behind his back. He pulled out of his coat pocket the gift he had brought for her, a trinket, really, but one Kasib had promised would be favorably received by a woman.
 
   “What is this?” Aturdokht stared at the fist-sized oblong fruit. It was green with just a blush of red, fortuitously just like Aturdokht’s robes.
 
   “It is a fruit from the land on the other side of the great eastern desert,” Jamin said. “Very rare. I wish I could have procured more than one, but once you taste it, you will agree that never have you tasted its equal.”
 
   “I shall get a knife,” Aturdokht said.
 
   “No, my shaykah,” Jamin said, using the title bequeathed to her by her dead husband. “That is part of the gift.”
 
   It was a tiny knife, its blade no longer than his finger, forged of the same unearthly metal as the one Shahla had buried in Mikhail’s chest. Despite its light weight and size, it was sharper than the most finely wrought obsidian blade and it reflected the light like a beacon. 
 
   Aturdokht gasped with delight as she took the tiny knife and weighed it in her hand. She ran her finger along the blade and then stuck her finger in her mouth when she drew blood. Her veil slipped, exposing her lush, pink lips. Instead of tacking the cloth back to cover her face, she ignored it, giving him an unimpeded view.
 
   A favorable sign?
 
   “It is sharp,” Aturdokht met his gaze. “And incredibly light. What is this knife called?”
 
   “The lizard people call it a paring knife,” Jamin said. “It is a special knife for preparing small items of food. And here…” He pulled out his final gift, a tiny round, flat stone with a texture like a cat’s tongue. “This is called a whetstone. You use it to keep the knife sharp.”
 
   Aturdokht’s hazel eyes sparkled a vibrant, emerald green. 
 
   "Such a magnificent gift. Come. Sit. Let us share this fruit you have brought my father.”
 
   Jamin was painfully aware of how delicate her hands were as she peeled the fruit to reveal the bright orange flesh within. She plunged the knife into its core, her lips parted as she sliced the fruit away from the large, flat pit and carefully divided it into equal shares. The air around them filled with a fruity scent so decadent that Jamin could almost taste it. Aturdokht took a small square from each portion and pressed it into the one she would present to her father.
 
   “Here father, eat,” Aturdokht said. “Perhaps this fruit will help you get well?”
 
   “Ahh, daughter,” Marwan said. “I fear it is too late for that, but I shall eat it anyways, if for no reason than to taste what fruit to ask for when I make my passage into the dreamtime.”
 
   The old shaykh bit into the slippery orange flesh. His face lit up in a smile as the flavor burst onto his tongue and juices dripped into his beard.
 
   “This fruit … what is it called?”
 
   “The lizard people said the people who grow it call it mango,” Jamin said. “It grows in trees so tall they can almost touch the sky.”
 
   “Have you seen these trees?” Marwan asked.
 
   “Not yet,” Jamin said, “but the lizard people have shown me many wondrous things, including pictures of these trees. They have sent me with a talisman so that I may show you as well.”
 
   He pulled out the little tek-no-lo-gee and touched the screen. Aturdokht gasped as the tablet came to life and on the magic window appeared a picture of a dark-skinned teenager climbing a tree so large his arms could barely fit around the trunk. Trees were rare in this land where scant water condemned most to never grow larger than a shrub, but they had heard of such trees from traders. He handed the device to Aturdokht, relishing the way her fingers lingered as he pressed it into her hand.
 
   “What a wondrous talisman this is!” Aturdokht turned it over. She looked at him with expectant eyes.
 
   “Alas, my shaykah,” Jamin said. “It is not, I fear, mine to give you. This is a magical device, a talisman crafted to make men smarter. When I am done with it, I must give it back so someone else can learn from it.”
 
   “What else does this tek-no-lo-gee teach you?” Marwan asked.
 
   Jamin turned towards the desert adder. He’d been hoping Marwan would ask just such a question.
 
   “It teaches us how to subdue the power of the river,” Jamin said, “and force its waters to travel far from the source to water the herds of even the remotest tribe.”
 
   “This tek-no-lo-gee can do that?” Marwan exclaimed.
 
   “Alas, no!” Jamin laughed. “This … is just a teacher. The river will not give up her waters easily. But this device will teach you how to dig fortifications so we can figure out how to do it ourselves.”
 
   He stretched out on the carpet beside Marwan like a son, flipping through the images with which Kasib had imbued the tek-no-lo-gee of distant worlds where water was abundant and no tribe had to go through the dry season with an empty waterskin. All manner of species toiled in the fields in the pictures, but the crops stretched as far as the eye could see.
 
   “These people are settled.” Aturdokht's voice was filled with scorn.
 
   Jamin met her hazel-green eyes.
 
   “Would settling be such a terrible thing,” he asked softly, “if it meant your daughter never had to go hungry? If you never had to slaughter your herds and dry their meat because you ran out of forage to feed them? The lizard people only settle around their fields. Once their bellies are full, they travel far from their homes in search of other words to proselytize their Emperor's teachings. It would be the best of both ways of existence."
 
   Aturdokht lowered her gaze, her eyes communicating she found favor with his words. She peeked up at him through veiled lashes, but from the way her lip trembled, he knew instantly something was wrong.
 
   “There is still the matter of Aturdokht’s bride-price,” Marwan’s expression was grave. "She has fended off advances from other suitors by insisting her widow's debt must be first be paid, but once I am gone, I fear Zahid will force her to remarry to create an alliance with a tribe which can give us water-rights."
 
   Jamin turned to his host. 
 
   "That is why I am here,” Jamin said. “The winged demon is dead, by the very knife I confiscated from Yazan's serpent of a slave trader."
 
   Nusrat, who had been silent until now, cleared his throat. Jamin turned to study the man who would be his brother-in-law if all went as planned.
 
   "Shahla's father has been passing information to his Uruk allies," Nusrat said. "He is not favorably inclined towards us as we sheltered you after you beat his daughter, but his trading partners passed along this information as a favor. The winged demon still lives."
 
   "Impossible!" Jamin exclaimed. "I watched the video! I saw Mikhail fall!"
 
   All three Halifians stared at him with a curious, blank expression. He realized he had spoken the Sata'anic word for a magic which he had no words to describe.
 
   "It's like the tek-no-lo-gee," Jamin picked up the flatscreen and flipped through the pictures to find the one Hudhafah had shown him. "Only it can capture a spirit at the time of death. Laum's daughter stabbed the winged demon right in the heart and he fell."
 
   "Your young nemesis got there first before he died," Nusrat said. "The winged demon is injured, but he did not die."
 
   Jamin gave them a jackal's grin.
 
   "He won't be for long," Jamin said. "The Alliance Prime Minister imbued the knife with a black magic unlike any this world has ever seen. Even the lizard people lack a cure for it."
 
   "What does this magic do?" Marwan asked.
 
   Jamin pointed to Marwan's infected foot, which had turned black and the skin split open to expose the muscle.
 
   "That."
 
   Nusrat and Aturdokht exchanged a look. Black magic was loathed by all the tribes, or at least it was officially. Secretly, however, the use of magic to gain an upper hand against one’s enemies was rampant. The mere whisper of retaliation by Ninsianna’s own grandfather Lugalbanda had purportedly been sufficient to stave off attack from all but the most reckless enemy.
 
   Marwan erupted in a fit of coughs; a pitiful, raspy sound for the once-feared desert adder. Aturdokht hovered around her father, her eyes creased with concern as she pressed a waterskin to his lips and gently wiped the water he dribbled onto his beard. This visit had already taxed the desert shaykh far more than he had the strength to endure. Jamin gathered his things to go.
 
   “By your leave, father,” Jamin said. “I will send the lizard people into your tent to tend your foot. Their magic cannot eliminate the damage to the muscle, but perhaps they might prevent the progression of the venom up your leg so it does not kill you?”
 
   Aturdokht’s eyes filled with tears. She grasped his hand and nodded. Yes. If he did this for her, when he finally did harvest the winged demon’s life, she would declare her bride-price paid and let him take her to his bed without burying a knife in his chest. As for love … both still grieved for loves that had been lost. He …Ninsianna’s betrayal. Aturdokht … her murdered husband. But in time? It was time to let Ninsianna go and move into the future.
 
   Marwan gestured to him to come closer. His voice was weak, forcing Jamin to press his ear closer to his future father-in-law.
 
   “The people of the desert do not condone black magic,” Marwan said, “but we know of things, poisons and extracts we’ve encountered on our journeys through the high mountain passes to the north.” 
 
   Marwan struggled upright on his cushions, refusing to let Jamin see him weak. 
 
   “There is a flower which blooms on the south side of the Taurus Mountains,” Marwan continued. “Hellebore. Small. Pretty. With evergreen leaves. If you prepare an extract of the roots, you can use it to poison your people’s water supply.”
 
   “But that will kill them!” Jamin said. “The lizard people wish to subdue them. Not wipe them out?”
 
   “Some will die,” Marwan shrugged. “It causes vomiting and violent hallucinations. But usually only the very weak and old are killed. The infants on their mother’s breast, and the people who are healthy, they will all survive.”
 
   Anger at his father’s betrayal warred with an odd sense of protectiveness which cried out he should not do this to his own people. The people he’d been born to protect. 
 
   The tek-no-lo-gee defaulted to the picture of Pareesa standing over the winged demon’s body, her small face screwed up with hatred as she cocked back her arm and aimed her spear. Jamin stared at the truth it represented. Even without the winged demon alive, he had been replaced. It was up to him to take back what was his.
 
   “What do you propose?”
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 28
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   December: 3,390 BC
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   There was no sensation except for pain. His entire body felt as though it was on fire, boiled alive and then cast into an icy glacier to suffer again and again and again. He whimpered. He pleaded. He begged for pain to go away and let him live, but all it did was throb with excruciating agony with every heartbeat. Endure. Endure. Endure. Endure.
 
   "Can you hear me, son?"
 
   "Mama?"
 
   The awkward fumble of hands at his chest. Pain. He screamed as his bandages were removed and the scent of death assailed his nostrils. He fought back, his wings flailing as he fought to get airborne and strong arms shoved him back into his deathbed.
 
   "Get the girl!"
 
   "I told her to go home."
 
   "Why the HELL would you do such a thing, Immanu? She's the only thing keeping him alive!"
 
   A hand clasped his. Not hers. Somebody else's.
 
   "Mikhail, let me help you bear this pain."
 
   This hand he knew. Not hers. But he was glad to feel it.
 
   "Pareesa," he whispered. "Remember your promise."
 
   There was a hesitation. Crying. Not just her tears, but Needa's as well.
 
   "You have my word," Pareesa's voice warbled. "We shall watch over your wife and son. But only until you get better. Okay? We'll watch over them until you get better, and then you'll take care of them yourself."
 
   “How bad am I?” He knew Pareesa would tell him the truth.
 
   Hesitation.
 
   "The flesh has turned black and opened up your skin to show the ribs!" 
 
   Sobbing. 
 
   "Mama?" He reached for his mother-in-law who both hurt, and tried to help him live. "It burns."
 
   "Your wound has been infected with the death-spirits," a masculine voice said.  The voice was familiar. Mikhail reached for his father-in-law.
 
   "Immanu?"
 
   "I am here, son." Immanu grabbed his hand and gave it a squeeze, not a woman's squeeze of comfort, but a warrior's squeeze, forearm to forearm. It was a squeeze that said, I am here for you.
 
   "Where is she?" Mikhail asked.
 
   "Who?"
 
   "Where is Ninsianna?"
 
   "She went down to the well to fetch some water to boil," Needa said.
 
   An odd sense of panic filled him. He flailed, trying to get airborne. He heard a cry, and then a thud; Needa knocked off her stool by his enormous wings. Strong hands pressed him back into the bed.
 
   "Gisou went to fetch her," Needa said. Gentle hands turned his face towards his mother-in-law. Needa’s face came into view. "Son? I need you to stop fighting, son, so I can change your dressings."
 
   Lay back. Lay back. He needed to lay back. He did so, trembling. How many days had he endured this ritual as his mother-in-law came to hurt him and lied to him and told him that he'd be alright? 
 
   Cruel hands pressed against his chest and shot daggers through his violated flesh, making the burning worse. He cried out. The voices grew softer, further away as he drifted. It was just him now, him and pain. 
 
   The darkness opened up in front of him, consuming everything it touched. It felt like … hunger. The hunger to destroy. The hunger threatened to devour him alive. He opened his eyes and a black-winged Seraphim stood in front of him.
 
   "Seanmháthair?"
 
   She tussled his hair. 'Come. Today is your big day.'
 
   "Where are we going, Seanmháthair?" he asked in a voice that sounded like a little boy.
 
   'The Abmháthair has summoned us. She thinks she has found the one.'
 
   "Which one?"
 
   'The one you have been searching for.'
 
   Hands touched him, pushed him back into the bed. He struggled against them, but there were too many of them, hands, hands which held him and pinned him on his back. Pain! Sharp! A different kind of pain. Little pins and needles. The scent of something astringent wafted up to his nose as wetness stung the open wound. 
 
   "Seanmháthair!” he shouted.
 
   "Who's he talking to?"
 
   "He's delirious," Immanu said. "I think he's talking to people beyond the veil."
 
   "Seanmháthair? Why does it matter if I find the one?"
 
   'So you never have to be alone.'
 
   Fear gripped his gut. It had always been his greatest fear; to wander eternity all alone.
 
   The voices resumed, but they were far away as he drifted in the nothing. Drifting. Drifting. Drifting in the darkness. Drifting in the void which threatened to swallow him alive.
 
   A guide showed them into a room where a great, stern Seraphim sat upon simple wooden chair. The Abmháthair was an ancient woman, her face wrinkled like dried fruit, and through her dark wings were speckled hundreds of gray feathers. The most remarkable feature about her was her clear, blue eyes. Not blue as -his- were blue, a blue iris floating in a sea of white, but solid blue with no sign of a pupil. The eyes of a seer. The eyes of one who could see into the void.
 
   "I found her."
 
   "Send her in."
 
   A lizard man, like the ones who helped Mama and Papa manage the farm, walked in cradling a black-winged girl, small for her age, perhaps four or five years old. The child buried her face in the lizard-man's uniform, the type some of their farm helpers kept tucked away in boxes and sometimes pulled out to tell him scary stories.
 
   "What happened?"
 
   Mikhail's heart beat faster at the sound of her voice, rich with undertones and mellifluous like a symphony.
 
   'What's this?' Seanmháthair asked with indignation.
 
   'This is Banphrionsa Qaspiel’s only surviving child,’ the Abmháthair said. ‘Private Haris saved her from the Tokoloshe.’
 
   'This child is an abomination!' Seanmháthair said. 'How dare you propose my grandson be betrothed to such a ... thing?'
 
   “Don’t speak to my wife that way!”
 
   “I only asked what happened.”
 
   "YOU happened!" Immanu hissed with hatred.
 
   "Immanu! Out!"
 
   "But…"
 
   "Right now! Out! Or Pareesa won't be the only one teaching herself to use a sword!"
 
   A sword? That peculiar sense of drifting solidified beneath his wings to remind him he was supposed to protect his wife. He reached under the bed to the place he always kept his sword, ready to wield in case a raid came in the night. He felt around, unable to find it.
 
   "My sword!"
 
   "It's right here," Pareesa said. "I was using it to teach the others."
 
   "I have to protect her I have to protect her I have to protect her," he chanted, his hand aching to feel the weight in his hand. The room spun, all of it dizzy, all of it unreal.
 
   'Give her to him,' the Abmháthair gestured to the lizard man.
 
   "Give it to him," she said. Her. The one he had been crying out for. "He needs to feel things. Not just see them."
 
   Pareesa pressed his sword into his hand. He gripped the hilt, but his hand was too sweaty to hang onto it. Pareesa clasped her hand over his.
 
   "It's too dangerous to let you hang onto it when you're hallucinating, sensei," Pareesa said. "But I'll put it right here under the bed so you’ll have it in case you need it. I promise."
 
   Pareesa. He could trust Pareesa. He relinquished the cool, familiar steel, trusting her to keep it safe for him. It was not steel he needed, but her. He reached for her.
 
   The lizard man put the black-winged child down and turned her to face him. She was a scrawny child, with unnaturally pale skin and a face which looked as though she had not eaten in months. Her most amazing feature was that her eyes were not blue like the other Seraphim, but purest black, with no sign of whiteness or a pupil. Her eyes were haunted, as though she had witnessed terrible things.
 
   He looked over to the Abmháthair with her blue, sightless eyes, and then at the black-winged child. Could this child be a seer, too?
 
   "Ninsianna?" He reached for her.
 
   "Go to him, child," Needa said.
 
   'Go to him, child,' the lizard man nudged her forward. 
 
   He rubbed his eyes, not certain what was real and what was a hallucination. All he could feel was the burning that originated in his chest and the malevolent sound of his own heartbeat feeding the poison which was eating his flesh alive.
 
   The child touched his hand.
 
   Her hand slid into his. Warm. Familiar. Agape. Love. A pleasant coolness slid up his arm and into the heart which spread the poison with every heartbeat. Not so fast. Not so fast. Not so fast. Not so fast. Wherever she touched felt cooler, as though her touch could neutralize the sickness raging within his body.
 
   "Lay down with me," he begged, "please. Lay down with me and make the burning go away."
 
   Silence. She touched his arm, her touch conveying she was sorry.
 
   "That's not possible, son," Needa said. "Your wound seeps poison faster than we can change the bandages. We're afraid…"
 
   "We're afraid it might be contagious," Immanu said. "We've never seen such an injury. We have no knowledge of how to treat it."
 
   The child stepped back and threw herself into her protector's arms, burying her face into the lizard-man's chest. She stared at Mikhail with her enormous black eyes, curious, but apprehensive. 
 
   'See!’ Seanmháthair said victorious. 'The child has rejected him! She does not want him!'
 
   Alone. He was condemned to die alone.
 
   Mikhail let go and cast himself into the void.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   December: 3,390 BC
 
   Zulu Sector: Prince of Tyre
 
    
 
   Ninsianna
 
   Ninsianna stared at the green-scaled mountain of a lizard that lay huddled beneath a blanket. This was her husband's enemy. A monster. One of the creatures that had awoken her, screaming, every single night since the evening She-who-is had Chosen her. By his own hissing tongue, Apausha had admitted he had delivered these women into his enemy's hands. And yet, it was rather hard to hate a creature who now suffered the same fate as the women he had enslaved.
 
   The exterior door opened. The scent of fresh baked bread, ripe fruits, and other delicacies wafted into the room. Ninsianna's stomach grumbled. It was feeding time in the Evil One's menagerie. It was time to play the game she'd played the past few weeks to fend off the curiosity of Ruax and Procel. Pretend … you are … insane. 
 
   She was surprised to see it wasn't the two crude-mannered buffoons who brought their food today, but a different Angelic, one with reddish-pink speckles in his wings. He pushed the cart next to the table then came right over to stand beneath her bunk as if she was the reason he was here.
 
   "Hello?" the unknown Angelic said.
 
   Ninsianna averted her gaze and made the same finger movements that ebony skinned woman did, whispering ibilisi, ibilisi, ibilisi. She suspected the words meant, 'stay away from me you devil.'
 
   "My name is Lerajie," the Angelic said. "I won't hurt you."
 
   Ninsianna snuck a glance at the earnest-featured Angelic. Her heart beat faster as she pretended to rend her dress.
 
   "Ruax and Procel swear you spoke to them," Lerajie said. "The other guys on the ship, they all think your people are too stupid to have a language. But I was on Haven-3 when Abaddon's wife addressed Parliament. I heard her speak."
 
   Lerajie reached towards her. Ninsianna scurried back and issued a cry of fear. 
 
   "It's okay, it's okay," Lerajie took a step back. He raised his hands in a universal gesture of apology. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to frighten you. It's just, I can't help you if you don't speak to me."
 
   Ninsianna glanced over at the ebony-skinned woman. She did not respond to this man, so neither would she.
 
   "I don't care what Zepar claims about neural implants and intelligence-enhancing drugs," Lerajie sighed. "I know what I saw."
 
   Lerajie strode back to the tray of food which, despite the women's hunger, not one would approach until the Angelic had left the room. He wiped down the aftermath of last night's meal, arranged the trays far more carefully than Ruax and Procel did, and swept the floor. Ninsianna watched, curious, as he set bowls out neatly at each place at the table, along with a cloth napkin and spoon, instead of merely dumping the implements into a pile as the other two Angelics always did. 
 
   Ninsianna watched the man through the veil of her eyelashes, a skill she'd always used to watch what effect her feigned lack-of-interest had upon a man she was flirting with … or punishing with her silence.
 
   At last Lerajie finished cleaning up the mess the women had left the night before. He hesitated, and then picked up a large green fruit with a pink blush at one end, sniffing it and giving it a squeeze as though he wished to ensure it was ripe. Wearing an earnest expression, he strode over and lay it on her bunk.
 
   "This fruit is my favorite," Lerajie studied her intently. "They're kind of messy to eat without a knife, but they're well worth the effort. You might want to use a napkin."
 
   Ninsianna made eye contact with the pink-winged Angelic despite her terror. While Lerajie's features were not quite as chiseled as her husband's, he possessed blue eyes like Mikhail had, accentuated with a hint of green. Ninsianna's lip trembled. Oh, how she missed her husband! She grabbed the fruit and resumed her game of rocking.
 
   Lerajie sighed. He retrieved a similar fruit and brought it to a brown-haired woman who was frail and thin, one of the few who didn't run with the aggressively insane Uruk pack-leader. He conversed with her until she stopped cowering in her bunk. By the way she grew less noisy, Ninsianna suspected Lerajie came here regularly.
 
   Did this Angelic really care?
 
   No! He was in allegiance with the Evil One! She must not trust him!
 
   Ninsianna watched Lerajie's wings as he launched into a one-sided conversation with the brown-haired woman. Ninsianna felt a sad sense of deja-vu. As with Mikhail, Lerajie's wings twitched and betrayed what he was feeling as he spoke. He tried to touch the brown-haired woman's arm, but she skittered back in terror. 
 
   "I'm sorry." Lerajie stepped back. "I didn't mean to frighten you."
 
   He retrieved a piece of bread and lay it on the brown-haired woman's bed, then backed up slowly so as not to terrify her any further. 
 
   "I'm just worried about you, that's all," Lerajie soothed. "You're losing too much weight. You have to remember you're eating for two."
 
   The brown-haired woman hissed at him like a terrified cat. Lerajie's wings drooped into the same dejected formation Ninsianna had witnessed Mikhail do whenever she was angry at him. Did this Angelic possess feelings for the brown-haired woman? Or was he simply curious?
 
   Lerajie next cleaned the bathroom, whistling as he worked, and then returned to the trays of fruit, dried meats, and bread to carefully pick out the exact same foods the ebony-skinned woman always selected for the lizard demon. He strode over to where Apausha lay huddled beneath his blanket. Ninsianna leaned forward to hear as Lerajie spoke to the lizard demon in a hissing language which she could not understand at all.
 
   Apausha's head peeked above his blanket. Ninsianna cringed at the terrifying sight of his scaly green skin, pale dorsal ridge, and sharp-clawed hands. After months of nightmares about the lizard demons, even though Apausha went out of his way to hide his offensive visage, terror still tore at her each time the monster moved. The lizard demon's long, forked tongue flit into the air and hissed an answer to Lerajie's question.
 
   Lerajie's stance was no longer sympathetic, but hostile as he spoke to the lizard demon. Nonetheless, he laid a sizeable portion of food into a clean bowl as well as a container of water and slid them over to the wounded creature that, truth be told, looked even worse today than the first day she had met it. Even without her gift of seeing, Ninsianna could tell the lizard demon was dying. The other two buffoons joked the creature wasn't dead yet, but Lerajie seemed compassionate even though it was obvious he didn't like the creature.
 
   Should she take a chance and engage Lerajie in a conversation? She would almost cut off her own finger right now just to find out whether her husband was still alive…
 
   No! They were all her enemies! Her safest course of action was to pretend to be insane. At some point a chance would present itself to liberate the Evil One's minions of a firestick; and then she could fight her way out of here just like Pareesa would do.
 
   A gentle tapping inside her belly reminded her she was in no condition to fight. If, as she feared, Mikhail had been killed by the Evil One's trap, this child might be the only thing she had left of him. That sadness she'd been keeping at bay choked in her throat and threatened to make her sob, but she fought it back. When she cried, it would be at night when there was no one awake to witness her grief.
 
   Lerajie paused one last time in front of Ninsianna's bunk.
 
   "Procel swore you spoke to him," Lerajie's bluish-green eyes were earnest. "I guess he's just pulling everyone's tailfeathers, huh?"
 
   Ninsianna pressed her back against the wall. Compassionate, or not, she would not trust the Evil One's minion.
 
   Lerajie tucked his reddish-pink speckled wings against his back.
 
   "I can't say I blame you," Lerajie said. "If I was you, -I- wouldn't trust me. But if you do want to speak to me, just knock. I'll be on shift for the next twelve hours."
 
   Without another word he turned, grabbed the cart he'd used to roll in the food, and rolled it out of there. The moment the door locked behind him, the other women rushed at the table and began clawing and fighting for their share of the food. 
 
   The lizard demon forced itself into a sitting position and bit carefully into the fruit, not the decadent one Lerajie had given his favorite, but a simple fruit which was tasteless but filling. The creature did not look well. The last vestiges of green had drained from its skin and its dewlap had faded to a sad bluish-purple. It held the fruit awkwardly, its fingers bent in bizarre directions from being dislocated by their Angelic captors.
 
   Perhaps she should attend to the creature? It had, after all, stood up and defended her when that pervert Procel had tried to grab her breast?
 
   No! The creature was her husband's enemy!
 
   Apausha put down the fruit, only half-eaten, and lay its head back against the wall, closing its gold-green eyes with a pained sigh. For the past few days the creature had not eaten all the fruit the ebony-skinned woman brought for it, and this morning, it had barely eaten at all.
 
   Should she just let the creature die? She, who even without the gift of She-who-is, had been trained by her mother to be a healer?
 
   Ninsianna replayed all the conversations she'd eavesdropped on between her father and the Chief. There had been endless discussion about dancing with one's enemies and the proper use of spies. It was talk unsuitable for a woman, and yet, with no way to plead with She-who-is for intervention, perhaps it was time to consider the unthinkable?
 
   'The enemy of my enemy is my friend,' Chief Kiyan liked to say. Well, it was time to consider cavorting with her husband's greatest enemy.
 
   She took the mango Lerajie had left for her and took first one step, and then another, until she stood in front of the lizard demon. It took a moment for the creature to open its eyes and recognize she stood before it, her hand trembling as she held out the piece of fruit. It immediately cast its eyes downwards.
 
   "Hello," the creature hissed in weak Kemet, the language of trade.
 
   Ninsianna forced her feet to remain firmly planted instead of indulging the urge to run away. 
 
   "I thought you might enjoy some fruit," Ninsianna carefully articulated the words in Kemet.
 
   "Is it easier if I speak to you in Kemet?" Apausha hissed. He then switched languages. "Or can you understand me better if I speak in Galactic Standard."
 
   Ninsianna spoke either language equally well, but the language spoken by her husband was far more pleasing to her ear. 
 
   "My husband speaks this language," Ninsianna replied in the language of heaven. "Although now that I hear it spoken by my captors, I must confess it has lost some of its allure. Which language is easier for you to speak?"
 
   "I have had far more practice conversing in your husband's language," Apausha said. "Even though, to my ears, I find the language offensive. Perhaps we might speak in Galactic Standard in private as I am less likely to be misunderstood, but speak in your human trader's language whenever our captors are in the room?"
 
   Ninsianna stood, not certain what to do next.
 
   "You have brought me an offering of food," Apausha pointed at the bread. "A gesture of your willingness to engage me in a dialogue?"
 
   Ninsianna stepped back from the movement of Apausha's sharp, clawed hands.
 
   "How did you…"
 
   "Our people have assimilated many worlds," Apausha said. "Offerings of food are common, no matter where you travel in the heavens."
 
   Ninsianna hesitated, and then carefully placed the mango on the edge of the lizard demon's blanket.
 
   “There’s no need to be afraid of me," Apausha hissed through his hideous fanged maw. "I will not bite you."
 
   Fear gripped at Ninsianna's gut and caused her to tremble despite her best effort to appear nonchalant. All she could think about was how apt the creature's physiology was to do just that, to eat her for dinner the way a lion would consume a goat. She spoke the first idiotic words which spilled into her mind.
 
   "You are injured?"
 
   "They keep waiting for me to die," Apausha sighed. "But thus far, I have denied them that pleasure. The only reason I am still alive, I suspect, is because Zepar has been so busy he forgot he threw me in here to punish me with a dishonorable death.
 
   "Why did you give the Evil One the directions to our world?" Ninsianna said. Anger welled in her gut. "How could you send such evil to a helpless people?"
 
   Apausha made glancing eye contact at her through eyelids which were hooded by a clear protective inner eyelid. His look was skeptical, not the action of a creature which was too fearful to look her in the eye, but then he looked away.
 
   "I resisted as long as I could," Apausha said. "But even a devoted follower of Shay'tan can only suffer so much before his mouth speaks words which his brain begs for him to resist." The creature made a finger-gesture to his forehead, his snout and his heart, hissing what sounded like a prayer in its native language. 
 
   Ninsianna twisted the hem of her tunic, not certain she should attempt an allegiance with this creature. She'd always acted flirtatious to get people to do what she wanted, but now? How should she convince a lizard demon to help her formulate an escape plan? But she was so starved for intelligent conversation she would stoop to speaking to a monster.
 
   “Why are your people are trying to enslave my people?”
 
   “Enslave?" Apausha said. "That's just propaganda promulgated by your husband.”
 
   “My husband is dead because of you,” Ninsianna shouted. She felt like kicking the lizard, but she suppressed the urge. Injured or not, when the creature needed to move, it could.
 
   “I have heard of your husband,” Apausha’s tongue flit into the air. The slender, snake-like appendage lingered this time, longer than its usual instinctive taste, savoring the air; savoring, no doubt, her scent. The lizard nodded, deep in thought. “Shay’tan put a hefty bounty on his head.”
 
   "A bounty?" Ninsianna practically spat at him. "We know full well about your bounty set of lizard gold!"
 
   Apausha gave her a pained grimace.
 
   "We had no idea your husband was the Angelic who was causing General Hudhafah so much trouble," Apausha said. "The bounty I speak of was set long before the events which brought us together."
 
   Ninsianna trembled with anger.
 
   "This is my husband you speak of! How can you speak so blithely of … of … of … killing him!"
 
   Apausha tasted the air again. The effort appeared to exhaust him. He leaned his head back against the wall and shut his eyes.
 
   "Do not be offended by my admiration of your husband's bounty," Apausha mumbled. "In my culture, it is considered a great honor to have a bounty set upon your head by Shay'tan, himself. Only the Destroyer and Cherubim Master-of-Arms Yoritomo have more generous bounties than the one set upon your husband." 
 
   Apausha opened his eyes and gave her a weak, toothy grin. "The old dragon parts with his riches sparingly. The Colonel vexed him greatly to earn such a generous reward."
 
   Ninsianna stood torn between her urge to kick him or succumb to her temptation to question this lizard who knew more about her husband than Mikhail remembered about himself. Her natural curiosity, paired with her aching need to know the fate of her husband, even if the only information she could glean was about Mikhail's past, won over.
 
   “What do you know of Mikhail?” 
 
   “Colonel Mannuki’ili,” Apausha sighed. “They call him the personal watchman of the Eternal Emperor Hashem."
 
   "He has mentioned this Emperor," Ninsianna said. "But he speaks little of his time before."
 
   Apausha looked right past her.
 
   "It is said that nobody knows where the Colonel goes," Apausha said, "or what he does while he is there. All we know is that whenever Shay’tan’s best-laid plans are disrupted, there are always whispers of a dark-winged Angelic. Beyond that, the Colonel is a ghost. Nobody ever knows where he will show up, only where he has been.”
 
   Ninsianna edged closer. The lizard knew full well he lured her in with this topic of conversation, but she was starved for knowledge about Mikhail's well-being. Was he still alive? Had he escaped the trap just as he’d escaped so many other ambushes before? The way Apausha spoke of him, as a man who'd escaped death many times, gave her hope.
 
   “My husband,” Ninsianna spoke carefully. “When his sky canoe fell onto our planet, he was close to death. His memories…" She paused, not sure whether she should disclose this information. 
 
   “What about his memories?” the lizard asked.
 
   Ninsianna’s mind whirred, trying to remember the discussions about recruiting allies. If Mikhail was dead, it didn’t matter what the lizard knew about his memory loss. If he was still alive, Mikhail would want her to do whatever it took to get out of here alive. 
 
   “Mikhail hit his head,” Ninsianna said. “Some things, he remembers. Other things…”
 
   “Your husband suffers from amnesia?" Apausha leaned forward, his gold-green eyes wide with curiosity. As he did, his dorsal ridge rose up, a sharp, spiky fin like you might see on a fish. 
 
   Ninsianna scurried back. Apausha tasted the air.
 
   “I am sorry,” Apausha said. He lowered the natural weapon and pulled his blanket up closer to his neck so that all she could see was his face. “I didn’t mean to frighten you. We do that when we’re curious, not just to be threatening.”
 
   Ninsianna studied the monster which had inhabited her nightmares for almost as long as she’d known Mikhail. Somehow, wounded and hiding beneath a blanket, it was hard to hate the creature whose species had allied with the Evil One.
 
   Or had they?
 
   “Why does your god wish to enslave our planet?” Ninsianna asked.
 
   “We do not consider it to be enslavement,” Apausha said. “Our Emperor believes in guided progress. We teach you how to increase your crop yields and eradicate most illnesses, and in return we ask a set number of years of service and devotion to Shay’tan.”
 
   “You stole our women and sold them to the Evil One," Ninsianna hissed. "That sure sounds like slavery to me!”
 
   Apausha sighed. "The pot … calling the kettle black. Did your husband tell you he wasn’t supposed to marry you?”
 
   Ninsianna raised an eyebrow in surprise. “What?”
 
   “Angelics are forbidden to marry,” Apausha said. “Every other citizen of the Alliance is allowed to do as they wish, but not Angelics. They are made-up people. Fake. Genetically engineered.”
 
   “Gen-et-clee?" Ninsianna had no idea what the word meant. 
 
   Apausha frowned. “Genetics is the science of what makes you, you.“
 
   Ninsianna gave him a blank stare, wishing fervently she still possessed her gift of tongues.
 
   “Bloodlines,” Apausha said. “Your husband is forbidden to choose his own bloodline. His Emperor chooses it for him. He is forbidden to ever have any but the most peripheral contact with his own offspring." 
 
   Ninsianna clutched at her belly where Mikhail's son grew.
 
   "Mikhail … wants … this child," Ninsianna stammered. 
 
   "Of course he does," Apausha's maw curled up in disgust. “They all do. Why do you think these women are here? Lucifer intends to breed your species like cattle!"
 
   "Mikhail intends no such thing!" Ninsianna shouted at the monster. "He … he … he didn't touch me until I practically…"
 
   She did not finish her sentence. Until I -threw- myself at him, teasing him mercilessly until at last I broke down his resistance. Old worries ate at her, the ones she'd possessed until she'd realized she had Mikhail wrapped around her finger. Did he love her above all others? And if this Emperor he spoke of so highly ever made his appearance, would he order Mikhail to abandon her in favor of this gen-et-clee bloodline? 
 
   No! Apausha must be lying!
 
   Apausha snorted. "It’s barbaric, what his emperor does to his armies. In a way I can't blame Lucifer for rebelling. But none of us could believe how callously Lucifer treated the woman Shay'tan personally gave him as a bride." He pointed at the ebony-skinned woman.
 
   "But if you are enemies," Ninsianna said, "why would your emperor cavort with the Evil One?"
 
   "His name is Lucifer," Apausha said. "He is the adopted son of your husband's Eternal Emperor Hashem."
 
   "The Evil One is Mikhail's Emperor's son?" Ninsianna sputtered. She edged closer to the monster, resting one knee upon his blanket, eager to hear more. "Why would he do these things?"
 
   Apausha grimaced. 
 
   "Your guess is as good as mine," Apausha said. "Lucifer was always known for his debauchery, but what he's doing now does not make any sense!"
 
   "You still have not answered my original question," Ninsianna said.
 
   "Which was?"
 
   "Why would your Emperor Shay'tan cavort with the Evil One?"
 
   Apausha chuckled.
 
   "What's so funny?"
 
   "I take it your husband did not tell you about the ancient wagers between his emperor and mine?"
 
   "What wagers?" Ninsianna asked.
 
   "It is said that control over this galaxy is a game," Apausha said. "That the real lines of battle are decided not by the efforts of their respective armies, but by their maneuvering in the upper realms; that they treat their conquests as if it was a game of chess."
 
   Ninsianna remembered the vision She-who-is had sent her about the big red dragon and the man in a white robe playing chess. At the time, there had been a third piece moving of its own volition which neither old god had noticed. Lucifer. The Evil One. Out to outmaneuver them both!
 
   Apausha shifted, and as he did his breath came out as a raspy whimper. Whether or not he was a human, Ninsianna was too highly trained to miss the ominous rattle which often preceded death.
 
   "The Evil One waits for you to die," Ninsianna said gently, "and yet for some reason, you cling to life. Why?"
 
   Apausha's lizard-like maw curved up into a pleased, fang-laden grin.
 
   "My wife, Marina, is sitting on a clutch of eggs," Apausha said. "Seven of them, due to hatch any day. I wish to see my offspring."
 
   "Do you love your wife?" Ninsianna asked.
 
   Apausha's expression turned wistful, or about as wistful as a lizard could appear.
 
   "I love her dearly," Apausha said. He looked past her, into his own past. "She is not beautiful, my Marina, nor was she pleased to be betrothed to marry so low-ranking a lizard as myself. But she is a sensible woman, level-headed, with many family connections to the merchant-class within the Sata'an Empire. Shay'tan himself decreed I was to be given a high-born bride after my crew saved one of his battle cruisers from stumbling into a Tokoloshe ambush."
 
   "What is a Tokoloshe?" Ninsianna asked.
 
   Apausha's smile disappeared.
 
   "Trust me. You don't want to know," Apausha said. His green eyes turned pale. "I'm just thankful my own people shot down my crew before their ship could be taken by their dreadnought."
 
   Dred-not? Ninsianna had trouble translating the words, so she changed the subject rather than expose her ignorance. She pointed at Apausha's misshapen green hand.
 
   "On my world," Ninsianna said, "I am trained to be a healer."
 
   Apausha's eyebrow-ridge raised with curiosity. "Really? I thought most healers on your world were men?"
 
   "I'm a shaman's daughter," Ninsianna said. "My gift is so great they made an exception." Ninsianna's smile disappeared. "Or at least it was until She-who-is abandoned me."
 
   Apausha leaned forward, his expression sympathetic.
 
   "The goddess has not abandoned you," Apausha said. "Any more than Shay'tan has abandoned me. SHE searches for you, just as Shay'tan would search for me if Lucifer hadn't tricked him into thinking I'd been killed along with the rest of my crew."
 
   "But I thought SHE knew all things?" Ninsianna asked. 
 
   Apausha snorted. "Not even She-who-is knows everything."
 
   Ninsianna fiddled with the hem of her dress. She realized how much that must make her look like the other seventeen women who at this moment were embroiled in a nasty fistfight over the last of the food. She smoothed the garment, taking a deep breath and forcing herself to don a pleasant smile. If she was to win this creature over, at the very least she must appear not to be insane.
 
   "I realize my medicine might seem primitive to a creature that travels the heavens," Ninsianna said, "but even without my shaman's gift, I am still trained to reset broken bones."
 
   Apausha's clear inner eyelids raised, giving her an unimpeded view of his emerald green eyes. He raised his dislocated hand.
 
   "This, I fear, is the least of my problems," Apausha said. "To get me to betray my god, they had to do much more than simply break my bones."
 
   "Are you injured elsewhere?" Ninsianna asked.
 
   "Alas, I am indeed," Apausha said. "But in my culture, it is forbidden for a woman to attend to an injured male who is not her husband, father, brother, or half-brother."
 
   "I am not from your world," Ninsianna said. "In my culture, whoever can best do the job, does it."
 
   "So I have heard," Apausha said. "Sensible policy, if you ask me."
 
   He pressed down his blanket to his lap. As he did, a malignant odor wafted up, one Ninsianna knew well. An infected belly wound. She immediately covered her mouth and nose with her hand at the putrid scent. The dark coloring of the creature's uniform hid the fact he'd been repeatedly stabbed; quite deliberately by the look of things.
 
   "I am sorry," Apausha said. He pulled the blanket back up. "I should not have asked you to demean yourself by looking upon an unrelated male. It's just…"
 
   Ninsianna stared at the gut-wound. She did not know if the creature's physiology was similar, or different, but other than his extremities, Apausha's torso appeared to be shaped similarly to that of a human male. This wound … it was in the exact same place where Jamin had been gored by an auroch.
 
   "I have tended such an injury before," Ninsianna said. "Your prognosis is grim, but with the right medicines, perhaps you might survive?"
 
   Apausha made eye contact, more so than his usual peculiar, dancing way of looking at her. Whatever his cultural apprehensions about being treated by a woman, the lizard man wished very much to live.
 
   "The Angelics have medicines which can heal this wound," Apausha said. "They are called antibiotics. I asked Ruax and Procel for them, but they laughed at me."
 
   "What about the one who was in here earlier," Ninsianna asked. "Lerajie. He didn't seem as bad as the other two?"
 
   "They are under orders not to treat me," Apausha said. He glanced at the doorway. "But you? You are the first female Lucifer didn't get his hands on. You are still in control of all your faculties. Perhaps … no! You are pregnant. It is wrong of me to ask you to put yourself at risk."
 
   Ninsianna placed her hand on top of Apausha's broken green one, the claws of a monster of nightmare, the hand of a man who needed her help. She might not be a warrior like Pareesa. She might even be abandoned by She-who-is. But she had an older gift, one she'd used to entice every man in Assur around to her way of thinking. Married or not, if it meant getting out of here, she would use every gift she had.
 
   "Lerajie is curious about me," Ninsianna lowered her eyelashes in a flirtatious manner. She gave Apausha a coy smile. "Perhaps it is time I knocked on that door to ask him for some medical supplies?"
 
   Apausha laughed, and then he winced.
 
   "I think you and my beloved Marina would get along!"
 
   Lurching to her feet, Ninsianna straightened her dress, ran her fingers through her hair, and then walked towards the outer door, past the insane pregnant women who were currently engaged in a fistfight. She licked her lips, pinched her cheeks, and then, her heart pounding so loudly she feared it might rattle right out of her chest, lifted her hand to the door and knocked.
 
   There was a fumbling at the handle and then the door opened. Ninsianna stared into the unearthly blue eyes and face of a man who, if not for his fair hair and speckled pink wings, might have been a cousin to her husband.
 
   "Excuse me, Lerajie," Ninsianna said in moderately accented, but otherwise perfectly understandable Galactic Standard. "One of the women is injured. I was wondering if you might procure for me some medical supplies."
 
   Lerajie's chin dropped to his clavicle. His wings flared in a formation Ninsianna recognized as an Angelic who'd been surprised.
 
   "Y-y-you really do speak?"
 
   Ninsianna gave Lerajie her warmest, most breathtaking smile, the same one she'd used to flirt with Mikhail.
 
   "Of course I do," Ninsianna said, "when there's something worth saying." She touched Lerajie's forearm, a gesture she knew from her own sensory-starved husband had always turned him into a trembling mass of goo. She slid her fingers, just a little, in the same innocuous-seeming gesture she had used to seduce her husband.
 
   "W-wh-what do you need?" Lerajie stammered.
 
   Ninsianna gave him a coy shrug and ran her fingers through her own long, chestnut tresses.
 
   "What any healer needs, of course," Ninsianna said. "A bone needle. Some sturdy horsehair or thread for stitching up some wounds. Some clean bandages. A small, very sharp knife for cutting that thread or, in your case, you have that lovely little instrument my husband calls a scissor, and, oh, yes, since I don't see any borage or myrrh growing around here, I'll need some of the substances you keep in the little red box in your kitchen-galley. I believe you call them an-ti-bi-aw-tics?"
 
   Lerajie stared at her like some vapid sheep who was clueless it was about to have its throat slit for slaughter. Unlike Mikhail, who'd wanted to resist her, this Angelic wished to eat straight out of her hand.
 
   "Knock before you come in, please," Ninsianna said. She touched Lerajie's cheek the same way she had flirted with Mikhail. "It terrifies the women to see you."
 
   She noted the way Lerajie trembled beneath her touch. Good. There was more than one way for a clever woman to defeat an enemy. Before Lerajie could say yes or no, she gave him her warmest, most fetching smile, stepped backwards into the harem, and shut the door firmly in the Angelic's face.
 
   Ha! Seducing an Angelic was way too easy!
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 30
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   Fear not this night
 
   We will not go astray
 
   Though shadows fall
 
   Still the stars find their way.
 
    
 
   --Fear Not This Night by Malukah--
 
    
 
   December: 3,390 BC
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Gita
 
   A brilliant blue star pierced the ceiling of the world and hurtled towards the earth, incinerating all in its path. That small, dark voice whispered not to be afraid; this light was different than the others; this light would not burn her. Gita hurried across the brightening desert, blinking as the sun rose. 
 
   Hurry, the voice whispered. You must hurry or you will be too late!
 
   She followed the star to the place it had embedded itself into the Earth, a large, silver object smoldering from the impact. She found a crack large enough to squeeze through and crawled inside. There, impaled through the chest, was a man unlike any she had ever seen before. A man with … wings? 
 
   He opened his eyes and spoke to her in a language which was not hers, and yet, somehow she was able to understand his words.
 
   “Are you a spirit sent to guide me into the dreamtime?” 
 
   The man's expression was strangely calm given the precariousness with which he clung to life. Blood trickled down one side of his mouth and out his nose, never a good sign. 
 
   “I’m here to help you,” Gita said. 
 
   She assessed his wounds, but she had never been trained as a healer. What to do? She did not know what to do!
 
   She pulled out the rod which impaled his chest and slipped her fingers into the hole from which gushed forth his life's blood. His heart beat against her fingertips like the tender kisses of butterfly wings, a good heart, a strong heart, the heart, she knew of a lion. This man was blessed by the gods, but the gods were not here now and, she, Gita, did not know how to heal him. She had been too young when the temple had been destroyed to learn the words to the Song. 
 
   "I am sorry," Gita wept. "I do not know how to heal this wound."
 
   The man gave her an apologetic smile as if -he- wished to reassure -her.-
 
   “I have never feared death," blood seeped from his mouth. "Only to wander eternity alone as I have been forced to spend my life."
 
   "Do not fear the dark,” Gita said. "For eternity can be your friend."
 
   "What's your name?" the man asked.
 
   That small, quiet voice whispered not to say it. Song. Her name meant song.
 
   "You can call me Chol Beag," Gita said the strange, foreign endearment which the dark voice whispered into her mind. "What's -your- name?"
 
   "Mikhail."
 
   She pressed a cloth against the hole in his chest, but to no avail. The blood kept flowing and -she- was inadequate to heal it. Gita began to cry.
 
   "I don't know what else to do!"
 
   Mikhail's expression was both trusting and grateful. “Please don't cry. I die happy that a beautiful spirit has come to accompany me into the next life." His hand squeezed hers. "I shall wait there on the threshold for you, just but on the other side."
 
   She sat with him until he slid from consciousness, his heart beat growing weaker as his life's blood seeped from his body. She -must- have the power to heal him or the Great Mother would not have sent her to him, but her father had thwarted the goddess by making sure she would never learn the song.
 
   She sat, helpless, as Mikhail's spirit stretched towards the dreamtime, his heartbeat weakening as he lost the battle to cling to life.
 
   "Sing, child," that small, dark voice whispered to her. "Sing for him, even if your song is imperfect. For it is not the words that matter, but the intention in your heart."
 
   “Mmmmmmfffff…..” 
 
   Gita groaned as she rose towards consciousness. With a start, she realized she’d leaned forward in her sleep and used her patient's abdomen as a pillow. A large hand held her captive, her face plastered against Mikhail’s skin because he’d tangled his fingers through her hair.
 
   Gita froze. Feeling as guilty as if she’d just been caught stealing, she gave a fearful look behind her to where Firouz stood sentry in the darkness, ordered to kill her if she so much as blinked. There was no condemnation in his expression at her inappropriate use of a pillow, only boredom mixed with concern. They both knew Mikhail was dying. 
 
   “Please, let me go,” Gita whispered to Mikhail’s hand, but he held on to her; on to her hair, on to her hand, on to any part of her body she let get too close to him, trying to pull the woman he thought was his wife into the bed so he could curl up beside her and comfort himself as he died.
 
   Gently extricating his fingers from her hair, she regarded the face of the beautiful winged man who had never allowed her close until they'd tricked him into thinking she was his wife. 
 
   Was there any merit to the dream? 
 
   “Mikhail, mo ghrá,” Gita whispered. “I will not abandon you to wander eternity alone. You have my word.”
 
   The song her mother had sung to her whenever she had skinned her knee or chased away the monster under the bed came into her mind, an imperfect song, not the song, but it was the only song she knew. No goddess had chosen her. No goddess blessed her. No unearthly power came down from the heavens to intercede as she prayed for Mikhail's life. Nobody heard the prayers she sang into the emptiness which had been her companion for as long as she had existed. There was only her. Gita. Humble girl. Scrawny girl. The girl that nobody loved. But she had a song to sing, and she would sing it … for him. The song her mother had told her could only be given once.
 
   She sang it softly so she would not wake the others, ignoring the warrior who'd been assigned to kill her. It was an imperfect song, poorly remembered, but as she sang it, she sang the very essence of her spirit into his body, willing him to live, willing him to take her worthless life if it would fight the infection which was killing him. She pleaded for him to take the gift of her unrequited love, for it was the only thing she’d ever had to offer him, that, and the song for which she'd never learned the words.
 
   Mikhail's hand tightened in hers.
 
   "Chol beag," he whispered in his sleep.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   Download Gita's song for free HERE: Fear Not This Night by Malukah and other awesome fan-cover songs.
 
    
 
   Listen to Gita's song online HERE: Fear Not This Night by Malukah.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 31
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   Galactic Standard Date:  152,323.12 AE 
 
   Earth Orbit: Prince of Tyre
 
   Special Agent Eligor
 
    
 
   Eligor
 
   Eligor dragged his fork through his mashed tubers, wishing fervently there were some lumps to give the illusion they were real tubers and not that reconstituted crap Zepar had been feeding them ever since they’d leaped into uncharted territories. He supposed he should be grateful they had enough to eat. When the Sata’anic lizards had brought Lucifer his welcome meal, it had been heavy on the side of natural game from the planet and light on grains and fruits that were the lizard’s preferred diet. Good old General Hudhafah had put on one hell of a show to make it look like they were flush with food, supplies and weaponry, but Eligor had been around long enough to see all the places the Sata’anic invasion was coming apart at the seams.
 
   What the fuck was Lucifer doing dancing with the lizards?
 
   ‘It’s none of my business,’ Eligor forced the thought back into the recesses of his mind. ‘Asking questions is the fastest way to get yourself disappeared.’
 
   “Hey! Eligor!”
 
   Eligor glanced up to see Lerajie come dancing into the crewman's cafeteria, wings fluttering like an excited little boy, wearing that same earnest expression the man always sported just before he opened his mouth and suggested something asinine. He stared down into his mashed tubers. Maybe if he pretended he didn’t see him, Lerajie would go away?
 
   The opposing chair dragged out from the table and Lerajie plopped down, almost dipping one of his wings into Eligor’s supper.
 
   “Watch it!” Eligor snapped at him.
 
   “Did you hear?” Lerajie practically wiggled. “She talked to me.”
 
   “So?” Eligor grumbled.
 
   “So what are we going to do about it?” Lerajie asked. He leaned forward and snitched a bread stick off of Eligor’s plate.
 
   “Hey!" Eligor jabbed at his hand with his fork.
 
   Lerajie yelped as the tines made contact with his flesh.
 
   “Hey! Whatcha go and do that for?”
 
   “Ask first,” Eligor growled.
 
   Lerajie yanked back his hand, his expression wounded. Awww! Man! Why’d the guy always have to go and lay a guilt trip onto him? Without making eye contact, Eligor picked up the bread stick, tossed it over to Lerajie’s side of the table, and shoveled a forkful of mashed tubers into his mouth as if they were something he relished instead of sludge which would sit in his stomach like concrete all day.
 
   “Next time,” Eligor grumbled with a full mouth, “just ask. That’s all I’m saying.”
 
   Lerajie ate the bread stick in silence, thankfully quiet as he stuffed his face and dug into his own meal. They ate together, the ship’s cafeteria filled with the chatter of the other crewmen grabbing some grub before they had to get back to the endless ‘make busy’ work that was required to keep this ship running. Finally, Lerajie’s silence began to weigh on him.
 
   “What’d she say?” 
 
   Eligor cut the tasteless meatloaf with his fork and shoved a clump into his mouth, pretending it didn’t have the consistency of diarrhea. Lerajie gave an indignant sniffle. Lerajie? Quiet? Now that was something different. Eligor swallowed and put down his fork.
 
   “You gonna tell me or what?” Eligor asked.
 
   “Not if you bite my head off.”
 
   “I didn’t bite your head off. I told you not to take my bread stick." Eligor gestured at the half-finished plate of disgusting remolecularized food. “It’s the one thing we still got on this ship that’s real.”
 
   “Sorry,” Lerajie grumbled, but he still wore that wounded expression.
 
   Eligor waited, and then made a big deal about getting up. He stretched his wings, grown crampy from sitting too long in the chair. Unlike the command carriers, the Prince of Tyre didn’t have an aviary where winged species could exercise their wings. It was as though this ship had been designed by Lucifer's biological father for another species altogether and retrofitted to accommodate humanoids as an afterthought.
 
   “Wait!” Lerajie said. He glanced around furtively, that being a first for the blabbermouth, and then leaned forward as if he wished to whisper a secret. He would have pulled it off, too, had the nitwit not practically shouted his next words across the room.
 
   “She asked for a needle and thread!”
 
   Eligor cocked one eyebrow. They’d both been present at the Parliamentary building when General Abaddon’s wife had starting talking. Speculation had been rampant ever since Lucifer had returned from his little coup d'état. Either Zepar had shoved a microphone up the woman’s ass, or humans were every bit as smart as they were. Eligor knew it was the latter … and was grateful despite the moral implications that presented. Personally, he wasn’t into fucking something that didn’t have enough sense to give him a little post-coitus chatter.
 
   Then again, whatever that contraption Zepar was building in his office, the thing that looked like an android…
 
   Curiosity aroused, Eligor decided to take the bait. He sat back down.
 
   “What made her talk to you?”
 
   “Nothing,” Lerajie said. “I was outside standing guard, minding my own business, when I heard this tap at the door. I opened it ready to shoot, figuring it was the Sata'anic lizard, and there she stood, pretty as you please, and asked if I could go fetch her a needle and some scissors."
 
   Eligor raised one eyebrow. "You're fucking with me!"
 
   "No, really," Lerajie said. "She said one of the women was injured and she wanted to stitch her back up."
 
   "And you suddenly learned to speak an Earth language … how?" Eligor scoffed at him.
 
   "She spoke in Galactic Standard," Lerajie said. "Clear as day."
 
   Eligor glanced around the room and noticed everyone had fallen silent. They all knew Zepar had started giving him more privileges ever since he'd bailed out Lucifer's ass.
 
   "Keep your voice down," Eligor hissed. "You want to get us both shot out an airlock?"
 
   Lerajie glanced around and noticed for the first time they were the center of attention. He tucked his pale, pink-speckled wings against his back, duly chastised, and leaned forward to resume the conversation.
 
   "There's a betting pool going around," Lerajie whispered in an exaggerated stage whisper which was anything but quiet. "To see who can get her to speak again."
 
   "Stay away from her," Eligor jammed his finger across the table into Lerajie's face. "Whatever you've got in mind, don't do it. Zepar's already got you on his 'most necessary crewman to send into a firefight' list."
 
   Lerajie fell silent. Eligor jammed his fork into the grey-green substance that was supposed to replicate steamed greens, but had the consistency and taste of shredded paper. 
 
   “When’s your next shift guarding the harem?”
 
   “Don’t know,” Lerajie said. “Zepar’s got me doing all kinds of strange shit ever since he elevated you to babysitting duty. You’d a thought he’d assigned us to watch the puppet-prince together.”
 
   ‘Fat chance,’ Eligor thought to himself.
 
   “You got a big mouth,” Eligor picked at his fingernails with his fork. “Start keeping it shut and pretend you ain’t looking at shit, and after a while Zepar will forget you’re a bleeding heart pansy.”
 
   Lerajie choked on the cup of caife he was taking a sip out of at the moment. His wings flared, flinging feathers into the food tray.
 
   “Watch it,” Eligor growled. He picked a long, red-speckled feather out of his mashed tubers, but honestly he was done with them. He was just grumbling for the sake of grumbling. He waited for Lerajie to catch his breath, though. Just to make sure he wasn’t really choking. Lerajie turned red, but kept right on breathing. Nope. No such luck. Guess he was stuck with the man for a little while longer.
 
   Lerajie blew his nose then picked right up where he’d started. Man! Didn’t anything deter the guy from his soapbox?
 
   “She really is pregnant,” Lerajie said. “Based on the other ones, I estimate she’s four or five months along.”
 
   “So Lucifer grabbed one he already knocked up before,” Eligor shrugged. “Big deal. Is she pretty?”
 
   Lerajie's eyes sparkled. "She's the most beautiful woman I've ever seen."
 
   “Did she say anything else?” Eligor asked.
 
   “Nope,” Lerajie said. “As soon as I gave her the medical supplies, she said 'thank you' and slammed the door in my face.”
 
   Eligor's comms pin beeped. Not his regular pin. The other one. Eligor groaned.
 
   “You better get that,” Lerajie said.
 
   His expression unreadable, Eligor stuck the speaker in his ear so he could find out what the fuck Zepar wanted.
 
   “This is Eligor.”
 
   “Eligor?" The voice wasn’t Zepar’s, but Lucifer himself. There was a high-pitched, panicked sound to that single word, as though it was the younger version of Lucifer that Eligor had been around long enough to remember and not the flaming asshole he’d become in the intervening years from too much power and not enough give-a-shitedness from his adoptive father, Hashem.
 
   “Sir?” Eligor asked.
 
   “Eligor … I need you.”
 
   Eligor suppressed a groan. What now? Had the puppet prince run out of liquor again? Well he’d be damned if he’d feed the man’s addictions. Something wasn’t right about Lucifer, and the last thing the man needed was the only man left on the ship he trusted leading him down the garden path and waiting for him to implode.
 
   “I’ll be right there, Sir,” Eligor said.
 
   He got up and grabbed his tray.
 
   “What about the human female?” Lerajie asked. “What you going to do about her?”
 
   “Nothing,” Eligor said.
 
   “Maybe you should ask Lucifer?”
 
   “The last thing that woman needs is anybody directing Lucifer’s attention to her,” Eligor said. Anger gurgled in his veins, anger he’d suppress if he was talking to anybody but Lerajie, the closest thing he had to a friend. “Think about it, man? Lucifer’s got some serious mojo with the mind, man. That’s what’s fucking up the women. His mojo is too powerful for them or something.”
 
   “What mojo?” Lerajie asked. He raised one eyebrow. Despite his liberal bent, Lerajie was a man of science.
 
   “Nothing,” Eligor grumbled. He grabbed his tray and stalked off to dump it into the wash bucket, splattering uneaten mashed tubers and vegetables everywhere. He jutted his wings straight out behind him as he stalked through the ship to Lucifer’s quarters, where no doubt the man was waking up with the mother of all hangovers.
 
   He ran smack into Zepar in the hallway with all of his dirty-winged glory.
 
   “Where you off to, Eligor?” Zepar gave him that sloe-eyed stare that Eligor had learned meant the man was trying to read his mind.
 
   Impulse drive in the shuttle has a check engine light on. Gotta go check it before we need it again. Last thing the Prime Minister needs is to get stranded in the middle of East Buttfuck. Zepar would have my head on a platter for sure.
 
   “Just hurrying back to my quarters, Sir.” Eligor deliberately told him something incongruent to the fake thoughts he had running through his mind.
 
   Zepar shut his eyes and sniffed, and then gave Eligor a malicious grin.
 
   “Well then, carry on then, Eligor,” Zepar said. He added, “oh, and when you’re done, could you do me a favor. Go down to the launch bay and run the Prime Minister’s shuttle through another circle check. You never know when we might need it in a hurry.”
 
   Eligor pretended to give him a grateful look, the kind a guy might give when he’d been let off the hook for something that might get him into trouble.
 
   “Yes, Sir,” Eligor said.
 
   He watched as Zepar wheeled an overloaded cart down the hall, filled to the brim with bits and pieces of stuff he’d scrounged up from gods-only-knew where. With no supply chain this far out into the uncharted territories, not to mention the fact that so far as the Alliance was concerned, they’d all been blown up during Lucifer’s clever little stunt to get back at his immortal father, it wasn’t like they could simply swing by the nearest hardware store.
 
   As soon as Zepar turned the corner, Eligor resumed his trip down to the Prime Minister’s suite, where Furcas and Pruflas, the two goons who always shadowed the Prime Minister at Zepar’s bequest, were once again conspicuously absent from guarding his door. That only meant one thing. Zepar had sent them back to the planet, under the Sata’anic lizard’s noses, to grab more humans for his men.
 
   When was he going to get his promised wife? 
 
   Eligor scratched his balls. Who the fuck would want him for a husband? Huh? No one... If the alpha-stud had been forced to resort to taking them against their will, what chance did he have.
 
   He punched in the access code and ran his eye through the retinal scanner, which had been expanded to give him unfettered access without having to first clear it with Zepar, knocked twice, and then stepped inside.
 
   What … the …
 
   “Eligor?” 
 
   Lucifer stood butt-naked in the corner, a bedsheet held up to cover his genitals as if it was a shield. On the floor in the opposite corner huddled two women, naked, disheveled, and reeking of blood and semen. 
 
   Eligor took a step closer and the women screamed. Okay. So the puppet-prince had taken a few more wives? Wives who, by the looks of them, were just as mind-broken and stupid as the other women in the harem. What else was new around here?
 
   And then he saw the third one in the bed. Lucifer pointed as though he was afraid. This one … wasn’t moving.
 
   “Oh, fuck!” Eligor said.
 
   He rushed over to the bed, ignoring Lucifer’s incoherent babbling. Now he’d done it. The stupid ass had gone and killed one. He grabbed the shape tangled up in the sheets, rolled her over, and…
 
   “Fuck!” Eligor yelped. 
 
   ‘She’ had a muscular build and a bushy, dark-brown beard.
 
   “I – I – I don’t remember,” Lucifer stuttered. He pulled the sheet tighter around himself. “I woke up and…”
 
   It’d been a long time since Eligor had been forced to play medic, but training kicked in. He shoved his fingers into the man’s jugular, searching for a pulse. Fuck fuck fuck fuck! What the fuck had Lucifer gone and done?
 
   The man’s flesh was cold, but there was a weak, faint heartbeat. Shock. He’d seen it enough times to recognize the symptoms. Eligor grabbed Lucifer’s luxurious satin comforter, doubled it up and threw it over the man to get his body temperature up, then grabbed a pillow and shoved it under the man’s feet. As he did, the scent of just what Lucifer had been doing with the man wafted up to him. Blood, semen, and shit. Aww, man! Fuck! He didn’t want to know this shit about his boss!
 
   “I didn’t … I didn’t,” Lucifer’s white wings were flared like he was about to take off.
 
   “Sir!” Eligor said, anger bubbling in his veins. “He needs a doctor! You can’t just sweep this under the rug!”
 
   “Is he … is he still…?”
 
   “Alive? Yes. Barely,” Eligor said.
 
   Lucifer’s wings settled against his body. He wrapped the sheet around himself like a toga and stepped closer. The two women began to scream. Lucifer stuck his hands over his ears, as though the sound was more than he could bear.
 
   “Please,” Lucifer said. “Make them stop. They’re … they’re…”
 
   ‘Sentient,’ Eligor thought to himself. ‘And you left just enough of them –in- there when you fucked with their minds to get them to agree to your little ménage au trois that you can –hear- it now, you dumb fuck. You can hear it in their voices, now that you know some of them are sentient like General Abaddon’s wife.’
 
   Lucifer looked at him with his eerie silver eyes, his expression horrified. Eligor knew the guy could read his mind even better than Zepar could, especially now that he wasn’t shielding his thoughts.
 
   “I'm sorry,” Lucifer’s voice was the strangled cry of a little boy. “Help me, Eligor. I don’t know what to do.”
 
   Eligor looked down at the poor schmuck laying catatonic in the bed. The two women, he bet, would recover. This guy, he wasn’t so sure. But either way, if word ever got back to the Emperor about any of what they were doing, or even Emperor Shay’tan, fuck, now that they were officially in Sata’anic territory, they were all screwed.
 
   "Zepar…"
 
   "No, please!" Lucifer pulled the sheet closer around his body, as if the guy gave a fuck about running around butt-naked any other time. "I don't … I don't…"
 
   Lucifer's eyes picked up the light and shone so bright it looked for a moment as if they had turned white.
 
   “I’ll take care of it,” Eligor snapped at him. He pointed to the bathroom. “Go get cleaned up. Let me deal with this. My way.”
 
   Lucifer stumbled towards the bathroom, dropping feathers as he went. Eligor slapped the human male lightly on the face, trying to get him to respond. 
 
   "Okay buddy. Listen to me? If Furcas and Pruflas come back they'll just dump you out the airlock, so you gotta do something for me, okay? You've got to snap out of it." 
 
   He rubbed the man's arms, his chest, his torso, trying to get some circulation going. What the fuck had Lucifer done to the guy? Well, done besides fucked him? There were no bruises. No scratches. Unlike the women who looked as though they'd been beaten to a pulp. The two females screeched in terror when he stepped towards them.
 
   "Shut the fuck up!" Eligor shouted at them.
 
   The two women sobbed, holding each other's hands. He felt a momentary bit of remorse for their sorry condition, but he was more worried about the one that was hardly breathing. The last thing he needed was to cover Lucifer's ass for murder!
 
   Who could he trust to keep their mouth shut? Lerajie? Fuck, no! Ruax and Procel? Yeah. They were dumb enough not to notice anything was amiss and smart enough to keep their mouth shut even if they did. Yeah. They could stash this guy in the empty room next to the harem. 
 
   Eligor paced back and forth, ignoring the frightened twitters of the two terrified females. Okay, he could do this. Have Ruax and Procel dress the new ones up nice like they always did. The two got off on that kinda shit, dress the women up like dress-up dolls. Then, if this dude died, he could just claim the guy had injured himself in his private room. Yeah. That'd work. It was better than bringing him to Zepar's fucked up secret back room like they'd done to the ebony-skinned man, the one they'd foisted off on the Leonids.
 
   Eligor queued up his comms device and summoned the two meatheads who, at the moment, were babysitters for Lucifer's harem.
 
   "Ruax, Procel," Eligor called. "Meet me outside the Prime Minister's chamber. Oh, and bring a gurney."
 
   Twenty minutes later, all three 'problems' had been efficiently pawned off on somebody else. Lucifer, thank-the-gods, had enough common sense to stay in his bathroom. There would be enough gossip going around the ship that Lucifer was AC/DC without him opening his mouth and tipping off Ruax and Procel that he was also bonkers.
 
   Eligor moved about the room, removing all evidence of the crime. Sheets … changed. Blood … he wiped it up best he could. Liquor bottles … who the fuck had resupplied the man with the good shit? He'd spent the past few days watering the stuff down 'cause he figured alcohol and whatever antipsychotic shit Zepar had loaded into those syringes wouldn’t mix well. Yeah … it must have been the booze. Everyone knew that alcohol and drugs didn't mix.
 
   He was beginning to see why Zepar acted like such a fucking prick all the time…
 
   He rearranged the bottles, noting which ones he'd need to sneak back in and dilute later, before it occurred to him Lucifer had been in the bathroom an unusually long time. Bonkers or not, Lucifer was his boss. It did not behoove him to treat his employer like shit. 
 
   "Sir?" Eligor knocked on the door. "Mr. Prime Minister? It's me, Eligor. Are you okay?" 
 
   The sound of muffled sobbing filtered through the door. Okay. He'd been here before. Although at least this time Lucifer didn't appear to be shitfaced. Eligor knocked again.
 
   "Sir, I took care of it for you," Eligor said. "They're all gone."
 
   The door cracked open. Lucifer peered out, his eyes red-rimmed from crying. Or maybe that was just because he was hung over from too much partying the night before?
 
   "Is he going to be okay?" Lucifer asked. His eerie silver eyes glittered with tears.
 
   Eligor considered lying for him, but if the dude was falling off the deep end, the last thing he needed was another enabler.
 
   "I don't know, Sir," Eligor said. "Whatever shit you guys were smoking last night, it seemed to have done a number on him."
 
   "I can't remember," Lucifer mumbled.
 
   "What?"
 
   "I said I can't remember," Lucifer said. He opened the bathroom door the rest of the way. Steam rushed out from his recent, very lengthy shower. The bed sheet had been cast onto the floor, abandoned in favor of a clean, white towel wrapped around his waist. His wings dripped water, a luxurious waste on a spaceship where every drop needed to be recycled.
 
   "What do you remember, Sir?" Eligor asked.
 
   Lucifer moved over to sit down on his bed. He made eye contact, his hands clasped under his chin as though in prayer.
 
   "I remember you coming in yesterday morning to give me my shot," Lucifer said. "After that…"
 
   'After that, the good twin disappeared and your evil-ass twin brother made his appearance,' Eligor thought to himself. He hastily covered that thought with background noise about all the shit he had to do to get this fucking room cleaned up. The sound of his own blood running through his veins began to hum in his ears. Thump. Thump. Thump. This shit was getting weird.
 
   Lucifer pinched the bridge of his nose between his fingers. 
 
   "My head hurts," he mumbled. "It feels as though there's this great vice crushing against my head all the time."
 
   "And how often are you having these blackouts, Sir?" Eligor was unable to keep his voice from warbling. Fuck.
 
   "Lately?" Lucifer asked.
 
   Eligor nodded.
 
   "Most of the time."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Galactic Standard Date:  152,323.12 AE 
 
   Sata'an Empire: Hades-6
 
   Emperor Shay'tan
 
    
 
   Shay'tan
 
   The old dragon paced back and forth, his not-quite-corporeal muscles bulging with tension as he stared into the gigantic hologram of the galaxy. Blue triangles blinked on his side of the border. His side! Never before had the Destroyer had the audacity to cross over into his side of the border unless Shay’tan had crossed into Alliance territory first. 
 
   “What do you mean he just defeated my war fleet!” Shay’tan howled. “Abaddon was outnumbered six to one!”
 
   Flames shot out of his gullet. Admiral Musab ducked behind the fire shield they’d installed so his generals could apprise him of the latest reports from the field. Musab was not a cowardly lizard, but the man did not wish to be cooked alive inside his skin.
 
   “He came at us as though he was pursuing rabbits,” Admiral Musab said. "He did not stop. He did not veer. And when we blew to hell his frontrunner ships, the second tier hit us, and then the third, and then the fourth. We weren’t able to get out of his way.”
 
   Damantia! The Destroyer had always been an aggressive son-of-a-bitch, but this? This squandering of both side's lives? Shay’tan hadn’t waged this kind of war since … since … since Hashem had abandoned the Alliance to fend for itself and left Lucifer in charge to teach him the Alliance didn’t need no measly god to take care of them.
 
   Shay’tan sat back on his haunches and pressed his paws into his temples, cognizant of the tiny lizard with a sledgehammer who’d taken up residence inside his brain. Calm down. He needed to calm down. The days when He-who’s-not had encouraged him to incinerate everything in his path were countless eons in his past. The only reason She-who-is let him stay in the material realm was because it tickled her fancy to keep a dragon as a pet. 
 
   Oh! Why hadn’t he just given up on mortals and joined his brethren in the stars? He didn’t need this aggravation! Where were they now, those ancient dragons?
 
   He stared out the hole in the roof that was, unfortunately, on fire again. The stars blinked back at him. When the dragons had abandoned this universe to fend for itself, She-who-is had taken pity on them and turned them into nebulae, the birthplaces of countless stars. He wondered if she had made it there, after Moloch had stolen her from him? Did she smile down on him, watching him struggle to safeguard the empire he had built for her instead of incinerating it as a dragon was meant to do?
 
   He realized his fires had calmed. She had done that. Taught him to cool the fires so he could hold a mortal form.
 
   He looked to where Admiral Musab stood behind the fire shield, his silver protective suit giving him the appearance of a primitive, space-walking astronaut. It gave him an idea.
 
   Shay’tan began to laugh.
 
   Admiral Musab peeked around the corner.
 
   “Does something amuse you, Your Majesty?” Musab asked.
 
   Shay’tan held his fist in front of his snout and focused upon it until it resembled a claw instead of the fire She-who-is had created him to be.
 
   “So Abaddon thinks Shemijaza had the human homeworld all along? And that Lucifer accidentally ceded it to me when he punished the Third Empire by turning their remnants over for subjugation?" 
 
   “I wouldn’t know what he thinks,” Admiral Musab said. “But from the way he’s coming after us, yes. He really does think that planet lies somewhere within the boundaries of Shemijaza’s old Third Empire.”
 
   Shay’tan examined the map of the galaxy which spun deceptively peacefully on its axis. It was forbidden to use his ascended powers to gain an advantage in a mortal war, but it was not forbidden to use what traits She-who-is had endowed him with naturally. Holding out a remnant of the roof-tarp in his clawed hand, he concentrated, and then puffed out a tiny pillar of flame onto his own, fireproof hand. As a fire elemental, he was impervious to fire, but the tarp? The tarp burst into flames.
 
   Shay’tan chuckled from deep in his belly. It was a most un-dragonlike sound, one he had fostered and learned to relish over the course of countless eons.
 
   Admiral Musab peeked out from behind the fire shield.
 
   “Does Your Majesty have something planned, Sir?” Admiral Musab asked.
 
   Shay’tan calmed the fire which erupted from his back and cooled it into a pair of leathery wings. He curled his tail around himself and held it out towards Musab as though he held out a rope.
 
   “Abaddon always said he wanted to go grab the dragon by the tail,” Shay’tan said. “I think it’s time we granted him his wish?”
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   December, 3,390 BC 
 
   Earth: Mesopotamian Plain
 
    
 
   Jamin
 
   The Sata'anic shuttlecraft shuddered and buckled like a canoe tossed around a white-water rapid during the height of the rainy season. Jamin bent over, eyes closed, taking deep breaths as he forced his stomach to remain calm. He was absolutely determined that, this time, he would not humiliate himself in front of General Hudhafah's men. The musky stench of sweat and anticipation was hard to ignore. They all stank of the fear which preceded any military action, even a battle as one-sided as the one they were about to engage in now.
 
   Out. Hold. In. Focus on your breathing. That small, quiet voice his mother had taught him to pay attention to as a little boy whispered wisdom he had long ago learned to suppress. Be kind to all people. Pay attention to the whispers of your intuition. Always keep a piece of yourself a secret, son, so that none may know who you really are. She called it his treasure-box, that place where he kept part of himself locked away, the part only Ninsianna had ever been able to reach. It whispered to him at inopportune times.
 
   "Go away," Jamin mumbled as he exhaled. His mother was dead, and when she'd died, all interest in the treasure-box had died along with her. The only thing it contained now was painful memories.
 
   The shuttle lurched and knocked him out of his mother's prayer, a silly little song about an ancient goddess whose name no one remembered. Jamin rubbed his lips. He could still feel the place someone had kissed him when he'd been delirious.
 
   "Leave me alone," Jamin mumbled to the invisible specter. 
 
   The pilot's voice came over the voice box. "Attention all crew. We are T-minus-three minutes from the drop point. Prepare to go in hot."
 
   The creatures around him burst into action, clicking little buttons on their firesticks, um, pulse rifles, and checking the straps on their safety harnesses so they could get out of their seats the moment the shuttle touched down.
 
   Jamin leaned closer to the small, brown satchel which the pig-man Katlego jokingly called a barf bag, but his forced breathing and almost-empty stomach spared him the indignity of losing his breakfast. 
 
   Private Katlego slapped him on the back.
 
   "See? Not so bad once you get used to it."
 
   "That's easy for you to say," Jamin grumbled. 
 
   He disguised his proximity to the barf bag by pretending to tie his boot laces. Boots? How long he had coveted Mikhail's sturdy foot coverings, and now that he owned a pair, each day he could not wait to get them off. The contraptions were heavy and sometimes caused him to trip, though he'd gotten better at not falling flat onto his face.
 
   The sound of somebody clearing their throat caused Jamin to look up. Sergeant Dahaka towered over him wearing his usual grumpy expression. In his hand he carried the angular, black shape of a firestick. Jamin instinctively blanched even though he knew Dahaka had no reason to wish him ill.
 
   "Sergeant?"
 
   "Lieutenant Kasib said I was to give you one of these," Sergeant Dahaka said. "You know how to use this thing?"
 
   "I do," Jamin said. He didn't add that it had been their avowed enemy, Lucifer, who had taught him how to use it, or just how badly he craved another lesson in picturing his enemy at the wrong end of the powerful weapon and watching their head vaporize beneath the magic fire.
 
   "Good," Dahaka said. The lizard shoved the pulse rifle into Jamin's hand. "Don't shoot your own foot off."
 
   Jamin glanced up at the Sergeant. The entire time he'd known Dahaka, the lizard had shown no sense of humor, only the patience to teach him things which took far longer than someone familiar with their magic.
 
   Jamin's muscle twitched beneath his cheek.
 
   "It's not like I can make fire from it without the little magic square," Jamin said. He caressed the small, black rectangle which slipped into the handle. Kasib always made sure the weapons were drained of magic before they let so primitive a creature as himself handle one. The only reason they let him carry one was because it behooved the lizards to let his fellow humans think he'd earned far more trust than he actually had.
 
   "The power cartridge is live." Sergeant Dahaka's dewlap waxed a deeper burgundy. "Kasib thought it might be more convincing if you gave your friend the demonstration of power than if one of us did it."
 
   "And what of this?" 
 
   Jamin pointed to the sword Kasib had given him, along with a lengthy lecture about the proper oiling and sharpening of a soldier's blade. He had yet to master the weapon.
 
   "A good soldier always has his backup ready," Dahaka growled. The grizzled sergeant-at-arms caressed the hilt of his well-worn sword. "Shay'tan is a beneficent old god, but parsimonious when it comes to outfitting grunts like you or me with enough of those." The lizard pointed to the pulse rifle's power cartridge. "Not to mention, you don't want to see what happens if you accidentally breach the outer hull."
 
   Jamin nodded even though half of what Dahaka said didn't make any sense, not because he didn't understand the pidgin of Kemet and the Sata'anic language, but because he was still figuring out the rules to their system of magic.
 
   The pilot's voice came over intercom again.
 
   "We are now over the jump zone. Prepare for landing."
 
   Jamin's stomach lurched even though the pilot flawlessly switched over from what Jamin thought of as the going forward oars to the going up and down oars. Bile rose in his throat as the entire sky canoe gave that now-familiar feeling of sinking.
 
   Sergeant Dahaka moved towards the hatch and grabbed one of the numerous hand-holds to remain standing. While Jamin couldn't yet understand every single word, he'd been into battle enough times to get the gist of what Dahaka said. 
 
   "All right you numbheads," Dahaka barked in the Sata'anic language. "You know the drill. The minute the shuttle touches down, go with your team to your side of the shuttle. Weapons set to shock, but if you come under heavy fire, you have permission to shoot to kill."
 
   "Aye!" the creatures all shouted in unison. 
 
   Jamin glanced into the small, eager blue eyes of his pig-like Catoplebas hunting partner, Private Katlego. He and Katlego both shared a love for the hunt, but Katlego was a truculent creature, prone to senseless brawling when Jamin had the sense to play things cool. During their hunt yesterday, Katlego had lamented how bored he was with being stuck on the base rather than sent out to quash rebellions like they usually did during an annexation. Today's soldiers were heavily weighted towards what Kasib referred to as 'our more enthusiastic soldiers.'
 
   "Don't shoot yourself in the foot," Katlego grinned at him through his boar-like tusks.
 
   Jamin gave him a serious reply.
 
   "Don't shoot anybody to kill unless they shoot at you first." 
 
   It wouldn't take much for Shay'tan's battle-eager soldiers to open fire on the Ninevians.
 
   "What?" Katlego laughed. "With a spear?" Katlego gave a long guffaw that sounded like a wild boar grunting just before it charged.
 
   "You're not afraid of a primitive weapon?" Jamin said. His dark eyes burned intently black. "You already killed their chief. Once you open fire, the opportunity to parley with them will be lost forever."
 
   Katlego caressed the hilt of his pulse rifle. 
 
   "This is all the parleying we need."
 
   Jamin placed his hand on the pugnacious boar-man's forearm. 
 
   "These are my people we're trying to win over," Jamin said. "Give me a chance to screw things up myself before you do it for me, okay? I've got a lot riding on this today." 
 
   He inwardly winced as he realized just how much he sounded like his father.
 
   Katlego snuffled with his large, flat pig-like nose. He bared his fangs, but it was a generalized gesture of disgust, not anger or dislike of him.
 
   "Yeah, yeah," Katlego grunted. "I know what it's like to dance to the lizard-people's standards. Three-hundred-fifty years since the lizards annexed my homeworld and Shay'tan still doesn't trust us to be anything but skull-crackers."
 
   Jamin nodded, glad he'd taken Katlego up on his offer to go hunting yesterday, away from the lizards who scorned his and the Catoplebas' taste for meat. While Kasib had not lied to him about his prospects to someday fit into Shay'tan's massive empire, the pig-man had given him a much more realistic appraisal of just what concessions he could win for his people. If he was to woo his people into supporting the lizards, he must entice them with goods he could actually deliver.
 
   The sky canoe stopped, and then began the pendulous rocking motion which always occurred moments before the ship touched down upon the ground. Jamin's stomach threatened to evict what little breakfast he'd eaten this morning.
 
   Sergeant Dahaka barked from his position by the door.
 
   "That's our signal, boys!"
 
   All around him lizard-men, pig-men, and the curious blue-men who looked a bit like humans except for their lapis-blue skin, unclipped their safety harnesses and prepared to leap out of their jump seats. The men raced for the door the instant the ship touched down. A breath of air, rich with the scent of the Hiddekel River, rushed in as the ramp-hatch slid down. Jamin inhaled the fragrance of Ubaid land. The soldiers hustled down the ramp in two orderly lines to form a defensive formation on either side of the shuttle.
 
   Sergeant Dahaka stood waiting at the off ramp, chest puffed out to appear intimidating as possible, his dorsal ridge reared to give him the illusion of extra height. Dahaka was a huge, burly lizard, not quite as large as General Hudhafah, but cut from the same measure of linen, parsimonious with his words and loyal to the general to a fault. He reminded Jamin a bit of his father's chief enforcer, Varshab.
 
   "You ready for this, kid?" Dahaka tasted the air with his long, forked tongue.
 
   Butterflies danced in Jamin's stomach, a different flavor than his usual anticipation before the hunt. At least he no longer had the urge to vomit.
 
   "As ready as I'll ever be," Jamin said. 
 
   He ran his fingers through his now-short hair and felt along his beardless jaw. He looked different now than he had the last time Qishtea had seen him. He needed to play up those differences if he wished to convince Nineveh to side against the rebels who still clung to Mikhail's views. Nineveh was the most powerful village in Ubaid territory, more powerful, even, than Assur, and there was forever rivalry between the two. It was time to stir things up in the power-vacuum created by Mikhail's injury.
 
   The deep, throaty sound of a ram's horn split the air, followed by shouts from the direction of the village. Unlike Assur, whose fortifications had been built upon a hill, Nineveh sat in the flood plain at a crook of the river. While both villages possessed outer walls, Nineveh had, by necessity, built theirs higher.
 
   Jamin straightened the buttons on his Sata'anic military uniform. His father had always been a showman. Wear this five-fringed kilt or, in Jamin's case, four. Always wear your golden torque and the leather bracings which mark you as a chief. Toss your shawl over your shoulder just so, to demonstrate you come from a good family. All these things his father had taught him, and yet it had never been enough to impress the wealthier village, especially not Qishtea, his equal in every contest. No, if he was to impress Qishtea, it would not be using the same, old tired techniques tried by his father.
 
   He heard human shouts from far outside the shuttle and the growled retorts of the nearby Sata'anic soldiers. No doubt Nineveh had archers lining up on their outer wall.
 
   Flipping back the tails of the cloak the lizards called a trench coat as though it was a robe of state, it was not his father Jamin pictured now, but the only man who'd ever made him want to throw himself prostrate onto the ground and shout, 'let me serve you.'
 
   Jamin closed his eyes and focused on his inner-Lucifer…
 
   'Why should I force them to do my bidding when it's oh-so-easy to grant them their heart's desire,' Lucifer had whispered in his ear.
 
   Jamin fingered the sword strapped to his left hip. Marwan had been right. The lizard people had erred by relying on the Amorites instead of approaching his people directly and engaging someone like him to explain the benefits of Sata'anic rule. The Ubaid were forever concerned with trade because most wars were fought over a lack of resources. The lizards needed access to Ubaid fields, Nineveh wished to harvest a surplus of grain, and the lizards could teach them to harvest even more grain so they'd all grow fat and wealthy. It was unfortunate Mikhail's machinations had forced the lizards to kill Qishtea's father, who like his own father, had always been more mindful of the state of his treasury than the well-being of his own son. 
 
   Qishtea, on the other hand, would only care to wreak revenge.
 
   "Watch my back for me, will you?" Jamin asked Sergeant Dahaka.
 
   Dahaka tasted the air with his long forked tongue, and then scratched his ear-holes in a gesture Jamin recognized was thoughtfulness. Katlego had explained that the lizards could taste what someone was feeling. With a thumbs-up, the grizzled Sergeant took a position at Jamin's back.
 
   Jamin pictured the way Lucifer had walked, far more arrogantly than even the wealthiest Ubaid chief. Conqueror. Leader. Statesman. He had to convince these people he was more than he'd been before…
 
   Carrying himself regally as though he was in charge, Jamin strode down the ramp like a conquering hero. He had played this game before, but never had the stakes been so high.
 
   An arrow shot off the wall and landed several paces from his feet. A warning. Do not approach our wall. Behind him, he heard the subtle click of Sata'anic weapons being flipped over to the setting which turned an opponent into a hunk of smoldering meat. Nineveh had no idea how much firepower the lizard people could bring to bear.
 
   Jamin lifted his hand.
 
   "Hold your fire!" he hissed in heavily accented Sata'anic language.
 
   Sergeant Dahaka snorted from just behind his right shoulder. At least the lizards had the wherewithal not to laugh loudly enough for the Ninevians to hear at his butchered attempt to speak their language. Jamin ignored their fanged smirks as he glanced from his left to his right, making eye contact with the men as though he stared them down. Katelego's pig-like snout quivered with a suppressed guffaw. Only yesterday they'd commiserated about what a pile of lion-dung the fat lizard king, Ba'al Zebub was, for the way he always over-acted.
 
   All that mattered right now was what the Ninevians saw, and what they saw was one of them had just descended from the sky and commanded an army of heaven…
 
   "What right do you have to bring these foul creatures to attack our village?" A voice called down from Nineveh's walls.
 
   Jamin stared up, searching for the owner of that voice, a voice he knew well.
 
   "Who said anything about an attack," Jamin said. He gestured to the Sata'anic soldiers as if he were a trader displaying his wares. "These good people are under the impression that all Ubaid are savages. I have convinced them otherwise. They wish to speak with somebody with the authority to negotiate treaties on behalf of your village."
 
   He searched for Qishtea's dark head amongst those that peered over the wall, but the newly-minted Nineveh chieftain was too well trained to stand up and make himself an easy target.
 
   "The people of the river stand together," Qishtea shouted down.
 
   "Aye, they do," Jamin called back. "Which is why I have come here. What Nineveh does, the other villages will follow."
 
   "You come here because you have been banished from your own village as a traitor!" Qishtea shouted.
 
   Jamin stepped forward and picked up the arrow, bringing himself within weapons range of their best archer. He handed it to Sergeant Dahaka, then turned back to face the wall.
 
   "I was banished because I warned my father I had heard rumors of lizard-men," Jamin said. "My father did not believe me."
 
   Old anger boiled in his gut. He gestured to the soldiers who stood, kneeled in a tight military formation with their pulse rifles aimed at the wall.
 
   "Tell me, Qishtea? Do you still believe the lizard men do not exist?"
 
   It took a moment for Qishtea to compose a suitable retort.
 
   "You said these lizard demons stole our women!" Qishtea shouted. The young chieftain who was now a Chief stood up, daring the Sata'anic soldiers to open fire. 
 
   Qishtea always had had balls of stone…
 
   "It was all a misunderstanding," Jamin said. "The Amorites were hired to approach our people to arrange for a citizen exchange secured with trade goods and lizard gold. Not pocket the gold and steal our women."
 
   "You lie!" Qishtea shook his fist down from his lofty perch. "No woman has ever been returned."
 
   Jamin turned to gesture to the blue-skinned Marid private who stood at the off-ramp, waiting for the signal. Unfortunately, most of the women had already been sent into the heavens for arranged marriages, unions which Lucifer himself had guaranteed were happy, but a few had not yet been shipped off-world due to some snafu which Kasib had been dodgy about explaining. 
 
   Three women appeared at the hatchway to the sky canoe, clad from head-to-toe in the finest linens the traders at Ugarit had been able to procure. Three Ninevian women.
 
   Shouts grew louder from the other side of the wall as the three women moved to stand beside Jamin and uncovered their hair. Jamin turned to the eldest of the three, a tall, plain woman in her late-twenties who had left behind seven motherless children. Kuaya was her name, and she was Qishtea's cousin. 
 
   Jamin waited until the people hidden behind the wall recognized the three women and sent word to their families to come and see their missing relatives. His father had always been loath to deal with hostage-taking, but Nineveh had never been above such tactics when it had suited Qishtea's father. Jamin silently thanked the wily old desert chieftain, Marwan, for his insight into this plan.
 
   "So now you wish to trade hostages?" Qishtea shouted.
 
   Jamin took Kuaya's hand and held her arm up between them.
 
   "Hostages? No. Kuaya is not my hostage. She wishes to speak to you, that is all. And if you speak to me in return, to simply hear what I have to say and nothing more, then the lizards will let her return to your village. Though you may find, perhaps, that she does not wish to stay?"
 
   Kuaya's eyes narrowed. She most certainly did wish to return to her village … because of her children. But hers was an unhappy marriage, and as she'd conversed with Jamin about the wonders of Sata'anic technology, she had sworn she would miss running water and the sanitary systems which eliminated the constant stomach complaints and illnesses which plagued the Ubaid.
 
   "What assurances do I have that if I come forth from these walls to parley," Qishtea shouted, "that you will not simply order your lizard demons to smite me with their lightning sticks?"
 
   "You have none," Jamin said. "Other than my word."
 
   "The oath of a traitor!"
 
   Jamin gestured to Kuaya and the other two women.
 
   "After my father refused to listen to the truth about the lizard people," Jamin said, "I swore I would prove the Angelic's own people were the end-buyers for Ubaid women. Well … now I have such proof. In the body of your own cousin."
 
   Kuaya murmured something to her two peers. Even before Jamin had been sold to the Sata'anic lizards, an odd rumor had begun circulating amongst the women that it was better to marry a lizard than an Angelic, who their tutors spoke of with open contempt. According to Private Katlego, shipping women off-world to their enemies instead of rewarding their earliest allies with suitably educated wives was highly irregular. 
 
   Behind the wall it sounded as though Qishtea had a riot on his hands. A refusal to negotiate would undermine the young chieftain's authority. Jamin grinned at Marwan's deviousness. The trio of women had just spent the last two solar cycles basking in the wonders of Sata'anic magic at a finishing school for young women. It would be their arguments, not his, which would win their people over.
 
   Nineveh's enormous wooden gates, crafted from the finest hardwood trees, groaned as the ropes which bound them to their posts cried out in protest under their stupendous weight. On the walls, the archers Jamin knew had all along crouched down, hidden, stood up and made themselves visible, two rows of archers, the first aimed downwards to take direct shots against the lizard soldiers, the second aimed high to provide further-ranging cover fire. The first row would be ineffective unless the lizard soldiers stepped within range, but the second would provide some grief if an arrow happened to fall upon a lizard soldier.
 
   Jamin prayed neither side would be foolish enough to open fire. He wanted this to work so badly his chest ached as though he gasped for air. No matter what Lucifer whispered in his ear, some part of him would always yearn to regain acceptance within the Ubaid.
 
   The gate opened just far enough for a man to slip past. Nineveh's walls were little protection against the lizard people's magic, but even those men who'd witnessed the attack on the Regional Gathering of Chiefs had only seen the lizard people cast down lightning to eradicate a bunch of tents. Katlego assured him the Sata'an Empire had far more firepower at their command, including a weapon he claimed could eliminate the sun. A string of Ubaid warriors slid out, all men Jamin knew by name, and took up a defensive line with spears and shields.
 
   Jamin's mouth tightened into a grim line. So? Qishtea really had swallowed his pride and subjugated his men to the winged demon's command? Marwan had told him thus, but Jamin hadn't believed it. Qishtea would rather eat his foot coverings than take orders from any man other than himself.
 
   Qishtea stepped through the gate, one of the few men in Ubaid territory equal to his stature and bulk. He must have sent a runner back to his house, because despite the unexpected nature of this parley, he wore his five-fringed kilt, his golden armbands and chief's gold torque. His elaborately fringed shawl was wrapped around his shoulders in such a way to mark him as a chief. Qishtea's rank was now superior to Jamin's, and he wished to remind him of it.
 
   Jamin gestured to the three women to gather around him and took several steps closer to the defensive group of warriors. He glanced up at the woman on the wall he knew was Nineveh's best archer from the time she had come and trained under Mikhail. He gave her the Sata'anic gesture of respect, a hand to his forehead, his lips and his heart. The woman drew her bow, aiming straight at his heart; but as he expected she did not let loose her arrow. He was now just barely within weapons range. He wished to let her know this was deliberate; that he knew that she, and only she, had the capacity to kill him if she felt Qishtea was threatened. 
 
   Jamin held out his arms to indicate he did not carry a weapon, an old dance he had learned treating with the people of the desert. Qishtea did the same, his muscular chest puffed out and arms spread wide in the intimidating pose which would have made any other man quake. Even without Sergeant Dahaka standing at his back, Jamin found the puffery to be amusing. Rather than reciprocate and approach Qishtea like two cockerels begging for a fight, Jamin behaved as he had seen Lucifer do when flanked by the hostile lizards. He forced himself to visibly relax, to drop his hands and lean towards Kuaya as though they whispered secrets as they went shopping in the market.
 
   "I forgot how badly the open sewers smell!" Jamin gave Kuaya his most winning grin, the one which had enticed many a woman into his bed. "You will have a conversation with them about proper sanitation, I hope? It would aggrieve our new friends greatly if they had to walk amongst this stench with their heightened sense of smell."
 
   Kuaya glanced back at their captors. A shadow crossed her plain, brown features. Unlike Jamin, who was certain the lizard people would let the women go so long as Qishtea didn't do anything stupid, she was less than trusting this was anything but a ruse.
 
   "I will do my best," Kuaya said. 
 
   She used her veil to cover her mouth. Yes. It did stink far worse than she remembered. Jamin could almost picture the arguments she would have with her husband, children, and mother-in-law to scrub their hands in the days to come.
 
   Qishtea stopped three paces from them, his right hand clutched to his belt where sat the finest obsidian blade embedded in a hilt of elaborately carved deer antler. Despite Qishtea's hastily donned finery, the young chief had not had time to oil his hair or curl his beard as he normally appeared for public ceremonies.
 
   Jamin put one arm around Kuaya's shoulders and led her forward. Sergeant Dahaka growled at the other two women to stay with him. While Qishtea did his best to appear fearless, Jamin noted the way his eyes kept darting to the enormous five-cubit-tall lizard and the two women who huddled closer to him for protection than to each other.
 
   "Are you well, cousin?" Qishtea asked Kuaya. His eyes wrinkled with concern. The even-tempered Kuaya was well-liked. It had been her abduction which had finally compelled Qishtea's father to send archers to Assur to train beneath Mikhail.
 
   "The Amorites," Kuaya said. She stopped and glanced at Jamin, unsure if she was allowed to speak. Qishtea looked to him as well, his eyes narrowed like a raptor about to pounce upon his prey.
 
   "Speak freely," Jamin said. "Even if it is unflattering to our benefactors. You will be free to say it anyway soon enough."
 
   Kuaya turned back to her cousin, far more aware than he was that the fate of their village quite literally hinged on her ability to sway him. Even-tempered she might be, but she'd been raised in the same caste of power as Qishtea and knew what to say.
 
   "The Amorites who kidnapped me treated us abysmally," Kuaya said. "The only reason they did not rape us was because the lizard people threatened them with death if they defiled our persons. But that did not prevent them from beating us or forcing us to walk for weeks on end with little water and almost no food."
 
   Qishtea drew his knife. "I should kill you, traitor,"
 
   Behind him, Jamin heard the click of pulse rifles being readied for fire.
 
   Kuaya stepped between them and raised her hand.
 
   "It was not his doing!" Kuaya said. "You know as well as I do that the Assurians had not yet evicted him from their village!"
 
   Qishtea glowered at him. Jamin forced himself to don that damned unreadable expression he had witnessed Mikhail wear, the one which communicated neither hostility nor disgust. Kuaya put her hand on Qishtea's blade and whispered something to him. With a sneer, Qishtea slipped it back into his belt.
 
   Behind him, Jamin could almost feel the Sata'anic soldiers relax. Crisis averted … for the moment.
 
   "And how were you treated once delivered into our enemy's hands?" Qishtea asked. His eyes bored into Jamin's instead of making eye contact with his cousin.
 
   Kuaya shrugged. "We were terrified … at first. We begged to go home, but the lizard people said it was a woman's duty to learn the skills upon which Shay'tan's empire is built." Her eyes grew bright and eager. "Cousin … we have seen things. Wondrous things! They said they will share them with us as soon as we have proven we are worthy of their magic!"
 
   Qishtea jutted his chin into the air.
 
   "Mikhail says there is no such thing as magic! Only things we do not yet understand. Like the use of arrows."
 
   Jamin felt his gut clench at the mere mention of his nemesis's name.
 
   "Mikhail is a dead man," Jamin said.
 
   Qishtea stepped towards him, his face filled with hatred.
 
   "He is not dead," Qishtea hissed. "But my father is because of you!"
 
   "All you ever did was complain that your father refused to include you," Jamin said.
 
   "I loved my father!"
 
   "You couldn't wait until he died so you could assume the mantle of Chief," Jamin said. "The lizard people did you a favor."
 
   It was, once again, Kuaya who stood between them.
 
   "That was not his doing!" Kuaya said. "Do you think any one of us, even the son of a chief, has the power to command the armies of Shay'tan?"
 
   Qishtea scrutinized the Sata'anic soldiers. Jamin forced himself to meet Qishtea's gaze. Perhaps he had overplayed his hand?
 
   Sergeant Dahaka, who could not understand a single word as they spoke in Ubaid, growled something in the Sata'anic language which Jamin mostly understood.
 
   "There is movement up on that wall, little chieftain," Dahaka hissed. "Whatever you plan on doing, you'd better do it soon, because this young chief of Nineveh does not have the control of his men he thinks he has."
 
   Jamin scanned the wall, grateful Dahaka really did have his back. The female archer still stood, bow strung, her arrow aimed at his heart. She would follow orders. The melee at the far end of the wall, however? Jamin knew those men, rabble-rousers and bluster-mouths with more tenacity than common sense. They reminded him a bit of his friend Private Katlego.
 
   He glanced back at Katlego, who had aimed his pulse rifle at Qishtea instead of the wall where he was supposed to aim. This exercise in diplomacy was heading downhill fast.
 
   What would Lucifer do?
 
   'Why should I defeat them when I can give them their heart's desire?'
 
   What would tempt Qishtea enough to overlook even the death of his own father?
 
   "Follow my lead," Jamin hissed at Dahaka in the Sata'anic language. "And don't kill him when his first move is to strike at me. Watch Katlego over there. He thinks he's trying to help."
 
   Dahaka glanced back at Katlego, his gold-green eyes narrowed as he assessed the situation. The burly lizard moved to stand between Katlego and a clean shot at Qishtea. If anybody was going to kill an enemy so lofty as a chief, it would be him, a high-ranking Sata'anic male, and not a lowly private. It was simply the way things were in Shay'tan's army.
 
   Jamin turned to Qishtea, who reminded him of that auroch which had gored him through the belly when it had charged. Jamin had killed the auroch, but the beast had nearly killed him before he'd taken it down. This time, there was no sorceress daughter-of-a-shaman to heal him.
 
   "Tell me, Qishtea," Jamin gave a knowing smirk. "While we are on the topic of what liberties our new friends do and do not grant us, what has the winged demon taught to you?"
 
   "He has taught me to use a sword!" Qishtea bragged.
 
   "He has taught you?" Jamin asked. He glanced up at the female archer. "Or was it his little protégé, Pareesa, a thirteen-summer girl?"
 
   "That girl has far bigger balls than you ever had!" Qishtea growled.
 
   "Oh?" Jamin raised his eyebrows. "So it was Pareesa who taught you? Not Mikhail himself?"
 
   "Mikhail is…" 
 
   Qishtea cut off his words before he betrayed his ally's weakness. Jamin prayed Marwan's piddling crumbs of intelligence were correct.
 
   "Have you seen Mikhail since they cut him down?" Jamin used the patronizing voice a parent might use with a naughty little boy. "Or have you only seen Pareesa, claiming to be acting under his authority?"
 
   Qishtea glowered at him, but refused to answer.
 
   Jamin caressed the hilt of his sword, deliberately drawing Qishtea's eye to the weapon.
 
   "Tell me, Qishtea," Jamin softly taunted. "There were five swords taken during the last battle with the lizard people, six if you include Mikhail's. If Nineveh is Assur's most important ally, why aren't you wearing -your- sword?"
 
   "It is none of your affair!" Qishtea hissed.
 
   Jamin turned to Kuaya, who looked all the world like she was about to bolt for the gates of Nineveh.
 
   "Kuaya," Jamin said. "Take my sword out of my belt, slowly so our lizard friends don't mistake your movement to be aggression, and hold it out in front of you, flat, the way you'd make an offering to the goddess at the temple."
 
   Kuaya's brown eyes were filled with fear as her hand moved towards his belt, painfully slow, and clasped her hand around the hilt of his sword. Jamin spread his arms wide to show her movement was consensual. He prayed she would not martyr herself by stabbing him with it as she slid it from its sheath. Her hands trembling, she held it out in front of her as if offering it to him.
 
   "Do you wish to confer upon your village the benefits of an alliance with Shay'tan?" Jamin asked her solemnly.
 
   Her eyes wide with fear, Kuaya nodded. She had been in the Sata'anic encampment just long enough to perceive, as he did, how much easier their lives would be with the benefit of Sata'anic magic.
 
   "Then give your cousin a symbol of that intent by giving Qishtea my sword," Jamin said.
 
   Qishtea eyed his cousin with distrust as she approached him, arms trembling, and stood, waiting for him to take the sword. Kuaya knew as well as he did that Qishtea's first act would be to strike at him. Behind them, Sergeant Dahaka shifted so Jamin could readily pull his sword the minute Qishtea struck. Jamin held up one hand to the Sata'anic soldiers who all had pulse rifles aimed at the wall, praying forbearance as he and Qishtea engaged in a grudge match.
 
   Qishtea took the sword from Kuaya's hand.
 
   Kuaya darted out of the way.
 
   Qishtea lunged towards him, sword raised over his head.
 
   Jamin turned and reached, not for Dahaka's sword as everyone expected, but for the pulse rifle Lucifer had taught him to shoot. 
 
   How many times had the Mikhail's own Príomh-Aire coaxed him to picture his enemy and then pull the pulse rifle from his holster to smite him, again and again and again until he'd been so heady with the bloodlust that had Mikhail appeared, he probably could have smote the man using nothing but his teeth? He could almost feel Lucifer's wings spread out protectively behind him as he stepped aside to avoid Qishtea's bumbling downswing and aimed the pulse rifle, not at him, but at the base of the wall where the archer stood ready to bury an arrow in his chest.
 
   "This one's for you, Lucifer," Jamin whispered.
 
   He pulled the trigger.
 
   Blue lightning erupted from the muzzle and hit the cornerstone at the base of the wall. Rubble exploded outwards. With a screech, the archer who'd had him in her sights tumbled downwards along with the wall she'd only moments before been standing on.
 
   Like a striking cobra, Jamin turned the muzzle of the pulse rifle onto Qishtea and grinned.
 
   "You got any other archers who can strike me from this distance?"
 
   Qishtea froze, and then dropped the blade.
 
   Behind him, the Sata'anic soldiers burst out into guffaws. Sergeant Dahaka growled a pleased snort.
 
   Jamin gestured towards the sword with his pulse rifle.
 
   "Kuaya, could you please retrieve that for me?"
 
   Kuaya picked up the sword and stood, hand trembling as she held the weapon like a limp basket. She took a step towards Jamin.
 
   "Not me," Jamin said. "Give it to him. He's the one who's always wanted a sword."
 
   Qishtea stared at him owl-eyed, fear, humiliation, anger, hatred, and another emotion in his dark brown eyes, the emotion Jamin had hoped to foster. Envy. He eyed Jamin warily as he took the sword from Kuaya's hand and, this time, held it point down, the way Pareesa had no doubt taught him was proper, the little snit.
 
   "What am I supposed to do with this," Qishtea asked.
 
   Jamin shrugged.
 
   "Whatever you like," Jamin said. "I have no need of it anymore."
 
   He slid the pulse rifle back into its holster, praying he didn't accidentally shoot himself in the foot. He did not dare click the safety back on until he was certain Qishtea wouldn't rush at him again.
 
   "Unlike Mikhail," Jamin said, "my allies share their bounty. Not make promises they have no intention of keeping."
 
   Qishtea stiffened.
 
   "My father gave Mikhail his word that Nineveh would respond if Assur was ever attacked," Qishtea said. "So long as the Angelic lives, I cannot break my father's word."
 
   Jamin nodded, the implication clear.
 
   "I will explain this to the lizard people," Jamin said. He gestured towards the carefully cultivated fields which surrounded the village, at the moment submerged beneath the winter deluge. "But whether or not you ally with them, the lizard people covet your fields. Either you can trade with them willingly, or they will aim that much larger firestick attached to their sky canoe," Jamin pointed to the enormous pulse cannon which extruded out of the front of the shuttle, "at Nineveh's walls."
 
   Qishtea eyed the line of Sata'anic soldiers, every single one of them possessing a weapon like the one Jamin had just used to vaporize a portion of Nineveh's impenetrable walls.
 
   "How long do I have?" Qishtea asked.
 
   Jamin glanced at Sargeant Dahaka. Kasib had given them a fortnight, but if Mikhail fought the poison as Marwan's spies said he did, how long before he succumbed? The man had, after all, once before survived a wound which should have killed him.
 
   "You have one complete turning of the moon," Jamin said. "After that? I am only the messenger. I have no power over what the lizard people do. But I can tell you this. Like you, the lizard people keep their word."
 
   Jamin unbuckled his belt, slid it through the loops, and held that plus the sheath for the sword outwards so Kuaya could hand it to her cousin. She took it, visibly relieved. She knew, as well as he did, that the lizard people were impatient to get their hands on Ubaid fields. It was up to her to convince them that the lizard people could help them increase their crop yields so they could both meet tribute and feed themselves.
 
   Jamin gave Kuaya the Sata'anic prayer-gesture of hands to forehead, lips and heart.
 
   "May the blessings of Shay'tan fall upon your village," he said in the Sata'anic language
 
   Kuaya returned the gesture. "Shay'tan be praised.
 
   Sergeant Dahaka whispered the prayer behind him as well.
 
   "Go, now," Jamin said to Kuaya and the other two women. "Pass along the knowledge you were taught. And remember, our lizard friends are not the Amorite scum."
 
   The three women nodded. Hands held together, they broke into a run towards the gates of Nineveh.
 
   Jamin turned his back on Qishtea just the way he'd seen Marwan do, trusting Sargeant Dahaka and his men to watch his back. It was a gesture demonstrating he did not consider Qishtea to be a threat.
 
   "They keep the winged one hidden," Qishtea called. "How do I know if he is as sick as you insist?"
 
   Jamin froze, but did not turn around.
 
   "You're his ally," Jamin shrugged. "Just ask to see him. If they refuse, then you know he does not have long to remain in this world."
 
   Without another word, Jamin strode back up the ramp of the sky canoe, silently gesturing to their men to fall back and join him inside. In silence, the Sata'anic soldiers fell into step behind him like the gears of the well-oiled 'machine' that Kasib kept telling him the armies of Shay'tan really were.
 
   The soldiers had the wherewithal to hold their guffaws until the shuttle door shut behind them before they erupted into cheers. Private Katlego slapped him on the back, grinning through his boar-like tusks.
 
   "Balls of steel!" Katlego laughed. "Not even Ba'al Zebub could have pulled off a performance such as that!"
 
   They all moved into their seats as the pilot powered up the oar-engines and the shuttle lurched upwards, no longer sitting upon the ground. This time, the sensation was a welcome one, not the stomach-wrenching mess it usually was.
 
   He glanced up and realized Sergeant Dahaka stood before him.
 
   "I gave them thirty days," Jamin said softly. "Not a fortnight. If the Angelic dies, they will come over to us willingly, without bloodshed."
 
   Sergeant Dahaka caressed the hilt of his sword.
 
   "And if he does not?"
 
   "We just need to make sure he does," Jamin said.
 
   Dahaka nodded. He tasted the air with his long forked tongue, and then pointed at Jamin's pulse rifle.
 
   With a sigh, Jamin moved to unclip the holster so he could give it back to the Sata'anic commanding officer.
 
   "You ... keep it," Dahaka said. The lizard waxed a deeper shade of green, a color they exhibited when they were pleased. "Any man who can shoot like that deserves to be armed."
 
   The memory of Lucifer's voice whispered into Jamin's subconscious.
 
   'Give them their heart's desires and they will serve you willingly.'
 
   "Damned right," Jamin said.
 
   Dahaka moved to strap himself into his own jump seat. Ignoring the happy banter of the other soldiers, Jamin shut his eyes and hummed that silly little hymn his mother had taught him about a long-lost goddess as in his mind's eye he placed his new pulse rifle into his secret treasure-box, the place he stored all of his heart's innermost desires.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 34
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   No bastard ever won a war by dying for his country.
 
   He won it by making the other poor dumb bastard
 
   die for his country.
 
   --General George Patton--
 
    
 
   Galactic Standard Date:  152,323.12 AE 
 
   Former Third Empire: Jehoshaphat
 
   Supreme Commander-General Abaddon
 
    
 
   Abaddon
 
   Supreme Commander-General Abaddon closed his eyes and focused upon the disharmonious vibrations which rattled up through the floor of the Jehoshaphat into the palm of his hand, diagnosing what ailed his gorm beag even before the flight engineers had completed their external inspection of her hyperdrives. It had been a long time since his first-love had sustained such damage, but not the first, and this vibration was familiar as he pictured the damage to her starboard engine as though it was his own wing.
 
   "It's not the reactor," Abaddon rumbled, his grey eyes still closed. "It's a constriction in the ion induction chamber where it mixes matter with hydrogen prior to ignition."
 
   "But the engine took a direct hit, Sir," the Mantoid Assistant Flight Engineer said. "We can see the damage to the starboard wing."
 
   Abaddon didn't bother opening his eyes, but focused on the feel of his inanimate lover trembling beneath his fingers.
 
   "The Jehoshaphat is hungry, not hurt," Abaddon said. He lurched to his feet, his falcon-grey feathers spread wide for balance. He noted he was not quite so graceful at getting up as when he'd been young.
 
   The Mantoid Assistant Flight Engineer took a step back, his portable flatscreen trembling in his hand. Abaddon pointed to the large, holographic image of the Jehoshaphat which had been enlarged to show the damage to the injured hyperdrive. Where the tail-end of that engine's exhaust port had once been now lay a hunk of mangled metal. 
 
   "See that discoloration," Abaddon pointed to the steady discoloration which streamed out of the now-shortened exhaust vent like heat waves. "It does not have the white look about it of smoke. Her exhaust is pink. That means she is short on nitrogen, not failing to ignite."
 
   He reached into the hologram and expanded upon that section of the Jehoshaphat's wing. He traced the image down from the mangled metal to the slender braces where the enormous brackets rejoined the body of the ship. Abaddon blew the image up, and then blew it up again until at last he could see the place his instinct told him was the most likely place for just such an obstruction to occur.
 
   "Well I'll be damned," the Assistant Flight Engineer said.
 
   Displayed on the screen was a deep crack in one of the few weak places of his ship, the place where one component joined to another. Here the fuel lines for carbon, nitrogen and oxygen were fed up into the hyperdrives to mix with the hydrogen captured by the large scoop at the port-end of the hyperdrive from open space. A small, green line of green nitrogen gasses streamed out of the crack, without the discoloration of oxygen or carbon. Not a catastrophic failure, but it was sufficient to cause the starboard engine to operate on less-than-optimal efficiency. What was of more concern was the damaged support for the wing. If that came off while jumping through hyperspace, the Jehoshaphat would tear herself to pieces before they leaped out the other side.
 
   "Compute how much we'll need to compensate for the loss of propulsion caused by the shortened exhaust vent," Abaddon ordered. "As soon as you fix that leak, we're going right back into battle."
 
   "Yes, Sir," the Mantoid engineer saluted him.
 
   Abaddon settled back into his commander's chair. He settled his hand upon the armrest and pretended it was the Jehoshaphat's broken 'wing' he gave comfort to.
 
   "Soon, gorm beag," he whispered the endearment to the ship Parliament had given him after he'd proven a mortal could be a worthy enemy for a god. "Soon you shall be fixed, and then I shall let you off your tether again."
 
   His duties done, he inspected what damage had occurred to the other ships under his command. His mouth tightened in a grim line as he read the names of men and women who had died. He tried to put faces to the names, hybrid and naturally-evolved soldier alike, pulling up their service records if memory, at first, evaded him. The Emperor never took the time to learn the names of the men and women he sent to die, but Abaddon always burned each name into his brain. These were men and women he had sent into battle; men and women who were no longer here because of him. It was a solemn ritual, and the crew knew not to hurry him as he read the rosters of the dead. When the battle was done, he would personally write to each and every one of their families and thank them for the sacrifice they had made on behalf of the Alliance.
 
   The Alliance? Did he even believe in such a thing anymore?
 
   Yes. He was certain he did. Not the vision enumerated by the Emperor, though he'd been perfectly happy with the Alliance as it had been back before the Emperor had abandoned them to fend for themselves, nor even the squabbling factions of Parliament which, most of the time, could not get out of their own way. He traced his fingers down the rows of cuneiform which symbolized the lives of soldiers. No, he believed in this Alliance, the men and women who'd willingly thrown themselves into Shay'tan's path to protect an ideal, the right of his wife's people, and his own people even though most of the dead were naturally evolved soldiers and not the just the Emperor's genetically engineered ones, to exist.
 
   He clicked off the smart pad with a rueful sigh.
 
   "Sir?" his Logistics Officer asked, a brand spanking-new Mantoid cadet who'd been assigned to replace his old one who had retired just days before Lucifer's breathtaking rebellion. She extended her bright green grasping fingers, three of them, to take the briefing report off of his hands.
 
   "I'll be down in my chambers," Abaddon said, "catching a bit of sleep. Wake me if anything needs my attention."
 
   "Yes, Sir," the Logistics Officer gave him a crisp salute. She tilted her bright green, heart-shaped head as he walked away without a word, not having served him long enough to understand that after he read the names of the dead, he always needed to withdraw.
 
   He walked through the corridors of this ship he loved, noting the places where fresh coats of paint hid old battle scars from the last time the Alliance had gone head-to-head against the Sata'anic Empire. He queued up the monitor through which he could send an encrypted 'picture word' to his wife, painfully aware of just how weary and old he must appear to her right now. His features softened as he looked at the picture of Sarvenaz placed just behind the camera and pictured that he spoke to her. He felt as if she could hear him, even if she wasn't here to understand his words. He sent the message through a convoluted series of secure channels so Shay'tan's spies could never trace it to his only vulnerability, the woman who was his heart and soul.
 
   That done, it was time to catch a few Zzz's before the next crisis arose, the next battle, and the next repair which needed his attention. He sprawled out on the empty bed, unable to get to sleep, the ache in his tissues where she should have laid every bit as palpable as a thousand cuts of his sword. He finally curled up around a pillow and pressed one of Sarvenaz's head-scarfs against his nose so he could inhale her scent as he dreamed she was still at his side.
 
   The rude whistle of his communications device awoke him from a nightmare in which the Prince of Tyre circled a strange, blue planet which was in the process of being consumed by fire. Abaddon smacked at the communications pin still attached to his chest.
 
   "What is it?" Abaddon grumbled, his voice filled with all the sleep he should gotten, and had not.
 
   "Sir," Captain Shzzkt's voice crackled out of the tiny pin. "I'm sorry to disturb you, but Brigadier-General Rahotep has received intelligence about an abandoned base deep inside the former Third Empire."
 
   Abaddon sat up, his earlier weariness vanished.
 
   "Sata'anic?" Abaddon asked.
 
   Captain Shzzzkt hesitated. "Sir? Rahotep said the Free Marid claim Shay'tan ignored the planet until late last winter, and then all of a sudden he's had an armada stationed around it, protecting it ever since."
 
   Late last winter? That was around the same time they'd noticed an uptick in suspicious Sata'anic shipping activity.
 
   "The Free Marid?" Abaddon called into the intercom. "How do we know we know they're not Sata'an-Marid implants?"
 
   The Free Marid Confederation was all that was left of the Marid Kingdom. Shay'tan had annexed the six planets which clustered around the Marid homeworld and, after six generations of brainwashing, convinced them they were Sata'anic citizens. The Free Marid, on the other hand, were the Marid rejects; privateers, adventurers, and idealists who'd happened to inhabit the most far-flung colonies when their planet of origin had submitted to Sata'anic rule. Shay'tan didn't bother finishing them off because their planets were worthless as resource worlds. The Free Marid Confederation survived by smuggling black market trade goods between the two great empires, but like most privateers, they were prone to double-cross. 
 
   "Brigadier-General Rahotep sent a scout ship in to verify what they said was true," Captain Shzzzkt said. His insectoid voice rose so high with excitement that his voice enhancement box had difficulty picking up the syllables. "Sir! Rahotep hacked into a video feed with … I'm not sure what it is, Sir. It looks like some sort of cryo-chamber. But Sir? It's … it sure looks like a human locked inside."
 
    Abaddon realized he was already on his feet. He grabbed his pulse rifle and his sword, already out the door before he even had a chance to secure them to his hip. He hurried down the hallway, tugging at his belt.
 
   "What's our ETA for repairs on those engines?" Abaddon asked.
 
   "Engineering says they need three days," 
 
   "Tell them they have eight hours!" Abaddon barked. "And alert the fleet. As soon as the Jehoshaphat can move, we're kicking Shay'tan off of that planet!"
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 35
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   December, 3,390 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Pareesa
 
   The cold pallor of winter blew down from the Zagros Mountains and clenched its skeletal fingers around the men huddled together on the flat plain just outside the south gate of Assur for warmth. They were an unlikely looking bunch, elite warriors mixed in with old men stooped from decades bent over their fields and women, many not much older than Pareesa. They wore the same dejected, defeated look that she hid; an invisible enemy, unseen, but every bit as palpable as the winter wind. 
 
   Siamek met her gaze and nodded. He felt the peculiar melancholy this morning, as well…
 
   "Alright men," Siamek ordered. "Pareesa will lead us for the warm-up."
 
   Even the warrior's groan of complaint was half-hearted. Pareesa glanced down the line, wishing fervently one of them would show a little rebellion. Her gaze met Firouz's, the trickster of the bunch, half a trickster ever since Dadbeh had left the village.
 
   'Please, Firouz,' Pareesa implored the elite warrior with her eyes. 'A little help, please?'
 
   Firouz's lip twitched in a wistful gesture that might have been a smirk or sadness. All his life he'd been told to stop joking around. Now that he no longer wished to be funny, it was what people needed him to do.
 
   "Would that include a trip back into my house to linger before the hearth?" Firouz asked half-heartedly. He held out his arms as though warming them before a fire.
 
   A low rumble of laughter rippled through the warriors. This was a sentiment every man here shared, including her. 
 
   Firouz looked to his left where Dadbeh had always stood, ready to pick up his one-liner and turn it into a series of dialogue. His laughter died on his lips. Without Dadbeh here to throw in a snarky comment, Firouz's humor fell flat. He looked up at Pareesa, his expression mournful. 
 
   Pareesa gave him an apologetic look. Two weeks ago, Dadbeh had quietly gone on a quest to find out where the lizard people had taken Shahla's body. The villagers feared Dadbeh had simply lain down in the wilderness and allowed the hyenas to take him, but Pareesa suspected he hadn't come back because of her. He had loved Shahla. She had killed her. And now … Firouz looked as lost without Dadbeh as she felt without Mikhail.
 
   "Pareesa?"
 
   Pareesa looked up into Siamek's concerned eyes. She'd missed her cue to begin the warm up exercises. She was slipping. They were all slipping without Mikhail's blend of strict discipline and quiet good example. Well, she'd be damned if she let that happen on her watch! 
 
   "Alright everyone!" Pareesa shouted. "If you're cold, it's because you're not moving. Let's start out with a quick run down to the fields."
 
   "But the fields are submerged," a warrior from Nineveh called out.
 
   "I said run down to the fields," Pareesa said. "Not go for a swim." She gave him a jackal's grin, an echo of the old Pareesa, the one which had once been carefree and full of mischief. "Unless, of course, you find yourself in dire need of a bath?"
 
   "No, Sir!" the Ninevian shouted.
 
   His teammates slapped the man on the back and made crude jokes about smelling like a billygoat in rut. There. That was better.
 
   Pareesa pointed to the north.
 
   "Let's go, then!" Pareesa ordered. 
 
   She led the pace in a brisk run around the outer wall of the village. They ran in silence, without the usual sing-song rhymes. When they reached the steep embankment which elevated Assur above the flood tide of the Hiddekel River, they picked their way down the jagged pathway carefully, none wishing to take a tumble down the hill. Pareesa measured the length of the line and frowned. Yesterday,  Eshnunna, Dur-Kurigalzu and Arrapha's had sent runners to inexplicably order their men to return home. Mikhail's alliance was disintegrating before her eyes!
 
   She made her way down to the bottom of the trail. The river lapped within inches of the footpath, but within a few hundred paces there was a nice flat spot, the ground still soft from its annual tilling. It was a nice place to practice moves where warriors were likely to be thrown to the ground. She lined them up to conduct their daily routine.
 
   "Ninety-seven, ninety-eight, ninety-nine," Pareesa counted out her weapon of choice against insubordination, pushups. "One hundred!"
 
   The warriors helped each other up and settled into a lackluster slouch like beasts of burden who understood it was a choice between the plow-harness or the butcher's knife. How could she give these men heart when the Evil One had carved out the heart of her hero?
 
   "I hope everybody brought their swords?" Pareesa asked.
 
   Wooden sticks slipped out of belts or pack-bundles. Within minutes she had the warriors broken up into pairs and practicing sword-thrusts. She fingered the hilt of the lesser Sata'anic sword. She'd promised Mikhail she'd leave his sword under his bed just before he'd slipped into the sleep which usually preceded death. She refused to take his sword from him, just in case he awoke and wished to hold it.
 
   Or carry its essence with him into the next world…
 
   Pareesa shoved the unwelcome thought out of her mind and rubbed her nose against her shawl. She would not give up hope. Mikhail never gave up, and neither would she. She wiped her eyes, pretending to pick out an insect even though, this time of year, the pests had gone into hibernation.
 
   She demonstrated the sword routine she'd practiced all morning with Siamek, a blend of a staff- kata and a vaguely-remembered move used by the God of War. Was he still here, that ancient god? She closed her eyes and focused on the tickle. Yes. He half-listened to her the way a parent might listen to a child chatter, not really paying attention to the words, but if the child shrieked, the parent would be there to fend off the hyena.
 
   She realized somebody had been standing behind her for quite some time. She turned and stared up into the quiet, watchful gaze of the man who had loved her enough to take a spear for her. Despite her melancholy, her lips curved up into a smile.
 
   "Ebad?" Pareesa said. "You're supposed to be in bed."
 
   His arm was bound around his torso. Most of the wound had healed, but the deepest slice kept opening up if he moved his arm too vigorously. Ebad's expression was wistful. 
 
   "Needa said I could make short trips outside."
 
   "This is not a short trip," Pareesa said. She pointed to the pathway down the steep hill. "Even if you made it down here okay, you're still too weak to make it back up the hill."
 
   "Ipquidad will help." Ebad pointed to the gentle giant. 
 
   Ipquidad met their gaze, and then resumed thwacking at one of the men from Nineveh with a methodical thunk-thunk-thunk. Yes. If Ipquidad could carry Mikhail, Ebad would be no problem.
 
   "You'll tire yourself and slow down your healing," Pareesa objected half-heartedly. Truth was, she was grateful he was here.
 
   Ebad's expression was solemn. "I thought it might help morale if at least one of us got up out of our deathbed."
 
   Tears rushed to Pareesa's eyes. She turned away from his earnest gaze, staring out across the Hiddekel River which had grown so broad it was difficult to see the other side. She gasped for breath, willing herself not to cry. As she stared, she recognized what she'd assumed to be debris was in fact a river canoe which grew larger the closer it approached. 
 
   She reached back and took Ebad's hand as they waited to see who traveled downriver. The thwacking of swords around her grew silent as the other warriors recognized Nineveh's canoe materialize out of the mist. As they neared the shore, Qishtea stood up, clad from head to toe in the formal regalia of a chief.
 
   "Namhu," Pareesa called to her little brother who pretended not to shadow them. "Run up and tell Chief Kiyan that Chief Qishtea is here to see him on an official matter of state."
 
   The Ninevian visiting warriors rushed to the shore's edge and waded in to help pull their brand-new chief's enormous river canoe up onto dry ground. They sensed, as she did, that whatever Qishtea had to say, this occasion was a formal one not fitting for an act so practical as taking off one's shoes. There was no hostility in his expression, but it was guarded, not the jovial one which had begun to emerge when he'd spent three days here to learn the fundamentals of swordplay.
 
   Pareesa's eyes fell to Qishtea's hip. Strapped to it was a twin to the sword she wore. A Sata'anic sword. One identical to the five she had refused to give away. Pareesa stepped back and refused to meet Qishtea's outstretched hand.
 
   "What is the meaning of this?" Pareesa challenged.
 
   Qishtea's face remained an impassive mask, but a shadow of guilt clouded his brown eyes.
 
   "What I have to say will be said first to your chief," Qishtea said. He glanced up the jagged path to the crest of the hill where, just beyond lay the north gate to the village. 
 
   As if on cue, Namhu reappeared at the edge of the embankment, followed by the solid form of Varshab, the Chief's personal guard. The pair made their way down the jagged path, Namhu bounding down like an eager goat, Varshab with the careful movement of a man who knew better. Qishtea turned towards the visiting warriors.
 
   "Go back into the village and gather up your things," Qishtea said. "Leave any stores of grain or supplies you were given behind as a thank you gift for your host-families."
 
   The Ninevian warriors exploded with chatter, but did not question Qishtea even though he was new to acting as their chief. Unlike Jamin, who had only ever cared for the hunt, Qishtea's father had forced him to act as both diplomat and leader of their warriors.
 
   "You're leaving?" Pareesa stared at him incredulously. "But Qishtea! You gave us your word!"
 
   Qishtea's expression was filled with remorse.
 
   "My father gave Mikhail his word," Qishtea said softly. "That we would come to Assur's aid if ever you were attacked. And I shall keep that word until Mikhail breathes his last breath."
 
   Relief warred with the incongruency in Qishtea's face until it dawned on her the verbal slight-of-hand.
 
   "Mikhail is still alive!" Pareesa jabbed a finger at the young chieftain's face, heedless that he was just as heavily armed as she was. "How dare you break your vow!"
 
   She glanced at the river canoe. Her eyes met the gaze of the next man to step out of the canoe, and then the man behind him, and the three men after that. Qishtea was the only chief who had come in person, but in the canoe he carried emissaries from each of the northern Ubaid villages. Unlike the southern villages, who had skulked away like thieves, the northern tribes had come united to abandon Assur as a group.
 
   "How could you!" Pareesa shouted at Qishtea. She reached for the handle of her sword. "I should cut you down where you stand, traitor!"
 
   "Pareesa! That's enough!" Varshab ordered, a grizzled veteran whose experience made up for whatever speed middle age had caused him to lose. When Varshab spoke, it was with the authority of the Chief.
 
   "Varshab," Qishtea held out his hand. "I have come to speak to Mikhail."
 
   "Mikhail?" Varshab said. "I have been sent to bid thee welcome from the Chief and escort you there for a visit."
 
   "I came to see Mikhail," Qishtea repeated. "I will speak to Kiyan after I have spoken with the winged one." He glanced at Pareesa. "In person. Not second-hand."
 
   Pareesa gulped. Her game was up. For weeks now she had pretended to act under Mikhail's order when, in reality, every word which came out of her mouth was a blend of wishful thinking and ideas bounced off of Varshab. The village elders had been recruited to come up with suitable lies because the winged one had not woken up in weeks.
 
   Varshab's gaze was serious, but not angry. Pareesa realized the Chief's man had must of known this day would come.
 
   "He is very ill," Varshab said. "We have done all we can for him, but two weeks ago he lost consciousness and has not awoken since."
 
   Qishtea nodded, as if Varshab had just confirmed something he already knew. Who had betrayed them? Who had stolen hope before the warriors had trained together long enough to begin to care for each other independently of their affection for Mikhail?
 
   Pareesa followed behind them like a dog begging for a bone. She glanced at her little brother, Namhu, always lurking, pretending to not listen so he could eavesdrop on the adults. Without her perceived position as Mikhail's protégé, she was little more than a pesky kid.
 
   Word must have gotten there before them, because Immanu met them at the door. From Qishtea's determined expression, they would not dissuade him for seeing Mikhail's condition for himself.
 
   "Qishtea," Immanu said. He held out his arm in the forearm-to-forearm greeting of men of equal status.
 
   "I am here to speak to Mikhail," Qishtea said.
 
   Immanu's cheek twitched with a mixture of sheepishness and regret. With a sigh, he gestured for Qishtea to follow him inside the house. Immanu moved to block Pareesa's entrance, and then thought better of it.
 
   "Since we made you speak on his behalf," Immanu's expression was weary, "we might as well allow you to speak for yourself when Qishtea sees what we have hidden."
 
   Pareesa climbed up the steep, narrow stair like a beaten dog, cringing as Immanu pulled back the curtain.
 
   Qishtea clamped his hand over his nose to block the stench of rotted flesh. Pareesa covered her face with her shawl. Three times each day she had come when he was still awake, but for the last few weeks she'd only come once per day, unable to bear the sight of their Champion brought so low.
 
   "What is she doing here?" Qishtea jabbed his finger at Gita, kneeled next to the winged one's bed. "How could you let a traitor tend to him?"
 
   From the way Immanu glowered at Pareesa, he asked himself the same question.
 
   "Gita didn't do anything wrong," Pareesa said. "She would never betray Mikhail."
 
   Qishtea's face reddened into the dark burgundy of an overripe pomegranate. He whirled to face Pareesa.
 
   "She and Shahla were inseparable!" Qishtea poked his finger into Pareesa's chest as though she were a man, heedless of the fact he poked between her breasts. "I should know! Goddess only knows I fucked the woman enough times!"
 
   "Gita?" Pareesa raised her eyebrows.
 
   "No, Shahla!" Qishtea hissed into her face. "It was a game! To lay down with me behind Jamin's back. Gita followed her around like a servant and could be relied upon to carry messages to her lovers."
 
   Qishtea stepped towards Gita, his hand clutched on the hilt of his sword. "My father is dead because of you!"
 
   Pareesa noted Gita's pale hand slip under the bed where she'd hidden Mikhail's sword without Immanu's consent. The black-eyed girl always avoided trouble, but if Qishtea thought he could slit her throat, Pareesa had no doubt who would be the victor. 
 
   Siamek stepped between them, his expression surprisingly furious.
 
   "Enough," Siamek shoved him back. "If you harm her, you will have to kill me, as well." He glanced at Pareesa. "Not to mention Mikhail's little weapon of mass destruction."
 
   Qishtea jabbed his finger into Siamek's face. "Shahla consorted with Jamin to bring down all of our people, and you can be damned sure she sent that one to him as her messenger!"
 
   Pareesa glanced at the scrawny, black-eyed woman who had found Mikhail's sword and held it, ready to strike, just out of sight beneath the bed. Qishtea had not seen Gita rein in the Dark Lord the night he'd seized control of Mikhail's body. Pareesa had.
 
   "Get Gita out of here," Immanu gestured to Siamek, "and throw her in the pit."
 
   That subtle tickling which indicated the old God of War was half-listening to her grew more insistent, proof he was not half-listening any longer. 'Put a stop to this' she could almost hear him shout into her mind.
 
   Pareesa stepped between Mikhail and the young chief who wished to drag away the only thing keeping Mikhail alive. She opened her mouth to speak, but the voice which came out was not her own. Her sword made its way out of her belt and pointed, not at Qishtea, but at Immanu.
 
   "Ní bheidh tú a dhéanamh tairiscint dóite an leanbh go dtí an ceann olc ar an mbealach do athair féin déanta íobairt de do dheirfiúr," spilled out of Pareesa's. "Má tá a fhios an bandia nuair a hid an ceann olc do níon, go mbeadh sí a bheith sa bhaile cheana féin. Tá do súil amháin a aimsiú di má mhaireann sí son."
 
   Immanu turned chalk white.
 
   Pareesa stood, sword pointed at Ninsianna's father as if he was an enemy. Why? Why did the Cherubim god suddenly distrust Ninsianna's father? It was not the Cherubim language the old god used, but that ancient variant of Mikhail's native tongue which only the shamans spoke.
 
   It was Qishtea who pulled them back from the brink of madness.
 
   "Pareesa risked everything to save him," Qishtea said. "If she insists this girl's presence brings the winged one comfort, then let it be so." He glanced at the sorry sight of the emaciated Angelic. "Even if Gita does finish the job, from where I stand, it would be an act of mercy."
 
   Qishtea moved out the door. The curtain fell shut behind him, leaving Mikhail, and Gita, in darkness ... along with whichever poor guard had to stand guard over them. Everybody thought Gita had something to do with Shahla's trap. The only reason she was there was because every time they tried to pry her away from Mikhail's side, he deteriorated, though by the way things had been going, he'd end up dead soon enough.
 
   "Come, Pareesa," Qishtea said. His expression was not one of anger, but relief. "I will speak now to Chief Kiyan, but I think you have earned the right to hear what I have to say."
 
   They made their way to the Chief's house, Pareesa trailing behind them like an afterthought. Her bluff was called. Everyone would now know the truth. The Chief greeted Qishtea with warmth, but the dance of chiefs was strained. This was not a meeting of friends, but between two chiefs whose villages occasionally went to war. 
 
   Chief Kiyan's elderly servant scurried out with a tray filled with ceramic cups and a pot of hot herbal chai. The familiar scent of grasses and dried flowers warmed her almost as much as the physical heat generated by her cup. They sipped in silence, this being part of the ritual, until the first cup had been consumed.
 
   "Why have you come?" Chief Kiyan finally asked.
 
   Qishtea's expression was grim.
 
   "I felt you deserved the dignity of my coming to tell you this in person," Qishtea said. "Nineveh has decided to accept the Sata'anic lizard's offer of inclusion in their empire."
 
   "What?" Chief Kiyan said. He leaned forward, his eyes flashing with anger, but from his posture, this news was not entirely unexpected. "You gave Assur  your promise of peace."
 
   "I did not say we would wage war against you," Qishtea said. He looked down at his hands. "The lizards have promised that any village which comes under their command will receive Shay'tan's bounty, long lives and fruitful crops."
 
   Pareesa boiled with anger. "You swore an oath to fight them!"
 
   Qishtea met her gaze, his eyes far more wrinkled than a twenty-something man's eyes should be.
 
   "My father swore an oath," Qishtea said softly, "to come to Mikhail's aid if ever Assur was attacked, and I shall uphold that oath for so long as the man he made that oath to still breathes."
 
    "You are a coward!" Pareesa shouted.
 
   "Pareesa!" Chief Kiyan interrupted. "I will not have you treat the Chief of Nineveh so! Or I will order you to leave!"
 
   Pareesa glanced up, to where Varshab stood over her, ready to implement the Chief's orders. She shut her mouth, picturing her eyes shooting daggars.
 
   "And who made you this promise of Shay'tan?" Immanu asked.
 
   "Your own son," Qishtea said.
 
   Pareesa sat numb as Qishtea outlined the descent of the sky canoe, the army of lizard demons, the return of his cousin and two other women with wild tales of magic which would make their lives easier, and the accusations of those women that it was Mikhail's own people who were the end-buyers of the kidnapped women and not the lizards, who promised to keep the women of any allied tribe within that tribe when they married a man who had proved his loyalty to the Empire. 
 
   "And what is my s-s-...." Chief Kiyan asked, and then changed his words. "What does Jamin have to do with all of this?"
 
   The fierce Nineveh chieftain stared at his hands, his expression worried. 
 
   "He has visited every village in Ubaid territory except Gasur, which has always been Assur's fiercest ally," Qishtea said. "Jamin now commands an army which exceeds anything Mikhail has pieced together thus far." 
 
   Qishtea placed his hand on Chief Kiyan's shoulder. "Understand, friend-of-my father. Without Mikhail to tell me how to fight them, I have no idea what to do." For the first time, the young chief allowed them to see his fear. "Jamin disintegrated our wall as if it was made of straw. How can I protect my people if we don't have walls?"
 
   "That's it?" Pareesa shouted. She whirled to the Chief. "You're just going to let them break their promise?"
 
   Chief Kiyan's eyes were distraught. If ever a man so important as the Chief were to weep, it would be now, hearing from his social equal that his own son had orchestrated the downfall of his village.
 
   "You weren't there, Little Fairy, when the sky canoes rained lightning down upon the gathering of chiefs," Chief Kiyan said. He rubbed the arm still weak from injuries. "Thank you, Qishtea, for coming to tell me this in person. Eshnunna, Dur-Kurigalzu and Arrapha sent runners yesterday to recall their warriors, but they gave coward's excuses. They did not tell us what my s-s-… what Jamin has been up to."
 
   Qishtea rose and tossed the end of his elaborately fringed shawl over his shoulder, the instinctive gesture of a chief or high-ranking male. He paused before Pareesa as he moved to leave. Pareesa glowered at him, seething with hatred, but she caught Varshab's reproachful look and bit her tongue.
 
   "I am not your enemy, Little Fairy," Qishtea held out his hand. "If the winged one arises from his deathbed and gives us an alternative to slavery under the lizard demons, I am open to listening to his plan. But I am not Jamin. The fate of my people rests with me."
 
   "I would rather be dead than a slave!" Pareesa jutted out her chin.
 
   "Yes," Qishtea said. "I know you would." He sighed and withdrew his hand. "And once upon a time, I'd have felt that way, too. But now I must think of the good of my people. They don't wish to die for an idea."
 
   The delegation made its way out of the village, back to the banks of the river where the enormous, elaborate canoe strained at the oars to propel itself upriver, against the powerful currents which sought to wash the Ubaid downstream. Behind them trailed their warriors, packs laden with what they needed to make the long walk home to villages which had chosen, if not to stand against Assur, to stand idly by while the lizard demons ground them into the earth.
 
   Pareesa watched them go. It felt as though someone had just carved a great, empty place in her chest. She realized Ebad stood behind her, helped along by Ipquidad, deathly pale and barely able to stand.
 
   She met Ebad's gaze with tears in her eyes.
 
   "Let's get you home," Pareesa whispered. "I do not wish to lose you, too."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Battle is the most magnificent competition
 
   In which a human being can indulge.
 
   It brings out all that is best; it removes all that is base.
 
   All men are afraid in battle.
 
   The coward is the one who lets his fear
 
   Overcome his sense of duty.
 
   Duty is the essence of manhood.
 
   --General George S. Patton--
 
    
 
   Galactic Standard Date:  152,323.12 AE 
 
   Former Third Empire: Jehoshaphat
 
   Supreme Commander-General Abaddon
 
    
 
   Abaddon
 
   The Jehoshaphat trembled beneath his hand from the strain of jumping through hyperspace with the magnetic field of one engine thrown out of alignment thanks to damage in the exhaust port of her ramjet. All around him, crewmen scurried, their eyes wide with fear. He could smell it oozing out of their pores at the oh-too-real prospect of the command carrier shaking herself to pieces in the bitter emptiness of subspace.
 
   "Just a little bit further, gorm beag," Abaddon crooned. "I know what it's like to fly with an injured wing. Just a little bit further, love. You wouldn't want the other ships to hunt without you now, would you?"
 
   A sub-audible hum caused his pinfeathers to stand on end. The Mantoids, with their enhanced ability to feel that vibration through their hard, green exoskeletons, clamped their limbs over their ear-holes. 
 
   Ow! Damantia! Shay'tan's foot that hurt! Talk about rattling your teeth! 
 
   Abaddon stuck his tongue over a tooth he'd been meaning to have the ship's dentist take a look at. He'd delayed doing so because the younger Angelics rarely suffered from maladies caused by advancing age. It felt like betrayal that his body had forced him to slow down due to aching knees and muscles that took far longer to recover than he'd like to admit. He had a wife now, a younger wife, and he intended to live many more years swapping hunting stories and begetting as many offspring upon her as his aging loins would sire.
 
   "Drop time in T-minus-one minute," said acting second-in-command, Lieutenant-Captain Shzzzkt. The Mantoid's mechanical-sounding voice range enhancement box was unable to keep the fearful warble out of the insect-man's voice. 
 
   "Lieutenant Valac," Abaddon barked at his Angelic weapons officer. "I want those pulse cannons fired at the biggest Sata'anic ship you can get a lock on the instant this ship materializes on the other side. You got that?"
 
   "Shouldn't I…"
 
   "That order was not up for interpretation, Lieutenant!" Abaddon growled before the man even had a chance to finish saying 'fire a warning shot across the bow.'  This wasn't Hashem's war against Shay'tan any longer, but his war. Their war. The hybrid's war, the war they waged to preserve their right to continue existing as a species. Shay'tan had found something and Abaddon intended to take it.
 
   He glanced at the holographic image of the planet the scout drones had sent back, a bright blue world obscured by clouds. Around the planet circled eleven Sata’anic naval carriers and 42 assorted smaller naval vessels, less than an armada, but a sizeable battalion to defend a planet. He'd only mobilized enough ships to take on the Sata'anic fleet, wary of leaving the inhabited Third Empire planets they'd just liberated completely undefended. The inhabitants of those planets had celebrated their liberation by picking up arms and shooting at their Alliance saviors.
 
   No wonder Lucifer had handed them over to Shay'tan…
 
   Abaddon caressed the floor beneath his palm and grimaced. He would only burden the ungrateful bastards just long enough to determine whether they had information about his wife's homeworld, and then they could go rot in Hades for all he cared! So far none of the prospects looked promising, but he'd be damned if he'd disgrace the memory of the men and women who'd lost their lives ripping those planets out of Shay'tan's claws by handing them back over to the old dragon.
 
   Who knows? Maybe Parliament would hand them right back again as a peace offering before the old dragon got himself worked up enough to really go after them. Abaddon frowned. Something wasn't right about Shay'tan's response to any of this. The Sata'anic navy should have assigned far more ships to defend his border.
 
   "We're about to exit hyperspace, Sir," Lieutenant-Captain Shzzkt said. "Ten … nine … eight …"
 
   Abaddon closed his eyes and pictured he pushed his own strength into the Jehoshaphat's wounded 'wing.'
 
   "Just a few more moments, gorm beag," Abaddon whispered to his ship. "Just hold together until we get out the other side, and then we'll use your impulse engines and your wing won't hurt you anymore."
 
   The Jehoshaphat trembled like a virgin about to be deflowered. The jump out of hyperspace was always the most dangerous moment, even for a ship that didn't carry considerable damage to her starboard engine. Even if they missed the obvious targets such as planets, suns, and other ships, the tiniest space debris, too small to pick up on a long-range scan, could tear through the hull and cause far more damage than even a Sata'anic torpedo. He caressed the deck with his long, strong fingers, reassuring her, this ship which had been his first great love.
 
   "Five … four … three … two … one," Lieutenant-Captain Shzzkt said.
 
   The deck of the bridge buckled as the ship exited hyperspace. For a moment it felt as though the Jehoshapat's wounded hyperdrive would tear right out of her back, but then the sensation subsided.
 
   The entire crew let out their breath.
 
   "Get that flagship in your sights!" Abaddon shouted at Valac. "Fire the moment you get a weapons-lock on it!"
 
   He pointed at the hologram as the old image disappeared and it began to build a new image based on what the Jehoshaphat could see outside her bow in real-time.
 
   "Not yet … not yet … not … THERE!" Valac shouted. The weapons officer hit the launch button moments before the holographic table had even finished building the image.
 
   All around them, two more command carriers and dozens of battle cruisers materialized out of hyperspace and opened fire on the Sata'anic ships orbiting the planet. Several ships on the holographic table blinked out of existence. Others were still there, but he could see fires shoot out and become extinguished as explosive decompression sucked out all the oxygen they needed to burn.
 
   He counted the seconds he'd computed they'd have to launch a surprise attack before the Sata'anic lizards could launch a retaliation. Six … seven … eight seconds. Abaddon frowned.
 
   "They're firing back at us, Sir!" Lieutenant-Captain Shzzkt shouted.
 
   Abaddon's lips curved up into the sinister grin of an Angelic in the throes of bloodlust. Just a minor delay. Two seconds. Nothing to be worried about. A Sata'anic naval carrier pulled out of the pack of damaged ships and turned towards him, nose-to-nose the way two warriors were meant to fight. Good. Most lesser admirals ordered their fleets to get the hell out of there the moment they realized they were facing down the Jehoshaphat, but Hashem had kept the Judgment of God in her nest too long. The lizards had gotten bold. It was time to remind them there was a reason the Alliance had maintained Hashem's half of the galaxy even after their god had abandoned them to fend for themselves.
 
   "This ain't no chew-and-screw," Abaddon said to the Sata'anic naval carrier which turned to engage the Jehoshaphat. 
 
   "It's the SRN Besat, Sir," Lieutenant-Captain Shzzkt said.
 
   "I thought that ship was decommissioned?" Abaddon asked.
 
   "Looks like he's throwing everything he's got at us, Sir," Shzzkt said.
 
   The Besat was one of the older models of Sata'anic naval carrier, built, as the Jehoshaphat was, in that era when the two empires had waged constant battles for territory. Last he'd heard the Besat had been acting as a transport vessel to bring trade goods to the colonies bordering the Tokoloshe Kingdom, but from the shiny new rail guns mounted alongside her hull, either the Free Marid had fed Abaddon a bunch of crap, or Shay'tan had pulled the vessel out of mothballs and retrofitted her.
 
   Why? Why was the old dragon pulling old ships out of retirement when all of their intelligence said the Sata'anic Empire was flush with Alliance 'free trade' cash? 
 
   The Besat jolted him out of his uneasy musings with a full barrage of her brand-new shiny rail guns.
 
   "Polarize the hull plating!" Abaddon shouted. "Aft engine reverse, three-quarters power. Starboard…"
 
   He hesitated. How badly was the starboard engine damaged from his risky trip out here? They were using impulse power, but part of the apparatus was housed in that exact same wing.
 
   Screw it. Better to be bold than dead.
 
   "Starboard engine, forward, full speed," Abaddon finished barking orders. "Re-route everything from the inertial dampeners and hang on! It's going to be a rough ride!"
 
   The ship lurched as one engine firing forward, the other backwards, caused her to spin and, at the same time rear upwards as though she was a falcon readying herself to leap off a cliff. Sata'anic weapons-fire slammed into the hull, but most of the impact was absorbed by the polarized hull plating which reversed the magnetism and slowed down its velocity much the way two magnets pushed each other apart.
 
   The Besat came after them; bold, hungry, eager to collect the bounty the old dragon had put on Abaddon's head. Abaddon laughed and grit his teeth in a smile akin to a predator about to attack as he ordered the volleys back and forth. He relayed orders for the two other command carriers in his group to go after the other naval carriers which surrounded the planet they were here to see.
 
   "Fire at will, fire at will!" Abaddon shouted. Everywhere on his ship, men and women representing every species in the military made sure the robots which kept the rail guns filled with shells kept loading fresh ammunition. The rail guns fired. The Jehoshaphat shuddered like his sweet Sarvenaz whenever he brought her up to ecstasy.
 
   “Sir … a second naval carrier has broken out of the pack and is moving to join the Besat." Lieutenant-Captain Shzzkt shouted. "They've got about a dozen destroyers in their heels."
 
   "Where's my other ships?" Abaddon shouted.
 
   "They're busy, Sir," Lieutenant-Captain Shzzkt said.
 
   "Bring the pulse cannons back online," Abaddon ordered. "It's time to remind the lizards why this ship is named the Judgment of God."
 
   Pulse cannons took several seconds to recharge from the engines after a full discharge. It felt like an eternity as the ionization in the air dropped as the weapons rebuilt their power by drawing power from every non-critical function on the ship except for the oxygen they breathed.
 
   "They second ship is armed with a laser weapon,” Lieutenant Valac shouted. “Sir! They're targeting our hyperdrives!"
 
   "Focus on that flagship!" Abaddon jumped up out of his captain's chair.
 
   "But the second ship…"
 
   "Focus on the Besat, damantia!" Abaddon shouted at the man. "Use the railguns to hit the second ship. Engineering! Reverse thrust, fifteen degrees to port!"
 
   "Fifteen degrees to port, Sir!"
 
   "The second ship is opening fire!” Lieutenant Valac shouted.
 
   Abaddon was nearly tossed from his commander's chair as explosions rocked the ship. Polarized hull plating did little to deflect a laser weapon or a pulse cannon.
 
   “We’ve got a hull breach mid-ship on decks 9 through 11!!!” Lieutenant-Captain Shzzkt shouted.
 
   "Pulse cannon … where's my pulse cannon?" Abaddon shouted. "Is that damned pulse cannon recharged yet?"
 
   "Three seconds…" Lieutenant Valac said.
 
   “Move 45 degrees to starboard," Abaddon shouted. "Full impulse power!”
 
   The Besat fired a full barrage of rail guns which were only limited by the length of time it took for the crew to shove the next shell into the barrel. So did the smaller destroyers which escorted the aging naval carrier. Old, the Besat might be, but like him the old warship was full of piss and vinegar.
 
   Abaddon flared his grey wings and grinned even though, at the moment, he had unfavorable odds. It had been a long time since he'd come up against a worthy opponent. He'd sure like to know what lizard the old dragon had put in charge of the aging vessel and if it was one of the admirals he'd come up against before … in the old days when they'd matched wits against one another constantly.
 
   “Sir … the second ship has targeted their laser at our bridge,” the weapons officer shouted. "Should I aim the pulse cannon there?"
 
   Damn eager Sata'anic lap-poodle! The laser was a much more powerful weapon, but by the way the second naval carrier maneuvered, it was a newer rear-admiral, a youngster who like so many of the soldiers on both sides of this war had never seen real battle the way whoever was in charge of the Besat had. The second ship … it was a ploy. He could feel it all the way down to the barbules of his gunship-grey pinfeathers.
 
   “No," Abaddon grinned. "Take out the Besat."
 
   Lieutenant Valac fired. That familiar shudder as the pulse cannon discharged the full force of her charge momentarily ionized the air and gave them all an ecstatic thrill similar to standing too close to a lightning strike. A substantial blast took out a three-thousand meter long chunk of the Besat's hull, along with most of the rail guns mounted along that side. Chunks of debris, as well as the bodies of squirming Sata'anic crewmen whose lives were stilled as explosive decompression imploded their organs, flew out of the ship.
 
   The crewmen cheered.
 
   "Full reverse thrust, both engines!" Abaddon shouted. "Deploy counter-measures!"
 
   "Reverse thrust employed!" the engineer shouted. 
 
   Abaddon stumbled forward and flapped his wings to keep his balance as the Jehoshaphat jerked into reverse.
 
   "Deploy counter-measures!" Lieutenant Valac shouted. 
 
   "Hull plating fully polarized," Lieutenant-Captain Shzzkt said. His gossamer under-wings hummed with nervous energy.
 
   The second ship fired its laser weapon at the Jehoshaphat … and missed … not expecting her to jerk back instantly after firing her pulse cannons. Technically he wasn't supposed have the power to move that fast, but during the years he'd been sent out to pasture twiddling his thumbs, Abaddon had made a few black-market improvements. Including…
 
   "Fire the antimatter torpedo at that little yappy bastard," Abaddon whispered with almost feral glee.
 
   With a grim expression, Lieutenant Valac released the antimatter torpedo. The other crewmen stared at the video monitor with curious silence, to see what Shemijaza's weapon they'd all heard whispers about, but nobody had ever seen, would do. With an almost imperceptible 'pop' that was not an explosion, a putrid green vortex opened up where it had hit, taking that part of the enemy ship with it.
 
   The vortex grew larger. Total silence reigned on the bridge as the vortex continued to grow. Funny. Abaddon didn't remember the weapon acting that way the one and only time he had ever seen one fired … against them. This weapon, it seemed, was far more potent than the ones the rebel leader had outfitted his own warships with to wage a guerrilla war against the Alliance. 
 
   They stared in silence as the enemy ship buckled as though it was being crushed by the Dark Lord's hand. It bent, then stretched, and gradually its was sucked into the hole. Putrid green tendrils of energy licked out of the hole like a hungry animal licking its face in the hopes it had missed some crumbs, and then it disappeared.
 
   "What the hell was that, Sir?" Lieutenant Valac asked. As the weapons officer, not even he knew.
 
   "A gift from Lucifer's father," Abaddon said. He stared at the place the second Sata'anic naval carrier had been. That feeling of victory he should have felt, of right action on behalf of their god, sat emptily in his gut. 
 
   The other crewmen sensed it too. His secret weapon? It did a lot more than his black market intelligence sources had said it would do and somehow that knowledge didn't feel very good. At least with a planet-killer everyone knew what the result would be.
 
   “Several escape pods are separating from the Besat, Sir,” the communications officer said. 
 
   Abaddon stared at the mortally wounded ship, an old-timer like him.
 
   “Raise that channel to that commander," Abaddon ordered. "Tell him to surrender immediately and his crew won’t be harmed!” 
 
   "On it, Sir," the Communications Officer said.
 
   Abaddon waited. A moment later a grizzled green face came onto the flatscreen, his uniform heavy with metals and his dewlap still burgundy despite his age. It was a familiar face, though one he hadn't seen in almost a century. Lizards only lived to be around 350 … if service in the military didn't kill them. Admiral Saladin had to be at least 385 years old.
 
   "General Abaddon," the old lizard said. "I hear congratulations are in order, that your own people elevated you above the woman?"
 
   "They did," Abaddon said. He tucked his wings against his back, a gesture of respect this grizzled old lizard deserved. Admiral Saladin did likewise, tucking his tail up tightly along his right side. This was one of the few lizards who'd ever whupped Abaddon's ass.
 
   "You did not go for the more heavily armed ship," Admiral Saladin said. Behind him, the bridge was filled with smoke and sparks shot out in the darkness.
 
   "I knew better than to underestimate the more experienced admiral," Abaddon said. His expression softened. "I only made that mistake once in my life, and it cost me the battle and very nearly my life."
 
   "Yes, it did." The old lizard's fangs protruded in a pleased grin as they both knew who had administered that spanking. "And they say you can't teach an old Angelic a new trick."
 
   "Surrender and let me bring your crew on board my ship," Abaddon said. "You'll be given full quarter. You and your crewmen. You have my word."
 
   Admiral Saladin tasted the air and spoke something in the Sata'anic language to a crewman who was just out of sight. Abaddon understood what the old lizard said. He was ordering the crew to use the one remaining engine to turn the ship so they could lob a full barrage of rail guns from the undamaged side.
 
   "You know I can't do that," Admiral Saladin said. "There is only one way old warriors like us can leave this world and keep their dignity, General Abaddon? And it's not in bed, surrounded by our offspring."
 
   Oh, goddess! He prayed it wasn't true. But he knew it was.
 
   "Yes," Abaddon said.
 
   The old lizard gestured to his forehead, his snout and his heart. "Shay'tan be praised."
 
   "May your god guide your spirit into the Dreamtime," Abaddon said softly.
 
   With a fatalistic grimace, Admiral Saladin cut off the video feed.
 
   "Sir! He's diverted all power to his impulse engines!" Captain Skzzht shouted. "I think he means to ram us!"
 
   Abaddon closed his eyes.
 
   "Target the bridge with the pulse cannon," he said. 
 
   "It's not done charging," Lieutenant Valac said.
 
   "He'll wait."
 
   Four … three … two … one…
 
   "I've got full power, Sir!" Lieutenant Valac shouted.
 
   "The Besat is firing on us!" Captain Skzzht shouted.
 
   "Fire," Abaddon said to Valac, almost a whisper.
 
   The Besat's rail guns slammed into their polarized hull plating, causing damage, but nothing catastrophic because they'd been given enough time to recharge during that small conversation.
 
   The Jehoshaphat shuddered almost as if in ecstasy as the ionized charge moved through the ship as she let the Besat have it with both pulse cannons.
 
   The Besat ignited and was no more.
 
   "Go with your god, old adversary," Abaddon said softly.
 
   Tucking his enormous grey wings against his back, he sat back down into his commander's chair and listened to the damage reports come in from the other ships. The old dragon had made him bleed, but not as much as he'd feared. At last the call came in that he'd been waiting for. Not Earth, but the reconnaissance party had found something extremely interesting.
 
   "Captain Skzzht," Abaddon said, "you have the bridge. Lieutenant Valac … come with me. Let's go see what Shay'tan didn't want us to find."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 37
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   December, 3,390 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Namhu
 
   It wasn't easy being the younger brother of the 'Savior of the Champion.' All everybody talked about was how brave his sister was, how many men she'd fended off, and how important Pareesa had become now that Mikhail was laid up at Immanu's house. And now he, Namhu, was expected to take up the slack by doing all of his sister's chores!
 
   He carried the bucket full of kitchen scraps out to the goat pen. Twice per day she needed to be milked, especially now that her kids had been sold. She was an older goat, reliable with her milk, light brown with shorter, hazelnut-brown fur around her head and legs. The poor creature had suffered far past her morning milking time and her milk-bag was so swollen that the she waddled bow-legged, chastising Namhu with expectant brown eyes. Pareesa had skedaddled before sunrise, and it had happened enough times that the goat now associated him with alleviating her discomfort instead of his sister. 
 
   "S'okay!" Namhu soothed the creature as he tied her to the fence and placed the hide-lined milking bucket beneath her. "You know -I- won't forget you." 
 
   He squeezed his hand around her teat and pulled gently downwards, extracting a squirt of milk into the bucket. With a contented 'mehhh,' the goat stuck her face into the bucket of treats and began to munch on the leftover emmer stalks, vegetable peelings and a crust of bread so hard and stale even his mother had given up on reusing it. Namhu fell into a rhythmic tug, the only sound being the goat's contented chewing and the whoosh-whoosh-whoosh of milk hitting the bark-tanned hide lining the bucket to make it waterproof. At nine years old, it was expected he would help out with the family chores, but why did Pareesa get to shirk her duties?
 
   "Namhu!" his mother called. "Could you please go down to the well and draw me some water?"
 
   "Awww! Mom! I'm milking the goat right now. Why can't Pareesa do it?"
 
   "Pareesa's not here," Mama shouted out from the kitchen. "And besides, drawing water is your job."
 
   "This is Pareesa's job!" Namhu scowled. 
 
   He pulled down on the goat's teat harder than he meant, earning an indignant bleat as she pulled her face out of the bucket and gave him an accusatory glare. Mama came to the doorway with a large, wooden bucket in one hand and Namhu's newest baby sister in the other, latched firmly onto her breast.
 
   "Pareesa has gone off in search of Dadbeh," Mama said. "She said not to expect her home for dinner."
 
   "Why she'd go and do that?" Namhu scowled. "Everybody knows Dadbeh left because…"
 
   Namhu didn't finish the sentence. Dadbeh had left because he, and a dozen of his closest friends, had all ganged up and taunted the elite warrior for having once offered to marry Shahla, the traitor who had lured Mikhail into a trap. It had seemed the right thing to do at the time, a mob of angry villagers looking for somebody to blame, but when Dadbeh's soft-spoken father had stopped by and appealed to Papa to please make their peace because Dadbeh had done nothing wrong, Pareesa and Papa had argued long into the night until at last his sister had agreed to go looking for the man and apologize.
 
   Mama's expression grew serious. 
 
   "This village needs every warrior it can get," Mama said. She clutched his baby sister closer. "That Nineveh chief told Pareesa he wouldn't be surprised if Assur was attacked within the week. Dadbeh might be grieving Shahla's loss, but he is loyal to our people."
 
   "Why can't -I- join the warriors?" Namhu pointed to the bow he always kept within easy reach. "Mikhail said he was proud of me for stopping those Halifians from breaching the wall!"
 
   "You're only nine summers old," Mama said.
 
   "I'm every bit as good of a shot as Pareesa!" Namhu complained. "I bring home a squirrel or bird for the cook pot every single day!"
 
   "Yes, Namhu, you have," Mama said. Her expression grew somber. "But you'll be called away to defend the village soon enough. For now, I need you here."
 
   Mama's face acquired that stern 'and I don't want to hear another word about it' look. She pointed towards the wooden yoke which sat leaning up against the courtyard wall. "Finish up with the goat, and then the water."
 
   "Yes, Mama." 
 
   Namhu looked away so she wouldn't see the face he made as she turned back into the house. Fetching water had been his job for as long as he'd been old enough to not do something idiotic like trip and fall down the well. He yanked on the goat's teat. With an indignant bleat, the goat tried to get away and almost knocked over the bucket of milk. 
 
   "Dangnabit!" 
 
   Namhu patted her until she settled back down, and then resumed his rhythmic milking. At last the streams of milk turned into little more than droplets and the goat's teats became soft and flaccid in his hands. With a sigh he carried the bucket to the doorway and set it just inside the threshold, and then fetched the water buckets, strung them onto the yoke, and placed the heavy wooden frame across his shoulders.
 
   He usually enjoyed any excuse to get away from their house which was crowded with seven children, two parents, and a widowed granny who always called him the wrong child's name. Fetching water was usually an opportunity to hang out with his friends, but it was still far too early in the afternoon. None of his friends had yet escaped their parent's grasp or the never ending chores expected of any nine-summer-old child. 
 
   Three girls huddled together in the small square which surrounded the well. Namhu gave them a scowl. They cupped their hands around their lips as they glanced at him, and then whispered secrets to one another, giggling as he lowered first one bucket, and then the other, into the rock-lined circle. In the summer this well often dried down, but at the moment the lower well was flush with water, sparing him the too-watchful eyes of all his Mama's nosy friends. Nobody of high status came to the lower well, so it was, of course, the perfect haven for a boy intent on idleness. 
 
   He heaved up the second bucket of water. A shadow fell over him. He turned and stared up into the tall, imposing form of Laum, Shahla's father, standing far closer than was polite.
 
   Namhu stepped back, and then remembered that Pareesa would never back down from a fight. The trio of girls giggled. Namhu felt his face grow hot. He stepped forward again and stared up at the man who towered over him, his expression defiant. 
 
   Laum bent down so his face was inches from Namhu's.
 
   "Somebody emptied the contents of their chamber pot onto the front wall of my house again last night," Laum said, his voice laced with accusation. "You wouldn't happen to know who did that now, would you?"
 
   The three girls giggled again and began to whisper furiously.
 
   Namhu swallowed. 
 
   "No," he lied. He reached back to touch the reassuring weight of his quiver filled with arrows.
 
   "Because if you did know who did it," Laum continued, pretending he hadn't heard him, "the Chief has ordered my house be left alone. Do you understand, young man? The Chief himself has said the next person who defiles my house will answer to the tribunal!"
 
   Namhu pushed down a clever retort and pictured how he'd act if he was Mikhail, a game he and Pareesa had played many times until the winged man had elevated her to assume command of the 'B-team.'  Force yourself to stand straight and ready for combat, but never clench your fists. School your face to be an expressionless one. Frustrate your enemy by refusing to show any emotion.
 
   "Yes, Sir," Namhu said, his mouth saying one thing, while in his mind he screamed out to the man, "rot in hell, you mangy hyena!"
 
   Laum scowled at him, but stepped back when he failed to elicit the desired excuse to give him a beating. Nobody came to the lower well unless they lived here, this run-down part of Assur. Namhu knew there wasn't a soul in any of the surrounding houses who would risk repercussions from the wealthy merchant by standing up for him. Laum must be intent upon revenge. What other reason could he have for coming to this part of the village?
 
   Namhu kept his eye on the man, ready to make a break for it if Laum grabbed him. He carefully balanced his two buckets of water on either end of his carrying yoke.
 
   "If you'll excuse me," Namhu said with forced politeness, "I have to bring this home to my mother."
 
   Laum stepped back to let him pass. 
 
   Namhu carried the heavy double load past the trio of girls, who pressed their heads together to gossip. They followed behind him like three hungry puppies, whispering and giggling the entire way. It had been happening a lot lately, this unwanted girlish attention. Why couldn't they just leave him alone?
 
   He glanced back at the well, suddenly wondering why Laum had come if he hadn't brought a bucket. The linen merchant glanced around. Seeing that the square was now empty, he pulled something out of his waist-pouch and dropped it into the well.
 
   One of the three girls bumped into Namhu.
 
   "Oh," she gave him a smile. "I'm sorry. I didn't expect you to stop so quick."
 
   The other two girls giggled and elbowed each other in the ribs.
 
   Namhu glanced back at the well, but all he saw was Laum's back disappearing into the worst neighborhood in the village, the part where only drunkards and thieves like Gita's father lived.
 
   Adjusting his yoke, Namhu carried the water home.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 38
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   Some goddamn fool once said that flanks
 
   have got to be secure.
 
   Since then sonofabitches all over the globe
 
   have been guarding their flanks.
 
   I don't agree with that.
 
   My flanks are something for the enemy
 
   to worry about, not me.
 
   Before he finds out where my flanks are,
 
   I'll be cutting the bastard's throat.
 
   --General George S. Patton--
 
    
 
   Galactic Standard Date:  152,323.12 AE 
 
   Former Third Empire: Jehoshaphat
 
   Supreme Commander-General Abaddon
 
    
 
   Abaddon
 
   The shuttle grew warmer as it breached the upper atmosphere of the small, cobalt-blue water-world. Orange-white light shone through the portal even though the protective outer shield had been deployed to cover the vulnerable glass, heated up by the atmospheric drag of billions of tiny air molecules. 
 
   Abaddon glanced to the seat beside him where Lieutenant Valac sat, eyes scanning the images taken by their initial landing team. Had Sarvenaz been here, she'd be crushing his hand right now; her eyes scrunched shut as she forced herself to not betray her terror. For a woman who'd grown up in a Neolithic culture, his wife did an admirable job of wrapping her mind around the concept of space travel.
 
   Oh, goddess! How he missed his wife!
 
   "Soon, mo ghra," Abaddon whispered to himself. If this abandoned Third Empire base held clues to the location of her homeworld, he would lay that planet at her feet as a wedding present. He amused himself imagining what it would be like to make his bride the Empress of Earth. She'd be a good queen, sensible and even-handed, more like Jingu, the Cherubim queen, than either of the two immortal fools who currently divided the galaxy between them. He, of course, would be her most loyal general, enforcing her will as she guided her planet out of the Stone Age.
 
   A rare smile eased Abaddon's habitual glower. He pulled out his flatscreen and replayed Sarvenaz's last message, twisting the tiny ear-cuff so only he could hear. His hawk-like visage softened as Sarvenaz relayed news about the shortage of comforts, how well she and Pharzuphel were getting along, and some adjustment issues as humans were thrown in with the pregnant Leonid and Centauri females tasked with protecting them. Sarvenaz's mahogany eyes wrinkled with laughter as she complained about how sore she was from their daughter's flight lessons. Abaddon patted the ultrasound images he kept tucked in his shirt pocket, right above his heart.
 
   The shuttle reached the stratosphere and began to cool, what was once too hot now frigid as the pilot reoriented the shuttle towards the planet's polar ice cap. Abaddon unclipped his safety harness … for now. The crewmen took this as silent permission to unclip their own safety equipment and bustled around the shuttle in a well-organized orchestra of scientific curiosity. 
 
   A middle-aged Electrophori female wearing the bars of a Sci-Ops Colonel moved to stand in front of his seat, tapping on the latest intelligence reports being fed live from the away team to her flatscreen. Ekk was her name, and if she wasn't the best in her field, Abaddon would have shipped her off to the Tokoloshe front in the beat of a dragon's wing.
 
   "Will there be any risk to my science team?" Colonel Ekk asked. Her brown lips curled backwards in a gesture of distaste.
 
   Abaddon fixed his cool, grey eyes on the female, the one he distrusted because she had close ties to the missing Brigadier-General Raphael. Did he dislike her because he feared she might feed Hashem the location of his wife? Or was it because she treated the enlisted men with disdain? 
 
   "A battalion was already sent in to eradicate the lizards," Abaddon said. "Your men should be fine."
 
   "Did you sweep the caves for stragglers?" Colonel Ekk asked. 
 
   A bluish-white spark of static electricity tingled down her dorsal ridge to the end of the tail, where it crackled like a miniature bolt of lightning. It was a gesture the Electrophori used to intimidate a lesser species.
 
   Abaddon stood up and flared his wings.
 
   "Of course I did!" 
 
   Abaddon rumbled deep his chest, the growl a Leonid might make just before it attacked. He placed his combat boot within inches of her potentially lethal tail. He didn't give a shit if the Electrophori zapped him! Lesser species could be flatlined by the eel-like creature's natural electrical current, but Abaddon had been zapped before … and survived.
 
   Colonel Ekk stepped back and tapped nervously upon her flatscreen rather than go nose-to-nose against The Destroyer. Good. He would not tolerate the same level of disrespect that the former Supreme-Commander General had, not even from an ancient species!
 
   Abaddon leaned forward so he stood with the Electrophori nose-to-nose.
 
   "Lieutenant Valac!" he barked, not breaking eye contact with the eel.
 
   "Yes, Sir?" Valac hurried to stand next to them.
 
   "Colonel Ekk isn't used to getting her hands dirty." Abaddon gave the woman a cruel grin. "Would you do me a favor and babysit her? Just in case a boogeyman jumps out of the shadows and scares her?"
 
   Colonel Ekk's speckled brown skin turned mahogany with mortification.
 
   "Well … I'll…I'll…" Ekk stammered.
 
   Abaddon leaned forward so that he spoke inches from her face. 
 
   "You will do as I tell you to do, Colonel." Abaddon accentuated her rank, or lack thereof. "Unless you would like to be reassigned to the Tokoloshe front? We're right on the border here, you know?"
 
   "I have processed information from the cannibals before," Colonel Ekk said stiffly.
 
   Abaddon flared his wings. "We have desperate little intel coming out of that kingdom, largely because the cannibals eat whichever of our operatives they catch. If this mission is beneath you, perhaps I could reassign you to do some hands-on intelligence gathering?"
 
   Colonel Ekk's skin turned an interesting shade of olive green.
 
   "No thank you, Sir," Ekk said, evenly to her credit. Her interrogation training had taught her to hide her feelings, but not so well that Abaddon didn't pick up on the nervous fizzle of static electricity which crackled down her tail like a balloon which had just been untied to let out all the air.
 
   "Good," Abaddon said. He glanced at Valac. "You. Babysit her. Make sure the lizards didn't leave anyone in the shadows to ambush our science team."
 
   Colonel Ekk gave him a crisp salute, and then moved over to oversee the readiness of her investigatory team. Although the secret service technically served under him now, they'd always had far too much autonomy. It was something he intended to rectify as soon as the chaos of Lucifer's rebellion settled down.
 
   Lieutenant Valac waited until the woman left to contradict him.
 
   "Sir? You know it's my duty to watch out for you. Not some quasi-civilian contractor."
 
   "You'll do as I order," Abaddon grumbled, but not angrily. Protecting him was his Weapons Officer's job. 
 
   "Always, Sir," Lieutenant Valac said. The man loosened his wings out of the crisp dress-wings formation. "It's just that … sir? With Lucifer missing, if anything were to happen to you…"
 
   Abaddon curled one wing forward to brush against his thigh, deep in thought. Yes. The same thought had crossed his mind. Without Lucifer here to keep Parliament in line, the fools were subject to the whims of the mob. It was only a matter of time before the idiots grew tired of waging war and went back to the Emperor, prayer-caps in hand, begging their god for redemption rather than getting off their asses to defend their own homeworlds. Abaddon patted the hilt of his pulse rifle.
 
   "You take care of the spook," Abaddon said. "I'm just here to see Shemijaza's legendary genetics laboratory with my own eyes." 
 
   Abaddon thought back to the glory days when Lucifer had not yet been conceived and Shemijaza had played the two emperor-gods against one another to carve out a place for his growing Third Empire. Back then, the Eternal Emperor had still possessed a pair of magairlí the size of a Centauri stallion.
 
   "Hashem had every spy in his arsenal searching for this place," Abaddon said. "We'd always assumed it had been blown up with Tyre."
 
   Lieutenant Valac pulled up one of the images the initial landing party uploaded as live feed.
 
   "It appears he froze most of what he spliced together," Valac said, "instead of warehousing them where he could study them the way that the Eternal Emperor does."
 
   "It makes sense to keep a cryo-facility on an ice world," Abaddon said. "Shemijaza was always, if anything, terrifyingly pragmatic."
 
   Valac's wings shook with violent emotion. 
 
   "Does this make sense?!" He shoved the flat screen into Abaddon's face.
 
   Abaddon stared at the image of a frozen adolescent lizard, her hands pressed against the glass as though she'd been pleading to be let out moments before she'd been involuntarily frozen. How in Hades had Shemijaza gotten his hands on a Sata'anic female? Shay'tan kept all females sequestered to the Hades cluster as an insurance policy against desertion. The lizards had a shorter maturity period than the slow-growing hybrids, only seven years from hatchling to adult. This specimen appeared to have been perhaps five years old at the time she'd been frozen, the emotional equivalent of an eleven-year-old. 
 
   "Why? Why would Shemijaza do such a thing?" Abaddon caressed the image on the flat screen. 
 
   "According to Third Empire propaganda, Shemijaza welcomed all species into his empire, even the Sata'anic lizards."
 
   The pilot's voice came over the intercom and announced they were coming in for a landing. The crewmen hurried back into their seats. Landing was rarely as rough as breaching the outer atmosphere, but on an unknown planet it was always prudent to buckle in. 
 
   The shuttle lurched as the pilot fired the VTOL engines. Abaddon instinctively reached over to restrain his wife from jerking forward and ended up restraining his Weapons Officer instead. Lieutenant Valac gave him a knowing grin. Abaddon pulled back his hand. Goddess how he missed Sarvenaz!
 
   The shuttle bumped down lightly on the snowpack. Valac unclipped his seatbelt and immediately assumed command of his part of the mission, securing the landing party and escorting the Sci-Ops crew into the base. One by one the men slipped on their breathers, tiny oxygen masks to compensate for the reduced levels of breathable air. Abaddon slipped on his as well, even though the oxygen levels were merely deficient enough to cause fatigue. 
 
   "Alright men!" Valac shouted. "You know the drill! Fan out. Make sure there are no surprises hiding in the closet so our intel guys can get to work without worrying about a pulse rifle to the back!"
 
   The rear gangplank of the shuttle moved down, letting in a frigid blast of air. The away team pulled up their hoods and clipped their goggles over their eyes. Although a team had already secured the base, with sub- zero temperatures and perpetual whiteout conditions, there was no guarantee that some of the lizards hadn't regrouped just out of sight. They moved out of the shuttle in two well-formed lines, one pair rushing out in front of the other to kneel, scan the perimeter with their pulse rifles, and then signal the next team to do the same. 
 
   Abaddon squelched his urge to move out with them. As Supreme Commander-General and the only hybrid who had a clue as to what Lucifer's rebellion had really been about, it was up to him to stay alive long enough to locate Sarvenaz's homeworld. He waited until Valac gave the signal before stepping down the ramp into the artic landscape. 
 
   Damantia! It was freezing! He wrapped his wings around his torso to cut the wind. It blew right through his parka and his feathers. A sensation akin to an icepick being driven into his knee caused him to limp. Excrementia! When had he gotten old? He unfurled his wings and catapulted himself away from the effects of gravity. His wings instantly turned numb, but he flew to the entrance to the base like an Angelic should, not walked like a land animal. 
 
   "General?" Lieutenant Valac said with a straight face.
 
   Abaddon ruffled his feathers and shook out the ice particles which had instantly imbedded themselves into his wings.
 
   "Lieutenant," Abaddon replied with an emotionless expression. 
 
   He knew he'd regret his juvenile impulse to fly when his wings punished him by shooting pins and needles down his back when the blood flowed back into the limbs, but right now he didn't care. He had a younger wife to keep up with and he'd be damned if he'd stay ship-bound like some geriatric old fool!
 
   The Leonid Brigadier-General who'd first obtained intelligence from the Free Marid about this asset stepped forward, a good cubit taller than Abaddon, with a thick, reddish-brown mane and golden pelt typical of the half-humanoid/half lion hybrids. Leonids were the closest to extinction of all the hybrids, and therefore the most eager to help. 
 
   "Supreme Commander-General Abaddon," Rahotep gave a crisp salute. "Right this way, Sir. We haven't had a chance to explore the entire base, but we thought you'd want to see this right away."
 
   Abaddon followed the man through a series of tunnels which burrowed deep into the ice. They crossed a rickety rope bridge built across part of the glacier which had fractured, a recent addition, Sata'anic in design. His breath steamed out in front of his face as they walked through tunnels which had seen little action in the 200 years since Shemijaza had died. The men grew silent the further they descended into the crypt, the only sound being the ice groaning like an old woman in pain.
 
   "Were you able to capture any of the lizards?" Abaddon whispered even though there was nobody here to hear them. "I'd love to find out how long Shay'tan had this base in his claws."
 
   "No, Sir," Rahotep said. "The minute my men pulled over the base, the lizards bugged out and ran. They barely even gave us a fight, just hopped into their shuttles took off."
 
   The Leonid Brigadier-General had an eager look about him, the same eager look Abaddon suspected he wore. Two ship's commanders, neither able to resist the temptation of exploring Shemijaza's mythological genetics laboratory. They had plenty of firepower in orbit at the moment, but then again, so had Shay'tan, and look where it had gotten him?
 
   Abaddon signaled Rahotep to fall into step beside him.
 
   "As soon as you're debriefed, hightail it back to the Emperor's Vengeance and make sure Shay'tan doesn't sneak up on us while I'm here instead of on my ship. Lieutenant-Captain Shzzkt is a good man, but he's untested leading a carrier brigade if Shay'tan decides to jump out of hyperspace and surprise us the same way that we just surprised him.
 
   Rahotep's whiskers drooped, but the Brigadier-General took it in stride.
 
   "Of course," Rahotep said. "Right this way, Sir."
 
   The crewmen led them to a large steel door, brand spanking new and Sata'anic in origin, but the door frame which surrounded it was rusted and full of pock-marks. It was more evidence that Shay'tan had developed an interest in this planet only recently. Two of Rahotep's men stood stationed on either side of the door, but Abaddon forced the eager scientists to wait while he sent in Lieutenant Valac's men. He stared at the brand-new door, a door designed to be slammed shut and hold off an invasion. Why hadn't the lizards retreated inside the chamber?
 
   Valac's eager voice echoed from inside the ice chamber. "Shay'tan's scaly tail!"
 
   Abaddon signaled the men to follow him inside.
 
   They stepped into a cavern so enormous he could swear the Jehoshaphat would fit comfortably inside of it. He'd seen images on his flat screen, but they'd failed to capture the scale of Shemijaza's prize research project. This facility was even larger than the laboratory that Hashem had built onto the Eternal Palace. Row upon row of cryo-chamber stretched across the vast ice cave to a laboratory set up at the very end. They walked together while Valac's away team rifled through each row, searching for an enemy huddled behind the machines. 
 
   Abaddon stepped up to one of the cryo-chambers and rubbed on the glass which had frosted over from the bitter cold. A hideous, distorted face stared out at him, part-animal and part-humanoid, its mouth twisted up into an eternal scream. Abaddon stepped back, his feathers rustling with revulsion. So. The rumors were true? Shemijaza had been experimenting with creating other types of hybrids.
 
   "Shemijaza chose this world," Colonel Ekk said softly from behind him, "because with the frigid temperatures, he'd need very little power to maintain the cryo-chambers. I can see why neither emperor ever picked up on the energy signature."
 
   Abaddon met the Electrophori agent's gaze. Her expression was no longer the sanctimonious one she'd sported earlier. He gestured for her to explore whatever goodies Shemijaza had left behind. 
 
   They fanned out like eager schoolchildren, chattering about the genetic modifications of the frozen inhabitants. Each chamber contained a separate creature which had been experimented upon and then frozen, though for what reason Abaddon could not say. Some creatures he recognized, but others? A few bore no resemblance to any life form he knew. He came to a spot where a cryo-chamber had been removed.
 
   "There seem to be a lot of them missing," Rahotep said. "Recent, from the look of it. The video footage my Free Marid contact showed me was of the lizards removing three such chambers." 
 
   Rahotep pointed to the far end of the cavern where a small, square pod rose above the icy floor. "That's the main laboratory. At least in there the lizards rigged up some heat."
 
   "Any records?" Abaddon asked. "I'd sure love to figure out just what Shemijaza was up to."
 
   "The lizards grabbed their own computers and smashed the older equipment, the ones dating back to Shemijaza," Rahotep said. "I've already got my two best computer technicians interfacing with a Darda'ail hive-mind to see if there's anything we can salvage."
 
   The thought crossed Abaddon's mind that perhaps the Emperor would be the best person to accomplish that task. Hashem was, after all, the galaxy's leading geneticist, second only, it was said, to She-who-is herself. Should he tell the Emperor he'd finally found his long-lost prize?
 
   Abaddon curled forward one wing, thoughtfully twirling a long, grey primary feather. No. While he hadn't cast off Hashem's rule out of anger the way that Lucifer had, the fact remained that the Emperor had a long history of suppressing any evidence which didn't fit his narrow notion of what mortal creatures had a right to know. Abaddon was tired of secrets and the tit-for-tat intrigues of the two old gods. It was time for mortals to make decisions for themselves.
 
   "Do we have any idea what he was doing?" Abaddon asked.
 
   "No," Rahotep said. "But the closer you get to the laboratory room, the more intricate the genetic modifications and the closer those species came to mimicking humans. But the real interesting stuff is down that tunnel, to what appears to be a secondary laboratory."
 
   "Shemijaza's?" Abaddon asked.
 
   "No," Rahotep said. "The secondary laboratory was completely hidden. If the lizards hadn't found it first, I doubt we would have found it, either, unless we'd pounded the bedrock with sonar looking for hidden caverns. This way, Sir!"
 
   The Leonid command gestured like an excited schoolboy for Abaddon to follow him. Abaddon glanced over to where Lieutenant Valac shadowed the Electrophori intelligence officer. He and Colonel Ekk were embroiled in a heated exchange over one of the cryo-chambers. Abaddon gave the man a silent hand signal for 'I'll be down there' and then turned to follow Rahotep down the icy hallway, too round and perfect to have been created by anything except for a laser-drill. Recently, by the way the icy floor lay free of almost all dirt or debris.
 
   The chill from the ice saturated through the soles of Abaddon's combat boots as the sound of their footsteps was swallowed by the groaning ice. The hallway grew darker, more jagged, as they moved out of the newly drilled portion downwards into a glacier which was far older than the room they'd just exited. At last the icy floor gave way to bedrock. Water dripped down from a pair of jury-rigged light fixtures as the heat of the light bulbs melted the icicles frozen to the ceiling.
 
   "We think this is the oldest part of the facility." Rahotep gestured towards an enormous carved wooden door. "The ice cavern is circa Shemijaza's reign, but this chamber? We believe it dates back to before the destruction of Nibiru."
 
   A thrill of anticipation broke through Abaddon's carefully cultivated air of pragmatism. 
 
   "Nibiru?" Abaddon forced his expression to remain neutral. "What makes you guess that?"
 
   Rahotep pulled back on the door. They passed through yet another hallway, carved out of natural bedrock with picks and axes, and a second doorway which opened up into a large natural rock cavern. The Leonid reached over and turned on a crude spotlight the lizards had propped onto a stand. The yellow light did little to illuminate the cave, but contained within were cryo-chambers of a vintage which appeared to be many millennia older. 
 
   Abaddon walked over to the first cryo-chamber and rubbed the filth off of the glass to see who was housed inside. Despite the fact that at some point the power had failed, the frigid temperatures had preserved the specimen with only moderate decay. A massive slant-browed, broad-nosed humanoid lay within the chamber, its skin discolored, but still recognizable as the species it had once been.
 
   "Nephilim," Abaddon's cheek twitched. Yes. Giants. The original soldiers in Shay'tan's armies. Shay'tan had wiped that species right out of the galaxy about the same time that Nibiru had been destroyed.
 
   "There are dozens entombed here," Rahotep said. "So far, all appear to be dead."
 
   Abaddon stared down at the fearsome creatures of legend. Unlike the victims of Shemijaza's experiments, this Nephilim wore an almost a peaceful expression, as though it had simply lain down to go to sleep. He thought back to the sketchy histories which said the Nephilim had been evil, but the history books had never explained why.
 
   "It's a pity the power failed," Abaddon said. "I sure would have liked to have heard their side of the story."
 
   This entire cavern was a crypt, a gigantic, icy sarcophagus for the unfortunate creatures some crazed scientist had experimented upon millennia before Shemijaza had done the same to the specimens housed outside within the glacier. Why? Why the exact same research, by the looks of it 75,000 or so years apart? 
 
   A very modern-looking Sata'anic computer sat, undestroyed, next to an operating table, still attached to the ancient version of one which was a technology Abaddon did not recognize. It beckoned to him like a Merfolk siren song, whispering that this ancient computer might hold information about the last bastion of humanity. 
 
   "The lizards left this one booted up," Rahotep said. "They must not have had a chance to make their way back down to this part of the facility when we routed them out of here."
 
   Abaddon ran his finger across the touchpad, the squiggled letters which made up the Sata'anic language almost as familiar to him as his own Galactic Standard cuneiform. The screensaver disappeared. A mechanical-sounding man's voice asked him in the hissing Sata'anic language, 'how may I be of service to you today, Sir?'
 
   "Give me all information you have about the location of the human homeworld," Abaddon said to the computer.
 
   'Do you have your password, Sir?' the mechanical voice hissed.
 
   Abaddon glanced over at Rahotep.
 
   "We haven't been able to break the code," Rahotep said, "though we haven't had much time to devote to it, either, Sir. At least it didn't self-destruct like they usually do when you give the wrong password three times. I don't think Shay'tan anticipated we'd capture this base."
 
   Abaddon frowned. Self-destruct sequences were standard operating procedure in all sensitive military equipment which, for the Sata'anic Empire, meant nearly all equipment, period.
 
   Brigadier-General Rahotep's tail swished with excitement. This was the most exciting discovery since a deep space scientific expedition had picked up an unknown radio signal and come back with stories of a Leviathan homeworld. Whatever secrets this facility held, it was critical that Shay'tan not be allowed to recapture it.
 
   "I think it's time for you to return to the Emperor's Vengeance," Abaddon said. "Fan out around the planet in a defensive formation. Send word to the ships I left stationed around Glaxius-4 to recall their away teams. I want them to be prepared to jump into hyperspace at a moment's notice if Shay'tan shows up to reclaim this base."
 
   "We haven't set up any communications repeaters yet, Sir." Rahotep pointed to his comms pin. "We're too far beneath the ground to get a signal out. While you're down here, you'll be incommunicado."
 
   "Tell Lieutenant Valac to come fetch me if there's a problem," Abaddon said. He gazed longingly at the ancient computer. Whatever knowledge it contained, it had been valuable enough for Shemijaza to risk setting up his genetics laboratory at the edge of the Tokoloshe Kingdom. How many times had this portion of the Sata'anic border fluctuated back and forth over this solar system, both sides equally clueless about what this ice-planet held?
 
   Rahotep gave him a crisp salute. Dropping down onto all four paws, the Vengeance commander raced back through the tunnels to carry out Abaddon's orders. 
 
   Abaddon sat down at the uncomfortable Sata'anic stool, its high back and slit between the seats adapted for a lizard tail, not an Angelic's wings. He threw out phrase after phrase, but the Sata'anic computer kept repeating its request for the password in a polite hissing voice. As he spoke, he caressed the ancient computer which had been brought back to life by the simple act of adding power. What civilization had spawned this technology? It didn't seem like any of the artifacts he'd ever seen from either empire's history books. 
 
   His stomach growled. He pressed upon his comms pin and got nothing back but static. Shay'tan's tail! Without a repeater he had no way to contact his men. No matter. Abaddon always came prepared. He reached into the thigh-pocket of his combat fatigues and fished out a tasteless energy bar and a container of water as he settled in for a lengthy game of 'guess the password.' What password would Shay'tan's scientists use to protect the jackpot of the millennia? 
 
   He stared past the computer into the dimly lit cavern, large enough that the spotlight did not illuminate the far end. Something golden caught his eye. Abaddon stood up and moved towards the object, clicking on the laser pointer attached to his pulse rifle to illuminate his way through the maze of cryo-chambers filled with mummified Nephilim. 
 
   The object was a statue, thirty meters tall and covered from hoof to horn with gold which glistened like fire from a sun. Huge outstretched arms reached towards him, palms up, as though it waited for him to place something into its hands. The creature possessed muscular arms, broad shoulders, and a thick neck which terminated in a bovine head, its lips curled back in a cruel sneer. Ruby red eyes gazed down at him as though they were taking his measure, and upon its head sat a pair of horns.
 
   Chills ran down Abaddon's spine as he realized what ancient god's statue towered over him…
 
   Abaddon called out the ancient Sata'anic bedtime prayer loud enough for the computer to register.
 
   "May Shay'tan defend us against the Devourer of Children."
 
   "Your password has been accepted, Sir," the mechanical voice said.
 
   With a hum of power, every light within the cavern turned on, increasing in luminosity until the shadows disappeared. Abaddon stared up at the enormous robotic prosthesis of Moloch, the Evil One, Devourer of Children, the god whom even She-who-is feared.
 
   A deep voice rumbled from somewhere behind him.
 
   "And so now you see, Destroyer, what god Shemijaza really worshipped as he played my empire against your own?"
 
   Abaddon whirled, his pulse rifle still drawn from its earlier use as a flashlight. Towering above him was the enormous red dragon whose picture he'd been using as target practice for as long as he'd been alive. His pulse beat faster as he realized he'd been led into a trap.
 
   "Emperor Shay'tan?" Abaddon forced his expression to remain neutral. "How did you get in here? The tunnel is too small to fit someone of your substantial girth."
 
   "How does any god get anywhere?" Shay'tan said. His snout curved up in the pleased smile of a feline which had just cornered a rodent. 
 
   The old dragon stood thirty-five meters from nose-tip to tail, with enormous wings which would stretch from one wall of the chamber to the other. From his head curved a pair of matching, golden horns, and around his muzzle jutted a beard of sensitive, gold-spiked whiskers. Brilliant scarlet scales gave the illusion his body was a flickering flame, and his length terminated in a long tail which ended in a barbed fork. Alliance propaganda poked fun at the old dragon and claimed he'd grown portly in his old age, but up close Abaddon could see how every aspect of Shay'tan had been shaped for fighting, from his spiked dorsal ridge to his long, sharp claws.
 
   Abaddon glanced between the inanimate statue and the very real dragon, not certain which boogeyman presented the greatest threat to his existence. He finally settled his pulse rifle upon Shay'tan, who was very much alive.
 
   "It's forbidden for your kind to use your ascended powers to gain an advantage in the material realm," Abaddon said.
 
   Shay'tan stepped closer, his maw growing wider as it curved up into a grin. For some reason the Sata'anic emperor found this thought amusing.
 
   "This is my territory, mortal!" Shay'tan's golden eyes glittered like a pair of suns. "And you are my honored guest, Destroyer." The old dragon jerked his long, serpentine neck towards the computer. "I'd begun to give up hope you would ever figure out the password."
 
   Abaddon forced his expression to remain fierce even though fear clutched at his bowels. For 635 years he'd led armies into battle against the old dragon, but this was the first time he'd ever met Shay'tan face-to-face. It was a good thing he'd had a lot of practice with near-death situations, because otherwise he would have soiled himself in terror.
 
   "What do you want from me?" 
 
   Abaddon glanced over at the computer he'd just frittered away the last two hours trying to guess the password. His face hardened into a grim expression. Lucifer had always been astute enough to spot the old dragon's intrigues, but he, Abaddon, was a man of action. This trap had been set specifically for him.
 
   "Why I want to kill you, of course," Shay'tan said. His enormous, scaled form lumbered forward, slowly, deliberately, like a feline herding its prey into a corner so it could play with it at its leisure. "I put quite a bounty on your head, you know?"
 
   "So I heard," Abaddon said. He slipped the safety off his pulse rifle and aimed it upwards at the old dragon's head.
 
   Shay'tan's snout curved up in a smirk. His footsteps were surprisingly quiet, as if stalking prey was something he did often.
 
   "Think how much treasure I'll save by collecting my bounty myself?" Shay'tan purred. "It's been a long time since I smote my enemies personally. It's very invigorating. Don't you agree, general?"
 
   Abaddon stepped backwards until he felt the cold metal of the statue's sacrificial brazier press against the back of his wings. He could escape no further unless he climbed onto Moloch's outstretched hands.
 
   "If you wanted to just kill me," Abaddon said, "you would not have gone through all this trouble to welcome me into your lair."
 
   "My lair?" The old dragon sat back on his haunches, looking more like the beneficent Emperor depicted in modern Sata'anic religious icons than the terrifying animal he truly was. Shay'tan pointed up at Moloch's sneering maw. "You know better than to believe that would be allowed to exist in my realm! It's the one thing Hashem and I ever agreed upon."
 
   Shay'tan's snout hardened into an expression of hatred. Twin columns of smoke snorted out of the old dragon's nostrils. 
 
   It struck Abaddon how similar the copper glow which burned in Shay'tan's burnished gold eyes reminded him of the Eternal Emperor when he was angry. He clutched his pulse rifle, ready to fire. It might not kill the ascended being, but it might injure him long enough to escape.
 
   "Hashem accuses me of censoring Sata'anic history," Shay'tan taunted him. "And yet his own creations remain ignorant of the true enemy he and I were placed here to guard against."
 
   "The only enemy I see is you," Abaddon said.
 
   Shay'tan's maw curved up into a smirk.
 
   "That is true," Shay'tan said. "And yet, even a Sata'anic hatchling is taught to fear the Devourer of Children. Tell me, Destroyer. Until you walked in here and saw the statue for yourself, did you believe in Evil? Or did you believe, as Hashem wishes, that the old stories were nothing but a bunch of fairy tales?"
 
   Abaddon glanced over at the computer.
 
   "The password?" Abaddon said. "You wished to test my knowledge?"
 
   "Yes," Shay'tan said. The cavern floor shuddered as the old dragon chuckled. "I feared you'd never figure it out."
 
   "If you intend to kill me," Abaddon said, "then why the riddle? Why not just kill me right away?"
 
   Shay'tan pretended to pick cavern-gunk out of the underside of his claws. The old dragon was toying with him. Whatever his game, it appeared Shay'tan wanted to take his time.
 
   "Who do you serve, Destroyer?" Shay'tan asked.
 
   "I serve the Alliance," Abaddon said.
 
   "And Hashem?"
 
   Abaddon hesitated. "I have served the Eternal Emperor my entire life."
 
   "And yet you sided with Lucifer against him?"
 
   "Lucifer is dead."
 
   Shay'tan snorted. "That remains to be seen."
 
   "You have intelligence he's still alive?"
 
   The old dragon snorted again. 
 
   "I have nothing. Not even the location of Earth!"
 
   "What?" Abaddon lowered the muzzle of his pulse rifle. "I thought you had the humans under the grip of Sata'anic rule?"
 
   "So did -I-." Shay'tan's voice deepened into an ominous rumble. "Or at least I did until you stepped into Parliament and revealed you had a human wife hidden beneath your wing."
 
   Abaddon's head began to swim. 
 
   "But … my wife …"
 
   Sarvenaz had insisted all along that she'd never seen the lizard people until the day slavers had captured her and sold her into slavery. Even with her spotty memory, his wife was adamant that humans did not belong to an empire filled with lizards.
 
   "Lucifer said she was a gift from you," Abaddon said.
 
   Shay'tan craned his neck down level to Abaddon's face. Fear clenched Abaddon's gut, but he forced his expression to remain neutral. He was acutely aware that the old dragon could swallow him in a single gulp.
 
   "Lucifer's wife was a gift from me," Shay'tan said. "Ba'al Zebub showed up with her one day and suggested we find out if their species was still genetically compatible. 74,000 years is a lot of time for genetic drift to occur." 
 
   The old dragon pointed to the ancient computer hooked up to the one which had questioned Abaddon for a password. 
 
   "As for the rest of the humans? I have no idea what Ba'al Zebub had running behind my back. He told me Earth was located here, but when I sent my ships to investigate, all I found was this barely habitable world."
 
   Shay'tan snuffled an irritated puff of smoke. Abaddon stared at the dragon's scarlet scales. Just for a moment, he could have sworn he'd seen flames lick along the length of the old dragon's torso.
 
   "How long have you known this laboratory existed?" Abaddon asked.
 
   "-I- am asking the questions here, mortal!" Shay'tan stepped closer, his leathery wings rustling like a dried paper bag. "How long have you known Ba'al Zebub was trafficking humans?"
 
   Abaddon stared into the old dragon's intense, golden eyes which scrutinized him for the tiniest movement which would betray what he was thinking. So? That was what this was all about? Ba'al Zebub had hoodwinked him and Shay'tan thought Lucifer might have passed along some of the slimy lizard-king's secrets!
 
   "You know it would be treason for me to tell you anything," Abaddon said. He'd be damned before he helped Shay'tan beat him to Sarvenaz's homeworld.
 
   Shay'tan growled. "And your testimony before Parliament?"
 
   Everyone knew Shay'tan had spies there. To admit what the old dragon already knew would do little harm.
 
   "My testimony was said under oath." Abaddon said. 
 
   From the time he was a little boy, Shemijaza's son had played with Hashem's armies like chess pieces to turn the tide of war against Emperor Shay'tan. Lucifer had told Abaddon the secret of outwitting the old dragon. 
 
   "Lucifer said you never break your oath or tell a lie," Abaddon said. "Why, Sir, would you assume that I would be any different?"
 
   Shay'tan made a 'erm-hrmm' sound deep within his chest. 
 
   "What didn't you tell them?" 
 
   And that was the other half of what Lucifer had warned him about. While Shay'tan did not lie, he was not always forthright with information and, therefore, was naturally suspicious that others did not do the same. He thought of Sarvenaz, unaware her husband lay in mortal danger. What would Lucifer say to buy himself time, clever bastard that he was? He would say half-truths, interesting facts that carried little intelligence value.
 
   "Lucifer claimed humans were less than sentient," Abaddon said, "but once I got her back to my ship we discovered that she'd been drugged. Once we cleared the drugs out of her system, she was every bit as intelligent as you or I."
 
   "Why would you believe such a lie?" Shay'tan asked. "They are the origin of your species."
 
   "Hashem always claimed it was him who made us intelligent," Abaddon said.
 
   "Hashem is from Nibiru," Shay'tan chuckled. "It's funny how he always omits that little tidbit from your history books."
 
   Abaddon's mouth opened and shut. The Eternal Emperor was once a human? It was a lie. It had to be a lie? Wasn't it?
 
   No. The old dragon did not lie. Given how incredibly intelligent Sarvenaz was, he could easily believe such a thing. In his mind, Sarvenaz was one step closer to a god than he was, himself. 
 
   "What did your wife tell you about her homeworld?" Shay'tan asked. He sat back on his haunches, less overbearing, and curled his tail around his legs, twirling the forked end with interest. His brilliant golden eyes glowed almost white with curiosity.
 
   Yes. Shay'tan had lured him here because he was even more in the dark than Abaddon was, and if there was one thing the old dragon hated, it was not having his claws in everybody else's business.
 
   "She doesn't remember much," Abaddon said. "We thought you did something to selectively wipe her memories so we couldn't find her homeworld by backtracking through the placement of constellations."
 
   "I have no such technology," Shay'tan said. He raised one enormous clawed hand to point to the statue of Moloch. "But he does. Selective memory loss is one of his favorite games."
 
   Abaddon slipped one hand behind his back to feel the edge of the brazier pressed against his wings. The statue was built against the wall, while Shay'tan blocked his egress to the front. He could attempt to fly out of here, but within the confines of the cavern, all Shay'tan had to do was flare his wings.
 
   "If this world has nothing to do with humans," Abaddon said, "why did you lure me here?"
 
   "Because some of the men stationed here were loyal unto death," Shay'tan said. "They filed reports, complaints of suspicious behavior."
 
   "Why didn't you act on it sooner?" Abaddon asked.
 
   "I did," Shay'tan growled. "I put my best man on it. I had no reason to believe Ba'al Zebub would betray me at the time."
 
   A ripple of fire licked down the dragon's back and sputtered into a flame before winking out of existence, like the Electrophori earlier today, only instead of electricity, it was rumored that when upset, Shay'tan would burst into flames. Abaddon tugged at the collar of his uniform. It was hot this close to the dragon.
 
   "How long have you known about this facility?" Abaddon asked.
 
   "Down here? Only about a week." Shay'tan shrugged. "What little intelligence we've been able to piece together indicates Ba'al Zebub was trying to resurrect some of Shemijaza's experiments."
 
   A week? Abaddon glanced around him. The chamber had been jury-rigged with primitive work lights strung from the ceiling using extension cords. Everything indicated Shay'tan spoke the truth.
 
   "So why lure me here?" Abaddon asked.
 
   "Ba'al Zebub stole something from me," Shay'tan said. "I want it back. I thought, perhaps, you might know more than I do." 
 
   "You think Ba'al Zebub was consorting with us?" Abaddon asked.
 
   Shay'tan snorted. "Hashem's too transparent to hide a chess piece like that up his sleeve!" Shay'tan's features turned serious. "But before Ba'al Zebub disappeared, it was brought to my attention there was something unusual about my most recent conquests. Not just humans. But the planets I'd captured the last few decades."
 
   "What?"
 
   "I never did figure it out." Shay'tan's voice rose in irritation. "I sent my best man to investigate where all that extra money was coming from, but then he disappeared along with my armada." The old dragon picked up his tail and twirled it the way a nervous girl might twirl her pigtail. "I assume Utbah is probably dead. Murdered. Pity. There's so few mortals a jaded old dragon like me can trust."
 
   Abaddon forced himself to not ask the questions. An armada? Missing? More puzzle pieces fell into place. Shay'tan's lackluster response to Abaddon's incursion into old Third Empire colonies. The ancient warship pulled out of mothballs. The near-geriatric general pulled out of retirement. So, Hashem wasn't the only old god dealing with a rebellion? 
 
   So where did … had … Lucifer fit into all of this? 
 
   That uneasy feeling he'd had ever since he'd watched the video footage of Lucifer's diplomatic carrier getting blown up alongside Ba'al Zebub's ship clenched at his gut once more. What was really going on here? And Haven forbid, had Lucifer aligned with Ba'al Zebub and snookered Abaddon into choosing the wrong side?
 
   Shay'tan's snout curved up into a pleased smile. Damantia! Lucifer had claimed Hashem could read people's minds. Could Shay'tan? Abaddon filled his mind with thoughts of all the widgets he needed to order to resupply the sewage recycling system of the Jehoshaphat, the least important system he could think of.
 
   A sound distracted them back from the direction of the tunnel. Shay'tan's head whipped around to see who had intruded on his game, no longer the erudite emperor, but the fearsome animal which had once been sent to destroy entire planets. It was a familiar voice, Lieutenant Valac. 
 
   "General Abaddon! General Abaddon!" Valac shouted. "Sir! The Jehoshaphat's come under attack!"
 
   Abaddon realized the real purpose of Shay'tan's elaborate trap.
 
   "Deceiver!" Abaddon said. "To you this is nothing but a game!"
 
   Shay'tan's posture grew threatening, no longer toying with him. 
 
   "I was honest with you, Destroyer," Shay'tan said. "I told you that I intended to kill you."
 
   "Why lure me down into the tunnels?" Abaddon slid his hand down to caress the hilt of his sword. "Why not just kill me in battle as Admiral Saladin intended?"
 
   "I had to find out what you knew," Shay'tan said. The old dragon chuckled. "Besides, while you've been down here, out of contact with your fleet, my real admiral, Admiral Musab, leaped out of hyperspace and has been slaughtering your carrier group. Without you there to lead them, they are inexperienced."
 
   Abaddon pulled the trigger before the thought even finished registering that Shay'tan had just outsmarted him.
 
   "You bastard!" 
 
   Shay'tan flinched as the weapons fire exploded against his scales, scattering bits of charred flesh onto Moloch's outstretched hands. The old dragon roared and reared up like a Centauri stallion about to charge. Abaddon pulled his sword and rushed towards Shay'tan's exposed underbelly. Sparks flew as the sword made contact with Shay'tan's scales and failed to penetrate them.
 
   Shay'tan whirled as agile as a feline, snapping at him with an enormous, fanged maw. Abaddon pulled his pulse pistol and emptied the power supply fruitlessly into the old dragon's nearly impenetrable natural armor. Shay'tan roared, grabbing at the place where Abaddon had concentrated his weapons fire. Somewhere behind him, a second weapon fired.
 
   Shay'tan glanced behind him to see who else was shooting at him.
 
   Abaddon took to the air and flew into the dragon's blind spot. Sword in hand, Abaddon hacked at and shot whatever limb came into view, trying to slip the blade between the old dragon's scales to get at his more sensitive flesh.
 
   The old dragon inhaled. The scent of sulfur filled the cave. With a roared expletive, a pillar of fire shot out of Shay'tan's mouth which shook the entire cavern.
 
   Abaddon flew straight at one of Shay'tan's golden eyes and jabbed it with his sword. Clear liquid spurted out of it, the same as it would any mortal eye.
 
   With a roar, Shay'tan clapped his claw over his eye.
 
   "I had not intended to kill you, mortal," Shay'tan hissed like a serpent. "But now I have changed my mind!"
 
   Shay'tan's form grew redder and more diffuse. The room grew intently hot. Flames licked along his trunk and then ignited.
 
   "She-who-is forbids you from using your ascended powers to gain an advantage," Abaddon shouted. "If you kill me, the moment I gain entrance to the dreamtime, I shall tell her that her pet dragon has betrayed her trust!"
 
   Shay'tan bared his fangs, white-hot daggers which bore little resemblance to the incisors of an animal. 
 
   "Perhaps, then, it is time I introduced you to my true form," Shay'tan hissed. His body shimmered, each scale erupting into flames until every aspect of him resembled a burning sun. "When I kill you, it will be with the form She-who-is created with her own hand!"
 
   An inferno burst out of the facsimile of a mortal shell which Shay'tan assumed to contain the wrath of his fire. Flames licked towards him, a miniature supernova igniting. Abaddon screamed as the flames burned off his hair, his feathers and his skin. Somewhere out of his pain, he recognized a second consciousness cry out along with him. Sarvenaz! He could sense she felt his death-wound.
 
   "Leave him alone, you scaly bastard!" Lieutenant Valac shouted.
 
   Weapons fire.
 
   An angry roar.
 
   More weapons fire.
 
   Voices shouting.
 
   Abaddon fell backwards into the Devourer of Children's outstretched hands.
 
   The rumble of the statue behind him, speaking as it clenched its fingers around him, surprised Shay'tan as much as it surprised him.
 
   "Ex ambitio qui obtulerit holocaustum Deo?"
 
   "So?" Shay'tan's flames grew furious. "At last you come out of hiding to answer for the murder of my mate!"
 
   The statue dropped Abaddon into the brazier, and then answered the old dragon in a language he could not understand.
 
   "Id libuerit, inermes. Quid pro me tu id quaeris?"
 
   Abaddon shrieked as the dragon's fire burned him alive. Pain. So much pain. And the worst of it was that he could sense Sarvenaz could feel his pain, too!
 
   It was, ironically, Shay'tan who plucked him out of the brazier.
 
   The world turned dark, and then it was light again as hands dragged him across the floor. Abaddon screamed as his charred flesh left chunks against the bedrock.
 
   "Hang on Sir, just hang on! Everything's going to be alright…"
 
   "Sarvenaz," Abaddon whispered as he stared up beyond the roof of the cavern into the world beyond. He could see her, three grey hairs and the crow's feet he adored. He stared not just at her, but past her to the Eternal Tree which spread its canopy over her like a protective umbrella. He could see her, not just as he knew her now, but as he had known her in her last lifetime, the one where she had died in his arms.
 
   He reached for her and, despite his pain he smiled. She had found him again, and if she'd found him twice during this lifetime, then goddess willing, they would find each other a third time.
 
   Rocks fell down from the ceiling. All around them the cavern began to collapse. 
 
   "Just hang on Sir," Lieutenant Valac shouted at him. "I think these only failed because they ran out of power." 
 
   He picked up Abaddon, ignoring his cries of pain as Valac tore him out of his pleasant death-moment, and dumped him into a cryo-chamber from which he had just yanked out a mummified Nephilim.
 
   The cavern rumbled, but it wasn't from the two gods fighting, but the natural collapse of a ceiling subjected to far more heat than an ice-cavern had any business being subjected to.
 
   "Everything's going to be alright, Sir…"
 
   The lid slipped down. Mist flooded into the chamber and obscured the sight of the cavern collapsing onto Valac's head.
 
   Abaddon's last thought as the ice took him was just how much he regretted not living long enough to see his daughter born.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 39
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   December, 3,390 BC 
 
   Earth: Mesopotamian Plain
 
    
 
   Pareesa
 
   "Where in Shay'tan's name is he!"
 
   Pareesa mouthed the unfamiliar curse-word, the one her people had picked up from Mikhail after he'd come back from Gasur carrying lizard-gold stamped with an image of the creature he called 'dragon.'  Sweat beaded on her forehead and caused the salty desert sand to stick to her skin even though, this close to the winter solstice, usually the weather was cold. Roast all day! Freeze all night! That was life once you traveled more than a few leagues away from Hiddekel River.
 
   She stared up at the sun, not yet even to its apex, and wondered if the Cherubim god laughed at her impudence. She'd come into the desert unprepared to do anything but make a perfunctory search, just enough to tell her father she'd made a good-faith effort to find Dadbeh and apologize before going back home to practice with the sword. But then her overdeveloped sense of responsibility had kicked in. Mikhail would never leave a mission incomplete! All she could picture was how disappointed he would be when he woke up and realized she'd shamed one of their best warriors into leaving. 
 
   Who was she kidding? Mikhail was dying…
 
   No he wasn't!
 
   Yes, he was.
 
   No! He wasn't!!! Mikhail would recover! He had to recover.
 
   She reached for her goatskin and realized she was low on water. The desert stretched as far as she could see, ochre-yellow and filled with rubble. She had not brought rations to search the desert at length.
 
   'I should go home.'  
 
   No. Not yet. This was her responsibility. She would searchjust over the next rise, to the small stream which was usually dry, but thanks to the rainy season might carry enough water to support a man like Dadbeh who wished to be left alone. It would be muddy and taste terrible, but at least she wouldn't die of thirst. 
 
   Her feet ached as she veered away from the well-trod path and set out across the open desert. Her own musings about whether Mikhail would live occupied her thoughts until the ground suddenly disappeared beneath her feet. With a startled cry, Pareesa rolled down the embankment and plopped face-first in a trickle of water which couldn't be more than three fingers deep. She had found the stream.
 
   "Damantia!" 
 
   With a sob of frustration, Pareesa shoved herself up and rearranged her now muddy shawl across her chest, the wet, sticky clay, heavy and uncomfortable across her nipples. Ugh! Why couldn't she have fallen into a nice deep stream which would have washed off the salt which stung her eyes? Oh, well… At least the sloppy wet gloop had cooled her down.
 
   She untied the mouthpiece to her goatskin. The water was tepid and muddy, but at least it was wet and in the desert, water was the source of life. How much further did she dare travel before giving up and walking home? She stared up at the golden yellow sun which shone down on her with relentless fury.
 
   "Are you going to help me find him?" Pareesa spoke into the air, "or will you make me wander the desert forever?"
 
   The Cherubim god gave her that amused 'tickle' she associated with him half-listening to her. It reminded her of the way her father let her chatter whenever he was busy carving wood. For some reason, she'd expected the gods would be more … attentive? No. Not attentive. It was she, really, who'd become better at paying attention to him. 
 
   With a sigh, she took one last sip out of her goatskin then wrapped the rawhide tightly around the neck. Since she was already down in the stream bed and her pampooties were coated in mud, she might as well stay down here. It was a good measure cooler in the ditch. She continued her journey upstream. She stopped when she heard the sound of a man's voice. 
 
   Dadbeh! She hurried towards the sound.
 
   Pareesa's natural inclination had always been to approach people with friendliness, but her near-kidnapping had taught her caution. As the sound grew closer, she realized it was not one voice, but many, along with the jingle of harness-bells and deep-chested groaning of many camels. A trading caravan? Perhaps Dadbeh had crossed paths with them and they could tell her in which direction he had travelled? 
 
   A warning buzz struck at her crown so powerful that, for a moment, it made her ears ring. There was something about this trading caravan which the God of War did not like. 
 
   'Thanks…' she sent up a little silent prayer.
 
   She pressed herself into a crevasse, thankful she had encountered the group of traders here, in one of the few places she could take cover. A man's voice called out from the party of traders in Uruk. With shouts and curses, the camels groaned as the caravan came to a halt.
 
   Pareesa peeked above the embankment. The camel's colorful woven bridles and blankets were Kemet, but there were far too many men and no sign of the usual women and children. Despite their voluminous packs, the camels stepped jauntily and not the weary trudge of beasts laden down with trade goods. While the men wore colorful Kemet striped robes, there was an awkwardness about the way they bounced on top of the camel's humps. 
 
   The man leading the caravan looked her way. Oh! Drat! He had seen her! She waited to be dragged out of the ditch, painfully aware of just how loud her breathing sounded. Ten heartbeats. Twenty. One hundred heartbeats. She clenched her obsidian blade and prepared to do battle.
 
   The anticipated attack never materialized. With more talk and laughter, the Uruk dismounted the camels and began to make a temporary camp. She stared down at her mud-caked shawl-dress, suddenly thankful she had fallen into the mud. She rubbed her hands onto her mud-caked shawl and smeared it through her hair so she would blend better into the desert. 
 
   What were Uruk doing this far into Ubaid territory? Her heart racing, she painstakingly moved up the small embankment on her hands and knees, careful not to announce her presence by dislodging the loose gravel. Coming towards them walked a small party dressed in Ubaid attire. Should she warn them these men were imposters? 
 
   The Uruk leader moved forward, his arms flung open in a greeting. Pareesa scrutinized their body language. Whoever these people were, it was who the Uruk had traveled here to meet. At last the Ubaid's facial features grew close enough to recognize as Laum, Shahla's wealthy linen-trader of a father; traders in his employ, and a woman with a newborn infant which gossip claimed was Laum's mistress. The men carried small, heavy packs, likely grain and gold. 
 
   Laum embraced the Uruk group leader. The Uruk took the heavy satchels from the men and packed them into the empty saddlebags of one of the camels. Pareesa cursed her inability to catch anything but the most fragmentary word as the parties devolved into a strange pidgin of Ubaid, Kemet, and Uruk. She only understood Kemet if she had sufficient time to translate it, while the Uruk she understood not at all. 
 
   The Uruk broke into two groups. Three Uruk and two camels moved back in the direction they had come, escorting Laum's mistress, his offspring, and his employees south towards Uruk territory, while Laum remained with the larger group.
 
   The Uruk leader and Laum turned and moved towards the stream, away from the ears of the other men. Goatshit! Her heart pounding, Pareesa skittered back into her crevasse and did her best to melt into the mud. Their voices grew louder as they stood mere inches away.
 
   "I did not expect you to honor us with camels," Laum said in Kemet. "It should go a long way towards alleviating my mistress' apprehensions."
 
   "We liberated them from a caravan which tried to circumvent our tribute," the Uruk leader laughed. His expression grew serious. "Tell me, friend. Did you drop the poison down into the well?"
 
   "Both wells have been contaminated," Laum said. "By late this afternoon, the entire village will have consumed it with their supper. May she-who-is kill them all!"
 
   Pareesa stifled the overwhelming urge to leap up and cut out Laum's traitorous heart. Like daughter, like father!
 
   "It is not our wish to kill your people," the Uruk leader said. "Merely to incapacitate them. Only the sick and very weak will die."
 
   "You promised me you would kill that bastard, Chief Kiyan!" Laum snarled. "And that little bitch who put an arrow in my daughter's heart!"
 
   Laum looked her way. Goat dung! The Uruk would rape her and sell her as a slave, but Laum would certainly kill her! The Uruk leader clapped Laum in the back in a friendly, familiar gesture, distracting him from scrutinizing the muddy 'rock' which peeked out of the stream.
 
   "We wish for you to lead a long, prosperous life, my friend, bringing wealth to our village through your extensive network of trade," the Uruk leader laughed. "The hellebore extract will make them too weak to fight while we rid your village of those who support the winged demon. Without a leader, your village will be easy to annex."
 
   "They killed my daughter," Laum hissed. "And the entire village has taken to decorating the front of my house with the contents of their chamber pots. For all I care, every one of them can die!"
 
   "Ahh, my friend," the Uruk leader said. "Yes, I understand your anger at the murder of your daughter. But if we kill the women and children, the entire Ubaid tribe will unite against our tribe to hunt you down." 
 
   The Uruk leader gestured towards the tiny caravan now headed towards the Uruk villages. "Your mistress has just birthed you a new daughter to replace the one which you lost. Don't ask us to take action which might necessitate our turning you out into the desert. We can protect you against one village, but not the entire Ubaid tribe."
 
   Laum let out a long, warbling sigh which sounded like a man in pain.
 
   "I should have protected her more from my sharp-tongued wife," Laum said. "Spent more time at home, overseeing my daughter's chastity, and less time listening to my wife's schemes to marry her off to a Chief's son."
 
   "You have a second chance, my friend," the Uruk leader said. "If you wish, I can ensure your mistress will not have to settle for being a concubine. Would that please you?"
 
   Laum took a long time to answer.
 
   "Yes," he said. "But kill her quickly. No torture. At one time…" His voice grew softer. "At one time, I used to find her pleasing."
 
   "Consider it done," the Uruk leader said. "I will send my most skilled assassin to kill her with a single blow."
 
   The two moved away from where Pareesa hid in the stream, her body pressed into a crevasse. Laum awkwardly mounted a third camel and, with a waved greeting to the Uruk, thwacked it in the haunches with a strap. With a g-g-g of protest, the camel curled back its lips, and then ambled at a trot after the retreating forms of Laum's family.
 
   The Uruk leader called out to his men to gather around. One of their number sketched symbols into the soil, a map, no doubt, of which houses they wished to hit. Pareesa stared at the figure who'd remained at the back of the pack, his head covered with a colorful Kemet traveling-robe. The other Uruk took off the unwieldy cloaks to expose their Uruk kilts and shawls, but the map-man and another man who was with him remained shielded from her view.
 
   The sun began to descend towards the horizon. Pareesa wished fervently there was some way to warn her village, but with the desert flat for leagues, the moment she broke cover these men would spot her. She must wait until nightfall to escape. At last Laum and his party grew small enough in the distance that the map-man and his accomplice felt safe to take off their disguise. 
 
   Pareesa stared at the handsome, dark-haired man who could have passed for an Angelic if not for the fact he lacked a pair of wings. He wore the same khaki-beige shirt and pants with pockets that Mikhail wore, and the same sturdy foot-coverings which were, themselves a weapon. Even with a short-cropped hair and clean-scraped face, Pareesa would recognize the traitor anywhere.
 
   Jamin…
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 40
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   December, 3,390 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Gita
 
   Tears streamed down Gita's cheeks as she watched Needa use the flat edge of her obsidian blade to scrape the maggots out of Mikhail's chest wound. She had been both fascinated, and disgusted, when her aunt had carefully bathed the tiny larvae in a bath of cold beer and then placed them into Mikhail's wound, explaining the maggots would eat the dead, blackened tissue which made his chest smell like a rotting corpse and leave behind only the pink, uninfected flesh; but each time Needa's little 'friends' began to eat, they all instantly died! 
 
   Needa placed the tiny, white carcasses into a bowl.
 
   "I have no choice but to scrape this tissue out by hand," Needa said. "If we leave it, the dead shall infect the living."
 
   Gita nodded, her eyes red-rimmed from crying.
 
   Needa sawed at Mikhail's chest as though she sliced tiny pieces of meat off of a roasted goat. Gita suppressed the urge to retch, unlike Firouz who'd run from the room the moment Needa had uncovered the maggots. Although unconscious, Mikhail gripped Gita's hand even tighter, his wings trembling with each painful dig of the knife.
 
   "You're hurting him," Gita wept.
 
   "I know," Needa's voice was hoarse from crying. "But we must cut out the death spirits so they don't infect him further."
 
   Gita held her shawl-dress up to her nose to filter out the stench. The only assurance they had Mikhail was still alive was the rise and fall of his chest and his plaintive whisper each time she tried to let go of his hand.
 
   Needa scraped out the last hideous, black chunk of flesh. With a soft, sad sigh, Mikhail relaxed and drifted deeper into his never-ending sleep, never once releasing his grip on Gita's hand. Needa wiped at her eyes.
 
   "I will let you bandage this back up," Needa said. With a sob, she rushed downstairs, suppressing her ululating wail until she got into the storeroom. The maggots had been Needa's last, great hope. Mikhail was dying, and nothing she tried would keep her daughter's husband alive.
 
   Gita dipped a clean linen bandage into the water Needa had boiled and finished dabbing out the puss, mindful that her tears did not add evil spirits to his wound. It had grown to a dinner-plate sized crater, and where the original knife wound had been, it cut so deeply she could see part of his rib. She took the fresh myrrh-soaked bandages and began to wrap them around his chest.
 
   Mikhail shivered. 
 
   "I have no more blankets to give you, mo ghrá," Gita said gently. "I have given you everything I have." 
 
   She pressed her lips to each of his eyelids, his eyes twitching beneath his lashes as he dreamed of things he whispered in his sleep. Three days ago she'd added Ninsianna's magnificent red cape to the stack, and this morning she'd even added her own patched brown cape, leaving her shivering in the winter chill. The pile obscured all but his face, pale and skeletal in the light of the dying sun. She touched his cheekbones and straight nose which were the only hint that once upon a time he'd been a beautiful creature of the heavens. She wiped a tear from her own cheek, equally thin and pale. It didn't matter if Mikhail was beautiful. All she wanted was for him to wake up and live.
 
   She resumed the grief-stricken song which seemed to bring him comfort. She had long ago stopped singing prayers for the goddess to intervene. The goddess, she sensed, had stopped caring the moment she had realized Mikhail could not bring back HER Chosen One. It was her own life energy she wove into the song now, not the blessing of the goddess, for how could she give something which she had never first possessed?
 
   "Breathe, mo ghrá," Gita sang. "All you have to do is breathe." 
 
   Firouz shoved aside the curtain and broke into a fit of coughing as his olfactory senses adjusted to the stench. Gita sang, ignoring Firouz's resentful glare. He set two cups of water and a small platter of food on the table next to Mikhail's bed. Gita pressed her fingers into the water bowl and pressed the droplets against his lips.
 
   "Drink, mo ghrá," Gita coaxed him. "A man can live a long time without food, but without water, your injuries will surely take you."
 
   Mikhail became agitated the more she tried to trickle the water into his mouth. Gita put down his cup and took a sip of her own. She would get the water into him later, after Firouz had gone, by taking the water into her own mouth and pressing it to his. It was how she'd kept him alive thus far.
 
   Firouz unstrung his goatskin and tipped the bladder up to his lips. With an exxagerated sigh he drained it, and then gestured towards Gita's plate of un-eaten food. Gita took a sip from her own cup of water, frowning at the slightly bitter taste; and then inhaled a crust of stale bread and slightly burned lentils. She paused her song long enough to meet Firouz's hostile gaze.
 
   "Pareesa never came by today," Gita said. "Tirdard said she went into the desert to try to coax back Dadbeh."
 
   "That's none of your business," Firouz said coldly. It was a sore point that his best friend had left after the villagers had tormented Dadbeh for grieving Shahla's death ... including him.
 
   "Mikhail looks forward to Pareesa's visits," Gita said. "He needs every bit of inspiration we can give him to encourage him to fight to stay."
 
   "He can't hear her," Firouz's voice lilted upward. "He can't hear any of us." The warrior twisted the butt-end of his spear into the floor boards and glowered at her as if Dadbeh's defection was her fault instead of his.
 
   Gita's black eyes welled with tears. "He does better when he knows he is not alone."
 
   Firouz's features danced between sorrow, anger, and grief. He finally settled upon anger, the most manly of the three emotions, and scowled.
 
   "What you are doing to him is cruel," Firouz said. "Impersonating his wife when all he wants to do is join her in the dreamtime!"
 
   "It is the only thing keeping him alive," Gita whispered.
 
   "If you had any decency left in you at all," Firouz hissed, "you would throw your body upon the Narduğan fire and carry your apology to the goddess so SHE will bring him back his real wife!"
 
   Mikhail shifted beneath her and whispered Ninsianna's name.
 
   "Shhh!" Gita glared at Firouz. 
 
   She resumed her singing until Mikhail's breathing evened out. When she glanced back, Firouz had absented himself to wait outside the door. Security had become lax, not because the warriors trusted her, but because they all wished she would just go ahead and kill him, not out of vengence, but rather a sense of mercy. 
 
   The sun finished setting and the sky grew black and dim. Her stomach began to hurt. She clutched her midsection, not certain whether this was a coughing illness which would put Mikhail in danger, or merely food poisoning, an old enemy she had known her entire life. The cramps grew more powerful. If this was food poisoning, it was unlike any she had ever suffered. The inside of her head clanged like a temple gong.
 
   Firouz stumbled inside and sank to his knees, suffering from the exact same symptoms.
 
   "What did you eat today?" Gita asked.
 
   Firouz clutched his hands to his stomach and groaned. Sweat beaded onto his forehead as his body convulsed with pain.
 
   "Roast squirrel, tubers, and fresh bread baked by my mother," Firouz said through gritted teeth. 
 
   Gita pressed her hands to Firouz's cheeks. His flesh was cold and clammy like hers, not feverish. It was a symptom of evil spirits in the food, but none of what Firouz had eaten mirrored her scanty meal.
 
   "What did you drink?" Gita asked.
 
   "Just water," Firouz said. "I refilled my goatskin from Needa's bucket."
 
   He moaned like a sheep which had just had its throat slit, and then moved onto the floor, making a pathetic whimpering sound as he clutched his hands over his ears.
 
   Gita clutched her sides as her own wave of nausea hit again. This was not the first time she'd suffered from such an illness, and she knew what to do to minimize its duration. She forced herself to vomit into the chamberpot, and then coaxed Firouz to do the same. She then dragged him over to the floor next to Mikhail's bed, and curled up between the two so she could attend to them both. She was too weak to sing as the evil spirits tore through her body, so she held Mikhail's hand, mindful of her promise she would never leave him alone.
 
   'Please, Mikhail,' she prayed as convulsions wracked her body. 'Please don't forget to breath while the sickness ravages through me...'
 
   She closed her eyes and focused on the dark pain in her stomach, willing her body to transmute it, willing her body to exorcise whatever misery had decided to take up residence in her bowels. She remembered the rhyme sung to her by her mother, the one she now used to help her digest the cast-off goat slops whenever she had no other food to eat. 
 
    
 
   Darkness to darkness,
 
   Light to light.
 
   Embrace the pain,
 
   Don't give it a fight.
 
    
 
   Become one with the poison
 
   Until it is known.
 
   And then you can fight it,
 
   Once the antidote has been shown.
 
    
 
   An image came into her mind of a small, white flower. What it was and how it had come to be in her water did not matter. All that mattered was the way the substance attacked her stomach. Don't fight it. Your body already knows what to do. Lay down on your side and vomit until there's nothing left to come up so the poison doesn't travel any further into your system. 
 
   She whispered to Firouz to do the same. He didn't need any coaxing from her. Already the two of them were covered in their own disgusting, partially digested dinner.
 
   After an eternity of pain, she became aware of voices down on the first story of the house. Immanu? She thought he wasn't due back until tomorrow? The sound of many feet climbing up the ladder warned her that something was amiss. The voices spoke not in Ubaid, but an unknown language.
 
   A sense of horror permeated through the fog of Gita's pain. Warning! Danger! Assur is being attacked! 
 
   Pain clenched at her gut as the poison refused to release its hold. Fight. She must fight. Every instinct she possessed screamed she must defend Mikhail with her very life.
 
   The flicker of the tallow lantern reflected off of Mikhail's sword, shiny and silver, still placed neatly beneath the bed where Pareesa had hidden it. Gita slid her hand around the cold, bumpy hilt. She had never been privy to Pareesa's sword training, nor had anyone ever taught her to channel the Cherubim god who now spoke to Pareesa like a friend, but she had to defend him. 
 
   Who would answer the call of a girl who no god ever saw?
 
   That dark gift which had whispered to her ever since her mother had been murdered reminded her there was another god who protected Mikhail, one with whom she'd felt an affinity ever since the night those pitiless black eyes had met her gaze across a field of bodies.
 
   "Please," Gita prayed to He-who's-not, "show me what to do!"
 
   Calm emptiness filled her body until it found an emotion upon which it could feed to help her. Not despair, for despair was a useless emotion when one needed to act, but anger. Anger that she'd been put into this position in the first place. Anger at being forced as a child to witness her mother's murder. Anger at her dead friend for being so weak-minded as to succumb to the Evil One's plans. And anger most of all that Mikhail's enemies dared come for him when he was in so sorry a condition that not even the Dark Lord himself could reanimate his vessel.
 
   Three men burst through the curtain...
 
   With an inhuman howl, Gita rose up from the placenta of her own vomit and mercilessly hacked to pieces the assassins who had come to kill the man she loved.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 41
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   December, 3,390 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Jamin
 
   Jamin peered through the darkness at the village which had once been his home. The lizard-people had loaned him their wondrous magical eyes, a talisman which could pierce the darkness and let him see as though he was a hyena. He scrutinized Assur's defenses, trying to discern what changes his father had made since he’d been cast out to wander the wilderness. The outer wall stood solid and tall, an impenetrable barrier which had stood for as long as Jamin had been alive. To his now-jaded eyes, it appeared inadequate. What hope did a wall made of mud-bricks have against the kinds of weapons General Hudhafah would bring to bear if his attempt to eradicate the troublemakers failed?
 
   "What do you see, brother?" Nusrat asked. Aturdokht's brother had taken to calling him brother even though, until Mikhail was dead, Jamin would not be free to marry her.
 
   Jamin adjusted some tiny handles on the talisman which made everything clearer, if turning it all a peculiar shade of green.
 
   "Would you like to look?" Jamin asked.
 
   Nusrat hesitated, and then nodded. Jamin pulled the awkward helmet off of his own head and fitted the goggles over Nusrat's eyes. If there was one trick he'd learned from the lizard people, it was how very tempting their magical devices were to men such as himself, or more accurately, men such as he used to be. Primitives. Jamin grinned at his future brother-in-law's amazement as he pointed out each aspect of the village they were about to raid.
 
   "It looks like the gate is still guarded," Nusrat said.
 
   "Not effectively," Jamin said. He pointed towards the darkened gate even though, without the goggles, he could not see it any longer. "The torches have burned out and nobody replaced them except for that one. That means there is probably only one guard who is not indisposed from the hellebore."
 
   The Uruk raiders muttered and shuffled as their leader made his way forward to get a better look. Taziq was a bit shorter than Jamin; broader, but not obese; the wealthy third-son of a minor chieftain who wandered the desert, seeking trade and fortune because he had little chance of inheriting his father's village. He placed a hand on Jamin's shoulder and pointed towards Assur.
 
   "The last time I saw I saw these walls," Taziq said, "my recollection is that they were shorter."
 
   "When was that?" Jamin asked. 
 
   "It would have been right around the time you were born," Taziq said. "You and Marwan's son here would have both been cubs at your mother's breasts." The Uruk leader's laugh sounded like the rough bark of a hyena. "We could not breach those walls then, what makes you think we can breach them now?"
 
   "You saw the lizard people's sky canoe," Jamin said.
 
   "The lizard people are not here," Taziq answered, "and I am still not convinced of their benevolence."
 
   Jamin forced himself not to stiffen.
 
   "Thus far the lizard people have delivered every promise they have given," Jamin said, "and when they could not deliver, they have told me thus beforehand, not held out false hope or wooed me with promises they had no intention of keeping. Do you really expect the armies of a great empire to just step in and fight our battles for us without a demonstration of our fealty?" 
 
   "Then why not simply use their big firestick to blow up the winged demon's house from the sky?" Taziq asked.
 
   Nusrat interrupted before Jamin's anger might cause him to undermine their tentative alliance.
 
   "You saw my father's foot," Nusrat said. "Only great magic could have healed that wound. And Sergeant Dahaka himself descended from the heavens to teach you how to use that knife."
 
   "Ay," Taziq caressed his newly gifted silver hunting knife, far finer than any stone blade. "It was a most invigorating demonstration, especially when paired with the news that every Ubaid village has abandoned Assur to fend for itself." 
 
   Jamin gestured for Nusrat to hand Taziq the magical eyes. He had his own suspicions about why the lizard people were being so parsimonious with their demonstrations of power, but he kept those thoughts to himself because he wanted the lizard people to succeed. He'd weathered enough enemy sieges and battle preparations for a far more familiar enemy, famine, to recognize the symptoms of an army that had gone too long without a fresh infusion of reinforcements.
 
   Taziq strapped the magical eyes to his forehead and then gasped with wonder as he realized he could see Assur almost as clearly as though it was daylight.
 
   "Shay'tan believes every man must earn his own way in the world," Jamin said. "But if you prove to be a worthy ally, he will reward you with riches beyond your wildest dreams."
 
   Taziq, by this point, had forgotten all about his questions and was too busy peering through the magic eyes.
 
   "Is it normal for your village to be this dark?"
 
   His village? Even now, there was a rightness about the word.
 
   "Not this early in the night," Jamin said. "Just because it is almost the winter solstice does not mean people go to bed immediately after supper. Laum came through for us, it appears."
 
   Taziq pulled off the night vision goggles and passed them to the man he'd appointed to finish off the winged demon, and then to the other men in their raiding party. One by one, the six-man group tried the goggles on and gasped with wonder as Jamin pointed out the places he advised them to scale the wall. If the villagers were all sick to their stomach as Marwan had promised, this assassination attempt should go flawlessly with few collateral casualties.
 
   "I wonder what Laum will do when he realizes he betrayed his village to help the very man he's sworn to destroy?" Nusrat asked him in Halifian so their Uruk allies wouldn't understand what he said.
 
   A pang of guilt clenched at Jamin's gut. 
 
   "The man will be safely out of my village," Jamin said, "wealthy beyond his dreams and happy with a new wife and child to replace the ones he's lost. Under the circumstances, it's the best I can do to atone."
 
   Sometimes Shahla came to him when he was dreaming, carrying her decrepit rag doll. He'd taken to visiting the place where the lizard-people had buried her with honor, to speak to her and apologize that things had gone so terribly wrong. It was ironic that, in death, Shahla had become his only friend.
 
   "Our friends are anxious to get this over with," Nusrat said.
 
   Jamin met his gaze.
 
   "You will stay here and make sure Taziq doesn't double-cross me?"
 
   "You know I will," Nusrat said. The Halifian grinned. "Or at least if I sell you, it will be to improve your position even more!"
 
   Jamin gave him a weak grin. It was ironic that, in her betrayal, Aturdokht had won his respect. 
 
   He silently led the raiders down the now-trickling stream bed to the strongest, highest place along the wall, the place they never guarded because none except a man with wings could scale a wall so high. He reached into his satchel and pulled out the strange, three-pronged contraption the lizards had given him. 
 
   "Is that device magic as well?" the sloe-eyed Uruk he thought of as 'snaggle-tooth' grinned at him.
 
   "Yes, it is magic," Jamin lied. "The lizard people call this device a grappling hook."
 
   With a jam of his wrist, he forced the three prongs to unfurl from their sheath. The Uruk ooh'd like good little primitives. He unwound the rope, a light, thin thread about half the width of his pinkie finger, far more slender than the coarse, hemp ropes the Ubaid usually braided.
 
   "Stand back," Jamin ordered.
 
   The Uruk stepped back, curious to see what he would do. He grabbed the rope about a cubit from the device and began to swing it around and around until the weight of the grappling hook pulled the rope taut. With a still-awkward move, he heaved the hook over his head and sent it flying up over the wall. 
 
   "This may take a couple of tries," Jamin said. "The trick is to get it embedded into a roof strut."
 
   He gave the device a tug and, as he feared, it came crashing right back down off the wall, pulling chunks of woven river reed and straw down along with it. Goat shit! It made him look bad, but the Uruk were so entranced with the very idea of the thing that they did not ridicule them the way Private Katlego had done when he'd taught him how to use it. His heart pounded, fearful the inhabitants had heard the thump.
 
   "Wait," Jamin said. "We must make certain we are not heard."
 
   The Uruk's eyes glittered bright in the scant light of the waning moon. If somebody peered over the wall, they would be clearly visible in this spot scrubbed bare of brush or boulders. Thankfully, it appeared Laum's potion had rendered the inhabitants unconscious; or at least so wracked with stomach upset that even if they did hear the thud, they did not care. 
 
   "Try again," the Uruk group-leader touched his arm.
 
   Jamin did it again, and a third and fourth and fifth, but on the sixth try, when he tugged the rope, it did not come back down, but remained securely embedded in a roof strut.
 
   "Go!" Jamin tapped the shoulder of a slender, wiry man, the lightest amongst them who'd been chosen to scurry up the rope first, just in case the hook wasn't firmly anchored. The man pulled himself up the slender plait hand-over-hand like a monkey and disappeared over the edge. A moment later, the man's face reappeared at the top.
 
   "All set," the man signaled.
 
   Jamin grabbed the rope and pulled himself up hand-over-hand, his shoulder muscles screaming by the time he heaved himself, panting, over the top. He'd always prided himself on being the best warrior in the village, but ever since he'd met the lizard people he'd felt as though he was a scrawny rabbit. 
 
   One by one the rest of the Uruk warriors scaled the wall. With a grim sense of satisfaction, Jamin noted the men were far more winded than he was. Weak, he might be, when compared to the lizard people, but amongst his own species he was still a man to be reckoned with.
 
   "You know what to do," Jamin whispered to the Uruk. 
 
   "We shall all grow rich on lizard gold," said the leader of the group assigned to shall smite the winged demon. "Sergeant Dahaka promised he would pay us." As a condition of their help, the Uruk insisted they kill Mikhail and he be the one to kill his father. More than just a wish to collect the gold, Taziq bore some old grudge against his father and the thought Kiyan's own son would kill him tickled his fancy mightily.
 
   The Uruk fanned out, slipping across the rooftops. Jamin stared up at the frail, silver crescent of the waning moon. He was reminded of the goddess who whispered that his life had come at the cost of a vow. Vow? What vow? He wished he could remember. He crawled down a ladder into the streets which had once been his home. 
 
   Once at the bottom, he vacillated between the mission to kill his father and Taziq's promise to Laum that his wife would be taken out of the picture. His father was the more important target, but he was painfully aware that he owed Shahla a debt. Lucifer had promised to kill the viperous-tongued woman personally, but then the príomh-air had left this world and not returned for either of them. He would kill Manzur in Lucifer's stead; and when he was done, he would visit Shahla's grave to tell her that her mother had finally gotten her due. Perhaps then the poor, demented girl would cease haunting him?
 
   He passed a few villagers curled up in the alleys, wracked with convulsions and drenched in their own vomit. One made eye contact with him, but even if he hadn't changed his appearance to appear more Angelic than Ubaid, by the cloud of delusion which raged within the man's eyes, he doubted the man would have recognized him even if he'd been dressed in his former chiefly regalia. 
 
   At last he came to Shahla's old house, the finest in the village after his father's and the temple of She-who-is. The stench of excrement assailed his nostrils. Whoever had decorated the linen-trader's house with the contents of their chamber-pot had done an especially thorough job. He wondered if the culprit had any idea their actions had inspired the linen-trader to betray them?
 
   "Shay'tan be praised," he whispered to the Sata'anic dragon-god. Kasib had told him how their esteemed emperor always anticipated such human foibles and was clever enough to turn them to his advantage. Whoever had done the naughty deed, they had played right into his hands.
 
   Laum's door was bolted tight, but Jamin had crept into the linen-trader's house enough times to lay down with Shahla that a lock was not a deterrent. In the courtyard was a tiny, luxurious garden featuring a new crop Shahla's father had been experimenting with. Grapes. They were past season now, but Jamin found a few which had dried into tiny, sweet shrunken raisins as he climbed up the support terrace and let himself into Shahla's second-story window.
 
   He looked around her room, amazed that all traces of his former lover had been erased. The sleeping pallet had been removed, the small nightstand which had hosted her kohls and rouges now held a spinning whorl and various implements of weaving, and dominating the entire room were bundles of heckled flax and the largest loom Jamin had ever seen. An odd sense of anger gurgled deep within his belly. By the progress of the cloth bolted firmly onto the frame, Shahla's mother had wasted no time reclaiming the space to fatten her wallet!
 
   He stepped carefully, cringing at the sound his heavy modern combat boots made with each footfall as he slipped down the stairs. He found Shahla's mother curled up in the luxurious cushions they kept in their receiving room, covered from head to toe in her own vomit.
 
   "Laum? Is that you?" Munzur raised her head and peered at him in the dim light of the sole tallow lantern. 
 
   "No," Jamin said. He went down on one knee so that he would be eye-level with her when he killed her. He wanted Shahla's mother to know who he was so she could tell her daughter it had been him to do this favor.
 
   The woman's eyes grew wide as at last she recognized him.
 
   "You!"
 
   "Yes, it is I," Jamin said. "The man you wished to be your son-in-law."
 
   Munzur struggled to sit up, but the nausea hit and caused her to convulse in pain. She tried to retch up more of her supper, but from the stench of vomit she'd already upended the entire contents of her stomach. Marwan hadn't been kidding when he'd said it was a powerful purgative.
 
   "You don't belong here," Munzur hissed, but her accusation was as weak as she was.
 
   His own blood roared in his ears.
 
   "I don't belong here because of you," Jamin said.
 
   "You killed my daughter!" Munzur accused.
 
   "You killed your daughter," Jamin growled, his eyes black with fury. "You killed her with your manipulations."
 
   "You lie!"
 
   Jamin gave her a jackal's grin.
 
   "I do not lie," Jamin said. He leaned forward. "Before she died, Shahla and I made our peace, and she told me how terribly cruelly you treated her after her baby had died. There is only one thing I must do to earn her forgiveness. Do you want to know what that is?"
 
   Munzur's eyes grew wide with fear.
 
   "My husband will be home any moment!" Munzur clutched her vomit-stained shawl. "He has vowed revenge for what you did to our daughter."
 
   Jamin's grin grew wider, feral, a predator who had his dinner cornered.
 
     "Shahla wished for me to repay your cruelty with like," Jamin said. "I have come to pay my debt."
 
   "Help!" Munzur hit at his hand as he placed his fingers around her throat and squeezed.
 
   "Don't fight it!" Jamin crushed her windpipe. "Just close your eyes, and when you open them again, you will find yourself in the dreamtime."
 
   Munzur clawed at his hands, but the hellebore had weakened her enough that her struggles were surprisingly ineffective. Her eyes bulged as deep in her chest she made a strange, gurgling sound.
 
   An odd urge of power warred with that part of him which screamed this was a murder, not the justice as he wanted it to be. How many times had he dreamed of cutting out Munzur's viperous tongue? She kicked and tried to roll away, but the more she fought, the harder he clenched his fingers. He remembered the way Lucifer had pressed into his backside as he'd whispered into his ear and told him to visualize his enemies as he'd pulled the trigger on his pulse rifle.
 
   That same peculiar euphoria he had felt then tingled through his body and aroused a pleasant sensation in his loins. Jamin's cock grew hard at remembering that overwhelming sense of power. He could almost hear Lucifer whispering for him to bury his shaft as the life left her body so that he could take her essence and absorb it into his own. 
 
   'Take her … take her … take her,' Lucifer's seductive voice whispered into his brain.
 
   His cock vibrated between his legs so violently that had he been wearing an Ubaid kilt instead of the cumbersome leg-coverings called pants, he might have succumbed to the urge. Jamin's eyes rolled up into the back of his head as his balls convulsed. Oh, gods! He'd always liked it rough, but this? So close! He was so close! How many times had he fantasized about doing this to Ninsianna after she had broken his heart? To take his unfaithful former fiancé by force and throttle the life out of her as he fucked her? 
 
   Another voice whispered to him, a quieter voice, his mother's voice, whispering that above all he must always treat others kindly. He had made a promise as he'd lain dying of infection from Aturdokht's arrow as the Amorites had carried him across the desert. He breathed deeply and focused on his mother's imaginary treasure-box, drowning out the memory of Lucifer whispering into his ear. 
 
   "Laum asked that your death be a tender one," Jamin said. "Sleep, woman. Go to sleep, and when you awaken you will find yourself in the next world."
 
   Munzur's struggles grew weaker. He realized there was nothing tender about the way his fingers dug into her neck. He grabbed a cushion and pressed it over her face. There. Shahla would want her mother to have a soft death, not a hard one. He waited until her body stopped convulsing, and then pulled off the pillow, pressing his fingers to her throat to make sure she was truly dead.
 
   There. It was done…
 
   He stared at Munzur's lifeless body. Somehow he'd thought the act of revenge would have given him greater satisfaction, but with her lips blue and tongue protruding from asphyxiation, all he could think about was how much she resembled Shahla. Shouldn't he feel something for having killed her? Guilt? Self-loathing? Self-justification? Maybe even relief? Nothing. He felt nothing. Not even that strange sense of euphoria and sexual power. Not towards her, anyways.
 
   He picked her up and carried her gently up the stairs to settle her into her bed. Her empty bed. Thanks to him, the woman need never know it had been her husband who had ordered her death, nor suffer at the hands of the village for her husband's treason. It was a kindness, really, what he had just done.
 
   "You should not have forced your daughter to pursue me while I was under the spell of the sorceress Ninsianna," Jamin said as he placed his fingers over Munzur's vacant eyes and shut her eyelids.
 
   He made sure her dress was straight and crossed her arms before pulling the covers up to her neck. So many manipulations, so many people vying to catch the eye of the Chief's son back when he had still been a catch and not some stateless criminal. Might he have fallen in love with Shahla if Ninsianna hadn't used her magic to seduce him while he'd been weakened from the auroch wound? He stared at Shahla's mother, who resembled her only somewhat.
 
   "No," he said to no one but himself. His father had been right all along. All his life he'd been waiting for someone who would love him the way that his father had loved his mother. Shahla had not been that woman, and neither had Ninsianna. But perhaps had he not been blinded with daydreams about the shaman's daughter, he would have treated Shahla a lot less cruelly?
 
   "May Shay'tan guide your spirit into the dreamtime," Jamin whispered as he kissed the dead woman's forehead, and then pulled the covers over her head.
 
   He paused long enough to wash his hands in the bucket of hellebore-tainted water, mindful not to place a single drop in his mouth, and then arranged his clothing to be so neat it would survive one of Sergeant Dahaka's surprise cleanliness inspections.
 
   It was time to go pay a visit to his faithless father...
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   December, 3,390 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Namhu
 
   "If you don't go up to bed right now, young man," Mama shook her wooden spoon at him, "I'm going to assign you chamber pot duty for the entire week instead of Zakiti!"
 
   Namhu glanced across the room at the aforementioned pesky little sister. At five years old, Zakiti had taken to acting as his shadow ever since Pareesa had grown too busy to look after her.
 
   "But Namhu already…" Zakiti started to tattle.
 
   "Shh!" Namhu gave her a dirty look.
 
   Zakiti smirked, and then glanced over at the small bowl of dried dates he'd hidden underneath the fold of his shawl. Oh? So that's how it was going to be? Zakiti was blackmailing him into sharing? Namhu scowled, trying to intimidate her.
 
   She shifted her cunning smirk to that darling little smile he found impossible to resist. Unlike Pareesa, who was a bossy know-it-all who forever told him to scram, Zakiti worshipped him the same way that his older sister worshipped Mikhail.
 
   It was kind of nice being looked up to…
 
   Oh. Alright! Namhu lifted up a single finger. One. One date in exchange for his sister’s silence.
 
   Zakiti’s smile grew victorious as she held up three fingers. Three dates, not just one.
 
   "What did you say, Zakiti?" Mama asked.
 
   Zakiti glanced over towards the chamber pot, already half-full. In each family the youngest child was expected to empty the chamber pots as soon as they were big enough to carry them. If Zakiti tattled that he’d been relieving her of that duty and using the contents to decorate the front of the linen-trader’s house, Mama would tan his backside with a belt.
 
   Namhu held up three fingers and nodded. Three dates. He would acquiesce to his little sister’s blackmail. 
 
   Zakiti gave her mother a smile which was pure innocence. "Nothing, Mama. I was just saying how tired I am tonight."
 
   "Alright then," Mama snapped. "To bed now. All of you!"
 
   "How come Pareesa doesn't have to be home for bed?" Namhu said.
 
   A frown of worry crossed Mama’s brow. Not only had Pareesa never come home to milk the goat, but she'd never shown up for supper, either. An inquiry amongst the warriors revealed she’d never gone to training. Pareesa had always done what she darned well pleased, but it wasn't like her to disappear, merely to argue about it until she got her way.
 
   "Pareesa is doing something important for the Chief," Papa said. "Now go to bed. We don't have enough tallow to keep the lanterns burning until the wee hours like some people in this village!"
 
   Behind Papa, Granny made a shooing motion with her hands. Yeah…  Namhu wasn't stupid. The adults wanted the common area to themselves. There was much to be concerned about and they still thought him too young to overhear their talk of the village defenses.
 
   He paused for a drink at the bucket of water he'd drawn earlier from the well and passed the ladle around to his brothers and sisters. As he did, he slipped the dates out of his shawl and tucked them under his armpit so his Mama wouldn’t see them. He’d spent the afternoon at the flint-knapper's house helping him fletch arrows and drinking in the latest gossip about whether or not Mikhail would live. 
 
   The other warriors laughed at him whenever he shadowed them, but Rakshan, the flint-knapper, let him watch him knap arrowheads out of shale. Why, he even let Namhu keep any arrowheads that came out less than perfect! This afternoon, Rakshan had given him three almost-perfect arrows and the handful of dates for helping him clean up the workshop. 
 
   Namhu kept his arm pressed tight against his side as he climbed up the ladder one-handed.
 
   "What's wrong with your arm?" Papa asked.
 
   "He's pretending he's wounded like the chief," Zakiti chimed in.
 
   "Oh?" Papa raised one eyebrow.
 
   Zakiti winked at him. "Sure."
 
   Namhu forced himself not to roll his eyes. For a five summer girl, Zakiti's gift with words was almost frightening.
 
   He scurried up the stairs and ditched the dates underneath his sleeping pallet, quick, before Mama came up to kiss them all goodnight. If his parents saw he had them, they'd make him share them with all six of his brothers and sisters, his granny, and them. Zakiti wasn't helping him out of kindness, but to preserve her own share of the bounty.
 
   Namhu crawled beneath his blanket and engaged in the usual elbowing and nudging of legs and elbows as he and his four brothers jammed into a single bed. Beside them, lucky Zakiti crawled into bed by herself. Their baby sister Gemeti was still too small to sleep with the bigger kids, and even when Pareesa did come home, she went to bed late. Granny slept with the girls, ostensibly because she was cold, but Namhu suspected it was really so their parents could -do- things to one another, icky, disgusting things that involved lots of grunting and funny noises in the dark.
 
   He waited for his brothers to fall asleep so he could eat the dates, listening to his parents talk about the traitor and her friend, the one they couldn't kill because Mikhail thought she was Ninsianna. Granny and Papa thought they should just stone her to death like was rumored was done to her mother, but Mama was adamant that such a death would be barbaric. None of the adults agreed with Pareesa, who insisted that Gita was innocent of conspiring with Shahla to hurt Mikhail. 
 
   At last his brothers fell asleep. Namhu crawled silently out of the bed and pulled out the bag of dates and the three brand-new arrows Rakshan had given him today. Zakiti always wanted to hear him tell stories about what a good shot he was and how many squirrels he had taken.
 
   "Zakiti?" Namhu whispered.
 
   "I'm still awake," Zakiti whispered.
 
   "Did I ever tell you that you're a pest?"
 
   "Every single day."
 
   "Well if you want them, you'd better eat them quick," Namhu said, "before Granny comes up to bed."
 
   Downstairs the topic of conversation turned to Qishtea's abandonment of Assur and how the other tribes had all followed suit. Why was Nineveh so important anyways? Shouldn’t each village think for itself?
 
   Zakiti grabbed her three dates and popped the first one into her mouth. Namhu did likewise, savoring the sweet, somewhat gritty burst of flavor onto his tongue. They ate in silence, the only sound the occasional groan of pleasure as brother and sister relished the forbidden treat.
 
   He somewhat grudgingly split his last date and shared it with her without being asked. Zakiti was a devious little thing, but more than once she had covered his backside. He then pulled out his brand-new arrows and let her feel the arrowheads, explaining how he had personally chipped them out of slate and fashioned the fletching out of duck feathers. 
 
   Downstairs, a loud crash reverberated through the house.
 
   Mama and Granny both screamed.
 
   "What is the meaning of this?" Papa said. 
 
   "Where's Pareesa?"
 
   "Get out of my house!" Papa said.
 
   Downstairs there were loud crashes and screams. Papa shouted. Mama cried out in pain.
 
   Zakiti's eyes grew large and frightened. Namhu grabbed his bow and strung the arrow he'd just been teaching his little sister how to measure and crept to the entrance of the stairwell.
 
   "Answer the question, man, or we'll slit your woman's throat!"
 
   "D-d-don't tell him anything," Mama's voice warbled.
 
   Namhu peeked down the stairs at the three men wearing Uruk attire. One of them held Mama with a knife pressed against her throat. He strung his lone arrow into the bow. One arrow. Three men. He gestured for Zakiti to bring him the other two arrows.
 
   "Answer me, man!" one of the Uruk shouted.
 
   Zakiti fumbled under his bed, and then crept quietly towards him on her hands and knees, pausing when the floor creaked beneath her hands. Oh, please gods, let his little sister have enough common sense not to cry out and let the invaders know there were people sleeping upstairs.
 
   Namhu stiffened his aiming arm and drew the bowstring all the way back to his ear. The man had Mama in front of him. To shoot him dead, he'd only have a matter of a finger's breadth.
 
   The Uruk holding Mama looked up. He opened his mouth to shout as he spotted Namhu kneeled at the stairwell.
 
   Namhu loosened his fingers and let the arrow fly.
 
   The Uruk called out a warning.  Namhu's arrow slammed into his neck, cutting off his words.
 
   Mama screamed as the knife pulled inwards to her throat.
 
   Papa leaped towards the man with the knife.
 
   Zakiti pressed the second arrow into his hand.
 
   A second Uruk dove at Papa with his own knife aimed for Papa's chest.
 
   Namhu pulled back the bowstring and let his second arrow fly, right into the second raider's heart.
 
   Papa tackled the gurgling, neck-shot Uruk away from Mama. The two fought while Mama kicked him.
 
   The third Uruk dove for Granny. Granny grabbed the nearly empty water bucket and swung it at the man's head. The man ducked. As he rose, Namhu strung his third arrow and let it fly.
 
   His arrow hit the Uruk in the side. The man cried out in pain.
 
   Granny kicked the man and then picked up the bucket again and bashed the man over the head with it.
 
   Papa got the knife away from the man who held Mama by the throat and buried that knife in the man's chest. The man twitched for several moments, and then finally stopped moving. The man Granny hit with the bucket's face was smashed beyond all recognition. The second Uruk who had dove for Papa had died before he'd even hit the ground.
 
   All three adult's eyes turned to Namhu, kneeling in the stairwell, a now-empty bow in his hand.
 
   "See!" Namhu shouted at them. "I told you I was old enough to go to warrior training! Mikhail said I was big!"
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   December, 3,390 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Jamin
 
   Assur's central square was the only place big enough for all of the villagers to gather at once. All hours of the day people lingered here, but not tonight. Tonight, the only people in the square were doubled over in pain, clutching the buckets of the water which had been their downfall. An odd sense of satisfaction over their misery blended with remorse. These were his people. No! These people had cast him out after choosing the winged demon over him … and now he'd returned to make them pay.
 
   Jamin stared at the temple of She-who-is, faithless goddess, the goddess who had turned against him the same way that Ninsianna had. An odd pang of apprehension settled into his gut. Once upon a time he'd sloughed off all talk of gods as nothing but wishful thinking, but then a winged demon had fallen from the sky and Ninsianna had started speaking in tongues. If She-who-is was real, would she smite him before he crossed the square?
 
   Jamin squared his shoulders. If She-who-is was so all-seeing, then how come a man like Lucifer could snatch her Chosen One right out from under her nose? Were the gods all-powerful beings? Maybe. But the way Kasib explained it, the gods depended on mortals such as him to be their eyes and ears, their hands and feet and tongues.
 
   "May Shay'tan shield me from the eyes of She-who-is," Jamin whispered. He clutched his long, black trench coat around him like a shield and crossed the square in the shadows, never once making eye contact with the carved statue of She-who-is. 
 
   He paused at the threshold to his father's house. Emotions warred within him, hot anger and a hatred so profound it made him want to punch something; all blended in with a feeling of longing. He lifted the door latch, some part of him disappointed that his father had not bolted it shut against this incursion. It slid open with a familiar scratch of wood dragging across the clay-tamped floor, a primitive door lashed together with leather bindings.
 
   The scent of sickness assailed his nostrils the moment he stepped inside. Three tallow lanterns cast their flickering yellow light in the next room. There was no sign of his father's chief enforcer. Pity. Varshab was one of the men he'd hoped to kill. He peeked into the separate kitchen, a luxury few houses in Assur possessed. The room was dark, but from the scent of sickness and barely-audible groan, Urda, their elderly housekeeper, had taken sick before going home for the evening.
 
   Jamin frowned. After his mother had died, Urda had been the closest thing he'd had to a mother-figure, albeit a fearful and rather unwilling one. The last thing he wanted to do was kill her. He slid shut the kitchen doorway and prayed she would not recover enough to interrupt him.
 
   He pulled the gold-handled knife Lucifer had given him, bracing himself to do what was necessary. There could be no peace so long as the village clung to the winged demon's delusions. If he didn't deal with their rebellion, Hudhafah would have no choice but to wipe out the entire village. This wasn't about revenge…
 
   Oh! Who the hell was he deluding? This was about revenge! His father had thrown him out like he was little more than the contents of a chamber pot! The muscle underlying his cheek twitched. Old hatred chilled his veins, filling him with cold determination. The others would kill the winged demon and whichever of the collaborators they could find in their beds, but him? This was his job to finish. 
 
   The knife felt heavy in his hands, cold, secure, deadly. He stalked into his father's sitting room, determined to carve out the black heart of a man who had cast his only surviving child out to wander the desert. His trench-coat trailed behind him like black dragon's wings as he moved towards a dark form on the cushions. He raised the knife above his head and stabbed down, not even pausing to think about he was doing.
 
   "Eeee-yah!" Jamin shrieked with rage.
 
   The knife passed through the form and kept on going, too soft, too easy. He stabbed again, but the blanket covering the form shifted, revealing a blanket thrown onto a pile of disheveled cushions. With a sob, he stabbed at it again and again until the goat-fur stuffing spewed out onto the floor like entrails. There was no one in it, no life to take, no revenge. His father was nowhere in this room. 
 
   Where was he then?
 
   Jamin glanced up at the wall and spied the small, woven rug his mother had started weaving to line the cradle of the baby sister who had died along with her. His father had always kept it hung there as though it was a priceless artifact. 
 
   It was unfinished … just like his mother's life.
 
   The colorful patterns whispered memories of a happier time when he'd been a small boy sitting at his mother's feet, watching her weave it as her belly had grown large from pregnancy. She had sung stories about an ancient goddess, an ancient people. He could almost hear her singing to him now.
 
   'Death begets death; and hate begets hate. Choose the man you wish to be, before you take a mate…'
 
   Jamin placed his hands over his ears to drown out the memory of his mother's song. Stupid, stupid romantic notions! The same notions which had prevented his father from moving on after she had died! For years his father had lain amongst her things, clinging to this accursed blanket, and ignored him! The sharp edge of his knife scraped his cheek and reminded him he was acting foolishly. His mother … was dead. It was time to send his father to join her.
 
   He stabbed at the cushions a few more times, just to put himself back into the mood. That cold, empty feeling had deserted him, leaving him to contemplate the magnitude of what he'd been sent here to do. He. Needed. To kill. His father. A vomit-filled chamber pot indicated the Chief had been sickened along with all the other villagers, so he couldn't have gone far. 
 
   His eyes moved to the steps which climbed up to the second floor. The knife clutched in his hands, he stepped carefully, mindful not to let his combat boots thud, and slipped into his father's room, determined to smite him. It took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the murky gloom, but this room, too, was empty. By the looks of it, nobody had slept here for quite a long time. 
 
   Anger welled up in his belly. So? His father had finally taken up with a mistress? For some reason the thought bothered him. He. A man who had lain down with almost every woman in the village, was bothered by the thought that, after fifteen years, his father had finally replaced his mother?
 
   With an uttered curse he kicked the bed. Wherever his father was, it was unlikely he would find him in the scant hours Marwan had said the hellebore would last before the more intestinally fortitudinous would recover enough to fight back. Frustration mingled with an odd sense of relief. By now the winged demon was dead, so even if he didn't kill his father, his mission would not be a failure.
 
   He moved back towards the stairs. His eyes fixated on the entrance to his old bedroom. The memory of how quickly Shahla's mother had purged all trace of her daughter ate at his psyche. How long had his father waited to eradicate his belongings from his home? An hour? A day? A week? 
 
   His blood pounded in his ears. He'd been sent out into the desert with nothing more than he could carry, a change of clothes, a few trade goods, and enough food to last him several days. Maybe his father had saved something? Something to remind himself that once upon a time his son had been a good man? 
 
   He moved across the landing, summoned to the room where he'd grown up by a gnawing sense of curiosity. His mouth felt as though somebody had just stuffed it full of sheep's wool. He paused in front of the doorway and pushed it open, bracing himself to find his belongings had been replaced by his father's treasury.
 
   The room was silent, dark, and like the rest of the house it reeked of sickness. His feet automatically stepped over the spot where the carpet would trip you, to the corner where still was piled an atlatl he only used infrequently. He felt his way to the dressing table, his fingers gliding across familiar objects placed far more neatly than the tangled jumble he had always left them in. 
 
   He pressed his hand against the wall and found the hook where he'd always hung his shawl-cloak. A lump rose in his throat as his hand registered the soft wool of his best kilt. His lips moving, he silently counted out the number of fringes. One. Two. Three. Four. Four layers of fringe, the kilt only a chief's son was allowed to wear. He continued along the wall, his mind telling him what his eyes could see only dimly, that all of his belongings were still here in the room, neatly arranged and undisturbed. He sniffed and wiped his nose, forcing down his overwhelming sense of relief. 
 
   A small groan from direction of his old sleeping pallet caused him to freeze. A lifetime training as a warrior caused his hand to slip down and pull the knife back out of its holster. He held his breath, listening intently into the dark. Somebody was sleeping in his bed? Anger boiled in his veins. The bastard! The bastard had given away his room! He shot forward, intent on burying his knife into the chest of whoever had the gall to take over his room!
 
   'Jamin…'
 
   With a whisper that sounded remarkably like his name, the wind blew open the curtain and allowed a small sliver of moonlight to shine in upon the figure huddled in his bed. Jamin pulled his knife out of its downward arc a mere hairsbreadth from the intended target.
 
   "Father?" 
 
   His mind wheeled. Why was his father sleeping in his room? He examined the pathetic figure huddled on his sleeping pallet. This was not the tall, regal man most villagers thought of when they spoke of the Chief, but the broken man he'd witnessed after his mother had died. Even in the moonlight, Jamin could see his father had aged. What had once been salt-and-pepper hair had now shone platinum, and his face was wrinkled like an old woman's.
 
   His father whispered:  "Son? Is that you?"
 
   A lump rose in Jamin's throat. His knife still in his hand, he went down on one knee so he would be eye-level with the man he'd been sent here to kill.
 
   "Father, it is I…"
 
   "Can't you hear her?" the Chief whispered. He shuddered as another convulsion wracked his body. "Don't you know she's been worried sick about you?"
 
   His father stared at him, and it was not him he saw, but a hallucination induced by the hellebore.
 
   "Mama's dead," Jamin swallowed. His eyes burned. "She's been dead for a very long time."
 
   "She keeps telling me you were supposed to always carry this with you," his father said. "She is angry that I hid it away from you after she died. She says I was not supposed to let you go without it."
 
   His father had something clutched to his chest. Jamin coaxed him to loosen his grip. Even in the dim moonlight, the object felt familiar in his hands. It was his treasure box, the one his mother had always told him to hide away his most heartfelt secrets and desires. It had been so long since he had seen it that he'd convinced himself the box was all made up inside his head. It was real. The treasure box was real?
 
   Another convulsion wracked his father's body. He began to retch. Jamin grabbed the chamber pot and held it beneath his father's head while he upended the contents of his stomach. The thought that now would be a good time to kill him crossed his mind like an unwanted guest, but for some reason he could not force his hand to move even though he still gripped the knife.
 
   His father stopped vomiting and lay back down upon the bed. His breathing grew more regular, synchronizing with Jamin's own.
 
   Jamin examined the treasure box. It was exactly as he remembered it, palm's-breadth wide and perhaps three fingers high. Mama said it had been hers when she'd been a little girl, and before that her mother's, and her mother's-mother as well. It was carved from a hard, almost ebony material that was light like wood, but felt it cool like a stone. He traced his finger along the womb-shaped symbols which adorned the lid before finding the one which hid the intricate locking mechanism unlike anything carved by the finest craftsman. 
 
   He flipped open the lid. Inside were the items he remembered having put inside, each carrying a memory of his mother:  a lock of his own baby hair; the under-feather from an eagle; a pink cowrie shell traded from the Kemet; assorted colorful pebbles; and a woven wrist-band made when he'd been small. What was important was the stories he had shared with his mother as they'd laughed and added each item to the box, not the value of the items. Stories he had forced himself to forget after she had died because to remember them was too painful.
 
   His vision blurred. He wiped at his eyes and realized his hands had come away wet. 
 
   "Why did you keep this from me?" 
 
   His father's chest rose and fell, peaceful until the next wave of convulsions struck him. It was now or never. Kill him? Or walk away and tell the lizard people his father had not been home?
 
   He froze at the sound of the downstairs door opening. Someone was here, someone not incapacitated by the hellebore. Was it one of his own allies, come to tell him the winged demon was dead? Or one of the Assurians, aware now the village was under attack?
 
   He slipped the treasure box inside the pocket of his voluminous, dark trench coat. He unclipped the strap which kept the pulse rifle secure and heavy on his thigh and then drew it, the sound of metal sliding against fabric loud to his sensitive ears. Someone was definitely moving around downstairs. He glanced at his father, lying helpless on the bed. Kill him? Or deal with the person downstairs?
 
   Why choose now? His father was obviously in no condition to run away and, right now Jamin needed desperately to think! He squeezed his father's hand, and then stood, more than four cubits of rock, solid muscle, grown stronger from training with the lizard people. To them, he was nothing but a weakling, but to these people he was a force to be reckoned with, even without the added security of the lizard people's magic.
 
    He crept towards the doorway, listening intently to whoever moved downstairs. They moved stealthily, but he had grown up in this house and knew every creak the way he knew his own heartbeat. His pulse whispered tension into his ears. He pointed the nose of the pulse rifle down the stairwell into the floor below, listening in the dark for the movement which did not belong.
 
   There! A shadow cast by the tallow lantern lit in the sitting room. He willed his black eyes to peer into the darkness. The shadow moved. 
 
   Jamin stepped forward, his pulse rifle aimed down the stairwell.
 
   The shadow moved again.
 
   Jamin fired. The recoil of the pulse rifle forced him backward.
 
   An arrow whistled past, barely a finger's-breadth from his cheek.
 
   Jamin cursed and fired the pulse rifle again.
 
   The dark shadow rolled.
 
   He fired at it a third time.
 
   With a high-pitched shriek, the figure rose, tall, slender, and clearly visible in the flickering yellow light of the tallow lantern. It pulled another arrow out of its quiver and strung its bow as it spoke to him in a clicking, alien language.
 
   "You!" he hissed at Pareesa.
 
   "Anata," Pareesa clicked. Her eyes glowed blue against the darkness.
 
   Jamin fired at her with his pulse rifle.
 
   Pareesa let her arrow fly.
 
   Jamin dove to one side and fired his gun at her again. The arrow missed his heart, but slammed into his bicep.
 
   "Aiyah!" a high-pitched cry wafted up from the sitting room below.
 
   "Argh!" Jamin shrieked in pain, also wounded.
 
   The impact of the arrow knocked him backwards, into the wall, and left him pinned there like a goose which had just had its throat slit and been hung up to bleed out.
 
   Beneath him, he saw Pareesa's shadow struggle to its feet, her exact location distorted by the three-way shadow cast by the three different tallow lanterns. One of the shadows showed a hand reaching back into a quiver. Which shadow was real?
 
   With a pulse rifle it didn't matter. Jamin fired once, twice, three times, aiming at each of the shadows until all three of the shadows fell.
 
   Small fires from the pulse rifle lit up the strewn-off stuffing from the cushions he had earlier disemboweled. In a dry climate, fire was a constant worry, especially when fed with cushions filled with goat hair. The fire ignited and quickly spread to the tapestries and curtains. He needed to get out of here. Fast. Or he'd be cooked alive.
 
   He pulled at the arrow, embedded firmly into the wall. Goat shit! How had Pareesa bested him with a primitive weapon? For the first time he understood the lizard people's frustration. He tore off the fletching and then, with a cry of pain, threw himself forward, away from the wall onto the floor, leaving the arrow behind still embedded in the wall.
 
   'Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit,' he fought to remain conscious. The fire leaped higher in the floor beneath him, licking up the walls and igniting the ceiling-joists which were the floor supports for the bedrooms above. Once Ubaid houses caught fire, the mud-clay bricks acted like an oven, concentrating the fire inward at whoever was trapped inside. 
 
   Smoke billowed up the stairwell, burning his eyes and causing him to choke. Wafting up with it was the scent of cooking meat. Pareesa, it seemed, had met her demise at the end of his pulse rifle.
 
   He hung onto the top of the stair and forced himself to stand, pulling his trench coat up to cover his face. Blood dripped down his bicep, torn open from the arrow, but it was a clear-through shot, something which would heal. The house spun and threatened to topple him down the stairs, but he managed to remain conscious. He needed to get out of here. Now. Or he would die in this fire right along with his father.
 
   His father!
 
   He glanced back at his bedroom where his father lay unconscious. He'd been sent here to kill him, but now?
 
   That part of him which was angry warred with the part of him which had always yearned for his father's respect. He had a mission to complete. He should kill him. No! Maybe if he rescued his father, this time the man would listen to him?
 
   He could feel the outline of the secret-box pressing into his thigh, the one his father had convinced him was all made up in his head. He had come to his father once before, warning him that Mikhail's own people were purchasing their people from the lizard demons, and his father had cast him out and elevated Mikhail instead. What would he tell him now? That the lizard demons were decent people after all? Or that the so-called Evil One was … well … what could he say? How could he find the man so compelling and yet loathe everything that Lucifer stood for? 
 
   A long, mournful howl from directly beneath him in the kitchen made the decision for him. His father had already had several chances to believe him, and at every turn, his father had chosen to believe a stranger. He would give his father the same chance his father had given him when he'd turned him out into the desert. Let his father get himself out of the house … or perish … by his own efforts!
 
   With grim determination, he moved down the stairs and searched for signs of Pareesa to make sure she was dead. The sitting room was fully engulfed in flames, but he was certain he had hit her with the pulse rifle at least once. On the wall, the fire licked upwards towards tiny woven carpet, one of the last remnants that once upon a time he'd had a mother. No. Not the only remnant. That carpet had been woven for his sister, but the secret box? The secret box was his.
 
   Coughing to dispel the smoke from his lungs, he ran into the kitchen, picked up the terrified housekeeper, and dumped her out in the street like the contents of a chamber pot. Without a backwards glance, Jamin made his way back down the streets, buried his knife into the throat of the lone un-sick sentry when he stepped up to the gate, and walked right out the front gate of Assur.
 
   Behind him the sky glowed red as the Chief's house burned to the ground.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   December, 3,390 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Pareesa
 
   Pareesa's feet made a disgusting splurching sound as she crept along the stream bed, doubled over to remain below the sight-line of the Uruk raiders. Ebad would have called this perfect potter's clay, but if she had to fish her pampooties out of the mud one more time, she swore she would scream. Why, oh why, hadn't she been blessed with the ability to creep up behind the Uruk and slit their throats the way that Mikhail could? 
 
   As she ran, she remembered a conversation they had once had about Mikhail's ability to become one with the darkness.
 
   'Mikhail? When will you teach me to smite our enemies from the rear?'
 
   'You're too young to learn such things,' Mikhail had said. 
 
   'Did I not just help defend the village against overwhelming numbers?
 
   'You are too short to creep up behind a man and surprise him,' Mikhail had said. He'd stared down at her, impossibly tall.
 
   'I am not! I'm even taller than Ninsianna is now.'
 
   From the rustle of Mikhail's feathers, she'd known he was laughing at her even though he wore his usual unreadable expression. He craned his neck downwards until his unearthly blue eyes were level with hers.
 
   'And how will you -reach- their throat to slit it from the rear, Little Fairy? Will you ask them nicely to please bend down so you can kill them? Or would you rather jump up and down like an eager little dog?'
 
   Old irritation blended with sadness at the fact Mikhail might die whether or not she beat the assassins back to the village. What would she do without him, this man who had always judged her by what she could do and not by her gender or her age?
 
    The receding daylight made her footing treacherous as she scrambled down the precipitous jumble of muddy boulders where the stream cascaded down into the Hiddekel River. She leaped from boulder to boulder until her foot slipped, causing her to land on her backside. 
 
   "Curse you, Jamin!" she cried out. If only she'd really shot him the day he'd tried to strike her and not merely gifted him an arrow through the hand! 
 
   Panting from exertion, she jogged up the path to the north gate. 
 
   Nighttime had fallen like a shroud around the village, hiding her approach from prying Uruk eyes. As she'd feared, it was completely dark, with no sign of the sentry fires, but at least the gate was closed. Or was that a bad thing? Darn! How was she supposed to get inside?
 
   "Hello?" Pareesa scratched quietly on the coarse, solid boards. "Is there anybody on watch tonight?"
 
   There was no answer. 
 
   She knocked louder, but nobody came to open the gate. She ran her fingers along the exterior to find a handhold, but the wood had been scraped smooth. How could she warn people if she couldn't get inside? 
 
   Three arrows jutted out of her quiver, their fletching reassuringly soft against her inquiring fingers. She did not possess wings to fly over the gate as Mikhail would have done, but perhaps she could shoot an arrow carrying a length of rope? Yes. That would work. But where could she find rope? Length of rope. Length of rope. Aha! She knew where there was rope, but it would entail hiking back down the hill.
 
   Grumbling at her own idiocy, hiked past the narrow beach to high ground where was planted a grove of date palms. Beyond that was a pasture and several milking platforms, each one containing a small length of rope so the shepherds could tie up their goats for milking. She gathered as many as she could and tied them together into a single, bumpy length. 
 
   Muttering expletives the entire hike back up the hill, she tied the rope to an arrow and aimed it upright at a sharp angle. Drawing the bowstring back to her cheek, she let out a silent prayer as the arrow ascended, and then cursed as it fell short and nearly clobbered her over the head. 
 
   "A little help would be appreciated, you know?" Pareesa shook her fist into the air.
 
   The old God of War did not answer her. The other villagers thought she possessed the blessing of the gods, but contrary to popular belief, the gods did not hover over mortals like anxious grandmothers, waiting to answer their every prayer. If anything, he seemed determined to make her figure out as much as possible for herself.
 
   On her third try she sent a shot soaring over the gate. She jiggled the rope it until it lodged between two boards. Praying the rope fragments didn't untie, she hauled herself up, hoping she had knotted the pieces tightly enough. A fall from this height might not kill her, but it would most certainly break whichever part of her anatomy she landed upon. Knowing her luck, it would be her posterior. She could almost picture the missing Dadbeh cracking jokes about her new warrior nickname. Instead of çok puan mızrak, she would be renamed Pareesa of the Two Butt-Cracks.
 
   Grunting and winded, she heaved herself up to the top of the gate, nearly falling down the other side as she balanced precariously at the top.
 
   "Who goes there?" a warbled voice called.
 
   Pareesa froze. Had the Uruk seen her climbing over the gate?
 
   "I say, you better drop right back down on the outside or I'll shoot you where you stand."
 
   Ohthankthegods! Not an Uruk!
 
   "It's just me. Pareesa."
 
   "Pareesa? What you doing up there, girl?"
 
   "Coming to warn you."
 
   "Why didn't you just knock on the gate?"
 
   "I did. Nobody answered."
 
   "Well, then, get down here, girl. And be careful. The Chief will have my hide if he loses you, too."
 
   Pareesa pulled the rope over and slid down the opposite side. Before her stood Behnam, one of Mikhail's earliest supporters, his bow in hand. He might be partially deaf, but he wasn't blind and could shoot nearly as well as she could. The spry old man gave her a semi-toothless grin. 
 
   "I did'na hear you knock, child."
 
   "Who's supposed to be on guard?"
 
   "Tirdard took sick," Behnam said. "As has most of the village. An evil spirit has crept into our midst."
 
   "It's poison," Pareesa said. She gestured in the direction of the lower well. "The Uruk gave Laum sanctuary in exchange for pouring something down into the wells. It's supposed to induce vomiting and delusions."
 
   "I suspected something was amiss when everybody got sick at once," Behnam said. He glanced down at his own water-skin. "I've been drinking from that most of the day, but I haven't gotten sick."
 
   "Laum poisoned the well mid-day," Pareesa said. "Have you drawn any water since then?"
 
   "Abisimti and I don't eat as much as we used to," Behnam shrugged. "It's too much work when you get to be our age. I guess that's why we were spared."
 
   "Who else is sick?"
 
   "Everyone," Behnam said. "The Chief. Varshab. Even Needa."
 
   "What about Immanu?" Pareesa asked.
 
   "He hasn't returned from Nineveh," Behnam said. "He went to convene with the other shamans."
 
   Pareesa frowned. Without Immanu, how were they supposed to neutralize the evil spirits in the poison? 
 
   "The Uruk were in front of me the entire way here," Pareesa said. "They are likely already inside the village. I had to go the long way around to avoid detection."
 
   Behnam fingered his arrows. "The warriors were the first to succumb. They all came in from their training and drank deeply from the wells."
 
   "Find whoever you can who is not affected," Pareesa said. "There are only two handfuls of Uruk, but they are led by Jamin, so they know exactly where to go."
 
   "The fools make another attempt at Mikhail?" the old man scowled. 
 
   "And me," Pareesa said. She stared down at her own bow, now down to two arrows in her quiver. "Jamin most especially wants to kill me."
 
   "You must first go protect your family," Behnam said. "Firouz is on guard tonight at Immanu's house. If he hasn't succumbed to the poison, he is a capable warrior."
 
   "As is Gita," Pareesa said. "She is a capable warrior, too."
 
   "Gita is unarmed," Behnam said. "Immanu took away her knife and spear. He has accused her of being complicit with Shahla and has demanded the tribunal issue a death sentence."
 
   "What?" Pareesa blurted out. "But the Chief agreed Gita is innocent!"
 
   "Immanu claims he has evidence which says otherwise," Behnam said. "Now go! Go protect your family!"
 
   A peculiar rush of headiness reminded her she wasted time. Unbeknownst to Immanu, she had placed Mikhail's sword back beneath his bed. Gita had no idea how to use it, but it was better than nothing.
 
   "Start the notification tree," Pareesa said. "We are under attack. Warn people not to drink the water."
 
   Behnam's mouth curved up into a wrinkled grin. "You've come a long way, little girl."
 
   "And you're not too bad, either," Pareesa said, "for an old man."
 
   Behnam loped off to warn whoever was still not smitten by the poison. Pareesa turned towards her own modest house, but that now-familiar tingle of power urged her to head in a different direction.
 
   "You wish me to first save Mikhail?" Pareesa asked the old god.
 
   It was frustrating, having a connection to a deity you could not communicate with clearly. Whatever the old god intended, along with his sense of urgency came a feeling her family would be alright. She moved into the third ring, but when she turned towards Immanu's house, the old god urged her to keep climbing up to the central square.
 
   "Mikhail needs me," Pareesa protested.
 
   That warning buzz grew insistent, more urgent. The God of War felt her skills were needed elsewhere. First her family, and then the man she adored. Why should she listen to him when both were her heart and soul?
 
   Her frustration evaporated as the sensation led her to the Chief's house and stopped. Pareesa's blood turned chill as she recognized the Chief's door sat ajar. It wasn't Mikhail whom Jamin had come to smite, but Chief Kiyan. The bastard had come to kill his own father!
 
   She pressed her back against the shadows, her heart pounding like a shaman's drum as she crept towards the sitting room. She pulled an arrow and strung it onto her bowstring. If Jamin killed the Chief, who would rule the village in his place? A mad shaman, irrational with grief over the abduction of his only child? Varshab, who did not want the power? Or would the lizard people force them to accept Jamin as the lawful heir? What would happen to her? And her family? 
 
   She burst into the room and choked with relief when she realized the room was empty. She moved the cushions to make sure Jamin hadn't hidden the Chief's body beneath the dismembered cushions. No. No body. Where was he? In the kitchen? Or had he made it back upstairs? 
 
   An explosion of stuffing erupted from the cushion.
 
   "Goatshit!" Pareesa screamed.
 
   The air smelled of burned goat hair and a scent that reminded her of lightning when it struck too close. She loosed her arrow and shot in the direction from whence the bolt of lightning had come. 
 
   A shadow cursed. A second bolt of lightning flew at her.
 
   'Rōru!' The old god forced her body to roll to avoid the firestick. She felt that familiar sense of power tingle through her body, not possession, but that eerie sense of knowing what would happen before it manifested into the material world. She could taste, could smell, could see the place where Jamin crouched at the top of the stair.
 
   Jamin stood, his black cloak trailing behind him as he extended both arms, one supporting the other as he took aim with the deadly firestick. She had never seen Mikhail fire his weapon, but she had seen him practice without firing enough times to recognize Jamin took aim for a kill shot.
 
   'Clear your mind, focus only on the shot…' Mikhail's voice whispered inside her head. 'Sometimes, a primitive weapon can be superior to an advanced one if the user is skilled and they understand the limitations of their weapon.'
 
   She could picture him, wings flared like a raptor's, as he had taught her how to shoot an arrow while under fire. She could do this. Yes. She could take this shot, just as Mikhail had taught her. 
 
   She rose, eerily calm as she stepped into view of Jamin's firestick and took aim, determined to smite this traitor who had cut down the teacher she loved. She could see the blue shadow of intent which moved from Jamin's mind to his finger as took aim and hissed with hatred:  'you.'
 
   "Anata," she growled back as she let fly her arrow, "hitsuyō ga aru ... shinu!" The arrow whistled with unerring accuracy towards the bastard who had betrayed Mikhail. 
 
   Jamin fired his pulse rifle...
 
   Pareesa leaped backwards, but lightning from the firestick touched her arm. It burned! It burned! Holy hell that burned! But by some grace of the goddess, the lightning only grazed her bicep.
 
   It did not, however, miss the sitting-cushions she'd landed on. They ignited. Flames licked up the wall via a small, woven rug, it's coloring and weave out of place amongst the elaborate tapestries, up to the wooden struts which held up the second floor.
 
   She struggled to her feet, but was forced to retreat when Jamin fired lightning every time she moved. Flames crawled up onto the ceiling, out into the entrance hall, and into the kitchen beyond. Pareesa coughed, her eyes burning as the heat threatened to burn out her eyeballs. 
 
   She must have fainted, because a moment later she lay on the floor, face pressed into a the carpet as thick black smoke filled the room. She shrieked as she realized her hair was on fire and pounded it out using her hand. The old God of War flooded her with strength, filling her head with urgent images to get out of here before she burned alive. She could see no sign of Jamin even though she was certain she had shot him through. Somehow the bastard had escaped.
 
   She remembered why Bishamonten had sent her here in the first place. The Chief! She had to save the Chief if he was still alive!
 
   Flames fell down from the ceiling like raindrops as she raced through the house, up the steps to the bedrooms. Enough light flickered through the doorway to see somebody lay upon a bed. She grabbed his arm and was relieved when the Chief moved. Ohthankthegods! He was still alive! 
 
   "Chief!" Pareesa shouted. "We've got to get you out of here. Now!"
 
   "He's come home. My son has come home…"
 
   She forced him upright and wedged herself beneath his armpit. He retched twice, but she was finally able to impress upon him the urgency to get outside. She guided his feet down the stairs, crying out when he tumbled the last three steps even though she wasn't the one who was hurt. 
 
   "Chief! Please! Get up! We have to get out of here!"
 
   The Chief stumbled towards the front sitting room where the fire had started, now fully engulfed in flames. A moment later he stumbled out again, coughing, and collapsed in front of her, clutching a small, burning woven carpet, oblivious that it burned him. 
 
   "You stupid, stupid man!" Pareesa screamed at him as no villager had ever dared disrespect their Chief. 
 
   She stomped on the carpet so it no longer burned him and helped him up, the scent of burnt hair even more sickening than the smoke. It was so thick she had a hard time figuring out where the door was, but Chief Kiyan was conscious enough that his feet found their own way out of his familiar house, towards a front door he had used thousands of times. 
 
   She dumped him outside, next to his elderly cooking-woman who apparently had made her own way outside before collapsing in front of the well. She only paused long enough to make sure both were still breathing before taking off in a frantic run towards Mikhail's house, the first victim on Jamin's kill-list.
 
   'Please please please please,' she pleaded with the old god of war. 'Please don’t let me be too late!'
 
   She burst into Immanu's house and froze when an inhuman howl pierced the air like a wolf baying at the moon in hunger. Every inch of her body screamed at her to run away as she stepped over three hacked Uruk, their mutilated bodies thrown down the stairs like meat. 
 
   'Do not be afraid,' images danced into her mind, reassuring, familiar, as the old god spoke the only way he could. 'The Dark Lord protects his own…'
 
   Pareesa almost retched at the scent of sickness and rotted flesh blended with the scent of fresh gore, spilt blood and ruptured bowels. For a moment she thought that he had risen from his deathbed, but it was no Angelic who had wrought such damage, but a ghastly pale waif, her frame so thin and skeletal it was a wonder she could pick up Mikhail's sword.
 
   "Gita," Pareesa said cautiously. "It's alright. It's just me."
 
   Gita's head jerked towards her; menacing, birdlike, and hostile. She stood, sword raised, feet planted on either side of Firouz as she guarded Mikhail from all who came at him and snarled at Pareesa as though she did not recognize her. More mutilated bodies lay upon the floor, nary a head nor limb still attached as the floor glistened sickening red.
 
   Below she heard Behnam burst into the house with several voices behind him, villagers lucky enough to have drawn their water before Laum had poisoned it. The old man climbed up the stairs, his way lit by a tallow lantern.
 
   "It's me, Gita," Pareesa crooned at the gore-stained guardian who stood before her. "It's Pareesa. Your friend. It's all right now. Mikhail is safe. He doesn't need you to protect him anymore."
 
   Gita's preternaturally large eyes glittered at her from the dark, devoid of any color but emptiness. They were pure black, with no sign of white or an iris, the color of bitumen, the most frightening nightmare, of death and monsters and creatures which had never seen the light of day. Once before Pareesa had stared into those pitiless black eyes and been spared. Would the Dark Lord recognize her now?
 
   "It is I, Sir," Pareesa said. "The one who saved him. Please, Sir? Let me go to him and make sure your vessel is alright?"
 
   He-who's-not-Gita stared at her, through her, as Pareesa felt a coldness pass right through her soul.
 
   'Don't be afraid,' the old God of War whispered into her mind, but she could tell that even he feared the Dark Lord. The old God of War gripped her and urged her not to run.
 
   It was just like staring down a lion…
 
   Gita trembled, and then dropped Mikhail's sword. The blackness in her eyes lingered, and then faded away as the Dark Lord relinquished control of his mortal vessel. With a cry of anguish, Gita dropped to her knees, sobbing in front of Mikhail's bed.
 
   "Tell me, Behnam," Pareesa said to the village elder who stood, speechless, behind her. "Do you still think the girl is guilty of setting up his murder?"
 
   "Mikhail, Mikhail, Mikhail," Gita cried as she ran her hands over his body, searching to see if the raiders had inflicted any harm.
 
   "No," Behnam said. He placed his hand upon Pareesa's shoulder. "It seems your initial assessment was right. Had she wanted to kill him, all she had to do was leave."
 
   Pareesa stared, dumbfounded, as a large brown wing curved upwards and, with a groan of pain, Mikhail rolled towards her and pulled the sobbing waif into the bed. Gita resisted, and then collapsed, exhausted as he found the reserve of strength to envelop the sobbing girl into the enormous folds of his wings.
 
   "Chol beag," Mikhail whispered, the first words Pareesa had heard him utter in days.
 
   Gita hiccoughed, her voice muffled beneath his feathers, and then fell silent, the only sound the pained breathing of the man who lay dying.
 
   Pareesa glanced back at Behnam. "What do we do?"
 
   "Whatever he wants to do," Behnam said. "If he wants to comfort her, let him comfort her. She did, after all, just save his life."
 
   Pareesa stepped over Firouz, still very much alive by the way he retched from the poison. Mikhail's wings rose and feel in a contented rhythm, free of the painful, jerking motion which had plagued him earlier. She placed her hands on the warm, brown limbs and, checking his forehead to confirm he still burned with a fever. Between his wings she caught a peek at Gita's head, sound asleep, and covered in enemy blood.
 
   Behnam crouched to check on Firouz.
 
   "Tell me what happened, son?"
 
   "Gita protected me," Firouz whispered, still clutching his stomach. "I had no idea Mikhail had taught her how to use his sword."
 
   "So the old god protected him once again?" Behnam asked Pareesa.
 
   Pareesa gave him a noncommittal nod. They assumed it had been the God of War. She would not enlighten them otherwise. Pareesa had no idea what the goddesses' husband really was, but she suspected 'evil' was not part of his destructive nature.
 
   "For six weeks we have told him Gita is his wife," Pareesa spoke softly. "Is it any wonder he rallied to protect her in the only way he still can?"
 
   They dragged out the enemy bodies and went about removing all trace of the horrific slaughter. Unfortunately, Jamin's body was nowhere amongst the dead.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   December, 3,390 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   Nightmarish visions stabbed into his brain as he fought to breathe and his lungs were filled with pain. Disjointed images flashed before his eyes. Malevolent red eyes stared out at him from behind the gaze of the Evil One's latest vessel.
 
   It hurt! It hurt! Oh, how it hurt to breathe! A woman screamed his name, her eyes black with power as she drew upon some ancient power too vast for him to comprehend. Her image changed as she fought the enemy who had come to kill him. 
 
   She and the monster transformed into other creatures, one after another as lifetimes danced before his eyes, fire versus the emptiness which could snuff it out, creation run amok versus destruction, darkness versus a perversion of the light. The woman defeated the Evil One, and then she kneeled beside his body, weeping as she called his name.
 
   "Mikhail! Mikhail! Mikhail!"
 
   He stared into her eyes, but they were no longer -her- eyes, but an ancient, black-winged Angelic stooped over her cane, not the woman who had saved him, but somebody else. 
 
   "Tell me, young man," the Abmháthair asked. "What did your seanmháthair tell you about my granddaughter?"
 
   Mikhail hesitated, not wishing to get his grandmother into trouble. The Abmháthair was their de facto empress, though she pretended to be no different than any other Seraphim. Only her eyes, solid blue with no white in them, marked her as a Seeress, one who could see equally into the darkness and the light. There was no lie he could say to soften his grandmother's harsh words, only a truth that would perhaps be less offensive? 
 
   "She said she is … different," he hedged.
 
   The Abmháthair snorted, neither pleased nor displeased, as though he had merely confirmed something she already knew.
 
   "I have great respect for your seanmháthair," the Abmháthair said, "but she has allowed old fears and prejudices get the better of her. We are no longer part of Hashem's Alliance. We are free of the prejudices which have caused creatures who originate from the same root race to go to war against one another, pretending they are not brothers when they are."
 
   Mikhail was silent, for what could he say? He was, after all, just a nine year old boy. The Abmháthair's cane tap-tap-tapped against the floor as they moved down hallways which were little different from the halls within his -own- home but for the fact there were so many of them. The Abmháthair paused in front of a plain, wooden door, her expression thoughtful as she peered at him, technically blind, and yet able to -see- far better than any other creature on their planet.
 
   "You have crossed paths with my grandaughter before," the Abmháthair bent down so she looked at him from eye level. "I can see it, even if you cannot."
 
   She peered at him with her all-seeing blind eyes, as though expecting him to give an answer. What could he say? That all creatures suffered through many incarnations until they evolved enough to be freed from the wheel of time, but he remembered none of it, only a feeling that what she said was true.
 
   "I sense ... I sense she knows me better than I know her," Mikhail said.
 
   The Abmháthair's smile was sad.
 
   "She has witnessed terrible things which no child should ever have to endure," the Abmháthair said. "If her uncle hadn't..." 
 
   The Abmháthair choked up, and then she began to weep. Mikhail stood stiffly, not certain what to do. This was their sovereign, a woman so lofty he dared not touch her. And yet, if this had been his grandmother, he would have crawled into her lap and hugged her, telling her everything would be alright. His feathers rippled with discomfort as he waffled, indecisive about what to do.
 
   At last his instinct to -do something- overrode his caution. He hovered his small hand above the gnarled one which held her cane and, when she did not protest, touched her cool, wrinkled hand. The Abmháthair sniffled, and then wiped her cheeks upon her sleeve. 
 
   "Imagine that everyone you ever cared about was suddenly taken from you? Can you imagine what that would be like? To be all alone?"
 
   Mikhail stared into those all-seeing blue eyes and nodded -yes- even though the answer was no. No. He -couldn't- imagine what it would be like to lose his entire family. The closest he could think of was when someone argued, but whenever -that- happened, they all felt terrible and quickly made up.
 
   "No, I supposed not," the Abmháthair sighed. "But you're a good boy. Sensible and secure in the knowledge of your own mind." She pointed at the door. "You have crossed paths with my granddaughter before. You are the first person she has not rejected."
 
   Mikhail did not dare point out he'd never met the black-eyed Seraphim prior to the day she'd introduced them. Amongst their people, there were many who stood on the cusp of evolution, people like the Abmháthair who could see into many lifetimes. 
 
   The door opened into a room where Private Haris sat at a chessboard, teaching the black-eyed Seraphim how to play. The lizard man looked up, fierce in his full Sata'anic regalia, not a refugee from Shay'tan's armies, but someone who had been sent here on a mission. According to his grandmother, the old dragon had saved the child from the Tokoloshe and sent her back to live with her grandmother as a gesture of good faith, a sentiment which many distrusted.
 
   "She witnessed the Tokoloshe devour her family alive," the Abmháthair whispered. "Imagine being forced to witness such a horror? It has awoken something inside of her, a latent gift which she has not evolved yet enough to handle. She needs a strong mate to help her control such a gift."
 
   Mikhail stared into the little girl's bottomless black eyes, devoid of any emotion except for curiosity. He shivered. It felt as though those eyes might swallow him alive.
 
   "Grandmother says she is filled with darkness," Mikhail said.
 
   The Abmháthair placed her hand upon his shoulder and squeezed. He gazed up into her all-seeing blue eyes.
 
   "Do not fear the dark, child," the Abmháthair said. "The darkness craves the light the same way that you or I crave the food we eat and oxygen which we breathe. I sense she sees that light in you."
 
   Private Haris rose from his seat, murmuring something to the little girl in the hissing Sata'anic language. Mikhail knew a little of the lizard-people's language, learned from the laborers who worked at their farm. Private Haris approached and gave the Abmháthair a crisp Sata'anic salute, his tail tucked neatly along one side of his body.
 
   'She is curious about the boy,' the lizard man said in heavily accented Seraphim, which was similar to Galactic Standard, but over millennia of isolation, it had picked up a different dialect. "If he approaches her gently, perhaps there will be no incidents?"
 
   Incidents? What kind of incidents?
 
   "Go, boy," the Abmháthair said. "Speak to her. The only way to find out if you are compatible enough for betrothal is through play."
 
   Mikhail tucked his wings against his back in the polite formation his grandmother had taught him was appropriate whenever speaking to an elder. The girl scrutinized his demeanor as he sat down across the chess board and arranged his wings over the chair. Bottomless black eyes stared into his nervous ones, but within them was also a burning curiosity. Great sorrow lived in those eyes, but there was also something else, something dangerous. Anger? No, hatred. Who did she hate, this little girl who could not be more than five years old?
 
   "Hello," he said.
 
   The little girl blinked. She glanced at her 'uncle' and then back at him.
 
   Mikhail pointed towards the little girl's black king, who lay exposed.
 
   "Check."
 
   The little girl tilted her head in a bird-like gesture. How well did she really know the game?
 
   "I have to say 'check' before I capture your king," Mikhail said. "To give you an opportunity to protect him."
 
   The little girl stared at the chessboard, and then moved a black knight to block his move. She met his gaze again, more curious about -him- than the game.
 
   "That's a good move," Mikhail said. "But now you've left your queen exposed. The queen is the highest chess piece on the board. Checkmate. You just gave me an opportunity to end the game."
 
   The little girl glanced up at Private Haris. The lizard man cleared his throat.
 
   "In our Empire, the king is the highest piece on the chessboard, not the queen," Haris said. The lizard man glanced at the Abmháthair. "Things are different there than they are on 51-Pegasi-4. She will have to adjust to the new rules."
 
   He hissed something at the child in the Sata'anic language. The little girl nodded, and then glanced between her queen and king. She hissed something at the lizard man again, and then kept the chess pieces the way they were, declining the opportunity to protect her queen. Mikhail moved his white bishop to capture the black queen, thereby ending the game.
 
   The black-eyed Seraphim burst into tears.
 
   "Why didn't she protect her queen?" Mikhail asked. "I gave her the opportunity to rescind her move?"
 
   Private Haris relayed the question. His dorsal ridge reared up in surprise as the black-eyed Seraphim gave him the answer. It was the Abmháthair who translated for him.
 
   "She said she is sick of losing her king," the Abmháthair said. "She said a queen's job is to protect her mate. Not the other way around."
 
   Tears welled into the little girl's eyes, but it was not -him- she stared at, but a past he suspected was horrific. All had heard tales about what the Tokoloshe did to their captives. What could -he- do, a nine-year-old boy, to comfort this poor, unfortunate little girl? What would his grandmother do if -he- was this upset?
 
   He opened his arms and tugged until the black-eyed Seraphim crawled into his lap and rested her head upon his shoulder, still hiccoughing with tears. Her small, warm frame settled into his, far too thin, and yet familiar. Warmth flooded into his chest. Yes. The Abmháthair was right. This was the one he'd been searching for, the reason why he'd instinctively rejected all the others. Her long, slender tail slipped out from its hiding place beneath her abaya and curled around his leg. 
 
   A tail...?
 
   The pain returned, filling him with its sodden weight and making it difficult to breathe. It was hard to move, but somehow it didn't matter anymore. He had found her again.
 
   "Chol Beag," he whispered to the black-eyed Seraphim. 
 
    He closed his wings around her and held her until she stopped squirming and fell fast asleep.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Galactic Standard Date:  152,323.12 AE 
 
   Haven-1
 
   Former Supreme Commander-General Jophiel
 
    
 
   Jophiel 
 
   Jophiel pretended not to hear the rioting people as she rolled up her pale blue suit, the one which matched her eyes, and tucked it neatly into a box. She felt strangely sad to say goodbye to the article of civilian clothing which had no use within the Alliance military. She owned few such pieces, for what use were they when one gave their life in service to the Emperor? She knew she must leave the suit behind, but it was the suit she'd worn when she'd declared her love for Raphael. If she left it here, would she ever see it again? 
 
   Oh! Silly attachment! She shoved the suit down deeper into the box. 
 
   The cheerful warble of the songbird perched at the edge of her windowsill shook Jophiel out of her melancholy. In her mind she knew it was merely a song thrush, a nondescript little bird which dwelled in the canopy of the Eternal Tree, but whenever she heard it sing, it filled her heart with a joy she could not put into words. Lucifer had called this creature Happy Bird. Where was he now? The man who had fractured an empire? Had he found his way safely into the dreamtime? Or had he, as Hashem swore, landed in some kind of special hell because he'd repaid his adoptive father's kindness by trying to steal his empire?
 
   The little brown bird stared at her with bright, eager golden eyes. 
 
   "Hello, little friend," Jophiel said. "Have you come to wish me godspeed?"
 
   The bird tilted its head this way and that, as if he understood her and found was she was doing fascinating. His tiny yellow beak parted and he chirped out a 'tweet-tweet-tweet,' not the warbling call he gave when he flit through the canopy of the Eternal Tree.
 
   Just for a moment, the wind shifted, and Jophiel could no longer hear the shouts of voices carried over the roof. Happy Bird puffed out its throat and serenaded her with its joyous song. Tears rose to her eyes, though whether they were of sadness or joy she did not know. 
 
   "I shall miss you, too, little friend," Jophiel said to the songbird.
 
   She finished tucking her belongings into the boxes and then, on a whim, pulled the blue suit out of the storage box and rammed it into her duffle bag. It was a foolish impulse, but there was no use denying she'd grown sentimental. The small, brown bird gave her one last tweet, and then flew off about his day, singing joyously as he flitted through the branches of the Eternal Tree which reached towards the heavens, impossibly tall and broad. As it swayed in the wind, it reminded her of a mother waving to her daughter goodbye. She shut the window, made sure her boxes were neatly labeled for storage, and then turned off the lights, swinging her duffle bag over her shoulder with the same verve as when she'd left the Youth Training Academy to go to Basic Training.
 
   This part of her life was now at an end...
 
   She shut the door behind her and wound her way through the palace to the atrium just inside the Great Gate where Dephar stood waiting beside her needle. The rioting of the crowds was unmistakable, even through the massive doors. For weeks now they had chanted for her blood, demanding the Emperor turn her over for a court martial. 
 
   "How bad is it?" she asked 
 
   "We've put down three riots already this morning," the guard said. "Forty-five minutes ago, a group got past them and almost knocked through the Pearl Gate." He pointed at the smaller Pearl Gate, which now had barricades stacked in front of it. Some of the mother-of-pearl inlays for which the entrance had been named lay shattered upon the floor.
 
   Jophiel's mouth tightened into a grim line. Even through the door, she could smell the scent of the tear gas her men had used to force the protestors to back off. Her continued presence here put the Emperor at risk. She turned to face the tall, slender Muqqibat dragon who, like her, was one of the Emperor's most trusted confidantes.
 
   "You will explain to him why I have left?"
 
   Dephar's snout twisted up into a wistful expression.
 
   "He will be hurt, but I will impress upon him you have done so because you have his best interests at heart."
 
   "He is stubborn," Jophiel said. "When I asked him, he specifically forbade me to leave."
 
   "Hashem's stubbornness will be his undoing," Dephar said. "Especially when his temper is aroused. But in your case, once he understands you have not abandoned him, I hope he will realize you have done the right thing?"
 
   There was a loud clattering as something hit the Great Gate, a minor missile, no doubt something mundane such as a shoe. The shouting grew louder. If she did not leave now, soon she would not have the choice.
 
   "Tell him I still serve him with every ounce of my being," Jophiel said. "But he bred our species to be his defenders, not the other way around. I belong out there, rallying his supporters to come to his defense, not in here, cowering like a frightened little girl."
 
   "Signal me as soon as you get to your ship," Dephar said.
 
   Jophiel did not enlighten the man that she had one stop to make before she risked it all in an attempt to fuel a counter-rebellion.
 
   "One way or another," Jophiel said, "you will find out whether or not I have been successful."
 
   She patted her living needle ship until it rolled over and opened up its marsupium. Dephar helped her step into the creature's pouch as she settled her wings so she would fit inside. She adjusted her oxygen mask, trying not to grumble as Dephar jammed her duffle bag between her knees. This was going to be a miserably claustrophobic ride! 
 
   She tried not to fight it as the creature shut its pouch around her and gripped her tightly like an infant passing through the birth canal. The needle-handler had given the creature one set of coordinates, but she communicated a different set of coordinates altogether. Her stomach lurched as the creature leaped through the dimension that otherwise only the gods could use and popped out on the other side.
 
   The needle opened its marsupium.
 
   Jophiel popped up out from under her pile of clothing. 'Ohthankthegods that is over!!!'  How had Raphael done this every week to see her and Uriel?
 
   A hand reached down to help her out, his expression bemused as he unpacked her from amongst her belongings like just another piece of luggage. She stared up into the visage of Major-General Kabshiel, father of her eldest child.
 
   "Major-General," Jophiel said.
 
   "Supreme Commander-General," Kabshiel replied.
 
   Jophiel gave him a sad little smile.
 
   "We both know that is no longer true," Jophiel said.
 
   "We are on my protectorate," Kabshiel said. "Here, I call you what I want to call you. And what I call you is breathtaking."
 
   Jophiel blushed. Kabshiel had always hinted he'd wanted more than the two-day mating appointment which had resulted in the birth of her eldest son. She'd still been a cadet then, still smarting from Lucifer's rejection and wary of any man who might try to touch her heart. Now that Lucifer was dead, she saw her former lover in a new light.
 
   "What do you have for me?" Jophiel said. She stuck to what she knew, which was to act professional.
 
   She noted the glint of disappointment in Kabshiel's eye. Born of the same generation as Abaddon, Kabshiel was close to retirement age. It was common for two Angelics who'd once produced offspring together to look each other up once they were free to form the union they'd been forbidden to make so long as both were obligated to serve within the military. As the years had passed, she'd come to realize Kabshiel nursed a torch for her. She suspected that was why he helped her now.
 
   "His name is Hasdiel," Kabshiel's lip twitched with regret. "His sister Pravuil was one of Lucifer's interns."
 
   Jophiel snorted with disgust. "We both know how that ended."
 
   Kabshiel was one of the few people in the galaxy who knew he had been her second mating appointment, not her first as most people believed. But nobody but Lucifer knew about the one man whose seed not even she had been able to set.
 
   Her hand moved to touch her womb, the one Raphael had not been able to fill … or maybe he had? Her death-blood had not come, and yet the pregnancy test still registered inconclusive.
 
   Kabshiel handed her the slender service record of a cadet. Inside was a picture of what had to be the plainest looking Angelic she had ever seen. In a species prone to beauty, an Angelic who was ugly was truly an anomaly. 
 
   "This is a picture of her," Kabshiel said. "According to her brother, our illustrious Prime Minister was just her friend."
 
   A friend? Did Lucifer have any such creatures?
 
   "So what's this have to do with our missing Prime Minister?
 
   "Why don't you just ask the man yourself?" Kabshiel said.
 
   "I thought he was in prison?" Jophiel said.
 
   "He is," Kabshiel said. The Major-General gave her a wolfish grin. He hadn't moved up the ranks by sitting on his hands. "I was able to pull some strings and get him transferred to prison here."
 
   Jophiel shoved her disheveled belongings back into the needle and patted the creature on the nose. It closed its marsupium to protect her bag. She then followed her former lover through a labyrinth of hallways, down into the bowels of a maximum security prison. The thought crossed her mind that perhaps Kabshiel had turned her in, but no, he had always possessed a soft spot for her and she had given him his only offspring.
 
   They stepped into an elevator and waited as the device descended deep into the prison. As it did, Kabshiel stepped close enough that the tip of his wings brushed lightly against the edge of hers. She had to tell him. It was unfair to lead him on, especially as she suspected he still nursed hope she might be interested in bearing him a second child.
 
   "Kabshiel," Jophiel put her hand upon his arm. "You do know I have given myself to another?"
 
   Kabshiel's grey-speckled wings drooped. His expression was wistful.
 
   "I had heard the young Brigadier-General meant more to you than just a casual mating appointment," Kabshiel said. "I had hoped it was nothing but a rumor."
 
   "We are mated," Jophiel said softly. "We said to each other the Seraphim wedding vow."
 
   Kabshiel's face wrinkled with a blend of regret and, surprisingly, a little bit of cheer.
 
   "An old man can hope? Can't he?" Kabshiel said. "Congratulations. I guess you must think of me an old fool?"
 
   "No," Jophiel said. She leaned forward and pecked her former lover on the cheek, an intimacy she never would have dreamed of until she'd become mated to Raphael, but now, the gesture seemed somehow natural. "We shall always have our son … and three grandchildren! Think of that? Between us, we have produced a child who is not burdened by the defect which has driven our species to the brink of extinction."
 
   "Thank you for telling me the truth," Kabshiel said.
 
   They leaned together, his large speckled wings wrapped protectively around her smaller, white ones, until they reached the correct floor. The opening elevator doors forced them to stand apart. They passed through several checkpoints until at last they came to an interrogation room. Kabshiel gestured for her to go inside.
 
   "I'll be right here if you need me," he said. "But from all reports, young Hasdiel is a model prisoner."
 
   She knew Kabshiel would watch from the two-way mirror. She sat down at the table and waited, doing her best to not scrunch up her nose at the stench of musk and urine or squint under the too-bright lights which illuminated an otherwise dank and featureless room. The opposite door opened and in trailed two burly guards, leading between them an Angelic bound up in chains. Like most Angelics, Hasdiel was blonde-haired and blue-eyed, with the typical white wings of a species that had adapted to live on ships in space. The guards bolted the man's foot chain to a ring underneath the desk, and then his handcuffs to a similar ring on the table.
 
   "Is that really necessary?" Jophiel asked.
 
   "This man tried to assassinate the Prime Minister."
 
   "It's okay," Private Hasdiel said. His white wings fluttered with hope. "I'm used to it. Really. All that matters is somebody finally responded to one of my letters."
 
   "Leave us," Jophiel ordered the guards.
 
   One of them moved to leave, but the other one sneered at her, no doubt aware she'd been busted down in rank to E-fuzzy. The first guard jabbed his thumb at the two-way mirror.
 
   "Mess with her and you'll deal with him," the guard said.
 
   The second guard glanced at the two-way mirror, his expression wary as he realized Kabshiel watched them from just outside. He trudged out after the first one, leaving Jophiel alone with the man who had purportedly tried to shoot Lucifer.
 
   Oh … if only if he had!
 
   Jophiel tapped on the video record button of the equipment which had already been set up to record a prisoner's confession.
 
   "Could you please state your name for the record?"
 
   "My name is Hasdiel, brother of Pravuil."
 
   "You claim you have specific knowledge about the circumstances and events which preceded the Prime Minister's unlawful actions and subsequent disappearance?" Jophiel asked.
 
   "I do," Hasdiel said. "But I expect the evidence my sister forwarded to me has long since been destroyed. What I remember, I will relate to you as accurately as I can."
 
   "Okay, then," Jophiel said. "Since this is your story, I will let you choose at what point you wish to start?"
 
   "My sister Pravuil," Hasdiel said. "We were half-siblings, same sire, different mother. Although our mothers never really took too much of an interest in us, our sire wanted us to know one another. Pravuil … she and I were pretty tight. We wrote to each other several times per week."
 
   "What does this have to do with Lucifer?"
 
   "A few months after she started working for him, one day, out of the blue, Pravuil sent me copies of some documents she said proved Lucifer had never been formally adopted by the Eternal Emperor."
 
   "That's common knowledge," Jophiel said.
 
   "It is now," Hasdiel said. "But then … everybody thought that big ceremony the Emperor had the day he led Lucifer through the Great Gate and declared he was his son was legally binding."
 
   "He led me through that gate," Jophiel shrugged. "It doesn't mean anything other than the Emperor trusts you."
 
   "No," Hasdiel said. The young Angelic leaned forward in his seat, causing his handcuffs to clank against the table. "That's not what that ceremony means. Pravuil did some digging. She discovered there's an older significance behind the passage of someone through the Great Gate of the palace."
 
   "What?" Jophiel asked.
 
   "Lucifer told her the Emperor made him put his hand into the mouth of the lock that is on that door," Hasdiel said. "Legend says it's the mouth of a great, golden bull."
 
   An odd warning bell rang somewhere in the back of Jophiel's mind.
 
   "So?" Jophiel said. "So what?"
 
   "Only a direct descended of Moloch can open that lock," Hasdiel said. "She believed he was a Morning Star. A great prophet who would come to lead the Alliance out of a dark age."
 
   "Morning Stars don't have anything to do with the Alliance," Jophiel said. "The legend precedes the birth of the universe."
 
   Hasdiel's expression was sharp and thoughtful. 
 
   "Did you have to stick your hand into the mouth of the bull when the Emperor announced he'd made you his Supreme Commander-General?"
 
   Jophiel's feathers rustled. She hid her unease behind the ice princess mask. 
 
   "It's just a lock," she said. "Nothing more! Is this why you brought me here? To tell me fairy tales?"
 
   "No," Hasdiel said. "There is more." 
 
   "Tell me," Jophiel said. "But I warn you, don't play games. I didn't come here to hear tall tales."
 
   Hasdiel fiddled with his chains, his expression thoughtful. She was so desperate for a lead that she would do anything, even listen to a bunch of ghost stories. She softened her expression, used the one she donned whenever she was trying to entice her son to eat his piseanna and cairéid.
 
   "Just tell me what you know," Jophiel said. "Please…  The Emperor finds himself in one heck of a pickle and it is up to me to help him fix it."
 
   Hasdiel met her gaze, his expression wary. Life was not kind to a soft man in a hard man's prison. She could see his exuberance was tempered by distrust. For a moment she feared he might tell her to go to Hades, but then he leaned back and fiddled with his chains.
 
   "Before she disappeared," Hasdiel said, "Pravuil contacted me. She said she suspected the Prime Minister's Chief of Staff was shooting him up with some kind of illegal drug."
 
   "Zepar?" Jophiel snorted. "More like the other way around. Lucifer was known for his excesses. If it gave a buzz, chances are Lucifer was either shooting it up or drinking it down."
 
   "You act as though you speak from first-hand experience?" 
 
   Hasdiel sized her up the way a mouse might study a cat that had come to eat it. He puffed out his wings, an instinctive gesture to appear bigger and more important. Jophiel gave him her ice-princess stare rather than let the man know he'd hit a nerve. His time in prison, it seemed, had hardened the man.
 
   "She sent me some star maps before she disappeared," Hasdiel said. " She claimed she'd conducted an audit and discovered an ungodly amount of Alliance funds were being redirected to some project out on the outermost fringes of our galaxy.
 
   "The Monoceros ring?" Jophiel asked. "Those are our oldest stars, the ones which date back to the formation of this galaxy. There is nothing out there. All those worlds are purportedly dead."
 
   "Something is out there," Hasdiel said. "And whatever it is, it's been eating up ten billion trillion quadrillion Alliance boinn óir a year."
 
   "Ten billion trillion quadrillion?" Jophiel repeated a number so large her brain refused to wrap itself around the concept. That was more than the budget for all four branches of the Alliance military combined!
 
   Hasdiel pointed at the folder Major-General Kabshiel had given her. Sticking out of it were star maps. Her former lover had already interviewed Hasdiel and found what he had to say credible enough to alert her. She pulled out the maps and slid them under Hasdiel's nose.
 
   "Where?"
 
   "I don't know the exact coordinates," Hasdiel said. "I don't think she knew, either. Only a generalized location."
 
   "Where?"
 
   Hasdiel pointed to a broken spot in the outermost spiral arm of the Milky Way, far beyond even where Raphael searched for Earth.
 
   "Here," Hasdiel said. "What few references she could find to coordinates all pointed to something being built out here."
 
   Jophiel's eyes traced the trajectory of the Orion Cygnus arm, the broken remnant of a devoured dwarf galaxy where Raphael searched for Mikhail, beyond the place where it crossed the Perseus arm, into the empty space beyond. It was a vast area, but with so few stars, there were only so many planets where a secret military base could be hidden. The question was, who was building it and why had they built it so far away?
 
   "Thank you," Jophiel gave him a polite nod. "I don't know what this information means, if it means anything at all, but if there is money being misappropriated from the Emperor's treasury, at least you have given us something to look for."
 
   "What about my sister?" Hasdiel asked. His blue eyes waxed hazel with worry. "She trusted Lucifer implicitly, but when I went to him, his men attacked me and said I had a gun."
 
   "A gun was found on you," Jophiel said. "And they had video footage of the gun held in your hand."
 
   "It was faked," Hasdiel said. "I swear, I did no such thing. All I wanted was Lucifer to help me find my sister."
 
   Compassion ... and guilt ... flooded into Jophiel's cheeks. What could she say to the man? The truth? That Pravuil had stumbled onto a secret and Lucifer, or those men who used him as a puppet, had no doubt ordered her killed?
 
   "Major-General Kabshiel will offer a reward," Jophiel said. "If someone comes forward to confirm your story, perhaps I could prevail upon the Emperor to grant you a pardon?"
 
   Hasdiel glanced at the now-empty patch where once upon a time her rank pins had sat. He nodded. Even in here, everyone knew Lucifer had cast her down from her lofty pedestal. She was offering him the best deal she could give him.
 
   She rose and exited the interrogation room, her stomach lurching as though she had eaten something distasteful. Kabshiel met her right outside the door.
 
   "Did you find anything useful?"
 
   "I'm not sure," Jophiel said. She stared at the star maps in her hand. Her gut instinct said yes even though her mind told her that what Hasdiel claimed had to be preposterous. At least the part about where. Money disappearing ... that part of his tale was nothing new. Graft was part of the military-industrial complex.
 
   "I'll bring you back to your ship," Kabshiel said.
 
   They walked in silence through the prison, up the elevator, back into the room where her needle waited to carry her to her ship. Kabshiel stood, a tall, reassuring wall of feathers at her back, silent, imposing, and regretful that even now, when she was at her most vulnerable, she could not give him what he wanted.
 
   "Do you know why Abaddon gave you back your children?" Kabshiel asked at last.
 
   Jophiel gave him a regretful smile.
 
   "Because you asked him to," Jophiel said. "I am well aware that you and the Destroyer earned your stars fighting in the trenches of many of the same deadly battles."
 
   "Yes … and no," Kabshiel said. The major-general looked sheepish. "I support him, you know? Abaddon? I support what he's trying to do. Find Earth so our people no longer have to live as slaves."
 
   Jophiel looked at him in surprise. All this time she had thought of Kabshiel as one of the Emperor's greatest supporters.
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because it cost me you," Kabshiel said. "Ever since we were together, there has not been a single day that I have not thought of you, or regretted the laws which forbade me from ever telling you that I loved you."
 
   The major-general's eyes glistened a little too brightly in the harsh light of the prison. Not tears, for so fierce a warrior would never weep, but regret. Definitely regret.
 
   "I did my duty…" Jophiel whispered.
 
   "I know," Kabshiel said. He gathered her in his arms, gently, not possessively, and kissed the top of her head. "But what we did, created a son together; that was not a duty, but a privilege. I think that's why our species is going extinct."
 
   Kabshiel held her only an instant, and then he let her go. She rustled her feathers, trembling with pins-and-needles at Kabshiel's revelation. All this time she'd told herself she was better than Lucifer, when all along she had left behind an even broader trail of heartache because, in their hearts, all twelve men considered themselves to be her 'husband.'
 
   "I am sorry," Jophiel said. She pushed back her guilt into the mask of an ice princess, or at least enough that she would not cry until later.
 
   Kabshiel held out his hand and helped her step back into her needle.
 
   "Forget me," Jophiel said as she jammed in her wings and lifted the air mask to her face. "Take good care of our son."
 
   Kabshiel squished her duffle bag back between her legs, and then handed her the folder with the star charts.
 
   "Whatever this intern stumbled upon," Kabshiel said, "whenever I've started digging, either people clam up, or the evidence starts to disappear. Whatever it is, it's a whole lot bigger than Lucifer and his petty rebellion."
 
   Jophiel nodded. Yes. Given what she knew now about the potentiality that this so-called Evil One might be at play, even if Lucifer had been involved, he was likely little more than a façade.
 
   "Thank you," Jophiel said.
 
   Kabshiel did not ask where she was going, and she was not about to tell him. But there was one more favor she needed from him.
 
   "If you get a distress call informing you a large number of men have been put off onto a marginally habitable asteroid, could you please make sure ships are sent to rescue them quickly?"
 
   "Consider it done, Chol Beag," Kabshiel said. He bent and kissed her forehead, his lips lingering with regret. "Goodbye."
 
   Jophiel tapped the inside of the needle until it closed its pouch and leaped between the stars to the place which had been its original destination. The marsupium slipped open. Jophiel sat up and ripped off the oxygen mask, thankful to be out of the claustrophobic coffin. Above her stood Major Klik'rr, her Mantoid second-in-command and, until just three seconds ago, the de facto commander of the Eternal Light.
 
   "It is done," Klik'rr said.
 
   "How many followed us?" Jophiel asked.
 
   "About one-third," Klik'rr said. "The rest have already been offloaded to 288-Glauke."
 
   Jophiel's mouth tightened into a grim line. So few…  She had hoped there would be more.
 
   "We will make do," Jophiel said. "It's enough to run the ship, and it will minimize our resource-needs so we can go longer before we have to put down for supplies."
 
   "Where are we going?" Klik'rr asked.
 
   Jophiel pulled out the star charts and pointed to the broken section of the Monoceros ring. Whatever lay out there, it had cost Pravuil her life.
 
   "Set a course for this location." 
 
   "Yes, Sir."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Galactic Standard Date:  152,323.12 AE 
 
   Earth Orbit: Prince of Tyre
 
   Special Agent Eligor
 
    
 
   Eligor 
 
   Eligor sat in the staff lounge on the Prince of Tyre, wings pressed against the wall so he could watch the comings and goings of the other crewmen. He could have watched the video from his personal quarters, but like all men on a deep-space mission, the emptiness of space began to eat at you until you found yourself using any excuse to seek out the company of other men. 
 
   That didn't mean he wanted to socialize, not by a long shot! He just liked to keep an eye on people. It wasn't like he kept hoping Lerajie would come in and blabber about what words the women in the harem had spoken that day! Naw. If Lerajie came in, he'd plop right there, in that empty chair which sat between him and the movie, his big, pink-speckled wings blocking the video, as the idiot blabbered on and on about how smart the human females were.
 
   Yeah … right. Humans were frail creatures, not strong enough to withstand the treatment Lucifer subjected them to when he took them against their will. When he got one, he'd take her as far away from this place as he could, like Abaddon had done for his wife. Now that was a woman he looked forward to finding. One who was smart, like Lucifer's mother had been. 
 
   He closed his eyes and remembered how awestruck he'd been the day the dark-winged Seraphim had stepped off of her diplomatic shuttle. He'd been younger then, still an idealist, who'd shadowed the woman, memorizing the soft curve of her features, until he'd convinced himself he was in love with her. He'd pushed her out of his mind for years, but lately he'd been thinking of her a lot. He'd always wondered why Shemijaza had asked him to accompany her back to Haven-1 to retrieve his son. Shemijaza must have known he'd had a 'thing' for his wife. Why appoint him to babysit her?
 
   The sound of Ruax and Procel arguing roused him out of his merry side trip down fucked-up memory lane. He prayed they'd go away, but they headed straight for him, blocking his view of the movie screen.
 
   "What do you two want?" Eligor scowled.
 
   "We just came back from checking on that male you had us stash in the empty room next to the harem," Ruax said. His off-white wings fluttered with worry. "Boss … he ain't doing so well."
 
   Eligor studied the man through a hooded gaze. Ruax was a hard man, the kind of man you'd find on remote colonies, far from the influence of either empire's legal systems. If Ruax said the guy wasn't doing so well, he must be far worse than the sorry condition he'd been in when they'd dumped him there in the first place.
 
   "It's been five weeks and he still hasn't woken up," Procel said. "We keep pumping fluids into him, but he ain't eaten nothing and now his catheter's filled with blood. Maybe we should bring him down to sick bay?"
 
   Both men's wings drooped with a hint of despondency. He'd told them they could sell the human man to the highest bidder and keep the profits if they could manage to keep the guy alive. Eligor figured he'd wait until the good twin was in residence and then con Lucifer into giving the man a new home. 
 
   Shit. Eligor had told Zepar he'd shot the man out the airlock. If the puppetmaster found out he and the good twin had been lying the entire time, or heaven forbid, Lucifer's alter ego, they'd all be screwed. Classic case of split personality, Zepar claimed. The good twin was always clueless, while the first thing the evil twin did whenever he reappeared was to drill him about what the good twin had been up to in the brief time they'd let Lucifer sleep off his medication.
 
   Speaking of which…  
 
   Eligor glanced at his watch. It was almost time to go pick up the syringe and give 'the princess' his daily dose of antipsychotic meds. He threw out the first excuse he could think of.
 
   "You know Doctor Halpas is bound by law to turn the Prime Minister in for plying a protected species with illegal drugs," Eligor said. "That what you want?"
 
   They thought the man had an adverse reaction to some kind of magic mushroom, the illegal drug most of the crewmen believed was the source of Lucifer's odd behavior. Only Eligor knew it was him shooting Lucifer up with that shit Zepar had concocted to keep the puppet-prince pliable … and fucking psychopathic as hell!
 
   "Why does he get to tell the truth while you and I are expected to keep our mouths shut?" Ruax growled.
 
   "You see any doctors floating around in the uncharted territories growing on trees?" Eligor said.
 
   Procel's feathers rustled while Ruax glowered at him. "No."
 
   "You and me," Eligor said. "We're just a bunch of losers. Halpas? Halpas is a bona fide doctor. You want him shot out of an airlock because he took some oath to squeal on all the weird shit that's been going on around here? Or would you rather the Doc be here the next time you drop an impulse engine flight panel on your foot?"
 
   He glanced down at Procel's boot where the man was missing a couple of toes. It had been Halpas who'd patched his foot back together after the dumbass had nearly severed it.
 
   "It's a long way to the nearest modern hospital." Eligor gave him his coldest 'I don't give a fuck' glare.
 
   "Maybe we could stick her in the harem with that new one?" Procel said. "Let her tend to him. Lerajie said she's some sort of healer. Maybe she can figure out what we're doing wrong?"
 
   "The new-new ones?" 
 
   Eligor knew damned well which 'one' they spoke of. Lerajie'd been blabbing all over the ship how smart the woman was and how she'd kept the lizard demon alive. He'd already had to cover for the do-gooder once already this week, claiming it had been him who'd swiped antibiotics out of Doctor Halpas' stash after the ship's doc had gone on the warpath. Their medical supplies, just like everything else on this three-ring circus of a ship, was a finite resource. They needed to conserve what little they had until they reached someplace the Prince of Tyre could resupply.
 
   "The one who came onto the ship already pregnant," Ruax said. "She's a real looker."
 
   "Yeah," Procel said. "I keep bringing her presents, trying to get her to talk to me the way she does Lerajie and Uzza, but every time I try to sweet talk her, she won't give me the time of day."
 
   Uzza was smart enough to keep his fucking trap shut, but Lerajie? One of these days, he swore he'd shoot the man out the airlock!
 
   "Let me think on it," Eligor said. "The only time I laid eyes on her she was still unconscious."
 
   "But if he dies we won't get our money," Ruax protested.
 
   "Shit happens," Eligor shrugged. "You knew when we stashed him we were taking a risk. If he croaks? We ain't lost nothing but a little bit of our free time."
 
   He glanced at his timepiece. He was overdue to give the puppet prince his daily dose of poison. With a groan, he rose from his seat, stretched his wings, and abandoned the two crewmen to sneak a peek at the movie, pretending he didn't know they were supposed to be in the kitchen gathering supplies to bring for the women's supper.
 
   He worked his way through the stark, white hallways, wondering as he often did what the fuck Shemijaza had been thinking as he'd designed the interior of the Prince of Tyre. The ship wrapped around inside itself like the entrails of some wild animal instead of nice and square the way a command carrier was built. This ship was luxurious beyond measure, but efficient? Nope. It took forever to get from one end of the ship to the other.
 
   He paused outside the door of Zepar's private research laboratory, emptied out his mind of all the frustrations he'd left behind in the staff lounge and focused on his more mundane duties, anything but the very troubling matter of the dying human male.
 
   He knocked twice. 
 
   "Come in," Zepar said. 
 
   The dirty-winged Angelic did not glance up from the robot he'd been building for the past six weeks, recognizable as humanoid even though he'd yet to graft on an external skin. The device stood perhaps sixteen feet tall, taller than a Cherubim, with burly shoulders, a thick neck, muscular arms and legs, and an animalistic head, though Eligor couldn't quite make out what creature the robot was supposed to resemble. Zepar was up to his elbows in what appeared to be a miniature cryogenics chamber built into the robot's middle. 
 
   "You are three minutes late," Zepar said. He touched the soldering iron to the delicate electronics. The scent of melted lead filled the room. Eligor knew better than to ask what Zepar was building, but whatever it was, the device was nearly finished.
 
   "My apologies, Sir," Eligor said. "I was waylaid by a stupid question on my way back from the staff lounge."
 
   Zepar's eyes narrowed into the sloe-eyed gaze he used whenever he tried to fuck around with Eligor's mind.
 
   'Movie was just okay,' Eligor filled his mind with nonsense, 'starlet was alright looking. No tits, but she had a nice ass, and very pretty wings. Speaking of ass, would like to try out that modification to the shuttle Captain Marbas suggested. He thinks it would get me an extra quarter light-year of speed the next time I have to bug out and avoid a Sata'anic patrol.'
 
   Zepar swiveled to face Eligor and rose, stretching his wings, the closest the cold fish ever came to demonstrating any regard for his body. He paced over to the small, wooden box which contained this afternoon's dose of Lucifer's medicine and handed it to him.
 
   "Thank you, Sir," Eligor said. 
 
   He turned to leave.
 
   "Not so fast, Eligor," Zepar said.
 
   Eligor's wings froze mid-flap. He took a breath and filled his mind with nonsense thoughts.
 
   Zepar picked up a keycard and handed it to him, colored red with large black letters and a danger symbol plastered over both sides. A chill rippled through Eligor's feathers. He knew what this keycard belonged to, and he suspected he knew why Zepar handed it to him.
 
   "Sir?"
 
   Zepar sniffed the air. His mouth curved up into a cruel smirk.
 
   "You gave me your word you would reach an understanding with your friend," Zepar said. 
 
   Eligor's hand trembled as he took the key to the airlock out of Zepar's hand. 
 
   "I tried, Sir," Eligor said. "I've been so busy, I haven't had a lot of time to talk to him, Sir."
 
   That wasn't true. He'd railed Lerajie up one side of the third degree and down the other, trying to impress upon the man to shut the fuck up, but Lerajie was an idealist. 
 
   "I've had complaints," Zepar stalked towards him like an executioner, "that Lerajie has been threatening to break into the communications room and send a subspace message to the media outlets about his perceived mistreatment of Lucifer's wives."
 
   Eligor's eyebrows rose in surprise.
 
   "He did, Sir?"
 
   Zepar gave him a self-satisfied smirk.
 
   "Who said that?" Eligor growled. "Lerajie is seven kinds of stupid, but he's no traitor!"
 
   Zepar stepped backwards, his smirk disappearing.
 
   "That's none of your business, crewman," Zepar said. "All you need to know is that Lerajie has become a problem, one which Lucifer wishes to have disappear."
 
   "I don't believe you," Eligor said. "Lerajie helped me spring Lucifer's ass out of his father's prison while you gallivanted off to the uncharted territories, your tailfeathers jammed between your legs because Hashem bagged your meal ticket. He doesn't trust you anymore, which is why you have me acting as your errand boy!"
 
   "Nevertheless," Zepar said, "Lucifer wants Lerajie gone. That's an order, crewman. If you can't obey that order, then it will be you we send out of the airlock. Not just Lerajie."
 
   Eligor shook the needle-box in Zepar's face.
 
   "If Lucifer wants him gone," Eligor snarled, "then he's gone. But I want to hear it from Lucifer's own lips. Otherwise, I'll let you try to shoot up the Prince Party Prom Queen up with whatever the fuck you've been loading into this syringe!"
 
   Eligor noted the way Zepar turned a few shades paler. Good! He was through being Zepar's bitch! He stormed out of there, barely giving a backwards glance at the weird robot Zepar was building. He shoved past several crewmen, not even acknowledging them as they dove out of his way, recognizing how unusual it was for him to show any emotion other than 'I don't give a fuck.' 
 
   Furcas and Pruflas stood like bookends on either side of Lucifer's door. Eligor suspected they were there to keep Lucifer inside so he didn't roam around the ship and tip off the crew he was bonkers, not to keep potential assassins out. They eyed him with cold-eyed disdain as he slipped past them, into the familiar stench of stale liquor, expensive men's cologne, and an underlying scent of sickness that not even the air recycling system could mask any longer.
 
   His eyes adjusted to the darkness. They all had a tacit agreement that whenever Lucifer wasn't needed they'd let him sleep it off, only shooting him up when it was necessary for him to perform some duty. Eligor walked over to the bar and turned on the furthest light from Lucifer's bed, and then sat down in a chair to wait for him to gradually wake up. As he did, his mind raced. Lerajie. Ordered dead? He didn't believe that Lucifer had ordered such a thing. This was Zepar's doing. Him, and whatever crewman had ratted Lerajie out, seeking favor from the puppetmaster.
 
   Eligor hit the arm of the chair. Stupid, dumb-fuck sonofabitch! Why the hell had the bleeding heart idiot gone and blabbed his do-goodness to every crewman in the ship?
 
   His mind raced, trying to think of what he could say to get Lucifer to rescind the order. He'd appeal to the good twin. That's what he'd do. He pulled out the syringe and held it up to the bar-light, examining the putrid green liquid which turned Lucifer into a cold-blooded bastard. 
 
   Lucifer groaned. A large, white wing rustled as he stretched, and then flapped over as he rolled over and tried to block the light with his wing.
 
   "Eligor? Is that you?"
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor said. "It's me."
 
   "My head hurts."
 
   "I know, Sir."
 
   "Can you pour me a drink?"
 
   "I will, Sir," Eligor said. "Right after I give you your medicine."
 
   He held up the syringe and read the numbers which went from 10 to 100 cc's. It was stuck on 70 cc's. What if he only gave him 65 cc's? Would that make a difference? If Lucifer started hallucinating again, tomorrow he'd just shoot him up with the full dosage?
 
   He squeezed the air bubbles out, and then he squeezed a little more, aiming the tiny squirt of green liquid away from anyplace the stain would be obvious against Lucifer's luxurious, burgundy décor. There. 65cc's.
 
   "Why can't you just give me a hair of the Leonid?" Lucifer grumbled. He uncovered his eyes and stared at Lerajie from the cover of his silk sheets. "I don't like my medicine. It makes me feel not like … me."
 
   'My thoughts exactly,' Eligor thought to himself.
 
   "As you wish, Sir," Eligor said aloud.
 
   He usually didn't cave in to Lucifer's calls for alcohol, but he needed to convince the man that Lerajie wasn't a threat, especially if, as he suspected, Zepar was ordering his friend's execution to send a message to anyone who might be inclined to follow Lerajie's lead.
 
   His friend…
 
   Oh, alright. Fuck. Yes. He'd admit it. Lerajie was his friend!
 
    He poured Lucifer a drink, not the potent green Mantoid liquid which he preferred, but the watered-down shit he'd been using to wean the man off his alcoholism. He strode over to the swimming-pool sized bed and stood, waiting for Lucifer to shove himself upwards. No matter how drunk Lucifer got, the man had a grace about him which reminded Eligor of his mother.
 
   Asherah…
 
   Gods, the woman had been beautiful. Raven hair. Black-brown wings. Peaches-and-cream skin. And eyes so blue they were the color of the Haven sky. Her son looked just like her, even if his hair and wings were white, his eyes silver like his sire's, his features squared off ever since he'd passed his adolescence. Maybe that was why he'd stuck by the bastard's side long after any other man would have cut and run?
 
   She had kissed his forehead…
 
   'You're a good man, Eligor,' she had said. 'Lucifer's going to -need- someone like you around. Someone who sees things like they are, not as they wish that they would be.'
 
   He pushed the image out of his mind. The next day, Hashem had breached the defenses to Tyre and blown the planet all to hell, inadvertently killing Asherah along with her husband.
 
   Lucifer grabbed the glass and downed it in a single gulp. 
 
   "Is something bothering you, Eligor?"
 
   "Do you trust me, Sir?"
 
   Lucifer stared down into the amber liquid, swirling it around as he contemplated Eligor's question.
 
   "I don't trust anybody, really," Lucifer said softly. "Any time I do, they always find some way to screw me over."
 
   He handed Eligor the glass. Eligor refilled it.
 
   "No more than two, Sir," Eligor said. "We don't know what reaction it might have with your medication."
 
   Lucifer sighed.
 
   "You're right, you know," he said. His eyes met Eligor's, red-rimmed from lack of sleep even though Eligor knew full well the man had lain here for more than sixteen hours. "Zepar always capped it off, and then tried to get me to take my medicine. But you? You always give it to me straight."
 
   "It's your choice, Sir," Eligor said softly. "If you tell me you don't want it anymore, I'm not going to force it on you."
 
   Lucifer pinched the bridge of his nose. Already the migraine had started to press in on him, as if the evil twin was crushing his skull, screaming that he wanted to be let inside. 
 
   "It's not like I have a choice," Lucifer said. "If I don't take my medicine, it hurts so bad I can't even get out of bed."
 
   "Maybe you should get your head examined, Sir?" Eligor said. "After you've proven that integrating humans is the best way to save our species? Won't nobody talk badly about you then, Sir."
 
   "That would be nice," Lucifer sighed. 
 
   He turned and lowered his wing so that Eligor would have access to the place in the back of his neck which was optimal to inject the medicine into the base of his spine. Tiny track marks dotted the tissue, evidence that Lucifer had been drugged for a very long time. He waited; waited for Eligor to put him to sleep so that his evil twin personality could come to the forefront.
 
   "Sir?" Eligor asked.
 
   "What, Eligor."
 
   "It wasn't just me who sprung you from your father's prison. It was Lerajie, too. If he hadn't helped me, you'd still be rotting in jail."
 
   Lucifer twisted around so he could see him.
 
   "What's bothering you, Eligor?"
 
   "Zepar said you wanted me to shove Lerajie out an airlock."
 
   Lucifer's eyebrows raised in surprise.
 
   "What? Why would I order that? The man saved my tailfeathers!"
 
   "Ever since he heard Abaddon's wife speak, Lerajie has gotten it into his head that some of the humans are sentient."
 
   Lucifer's gaze drifted over to some artifacts he'd brought up from Earth. A couple of pottery vases. A spear. And a long, fringed shawl, confiscated from the black-eyed man who'd tried to kill him.
 
   "I suspect some are sentient," Lucifer said. "Though I've yet to meet one … and remember."
 
   Eligor knew that wasn't true. Some mornings, when Lucifer was especially disoriented, he'd cry out and ask if the black-eyed man had come to save him.
 
   "Zepar said Lerajie is undermining the morale on this ship."
 
   "That's no reason to kill him," Lucifer said. He waved his hand dismissively. "Zepar's just pulling your chain. If Lerajie is out of line, lock him in the brig and we'll figure out what to do with him once we get back to Alliance airspace. Alliance citizens don't execute people without a trial."
 
   'You have no idea…' Eligor thought to himself.
 
   "Thank you, Sir," Eligor said aloud.
 
   With a soft groan of pain, Lucifer gripped his forehead. The evil twin awaited entrance and wouldn't let Eligor deny his medicine. Lucifer lowered his wing once again, exposing his neck like a fowl which had just placed its neck down onto a chopping block. Eligor plunged the needle into Lucifer's flesh and pushed down on the syringe. 
 
   He stepped back and waited for the evil twin to make his entrance. Lucifer appeared disoriented for a moment, and then his eyes grew hard. Eligor filled his head with nonsense-thoughts, careful to hide what he and the good twin had just discussed, understanding the evil twin was a very different version of his boss than the one which had just granted Lerajie back his life.
 
   Lucifer gave his body his morning 'circle check,' kind of like Eligor gave the shuttle each morning before he flew it, and then stretched, ready to begin his day. His cold gaze settled on Eligor.
 
   "Good morning, Eligor. What were we just discussing?"
 
   "Your recommendations on how to deal with Lerajie, Sir," Eligor said, forcing his expression to remain blank. "You were just telling me it wouldn't cast you in a favorable light to shoot him out the airlock."
 
   "I see," Lucifer said. "And what did I suggest as a solution?"
 
   "You suggested I take the man under my wing," Eligor said. "And impress upon him the necessity of his discretion in this matter. Even if it means locking him in the brig."
 
   Lucifer paced over to him like a Leonid stalking prey. Eligor tucked his wings tightly against his back and stood stiffly as Lucifer circled around him. He knew the intrusion was coming, so he filled his mind with what he suspected the evil twin wanted to hear.
 
   'Take the man into the back storage room and beat him within an inch of his life until the idiot learns to keep his mouth shut…'
 
   It wasn't a lie. It was a truth the evil twin wanted to see. Lucifer's lips curved up in a malicious grin as he reached into Eligor's mind and savored the images Eligor projected of beating the pink-winged Angelic until he was bloody, screaming at him the entire time, 'what the fuck do you think you're doing, you idiot!'
 
   "So you want me to intervene and save your friend?" Lucifer whispered almost in his ear.
 
   "He's not my friend, Sir," Eligor said. "Not … exactly."
 
   "That's good," Lucifer said. "Because men in our position have little use for friends."
 
   Eligor felt him probe his mind, searching to see if his intent to spare Lerajie was anything more. Now that he knew Lucifer was equally attracted to men, he suspected that was what he searched for in his mind, but sorry, dude. He, Eligor, liked his fuck-friends to contain a cunt. 
 
   Lucifer glanced over at the Earth-artifacts decorating his wall. His silver gaze settled upon the angry young chieftain's shawl, the same one the good twin found fascinating, the one the evil twin had procured in exchange for providing the man with a brand-new knife and a full contingent of Angelic clothing.
 
   "A pet, then, perhaps?" Lucifer smirked. "Everybody likes to have a pet. Someone you can mold into an image of yourself?"
 
   "A pet, Sir?" Eligor said. "Yes, Sir. I guess that is kind of the way I've always felt about him. A sidekick, Sir."
 
   Lucifer strode over to the shelf full of artifacts and pulled down a second one, a small, white shawl, beautifully decorated. He sniffed it, and then put it down, his eerie silver eyes picking up the amber reflection from the bottles of liquor in the bar so it appeared his eyes were filled with fire.
 
   "Just remember that sometimes a pet needs to be put down," Lucifer said. "If they're too much trouble, or you can't get them to do what you want."
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor said. "Thank you, Sir. I'll make sure he doesn't do it again."
 
   "Very well, then," Lucifer said. "Go prepare my shuttle. I have a trip to make. Tell Captain Marbas to set a course for the Tokoloshe Kingdom."
 
   A sense of horror rustled through Eligor's feathers.
 
   "The Tokoloshe … Kingdom," Eligor whispered.
 
   "King Barabas wishes to discuss Tokoloshe support of our endeavors," Lucifer said. He gave him a feral grin, no doubt enjoying Eligor's fear.
 
   'More like -we'll- be the treats,' Eligor thought to himself.
 
   Lucifer's grin grew broader.
 
   "Now run along," Lucifer shooed him with his hand. "Go secure your pet and put him on a leash. We have a feast to attend. King Barabas has invited us for dinner."
 
   Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck! The last thing any Alliance citizen ever wanted to hear was that the Tokoloshe had set a place for them at their table. The Tokoloshe were cannibals! Who ate their victims alive!
 
   Eligor backed out of the room. He couldn't mean it! Lucifer wanted to fluster him, that was all.
 
   The minute he closed the door behind him, he made a beeline for the harem. It was time to eliminate the trouble at the source. The self-proclaimed human 'healer' who'd been playing Lerajie for a fool!
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 48
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   December, 3,390 BC
 
   Zulu Sector: Prince of Tyre
 
    
 
   Ninsianna
 
   For almost a year the lizard-demons had inhabited Ninsianna's nightmares, but as she bit off the sticky-cloth called tape and used it to secure the soft, porous bandage covering Apausha's belly, it was hard to hate the creature. She finished up, then turned her attention to his hand.
 
   "Let me massage your fingers." 
 
   She tried not to flinch as Apausha held out his healing fingers. Not quite talons, the creature had long, sharp nails which he could partially retract like a cat's claws. She placed his hand between her own.
 
   "Let me know where it hurts," Ninsianna said, "and where it's merely uncomfortable."
 
   Apausha stoically flexed each finger, and then flinched when she bent one a little further than it wanted to go. He'd barely cried out when she'd re-dislocated each broken bone in order to reset it properly, but he had fainted after the third one. Five weeks of recovery had put his bones on the mend, but she worried he might never regain full mobility of his hand. 
 
   "Does that hurt?"
 
   "I am grateful for your efforts," Apausha said with far more hiss in his voice than usual.
 
   Ninsianna scrutinized the lizard man's body language.
 
   "That wasn't what I asked," Ninsianna said. "I can't tell whether it's healing properly unless you tell me where you're still in pain. My husband did that, didn't tell me that his wing still hurt, and because of it he remained flightless for months longer than was necessary."
 
   It was an injury she now realized was a blessing. Had She-who-is not stolen his flight, Mikhail would have simply flown away rather than become entangled with her … or her primitive village.
 
   "Tell me stories about your husband," Apausha asked. "It will distract me from the pain."
 
   His gold-green eyes waxed greener, his expression sincere. At least she assumed it was sincere. It was hard to tell, but the longer she got to know him, the more human Apausha seemed. 
 
   Ninsianna unconsciously rubbed the swell of her abdomen.
 
   "Mikhail is dead," she whispered. "What's the point of talking about him?"
 
   Apausha's snout curved up in an expression of sympathy. He placed his hand over hers.
 
   "Because you carry his child," Apausha said gently. "He would want you to sing stories of his heroism so that his son grows up knowing his father's name."
 
   Ninsianna's lip trembled as stray tears escaped her now-ordinary tawny beige eyes. She missed him. Oh how she missed her husband! She looked away, into the midst of the women who yowled and fought like hyenas over a carcass. Primitive. In their base state, all humans were primitive. All this time she'd been pushing her husband to be more like her when, all along, it had been she who'd been unworthy!
 
   "Mikhail hated being the center of attention," Ninsianna blurted out, half in laughter, half in tears. "The last thing he would want is for people to turn him into a hero."
 
   "And yet the Colonel was a hero," Apausha said. He shifted his awkward bulk, grimacing as he bent his tightly bandaged ribcage. "Do you know how many planets he freed from Emperor Shay'tan?"
 
   "No," Ninsianna sniffled.
 
   "Dozens," Apausha said. "That we know of. And dozens more that we suspect. We don't know for certain because his Emperor never acknowledged his heroism with a public awards ceremony."
 
   In a way she found that reassuring. At least she wasn't the only person who had ever taken Mikhail for granted. He'd freed dozens of planets? Like hers? She glanced down at her swelling abdomen, the only thing she had left of him.
 
   "Did he … ever … take a …" She let the question trail off without speaking the word she feared, 'another wife.'  With no memory of his past, had he taken a prior wife, well … she'd acted jealously before and look where it had gotten her? Widowed.
 
   "Not that we're aware," Apausha said. He squeezed her hand. "The Colonel was secretive, just like the Cherubim who trained him. But one of the things that always made him unassailable was the fact he remained unconnected to any person or planet. So far as we know, his only allegiance was to his Emperor and god."
 
   Ninsianna wiped her cheek using her sleeve.
 
   "That I can believe," she said. "It took a long time before he began to let down his guard. He trusted me because I saved his life, but everyone else?" She stared beyond Apausha's shoulder to a past which lived within her mind. "Maybe he shouldn't have trusted me so much," she mumbled. "After all, I'm the reason he got himself killed."
 
   "In our culture," Apausha said, "it is said that so long as you remember your loved ones and never forget their deeds, they will always smile down upon you from the dreamtime."
 
   She did not tell him about the one-and-only time that Mikhail had found her, briefly, at the moment she now suspected he had died. She had cast him off, severed all connections, not caring whether it was really him or the Evil One's illusion because she'd always viewed his need to feel connected to her with contempt. In doing so she had broken something precious which would not be so easily repaired … even if he had lived.
 
   "I cannot see him anymore," Ninsianna wept. "Ever since the Evil One kidnapped me, I can't journey any further than the confines of this room."
 
   "Describe this journeying that you do?" Apausha asked, intently curious. "Have you always had this gift? Or was it given to you by She-who-is?"
 
   "I've always had the ability," Ninsianna shrugged. "When I was little, my Mama says I used to leave my body all the time. But it was never intentional. I just … did it."
 
   Apausha leaned towards her, forgetting whatever strange social custom made him reluctant to make eye contact with a female. 
 
   "So you had this gift before She-who-is chose you?"
 
   "Papa thinks I was always Chosen," Ninsianna said. "We just didn't realize it until Mikhail's sky canoe, uhm, I mean his ship fell down from the heavens."
 
   "Is it possible you possess this power for yourself?" Apausha asked.
 
   "No," Ninsianna said. "Papa says there are two sources of power, that which is a gift from the goddess, and that you steal from another living creature. And your own life-energy, of course. But using that would be stupid. If you use your own energy to heal another, you will become so depleted that you will die along with your patient."
 
   "We know of She-who-is," Apausha said, "but Shay'tan teaches we are forbidden to ask for intervention from any god except for him."
 
   She silently re-bandaged Apausha's hand and then went to work massaging the other one, automatically reaching upwards to find that thread which had always connected her to She-who-is. She found nothing. Nothing at all. It was as though somebody had cut her connection to the goddess with a knife the same way she had severed all connection to her husband. She finished splinting Apausha's hand.
 
   "I'm sorry that I no longer possess the power to alleviate your pain," Ninsianna said. She gave an exaggerated sigh. "Once upon a time, all I had to do was touch someone and they would tell me they felt much better."
 
   Apausha's brow-ridges both rose in surprise.
 
   "Aren't you aware of it?" Apausha asked.
 
   "Of what?"
 
   "Feel your hands," Apausha said.
 
   Ninsianna felt one hand with the other. "They feel the same way they always have."
 
   Apausha gripped her hands in his.
 
   "Whenever you smile, your hands grow warm," Apausha said. He turned her hands over and peered at her palms. "And when you are angry," he continued, "it feels as though your hands are made of ice, as though your very mood is transmitted through your hands."
 
   "I get that from my Mama," Ninsianna said. "She calls it a healer's touch." She thought of her Mama's brusque bedside manner. "Though Mama is often grouchy, and her patients know it."
 
   "I thought you inherited your gift from your father?"
 
   "I inherited the ability to see from my Papa," Ninsianna said. "It stretches through his bloodline for as far back as there are stories about his ancestors. But from Mama? Mama, she…"
 
   Ninsianna trailed off. How many times had she looked down on Mama's gift because Mama could not see, and here she was now, every bit as blind!
 
   Apausha blinked at her, his eyes impossibly large and green.
 
   "I have an uncle who is a war hero," Apausha said. "One day he came up against the Alliance's fiercest general, Abaddon the Destroyer." The lizard-man shuddered. "He is the only mortal even Shay'tan fears."
 
   "What happened?"
 
   "Abaddon cut off my uncle's hand with his sword."
 
   "A sword?" Ninsianna blurted out with surprise. "The only Angelic I've seen carry a sword is my husband!"
 
   "General Abaddon is infamous for his swordplay!" The lizard-man's voice warbled with a strange mixture of hatred, fear and awe. "He is the most feared general in the Alliance. Even more feared than your husband."
 
   Ninsianna leaned forward. "Go on?"
 
   "When my uncle got home," Apausha said, "he was very depressed. In our society, a man's place is to support his family, and with only one hand, he could no longer be a soldier."
 
   "What did he do?"
 
   "At first he felt sorry for himself," Apausha said. "But after a while, he began to teach himself to do everything he'd done before, only he did it using his less-dominant hand."
 
   "Really?" Ninsianna said. "How well did he do?"
 
   "It was awkward at first," Apausha said. The lizard-man's snout curved up into a toothy grin. "His handwriting was so terrible that we used to tease him that perhaps he'd have better luck writing with his toes!"
 
   Ninsianna frowned. "That wasn't very nice."
 
   Apausha flushed pink beneath his pebbled green skin.
 
   "No, it wasn't," Apausha said. "But in my defense, I was still a hatchling, egged on by my sister-mother's older sons."
 
   Ninsianna gave the lizard man a knowing nod. "Such it is with naughty boys everywhere."
 
   They both chuckled and made small talk about what it was like growing up in their respective homeworlds. The lizard people had huge families, all interwoven by a complex weave of siblings, half-siblings, multiple wives and hundreds of children, but otherwise their lives didn't sound so very different from her own. Apausha was terribly fond of his wife, and he missed her dearly, a humanity she found appealing.
 
   Her twice-daily medical examination done, Ninsianna began to neatly arrange all the bandages, tape, scissors, and other implements back into the nice black satchel Lerajie had brought her. She held up a little tube of the salve which Apausha called an antibiotic.
 
   "I shall have to ask Lerajie for more of this," she said. "I am almost out."
 
   "I'm surprised he's been pilfering his ship's medical supplies for you to treat me," Apausha said. "Your husband's people and I are enemies."
 
   "Oh," Ninsianna shrugged, "he did say he'd gotten in trouble. But he told them a lie. He said it was one of the women who'd gotten hurt. The Evil One's lieutenant made a big deal about it, but Lerajie went to all his shipmates and told them one of the women was not insane." She pointed at the squabbling, yowling women with disgust.
 
   Apausha tasted the air, his expression nervous.
 
   "It's not wise to bring oneself to Zepar's attention," Apausha shivered. "Never had I felt the presence of evil until Zepar tortured me."
 
   "But Lerajie is one of his crewmen!"
 
   "Zepar and his two goons were always the ones to meet my shuttle." Apausha pointed at the insane females. "One time we stumbled a little too close to Lucifer's quarters with Lerajie and his friend. I thought Zepar would spit nails."
 
   Ninsianna remembered the way Zepar had sniffed her like a hyena sniffing its prey. Yes. The Evil One wasn't the only one who was evil. 
 
   "I will urge Lerajie to be more discreet."
 
   Apausha nodded, appearing relieved. They both fell silent as she finished packing up the medical supplies, especially the tiny, silver scissors, implements she'd needed to turn up every ounce of her charm to get Lerajie to procure. She slipped the scissors into her pocket, not her healer’s bag. The finger-long implements wouldn’t be much of a weapon, but in a pinch, it was better than nothing at all.
 
   "Ninsianna?" 
 
   "What?"
 
   "Perhaps your gift is like my uncle's hand?" Apausha said.
 
   Ninsianna did not meet his gaze.
 
   "She-who-is abandoned me because I disappointed her."
 
   "Did you ever consider She-who-is might not know where you are?"
 
   "But the goddess is all-knowing," Ninsianna said.
 
   "Is that really true?"
 
   Ninsianna remembered the game she'd begun to play when she'd travel into the dreamtime, to gather information without the goddess knowing about it.
 
   "No," Ninsianna said. "The dreamtime is huge. If you are clever, sometimes you can sneak around without her finding out."
 
   "Then perhaps that is what happened to you," Apausha said. "I'm not gifted as you are, but when Lucifer's chief-of-staff captured me, he told me he had made it so Shay'tan wouldn't know I was still alive. There's not much you can hide from the old dragon. If the Evil One can fool Shay'tan, than perhaps he can also fool She-who-is?"
 
   "Perhaps," Ninsianna said. She pointed to Apausha's half-eaten fruit and porridge. "Now eat. And then I want you to get some rest. You can't heal if you keep re-opening that wound."
 
   As she made her healer's rounds through the other women, Apausha's words stuck with her. All her life she'd felt connected to She-who-is until, all of a sudden, she simply wasn't anymore. How many times had she fought with her Mama, but even when Mama was angry with her, if she was in trouble, Mama always came. Would She-who-is just cut her off without a warning?
 
   No. Apausha was right. If She-who-is couldn't see her, it was because the Evil One had figured out a way to hide right under the goddess' nose. Which meant it was up to her to find a pathway out … just like Mikhail had done when he'd twisted together wires and sent picture-words across the stars, hoping to get in contact with Raphael.
 
   She coaxed the ebony-skinned woman out of her bunk and checked the progression of her pregnancy. From the size of her womb, she was close to term, though it was hard to tell because Angelic offspring was larger than a human baby. What would happen if the babies were too big? When that happened in Assur, usually both mother and baby died. Who would tend to her when her own baby was born? Would she bear it alone? Or would…
 
   No!
 
   She shoved the image right out of her mind. For months She-who-is had sent her nightmares of the Evil One cutting her baby out of her womb. That had already happened, but it had been an illusion. It was done with! Over! She-who-is no longer sent the visions.
 
   Doubt whispered in her mind. 'But in your vision, your baby was always close to term…'
 
   She distracted herself by focusing on her patient.
 
   "Have you started to feel your womb gripping at your baby?" 
 
   'Ibilisi,' the ebony-skinned woman whispered. The only time she ever made eye contact was when she brought Apausha his morning fruit. 
 
   The sound of the door opening from the outside hallway caused a cry of fear to ripple through the other nineteen women. Ninsianna glanced up, expecting to see one of the guards push in a cart of food and froze as she met the gaze of a man who, other than the fact his coloring was fair instead of dark, bore a slight resemblance to her husband.
 
   The ebony-skinned female shrieked and raced back up into her bunk. 
 
   "That is Eligor," Apausha hissed from his alcove in Kemet, the Earth language they used whenever they did not wish the Evil One's minions to understand what they discussed. "One of Lucifer's most trusted men."
 
   Fear gripped at Ninsianna's gut as Eligor made a beeline straight towards her. Her hand slipped into her pocket to caress the tiny silver scissors. Oh, how she wished she still had her obsidian blade! She stood straight and jutted out her chin, pretending she was not terrified.
 
   The tall, white-winged Angelic stood before her, impossibly tall and intimidating. Although not quite as muscular as her husband, in a fight she could tell the man would give Mikhail a tough time, especially as he wore the callous attitude of a mercenary. He had sandy blonde hair, piercing blue eyes tinted with a hint of grey, and slung low around his narrow hips were two pulse rifles, one strapped to each thigh.
 
   Ninsianna's heart raced as he scrutinized the medical implements laid out neatly on the table, and then tilted his head down to scrutinize her. She suppressed the urge to run. Mikhail had that same, unreadable gaze, only unlike her husband, Eligor wore a look of hostility. Without thinking, her hand slid over her womb to protect her baby.
 
   "Lerajie claims you are fluent in our language," Eligor said.
 
   Ninsianna swallowed. She considered pretending she was insane, but something about his gaze warned her that this man would not be fooled. 
 
   "Somewhat," Ninsianna said, her voice almost a whisper. "There are many words I have not yet learned."
 
   Eligor grunted.
 
   "And where did you learn this language. From him?" His voice was laced with disgust as he pointed at Apausha.
 
   "I learned it from my husband," Ninsianna said.
 
   "And did your husband send you to sabotage my crew?" Eligor asked. He glanced down at her swollen abdomen, his expression filled with disapproval.
 
   "What?"
 
   "Ba'al Zebub said there was a rogue Angelic on the planet," Eligor grabbed her by the shoulders. "Who is it? Are you a spy? Which faction got here ahead of us?"
 
   "That's none of your business," Ninsianna snapped. 
 
   Eligor shook her. Hard. 
 
   "Dammit, woman! I have to know!"
 
   Ninsianna trembled in fear. Thus far she'd avoided telling Lerajie who her husband had been. Like the others, he'd simply assumed she was one of Lucifer's numerous wives, dropped off someplace at an earlier time and then recaptured, a misunderstanding she'd done nothing to correct. Anger boiled in her veins. How dare this man speak that way of her husband; her beautiful, dark-winged husband who had died trying to rescue her from the Evil One!
 
   "You know damned well who my husband was," Ninsianna shouted. "After all, you killed him!"
 
   "Who was he?!" Eligor shook her again. Beneath his blue-grey eyes, she detected … worry.
 
   Ninsianna saw red as her anger transformed into rage. Papa said it was dark magic to use one's spirit light to harm another person, but who the hell did he think he was? This Angelic who presumed he could just barge in and push her around? Apausha thought she could relearn to use her gift using the non-dominant ability to feel she had inherited from her mother? Fine, then. Let him feel this!
 
     She pictured her words were a sharp knife and focused it through that frustratingly dense healer's gift of empathy her mother had always tried to teach her, the gift she'd always scorned.
 
   "Go to hell!" 
 
   Using the same black magic she'd used to take control of Shahla and the mouse, she slapped him, picturing as she did that she stabbed a knife of hatred right into Eligor's brain, into the intricate spider-web of spirit light she could no longer see, but the goddess had shown her was there.
 
   Eligor's head jerked back and his wings twitched in pain. 
 
   "Damantia!" he yelped. 
 
   She expected him to drop dead or at the very least bleed out of his nose the way Shahla had done, but unlike the weak-minded Shahla, Eligor, knew how to prevent her from doing it a second time. His lips moving, reciting nonsense-words, he grabbed her hands and slammed her backwards into a chair.
 
   "Don't you ever do that again!"
 
   He squeezed her hands so tightly she feared for a moment he would break them. She tried to muster more hatred, but even hatred, it seemed, was a fuel which could be expended, because she could no longer access the spider-web to give him a second dose of pain.
 
   "You're hurting me!"
 
   "You think I don't know when somebody is fucking with my mind, witch?" Eligor snarled at her. "I've had a lifetime of practice protecting myself from being mind-fucked by far more powerful men than you!"
 
   He towered over her, red with fury. For a moment she thought he might beat her, but then he stepped back, his feathers rustling with agitation. He schooled his expression back behind an unreadable one, so much like Mikhail's that it made her heart hurt.
 
   "Now I will ask you again," Eligor spoke in clipped syllables. "And you will answer me honestly. Unless you'd rather I drag you down to Lucifer's bedroom and allow him to question you?"
 
   Ninsianna trembled with fear. Lerajie had assured her that once Lucifer impregnated his wives, he had no further interest in them, but it was not his child whom she carried. With Mikhail dead, the only thing she had left of him was his child. If Lucifer did to her what he had done to the other women, it was likely she would miscarry. Mikhail was dead. She had to protect his son.
 
   "His name was Mikhail," Ninsianna whispered. "We were married during the summer solstice. It is his child I carry."
 
   Eligor blanched.
 
   "I know of only one Mikhail in the Emperor's employ," Eligor said carefully and evenly. "Did you know this Mikhail's last name?"
 
   Ninsianna swallowed.
 
   "Mannuki'ili," she said. "Colonel Mannuki'ili."
 
   Eligor's flesh turned as white as his wings.
 
   "You lie!"
 
   A curious question crossed her mind. Why was the Evil One's chief henchmen asking her who they had killed when it was his boss who had ordered the murder? 
 
   Apausha lumbered forward, one hand clutching his gut, the other held upward to signal he meant no harm.
 
   "Stand back, lizard!"
 
   Apausha stopped.
 
   "You know I have always been a man of honor, Eligor," Apausha said. "Ninsianna tells you the truth. Your Eternal Emperor got to the planet ahead of you."
 
   "Why, then, was I not told of this?" Eligor demanded.
 
   "Perhaps you should ask your boss," Ninsianna said.
 
   Eligor reddened, and then turned to leave without speaking another word. When he got to the door, he turned back and pointed at her.
 
   "Lerajie claims you are a healer?"
 
   Ninsianna hesitated, then followed his gaze to the guilt strewn about the table in the form of the black medical kit and supplies.
 
   "Yes."
 
   Eligor snorted.
 
   "I got a patient for you, witch," Eligor said. "If he dies, it's all on you."
 
   Ninsianna opened her mouth, and then closed it again. Her eyes as large as saucers, she met his gaze and nodded. Whoever this injured person was, she would treat him.
 
   "I will do my best."
 
   Eligor's gaze hardened.
 
   "And stop fucking around with Lerajie's head!" Eligor hissed. "He's a good man, the only decent man on this ship. If you don't quit egging him on, you're going to get him killed!"
 
   Ninsianna's mouth opened and shut. She had no idea what Eligor was talking about. The only conversations she'd had with Lerajie had been to discuss what medical supplies she needed and things she'd wished he'd say to the other crewmen.
 
   Eligor stepped through the doorway and slammed it behind him so hard the walls of the harem vibrated. Ninsianna sat frozen in her chair. 
 
   "What was that all about?" Ninsianna asked.
 
   Apausha tasted the air with his long, forked tongue, no doubt tasting for the magical little message-carriers the lizard man had explained were called pheromones.
 
   "It appears Lucifer has been keeping things from his men," Apausha said. "I taste fear, anger and surprise." Apausha tasted the air a second time. His snout curved up in a smirk. "And perhaps a little attraction?"
 
   "Attraction? For who. Me?"
 
   Apausha snorted. 
 
   A plan began to form within her mind.
 
   "Apausha?" Ninsianna asked.
 
   "Yes, Ninsianna?"
 
   "Remember the conversation we had about how a woman's place was to entice a man to be better than he was before?"
 
   "Very clearly," Apausha said. 
 
   Ninsianna fiddled with the hem of her dress.
 
   "If you can't escape this ship, would you want your wife to find a new husband to care for her and help her raise your hatchlings?"
 
   Apausha's maw curved downwards into a sad smile.
 
   "Yes, I would," Apausha said. "Marina is a fine woman, level-headed with a sharp intellect. She will make some man very happy."
 
   Ninsianna touched his clawed hand. Despite the differences in their species, both of them grieved for lost spouses, although at least Apausha's was still alive.
 
   "Then you won't think less of me if I use my … charm?" Ninsianna said. "To entice Lucifer's men to be better inclined towards us?"
 
   The door opened. In strode Ruax, carrying a mop and bucket, followed by Procel, pushing along the cart carrying their food. Both chattered, ignoring the twenty women and lizard-man.
 
   "So he stops me in the hallway," Procel said to Ruax, "and tells me to move the guy into this room."
 
   "Are you sure?" Ruax grumbled. "Seems like an odd order, to stick a male in with all these females."
 
   "They're already pregnant," Procel said. "It's not like he can cuckold the alpha-stud. Even if he wasn't catatonic."
 
   Ninsianna stared at the two men who conversed as if she was too stupid to understand them. Neither man was her idea of husband material, but that didn't mean she couldn't flirt a little to get them to do what she wanted, just as she'd been doing with Lerajie. 
 
   Apausha gestured to the other nineteen females who had rushed down to his now-empty alcove.
 
   "Perhaps if you could entice these men to bear them a little bit of compassion," Apausha spoke in Kemet, "they'll prevent Lucifer from taking them to his bed a second time?"
 
   Ninsianna stared at the frightened women huddled together like ducklings being circled by a hawk. Ruax and Procel were coarse, uncouth creatures, but each had their favorite. She'd noted the way they often smuggled in treats from the kitchen to coax that favorite not to run away.
 
   "And what of me?" Ninsianna asked.
 
   Apausha stared out the closed door. He shut his eyes and tasted the air with his long, forked tongue.
 
   "They all find you attractive," Apausha said. "But you surprised him. I do not think he expected you to be so intelligent. It's his weakness, I suspect. The reason he serves Lucifer even though he's got the man's number. He wants a mate who will be his equal. If you're forced to pick from amongst these men, then I suggest you focus on him."
 
   "Who?" Ninsianna asked.
 
   "Eligor."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 49
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   December, 3,390 BC
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Gita
 
   It was warm here, and for the first time for as long as she could remember, Gita felt safe … and loved.
 
   'Ninety-seven, ninety-eight, ninety-nine!' Mikhail counted. 'One hundred! Ready or not, here I come!'
 
   Amhrán ducked down behind the stone wall and pressed her wings against her back, trying hard not to giggle. For months they had played this game, and each time Mikhail found her. Amhrán began her chant, the one she used to hide. 
 
   'Rocks to rocks, dirt to dirt, hide me from prying eyes, so I don't get hurt...'
 
   She inhaled the pungent scent of fertile farm soil and pretended she was an earthworm as Mikhail flew directly overhead, the wind whistling through his feathers as he coasted the air currents like a raptor. The first few times they'd played he had let her win, but the Abmáthair had scolded him, explaining this game, like all things the Seraphim did, had a purpose. Once he demonstrated he could find her no matter -how- well she hid, his family had been summoned and the ceremony of Chéad Phósadh had been performed.
 
   Her dark mood lifted, brightened by the memory of how solemn he had looked as the Abmáthair had bound their hands together and made them recite the vow of betrothal. It would be many years until they were old enough for the ceremony of Grá Síoraí, but until then, all they needed to do was play. For it was only through play, Abmáthair said, or unbelievable adversity that two spirits could get to know one another well enough to merge.
 
   'I'm going to find you, Chol Beag!' Mikhail called from directly overhead. 'And when I do, I shall tickle you until you pee your pants!'
 
   Amhrán pressed herself further into the rocks, determined not to give away her hiding spot by giggling. She unfurled her long, slender tail and snaked it into the rocks, and then shifted her wings so they appeared uneven and lumpy as if they were shadows of the wall. Mikhail flew off, unable to see her. Amhrán waited, listening to the sound of the wind as the countryside grew quiet, the rustle of a snake through the leaves, and the occasional bird. She began to worry. Had she hidden so well that even -he- could not find her this time? 
 
   Tears welled in her eyes as that old, familiar hunger gripped her psyche, the one she'd felt ever since the day that ... NO! She would not think about such things! A cough forced her to look up. Mikhail sat on a log, his enormous wings tucked neatly against his tall, lanky frame, wearing an enormous smirk.
 
   'How long have you been there?' Amhrán asked.
 
   'A while,' Mikhail laughed. 'I just wanted to see how long it would take for you to stop pretending you could hide from me.'
 
   Amhrán dusted the leaves off of her dress, and then skipped over, stopping to pick a flower. It was blue, the color of his eyes, so different from her own solid-black ones. He tucked it into the buttonhole of his left shirt-pocket, right over his heart, and then reached into that pocket to pull out a small, carved figurine. He handed it to her, his expression suddenly shy.
 
   Amhrán turned it over in her hand, the wood still warm from his body.
 
   'What is it?' 
 
   Mikhail's face fell. 
 
   'Can't you tell?' 
 
   Amhrán scrutinized the tiny wooden figurine. The carving was crude, crafted by a boy who was not much older than she was, but she recognized a head, a torso, two wings, and a ... what? She ran her finger along the lump that was supposed to represent a tail. 
 
   'It's me!" Amhrán exclaimed. 
 
   Mikhail's face lit up. 'Yes.'
 
   'Did you carve this yourself?'
 
   'I did,' he said. 'Do you like it?'
 
   'I love it!' Amhrán said. She threw her arms around his neck. 'You carved me as I really am, not as the Abmáthair says I should appear."
 
   They played with her new figurine and other creatures they manufactured out of sticks and rocks until the shadows grew long and the wind picked up from the west, causing Amhrán to shiver. Mikhail pressed his back against the tree. She crawled up next to him and nestled into the warmth of his brown-black wings, laying her carved wooden figurine and the stick-creatures they'd bound together with grass to represent their future children beside them, tucked neatly into imaginary beds made of leaves. They stared into the setting sun until the stars appeared, lighting up the sky like millions of tiny fireflies.
 
   'Amhrán,' Mikhail asked. 'What does your name mean?'
 
   'Song,' Amhrán said. 'My name means Song.'
 
   'That's a pretty name,' Mikhail said. 'How come I've never heard you sing?'
 
   The Abmáthair had said she must never sing unless her heart was filled with joy, for in her song there was vast, untapped power, but at the moment she felt so happy it felt as though her heart might burst, so she risked it. She sang for him; and when she was done, he wept.
 
   'When you sang,' he said. 'I had memories I knew you before. We were both different people then, but we knew each other, and then somehow we became lost.'
 
   Amhrán lowered her gaze. 'I know. I saw it too.'
 
   They pressed their heads together and looked up into the stars, contemplating the enormity of All-That-Is.
 
   'I will always find you,' Mikhail promised. 'And -this- time we will be together. No matter how well you hide.'
 
   Gita shifted in her warm cocoon and relished the soft, downy slipperiness of his feathers. Something sticky and dry itched her skin, but she did not care. She was warm; and she was with him. In her mind she continued to sing, and she could feel him drink it up like a thirsty man desperate for water. This was what he needed; for when they were like this, she could remember what she was.
 
   Voices disturbed her sleep, but she pushed it out of her mind, refusing to acknowledge the waking world, the one they lived in now. The voices grew louder, followed by the heavy thud of feet. 
 
   Go away! Leave us alone! Can't you see this is what he needs to heal?
 
   "Get away from him, you whore!"
 
   Someone gripped her hair and dragged her out of the bed. Gita cried out with surprise. Where was she? What had happened. And why had she allowed herself to fall asleep where the Tokoloshe could eat her?
 
   "Let me go!" she cried out, still disoriented from the dream.
 
   "How dare you defile my daughter's husband!"
 
   Feet began to kick her. She writhed, still confused. How had she gone from safe to under attack? Her vision cleared as the dream faded away. It was not a monster who beat her, but her uncle, his eyes copper with fury.
 
   "Uncle! What have I done?"
 
   "You ... killed ... her ... you ... killed ... her ... you ... killed ... her!" Immanu screamed between kicks. 
 
   Gita curled up into a ball, arms over her head and knees pulled up to her chest to protect her vital organs. She'd survived such beatings before ... from her father. Why her uncle beat her, she did not understand. All that mattered was to protect herself until she could escape. 
 
   A woman screamed. 
 
   "Good god, Immanu! What are you doing!"
 
   "Ninsianna is dead!" Immanu screamed. "And I come home to find out you have let her killer lay down with her husband!"
 
   "Gita saved his life!"
 
   "This viper is responsible for our daughter's death!"
 
   "Ninsianna is still alive!"
 
   "She is NOT alive!" Immanu shrieked. "Every shaman in Ubaid territory gathered with me in Nineveh last night to perform a summoning! We sacrificed ten rams, sixteen goats, an auroch and a criminal who'd been condemned to die. Not one of them could tell me where she was! Her spirit has been consumed!"
 
   Needa began to weep.
 
   "It can't be true! I can still feel her. It feels as though she is still alive!"
 
   Immanu kicked Gita again for good measure. Gita stifled her cries. She'd learned long ago that the more she cried, the longer her father would beat her. Her esteemed uncle, it appeared, carried the same sadistic streak.
 
   "This time, I shall make a sacrifice of her," Immanu jabbed a finger in her face. "It is my right, as the father of a murdered daughter, to demand recompense for her death, and so I do. I demand this viper be sacrificed by the ritual of fire so that She-who-is will free our daughter's spirit from whatever hell  the Evil One has sent her to!"
 
   Immanu began to kick her again. Gita glanced frantically around the room, searching for Mikhail's sword. They must have taken it from her last night, after she'd fallen to her knees. The bodies were gone, but the stain of blood still marred the floor, still stained her where she'd slain the assassins.
 
   "I did nothing wrong," Gita cried out. "I defended him, that was all!"
 
   The rustle of feathers shifted on the sleeping pallet.
 
   'Chol beag?'  
 
   Mikhail's voice was little more than a whisper, but it was enough to prompt Needa to leap to her defense.
 
   "Don't you dare beat that child for something she did not do!" Needa screeched at him. "Do you have any idea what happened last night, while you were off gallavanting around the dreamtime with your shaman friends? We were attacked, Immanu. Attacked! And almost killed! And you were not here to protect us!"
 
   "It was a trick!" Immanu shouted. "All along she's been in league with Jamin!"
 
   "You are both blind and a fool!" 
 
   Needa slapped her husband.
 
   Immanu knocked his wife onto the floor. Needa cried out, unaccustomed to this rough treatment. Immanu stood in shocked silence, realizing what he'd just done, and then turned to take out his anger on Gita. Needa threw her body over Gita's, preventing her husband from kicking her again.
 
   "Get out of this house," Needa hissed. "Get out of this house, and don't come back until we are gone."
 
   Immanu jabbed a finger into his wife's face.
 
   "It is my house, woman," Immanu said. "And it's about time you learned your place, that -I- am the one who wears the kilt!"
 
   Needa rose, beautiful, graceful, and strong. Even pale and shaken from the poison she'd consumed and six weeks of grief since Ninsianna had been taken, her aunt was the strongest woman whom Gita had ever met. 
 
   "My place is in Gasur," Needa said softly, "with the parents who love me, and the man who should have been my husband had you not tricked me into believing that marrying you was the will of She-who-is. I only realized after I'd succumbed to your seduction that you'd tricked me, that you'd manipulated my mind into desiring you and believing you were the one. Had we not concieved a child that day, I would have returned to Jiljab and told him I was sorry. All these years I've stayed with you because Ninsianna needed you, but if Ninsianna is dead, there is nothing to bind us together! As soon as Mikhail dies, as soon as all hope dies that her husband will arise from his deathbed and return to me my daughter, I shall be gone from this place, and then you can have your house and live in it alone!"
 
   Immanu stepped back as though he'd just been punched in the stomach. Gita trembled, but she knew to keep her mouth shut. Whatever marital difficulties had just erupted between her esteemed blood-uncle and the aunt who was only related to her by marriage, it had been long-simmering. If she spoke up, their anger would be redirected towards her.
 
   "She is guilty," Immanu said. "She-who-is has shown me this is true."
 
   "Then let She-who-is convince the Tribunal," Needa said. "Let the goddess who allowed our daughter to be taken come into this house and convince three elders that you are right and I am wrong. Because I don't believe in HER anymore! Any more than I believe in you!"
 
   Needa pointed at the door.
 
   Immanu backed up to the curtain. He met Gita's gaze.
 
   "I go now to summon the Tribunal," Immanu said. "And when I am done, I shall invoke my right under the ancient decree. A life ... for a life." He pointed down at her in judgment. "You shall end your life, traitor, upon a sacrificial bonfire the moment Ninsianna's husband dies."
 
   He stormed out of the house, slamming the outer door behind him as he ran off to implement his threat.
 
   Gita stared up at her aunt with tears in her eyes. Needa was not her friend, but she was not her enemy, either. Immanu had cast enough doubt of her guilt that Needa had taken a 'wait and see' attitude.
 
   'Mo chol beag, cén fáth a bhfuil tú ag gol amach i bpian?'
 
   Mikhail cried out, his breathing frantic. Every ounce of love she'd just sung into him, the entire benefit of the brief time she'd allowed him to share her warmth evaporated as that one sentence cost him his life's energy.
 
   Needa glanced at her son-in-law, her expression softening into one of genuine distress. Needa might not care about her, but her affection for Ninsianna's husband was real.
 
   "Save him." Needa said. "Save his life, I don't care what you have to do, and all shall be forgiven. For as long as he lives, I have hope that somewhere, somehow, Ninsianna is still alive."
 
   "I don't know what to do," Gita said. "I am not a healer like you!"
 
   Tears streaked down Needa's cheeks.
 
   "Then perhaps my daughter is lost, for real?"
 
   Needa gathered her shawl and limped out of the room, still graceful in her grief as she no doubt considered her husband's words that her only child was dead?
 
   Gita crept back to Mikhail's bedside, cognizant of the fact she was still covered in blood from last night's raid. His expression grew peaceful the moment her hand grasped his, but what little improvement in coloring he had gained, he had lost by mere virtue of being forced to utter a single sentence in her defense. She rested her cheek upon his forearm, no longer muscular, no longer strong, and picked dried blood out of his feathers. 
 
   Once she was done, she began to sing the song she remembered from the dream.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Galactic Standard Date:  152,323.12 AE 
 
   Hades-6
 
   Emperor Shay'tan
 
    
 
   Shay'tan
 
   The Eternal Emperor Hashem wasn't the only person who kept a laboratory in the bowels of his palace, although in Shay'tan's case, the old dragon's curiosities ran more to what effects could be achieved when a mortal species encountered social engineering than with any real interest in what happened when you started mucking around with their DNA. Nature vs. Nurture. The debate had existed for as long as the universe, but it had been she who'd piqued his interest in the subject, she and her dreams of an empire which would be perfect.
 
   Shay'tan had built it for her … and then the Evil One had come and snatched her away from him…
 
   "When are you going to get that computer back online?" Shay'tan paced back and forth across the floor.
 
   "They won't get it done any faster, Your Eminence," his elderly scribe stated calmly, "if you burst into flames or keep knocking over their equipment with your tail."
 
   Shay'tan bared his fangs and growled at the man, but truth be told, after having disemboweled the statue, he felt better, much better. The fact he had finally killed The Destroyer in the process, well…
 
   His fangs disappeared. He sat down and curled his tail around his legs, twirling it thoughtfully as he rued his loss of temper. He'd gone there to enlist The Destroyer's aid, after subduing his fleet, of course … he couldn't very well have a fleet that massive undermining Sata'anic rule … not to kill the man.
 
   He stared at the scorched parts he had teleported out of the cave before it had collapsed. It was nothing but a robot, not the deity he had at first mistaken it to be. The protective outer skin had been burned off, but the chassis underneath was fireproof, a metal so hard that even he would have a hard time melting it unless he worked himself up into a frenzy. 
 
   He began to pace again, back and forth along the meticulously laid out workstations. This creature had been built to take on him. Why then, such a wimpy operating system? He stared at the skinless bovine head which he'd severed from the body. He'd defeated the robot, not because he had won, but because there'd been nothing but a limited computer program to ask supplicants to feed it a meal of fresh, live-roasted consciousness, medium rare and still screaming as it died.
 
   Revulsion shuddered down Shay'tan's dorsal ridge, thankfully solid at the moment and no longer comprised of fire. Abaddon, unfortunately, had been that meal. He'd had no idea the robot was still even operational until it had moved. Thank-the-goddess he'd plucked The Destroyer out of the brazier before his death-energy had fed whatever mechanism was in place to alert the Devourer of Children that dinner was about to be served. Not that Shay'tan wasn't above roasting his enemies alive. He was, after all, a dragon. But Shay'tan only toasted enemies who deserved it. 
 
   Mostly deserved it…
 
   Okay, maybe once in a while he still inadvertently lost his temper and took out a planet or two, but those didn't count. It wasn't like he fed off their anguish or anything. Not in the way that Moloch did…
 
   He realized his scientists had all drawn back, fearful he'd erupt again into flames. His elderly scribe stood at attention, tail tucked up tightly along his right side, waiting for Shay'tan to acknowledge he had permission to speak.
 
   "What is it, Budayl?" Shay'tan asked.
 
   The scribe's long, forked tongue darted out of his mouth to taste his emperor and god's mood.
 
   "We've just received a subspace message from Admiral Musab," the scribe said. "An Alliance shuttle just breached hyperspace around the ice-planet where you found that thing and hailed them."
 
   "What do they want?"
 
   "They want access to the planet, Sir," the scribe said. "They claim to wish to secure their dead."
 
   Shay'tan glanced over at the chassis where the scientists had just cracked the ribcage and were pulling zealously at some wires. There was still a lot of equipment down there, buried beneath the avalanche he'd inadvertently triggered. The last thing he wanted was the Alliance gleaning the location of Earth from some clue his scientists had missed before he'd collapsed the cave.
 
   "Tell them permission is denied," Shay'tan said. "When we get around to excavating the cave, we'll tag the bodies and ship them back to Hashem on a Sata'anic cargo vessel."
 
   "Yes, Sir," the scribe said. The lizard-man disappeared, his tail bobbing behind him as he hurried off to carry out Shay'tan's will. Good man, the scribe was. Stoic. Reliable. He turned his attention back to whatever had his scientists so excited. 
 
   "What do you have there?" Shay'tan craned his long, serpentine neck, his curiosity piqued.
 
   "We found some sort of secondary programming nexus," the scientists spoke together like a nest full of eager, peeping hatchlings. 
 
   "Have you been able to access the central processing unit?"
 
   "Not yet. It's a chamber of some sort, attached to its own miniature fusion reactor. We suspect that's why the statue still had power.
 
   He stared at the wires his scientists pulled out of the innards of the robot. Oh! If only Ki had left Moloch corporeal enough that he could disembowel him again. It had been fun until Ki had stripped her husband of the ability to assume corporeal form. He'd been much less sentient back then, little more than a fire-demon. Ahh! Those had been the days!
 
   His whiskers drooped with sadness. She had changed all of that. Why was it that a woman could entice a male to grow up and build things when, if left to his own devices, all he wanted to do was pick a fight and then retreat to his lair to crunch on some bones?
 
   He opened his eyes to discover the elderly scribe had returned, his tail stiff-straight in the way it always was whenever the lizard man had news he knew would irritate the heck out of him.
 
   "What now?" Shay'tan asked.
 
   "Admiral Musab has hailed us again, Sir," the scribe said. "The Alliance shuttle refuses to leave the planet's airspace until they speak to you, personally."
 
   "Tell them I said no," Shay'tan growled.
 
   The scribe glanced furtively at the scientists. "Admiral Musab thought you might be interested in what they have to say."
 
   "No means no."
 
   The scribe did not budge. Shay'tan craned his neck, now curious.
 
   "Yes?"
 
   The scribe nodded his head.
 
   "Very well, then," Shay'tan said. "I'll take the call. But if it's just the usual recriminations, I'll be roasting you for supper and picking my teeth with your bones." He bared his fangs and gave a good-natured snap at the scribe who did not flinch. The scribe had known him long enough to know that after his fire-temper cooled, he tended to be in a good mood.
 
   "Yes, Sir," the elderly scribe said blandly. 
 
   Shay'tan grumbled something noncommittal. The elderly lizard was a treasure, one he'd grieve when he was gone. That was the problem with surrounding yourself with mortals. No sooner did you get one broken in then they'd die; and then you'd spend the next hundred years missing them as you trained their replacement to be just the way you liked.
 
   He lumbered into an adjacent room and plunked his hindquarters down in front of a holographic projector, draping his massive bulk carelessly onto the floor, his wings askew and his scales jutting out all helter-skelter. 
 
   "Send it through," Shay'tan grumbled at the A.I. The hologram hummed as it projected a white orb, and then in the middle a life-sized humanoid figure appeared, clothed from head-to-foot in black.
 
   Shay'tan's golden eyes grew large with surprise. He sat taller and posed for the camera, showing his good side, and tucked his leathery wings neatly against his back so that he appeared more like the beneficent god whose picture adorned every temple in his empire.
 
   "You requested an audience with me, widow of The Destroyer?" Shay'tan asked.
 
   The human female appeared to be disoriented as she glanced around the confines of her own space shuttle, unfamiliar with the technology. Someone off-screen gave her instructions and she turned to face the central projection lens so he could see her clearly. She gestured to her forehead, and her heart, and her lips in a reasonable facsimile of the Sata'anic prayer-gesture.
 
   "I did," Sarvenaz said in heavily accented Galactic Standard. "I come to beg your permission to retrieve my husband's body."
 
   She stood, small and graceful, the black drapes of her widow's garb only accentuating, and not hiding, the pendulous shape of her midsection. For hundreds of years Shay'tan had tried every bribe he could think of to entice Abaddon to defect. Money. His own planet. Even governance his own collective of quasi-independent colonies. Abaddon had wanted none of it. And yet, in a way Shay'tan had bribed him, only he hadn't known at the time what Ba'al Zebub was doing behind his back. 
 
   "You know I can't just give you access to that planet," Shay'tan said as gently as he could. "Your husband stumbled into a top-secret military installation. I cannot risk letting it fall into Alliance hands."
 
   Sarvenaz's eyes filled with tears as she clutched her hand to her breast and suppressed a sob. Shay'tan felt the echo of that sensation within his own chest, the pain of losing someone you loved.
 
   "My husband said you are not creature without honor," Sarvenaz said. "He said you live by a code, that the dead should be treated with dignity."
 
   "That is true," Shay'tan rumbled. 
 
   "Then please," Sarvenaz sobbed. "Let me retrieve my husband's body so I can say the death rituals and know his spirit is at peace!"
 
   He felt her grief catch at his own chest, and he had to clear his throat to be sure his voice didn't break as he denied her the one thing that any decent creature would give her.
 
   "I cannot…"
 
   Sarvenaz clutched at her cloak and stood taller, not just a grieving widow, but the woman who had fractured Parliament with her impassioned speech. He had watched the video, fascinated, as she had stepped out from the shelter of her husband's wings and rallied the Alliance to defy their emperor and god. She took a shuddering breath, and then she spoke to him again.
 
   "Then you will need to order your men to murder women and children," Sarvenaz said, running her hand down upon her swollen abdomen. "Because I am going down to that planet, whether or not I have your blessing, to bring my husband home."
 
   She turned towards whoever had aimed the holographic projector at her and ordered them to turn it off. As she did, it silhouetted the heavy bulge of Abaddon's child growing in her womb, the child he had wanted so badly he had cast away his god. Shay'tan watched, transfixed, as the proud woman, born to be an empress, defied him just as she had defied the Eternal Emperor.
 
   She reminded him a bit of her…
 
   "Wait, Madam," Shay'tan stopped her.
 
   Sarvenaz turned back to the camera, her expression hopeful.
 
   "Your husband was a worthy adversary," Shay'tan said. "The bravest I ever met."
 
   A tear escaped Sarvenaz's mahogany brown eyes, a most unusual color, and slid down her cheek, lingering on her chin like a raindrop. She nodded. Yes. This, she already knew.
 
   "Do you know what it means to make a bargain with a dragon?"
 
   "Yes," Sarvenaz whispered.
 
   "I want your word of honor that you shall take no technology from that cave except what you need to transport your husband's body home. Can you agree to that?"
 
   "You have my word," Sarvenaz said.
 
   "Very well, then," Shay'tan said. "You have half a day, and not a minute longer."
 
   "Thank you," Sarvenaz said. She gestured to whoever operated the camera."
 
   "One more thing," Shay'tan said.
 
   Sarvenaz waited, her eyes filled with expectation and sorrow.
 
   "Under Sata'anic law," Shay'tan said, "when a man defeats a worthy adversary and learns that death has left behind a widow, it is that soldier's duty to ensure the widow gets back safely to her family, and if none can be found, to marry her himself and raise her offspring as if it was his own."
 
   "So my husband told me," Sarvenaz said.
 
   "I do not know where your homeworld is, Madam," Shay'tan said softly. "It was rogue elements within my Empire which found your planet, and then hid it from me when I refused to sell your people into Alliance prostitution. I will find your planet … eventually. But until then, if you are unable to find a safe haven, you are welcome to take refuge within my Empire and become my thirty-seventh wife."
 
   Sarvenaz raised one shapely eyebrow. He could feel her scrutiny as her eyes raked down from his sharp dorsal ridge to the tip of his tail, and then settled on his leathery red wings.
 
   "I will make no demands upon you other than to raise your son to be respectful of Sata'anic law," Shay'tan added.
 
   "It is Abaddon's daughter I carry," Sarvenaz jutted out her chin. "It was my husband's wish that she be born free, free from the expectations of either empire."
 
   It was perhaps the most spirited rejection he had ever received. Although he'd expected it, he found himself curiously disappointed. 
 
   "Very well, Madam," Shay'tan said. "But if things don't turn out the way you wish, you are free to reconsider my offer."
 
   "Thank you," Sarvenaz said. She made the Sata'anic prayer-gesture again, her fingers to her forehead, her heart and her lips, a little out of order from the way things were done here, but close enough that he appreciated the gesture.
 
   The hologram went dead. The ball of light faded, leaving only the projector, which otherwise looked like an ordinary table.
 
   Shay'tan sighed. Somehow, now that Abaddon was dead, his victory felt a little hollow. Hashem refused to play chess with him, Lucifer was gone, and now Abaddon was dead. What was a dragon supposed to do to amuse himself?
 
   He stalked back out to the laboratory, the palace trembling beneath his feet, determined to find out just why in Haven there had been an active sacrificial brazier beneath Shemijaza's legendary genetics laboratory.
 
   "What were you up to, Emperor of Tyre?" Shay'tan mumbled as he lumbered past the decapitated bovine head, its slips still curled up in an eternal sneer.
 
   The scientists all clustered excitedly around the torso. The lead scientist ran up to him, his tail bobbing with excitement.
 
   "Your Eminence! Come and see what we have found!"
 
   The wall of scientists parted, allowing Shay'tan to see what they had pried out of the intestines of the robot.
 
   "A cryo-chamber?" Shay'tan's eyebrow-ridges rose in surprise.
 
   "And the creature inside of it is still alive!" the head scientist exclaimed, his gold-green eyes wide with wonder.
 
   "Sata'anic?" Shay'tan asked.
 
   "No," the head scientist said. "It's a Nephilim. Female. Perhaps only seven years old."
 
   "Nephilim? All the Nephilim in that cave were dead."
 
   "Not this one," the head scientist said. "The reactor was low on power, but the cave was so cold it reduced her live support needs to nearly nothing. We just found a 74,000 year old living artifact!"
 
   The scientist ran off to chatter with the other scientists, ecstatic at their discovery. Shay'tan stared with numb horror at the sight of his prize lizard-people crawling like ants all over the robot. No. Not a robot. A prosthesis. His mind whirled. A Nephilim? No. It couldn't be!
 
   Guilt settled into his gut like rotted meat. After their betrayal had cost him his mate, he had exterminated every man, woman and child until the entire species had packed up and fled. He had sterilized their colonies, exploded their suns, and explosively decompressed their space stations so that the basis of his former armies would never rebel against him again. He had done so out of grief, but the Nephilim were extinct because he had made it so. That's what dragons did whenever they lost control. They were stupid, mindless monsters.
 
   He gulped for air even though he didn't need it and wiped an itchy spot in his eye. It was not a tear. Dragons did not cry!
 
   "This species is forbidden to exist," Shay'tan said softly to the scientists who had all turned their backs on him.
 
   They ignored him, still ecstatic in their discovery.
 
   "Get out!" Shay'tan said, louder this time. "I said, get out of here. All except for the physician."
 
   The scientists gathered up their notepads, giving him curious looks as they huddled together, snout-to-tail, and crowded out of the room until his scribe shut the door behind them.
 
   "You too," Shay'tan said to his scribe. "I will call you if I need you."
 
   "Yes, Your Eminence," Budayl said. His wrinkled scales curved up in an expression of curiosity.
 
   Shay'tan padded over to the cryogenics chamber and peeked in through the glass. Yes. It was just a child. Seven or eight years old, with wires drilled in to every square centimeter of her body. The doctor had begun the thawing process before they'd asked or he would have told them to grant the child the mercy of dying in her sleep.
 
   "How degraded is she?" Shay'tan asked the physician.
 
   "She's pretty bad, Sir," the doctor said. "It's like … freezer burn. The extreme temperatures preserved her, but it damaged her on a cellular level. Her EEG levels are erratic, as if there are great chunks of bioelectrical activity missing from her body."
 
   Shay'tan stared at the girl's nut-brown skin, slanted forehead, and her otherwise humanoid features. The bodies in the cave had been dead for tens of thousands of years, but this one, although pale and sickly, still possessed a living aura. Her life-energy had been fed upon, repeatedly, until all that was left was a shallow husk.
 
   "That damage is not from the ice," Shay'tan said.
 
   "What did it?" the physician asked.
 
   Shay'tan did not answer, and the physician had enough sense not to press him. All knew better than to antagonize a dragon.
 
   "Remove the electrodes."
 
   "We think they're the only thing keeping her alive."
 
   "This isn't living," Shay'tan said. "And even if she did wake up, where would she go? She went to sleep 74,000 years ago, and now her entire species is dead."
 
   The physician knew better than to say, 'you're the last of your species, too.'  He removed the electrodes, checked the creature's heart with his stethoscope, and declared her heartbeat was fading.
 
   "Leave us," Shay'tan said.
 
   The physician packed up his medical bag and, with a mournful expression, passed through the door into the crowd of scientists who waited anxiously on the other side.
 
   Shay'tan stared down at the dying child. Yes. That's what it was. A dying child. He'd always known Moloch had preyed upon the young because their life-energy was easiest to feed upon and misdirect to do his bidding in the absence of his own body, but this contraption was a new low. Moloch couldn't incarnate into physical form, nor could he manipulate matter directly. All he could do was whisper suggestions and, in a few rare genetic cases, find a mortal vessel compatible enough that he could possess it. 
 
   This child, he suspected, was just such a vessel. Imperfect, or why encase her body in a prosthesis, but a vessel nonetheless.
 
   Shay'tan touched the child and channeled enough warmth to heat her body up to a normal temperature. He was not a god of healing, but sometimes all a body needed was to feel warm.
 
   The little girl stirred and opened her eyes. He was not surprised to see that her eyes were pale bluish-grey, not the brown of most Nephilim. Not quite silver, for she was not genetically evolved enough to act as a full-fledged vessel, but close enough that Moloch had been able to use her consciousness as an interface. She reached towards him, the brightest object she could see.
 
   "Am I dreaming?" the little girl asked.
 
   "No," Shay'tan said. "Do you know who I am, child?" 
 
   "You are the dragon who devours planets." 
 
   Shay'tan snorted, but not in anger. 
 
   "I am your god, come to set you free," Shay'tan said. "Do you know how long you were asleep?"
 
   "I can't remember," the girl said. She began to cry. "Where'd my Mama go?"
 
   "Would you like me to take you to her?" Shay'tan asked.
 
   The little girl nodded her head yes.
 
   "First you must do something for me," Shay'tan said. "And then I will carry you into the dreamtime and see if I can find her."
 
   "Will it hurt?" 
 
   "No," Shay'tan said. "Your mortal shell is too weak for me to save. I will wait until you pass naturally, and then I will peek into your soul, to see if I can figure out where they sent your Mama. Would that be okay?"
 
   The little girl nodded. Shay'tan gently picked her out of the cryo-chamber, stifling his anger at the electrodes which had been drilled into her skull, and cradled her to his breast as though she was his own offspring. The little girl turned gasped for breath, her life-force fading from even the slight effort of their conversation. 
 
   Tears of fire streamed down Shay'tan's muzzle.
 
   "Shhh," he soothed her. "Don't fight it. Just let your mortal vessel expire, and when you wake up, I will take you someplace pretty."
 
   "Mama," the little girl gasped, and then she breathed no more.
 
   Shay'tan transformed back into his natural form. Fire-dragon. Destroyer of worlds. Cleanser of all that had been touched by Moloch. He used his fire to cremate the child's remains, and as he did he could see into her short, tragic life.
 
   For three years Moloch had used her body as an interface, and in that time her spirit had overheard plans to overthrow his empire. The rebellion of the Nephilim, the capture of his mate, and the destruction of Nibiru had all been part of an elaborate plan, but those plans had not solidified until after Moloch had abandoned this vessel for the next one.
 
   She did not know the location of Earth. The ice planet was nothing but a dead end.
 
   Shay'tan carried her spirit to the gateway of the dreamtime. The girl shimmered, puzzled, until she figured out how to shape a facsimile of her former form, free from the painful electrodes and wires.
 
   "Are you ready to go?"
 
   "The little girl frowned. "I did some bad things, didn't I?"
 
   "You are a child," Shay'tan said. "An innocent. Moloch used you because children are always willing."
 
   The little girl's lip trembled. Guilt crushed Shay'tan in the chest even though in this form he had no heart but the nexus which formed the basis of his fiery essence. He had not been innocent when he had exterminated them in his grief.
 
   "Will you find my parents?" the little girl asked.
 
   "You have my word," Shay'tan said, "and a dragon never lies."
 
   The little girl stared through the veil which separated that portion of the dreamtime traversed by the gods from that portion reserved exclusively for the spirits of the dead. For all HER faults, She-who-is was meticulous about making sure as few souls as possible were left exposed in that vulnerable in-between state when they were not inhabiting a protective mortal shell. Having watched her own brothers and sisters get devoured, she made sure none of her creations suffered that same fate … unless they displeased her.
 
   "I will hold you to your promise," the little girl said.
 
   She let go of his hand and skipped through the curtain, unafraid in the way that children often were. It was why they were such easy prey for Moloch, food for a malignant god. 
 
   Shay'tan breathed relief, as though the child's gifting of that one single task had somehow granted him a path to absolution, a way to make up for the genocide he had committed.  He transferred himself to the remotest part of his empire and let loose his rage, the rage of a dragon who'd been outsmarted, until dozens of planets were destroyed, all lifeless, of course, because she had taught him to value life. Then he teleported back into his palace to tear apart the useless statue of Moloch bit-by-bit until there was nothing left but a pile of molten metal.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 51
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   December, 3,390 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Gita
 
   It was almost nightfall when she heard them arrive downstairs; first Rakshan's voice, then Behnam's, then Yalda and Zhila's, and then finally Immanu himself returned with the Chief. They conversed amongst themselves, and then sent Siamek up to fetch her, followed by Zhila, winded from her climb up the steps. Despite her age, the second-oldest woman in the village refused to lean on Siamek's arm and peered at Gita with her cateract-clouded eyes. 
 
   "They wait for you, child," Zhila said.
 
   Gita nodded, her eyes black with fear. She'd known this was coming. She'd known this was coming all along. The Tribunal. The three-judge panel who convened only to consider matters too weighty for even the Chief to decide ... or too controversial.
 
   Zhila's wrinkled lips tightened into a grim line, though whether it was at her, or the lingering stench of Mikhail's chest wound, Gita couldn't tell.
 
   "They're meeting here because Mikhail is too frail for you to leave his side for too long," Zhila said. "And also because the Chief fears Immanu might rile up the village to take matters into their own hands, no matter what the Tribunal decides."
 
   "You'll come get me if he forgets to breathe?"
 
   "Just tell the truth, child," Zhila said. "Tell the truth no matter how frightened you are or damning the evidence might be. If you tell the truth, the Tribunal will be inclined to grant you mercy, for only if they know the truth can they guide this village about larger matters."
 
   "I understand."
 
   Once upon a time, the widow-sisters had been her protectors, two kind old women who had given her a piece of bread each morning under the ruse of letting her fetch their water. They had always been kind when no other soul had seen her, but Mikhail had been dearer to them still. Did they think she was guilty? Gita had no idea. The moment Immanu had accused her of being a traitor, the entire village had rallied behind him, all waiting for Mikhail to wake up and adjudicate her guilt. 
 
   Only Mikhail hadn't awoken. And now Immanu wanted his vengeance without even waiting for the man to pass into the eternal night...
 
   Siamek towered over her, his expression dark and unreadable. Why, oh why, did they always send him to guard her? Him, who trusted her less than all the others? She moved past him, noticing the way he pulled back when her shoulder accidentally brushed his chest.
 
   "I'm sorry," she mumbled.
 
   Emotion danced across his face. Anger? Hatred? Longing? 
 
   'Don't look at me like that,' she thought to herself, but she dared not give voice to those words. Not to him, he who had every reason to hate her. 
 
   She moved down the stairs, still blood-stained from the night before. Seated on a long bench were Yalda, the oldest woman in the village, Behnam, one of Mikhail's eight original archers, and Rakhshan, the flint-knapper, a man who Gita barely knew. At one end of the Tribunal stood Immanu and the Chief, and at the other stood Needa, her arms crossed, glowering at her husband.
 
   Zhila was old enough that she should have sat in Rakshan's place, but Yalda and Zhila always said they were of such like mind that having two sisters on the tribunal would be like granting no decision at all. Gita searched for a friendly face, but the Tribunal was stone-faced whenever they were faced with an adjudication. Chief Kiyan refused to meet her gaze, while Immanu glowered at her, his eyes filled with hatred. 
 
   "You have made serious allegations, shaman," Yalda said. "Allegations you have made before, and which the Chief's own investigation did not support. Now you have asked us to second-guess his judgment, claiming new evidence which the Chief does not wish to consider."
 
   Needa glowered at her husband. 
 
   Immanu glared at the Chief. 
 
   The Chief glanced at Gita, his expression cloaked. 
 
   Gita's eyebrows raised in surprise. The Chief had already conducted an investigation? How come none of the guards had told her this? All of a sudden, her continued existence, Needa's refusal to kick her out, and Immanu's anger at the fact Mikhail went downhill the moment he forced her to leave all made sense.
 
   "We shall not entertain evidence upon which the Chief has already considered ... and rejected," Behnam said, the elderly archer. "Only new evidence, shaman. Who do you call as your witness?"
 
   Gita's heart fell as her uncle called the name.
 
   "I call Waradishtar of Nineveh," Immanu said. "Qishtea's second-in-command."
 
   Immanu's eyes glowed with victory as Waradishtar strode into the house, wearing the fringed robe of an emissary. Gita felt sick. Waradishtar had always had it out for her, even before she'd insulted him at the Regional Meeting of Chiefs.
 
   "What evidence do you have for us, son?" Yalda asked. As the oldest living person in this village, it was her privilege to speak first, whether or not she was a woman.
 
   "I bring evidence that the traitor has a long history of conspiring with Shahla," Waradishtar said.
 
   "And what form does this evidence take?" Yalda asked.
 
   "My own first-hand observations," Waradishtar said. "And this seal of authorization from Qishtea, Chief of Nineveh, to speak on his behalf."
 
   "Go on," Immanu said. "Tell them what you told to me!"
 
   "Nine moon cycles ago," Waradishtar said, "Jamin came into our village, sent on a trading mission by his father." The Nineveh emissary gave the Chief an apologetic look. "This was while Qishtea's father was still alive and Chief Kiyan's son was still a part of Assur."
 
   "This Tribunal has convened to adjudicate Gita's guilt," Yalda said, "not Jamin's. Jamin has already been banished from this village."
 
   "That's what I'm getting at," Waradishtar said. "Several traders accompanied the former young chieftain, including Laum, the linen-trader, and Shahla, the linen-trader's daughter."
 
   "And was there anyone else in this delegation?" Yalda asked.
 
   "Yes," Waradishtar said. He looked straight at Gita. "Gita accompanied Shahla as her guest." 
 
   Gita wished fervently a hole would open up and swallow her alive. Oh, how happy she had been to be asked along on that mission! And oh, how much she regretted it now, being sucked into Shahla's intrigues! 
 
   "And what did Gita do during this trip to Nineveh?" Yalda asked.
 
   Her ears began to ring. She could feel the sand being shoveled around her body, incapacitating it so the villagers could stone her alive.
 
   "She was observed carrying trinkets from Shahla's quarters to Jamin's," Waradishtar said. "But Jamin wasn't interested in her, so instead she sent Gita to arrange a liason with Qishtea, to sleep with him and then leak the information to Jamin to make him jealous, because everybody knew that whatever Qishtea had, Jamin wanted too."
 
   "And did Gita arrange this liason with Qishtea?" Yalda asked.
 
   Waradishtar gave Gita a triumphant grin.
 
   "Yes, she did," Waradishtar said. "And then she arranged to have Jamin walk in on them so he would see Shahla in Qishtea's bed and be moved to take back possession of his woman."
 
   "And did it work?" Yalda asked.
 
   "Not the way they wanted," Waradishtar gave Gita a cruel grin. "Jamin walked in and told Qishtea he could have her. Shahla, that is. Nobody wants Gita, not even if she spreads her legs and gives the entire army access to her pleasures."
 
   "That's enough!" Yalda snapped. "We shall not tolerate personal attacks upon the accused!"
 
   "Assur may be smaller than Nineveh," Behnam said, "but we are more civilized than you. The Tribunal shall not tolerate such disrespectful speech!"
 
   Gita recognized the echo of Mikhail in Behnam's words. Or was that the echo of Behnam in Mikhail's teachings? The two had hunted together often, one the mentor in heavenly warfare, the other a teacher of how to handle men possessing large egos.
 
   "Did you witness this intrusion yourself, Waradishtar?" Yalda asked.
 
   "Yes, I did," Waradishtar said. "It was my night to stand sentry outside Qishtea's father's house. Gita claimed Qishtea's father had summoned him and led him straight into Qishtea's bedroom."
 
   "What did Qishtea do?" Yalda asked.
 
   "The moment he realized what the two had been up to," Waradishtar said, "he threw Shahla out of his bed and told her to go out into the desert and sleep with the hyenas."
 
   "What did Shahla do?"
 
   "She threatened Qishtea she would get even," Waradishtar said. "And then she stormed out of there, dragging that one by the arm."
 
   "See!" Immanu crowed triumphantly. "This was not the first time this one acted as a go-between for Shahla and this one's traitorous son!"
 
   "We shall decide that matter," Yalda said.
 
   "But the evidence is as plain as the nose on your face!" Immanu shouted. "Can't you see? She is guilty!"
 
   The three Tribunal members glanced from one to the other.
 
   "Do you bring any other evidence that Gita conspired with Shahla?" Yalda asked.
 
   "No," Waradishtar said. "That is the only incident I witnessed."
 
   Rakshan, the quietest of the tribunal, drummed his fingers on his hands, knapping imaginary arrows in his mind.
 
   "Tell me, Waradishtar," Rakshan asked. "How long ago did Shahla lay down with Qishtea?"
 
   "It was early spring," Waradishtar said. "A few weeks before the winged one moved into your village. Until then, it was possible to reason with Jamin, to distract him from his obsessions with talk of the hunt, but after the winged one took up residence here, there was no reasoning with the man. It was as if he'd been driven mad."
 
   Rakshan drummed his fingers some more.
 
   "Do you have any knowledge as to whether or not Qishtea consummated this tryst with Shahla?" Rakshan asked. His fingers flicked at his hand, flick, flick, flick, knocking imaginary chunks of stone out of whatever shaped within his mind.
 
   "Of course he did!" Waradishtar laughed. "Qishtea is quite the ladies' man, and they were in there for several hours, grunting like two horny goats until Jamin walked in and caught them in the act."
 
   Gita's eyes grew wide. Shahla had always denied she'd lay down with Qishtea, claiming she'd only led him on just long enough for Gita to maneuver Jamin where she wanted him, all under the guise of making Jamin jealous. Was Waradishtar lying when he claimed Shahla had been there for hours?
 
   The same horrible thought passed through her mind at the same moment it passed through the other members of the Tribunal.
 
   "Thank you, Wardishtar, for traveling so far to bring this matter to our attention," Yalda said. She gave the Ninevehian warrior a polite nod. "I trust you have found comfortable accomodations for the evening?"
 
   Waradishtar glanced between Immanu and the Chief. Given the attack last night, neither person's house was suitable to host someone as high-ranking as the Nineveh emissary. Especially not the Chief, whose house had suffered fire-damage.
 
   "He is welcome to spend the night with me," Behnam said. "My accomodations are far less luxurious than the Chief's, but my wife is a wonderful cook. When I was dragged out of my house earlier this afternoon, my wife was in the process of plucking a nice, plump duck."
 
   "Thank you, Behnam," Waradishtar said. He nodded to each member of the Tribunal, and then shot Gita an 'I told you I'd fuck you over look' as he strolled out of there, his expression triumphant.
 
   No sooner was the door closed than Yalda gave voice to the thought on everybody's mind. She turned to Gita, her brown eyes furious.
 
   "You knew that baby had possibly been fathered by Qishtea!" Yalda shouted at her. "And you never spoke up to exhonerate Mikhail!"
 
   "I ... I ... I didn't know!" Gita blurted out.
 
   "Do you deny you led Jamin there to make him jealous of his rival?"
 
   "No!" Gita said. "I mean ... yes. I don't know!"
 
   "Which is it, child?" Behnam interceded.
 
   Gita's heart beat in her throat as she stared at the faces which all stared at her with hostility. Immanu, because he blamed her for his daughter's kidnapping. Chief Kiyan, because she should have known Shahla had lied when she'd claimed she'd been too heart-sick over Jamin to lay down with Qishtea. And now Yalda, dear sweet Yalda who had fed her when she was hungry and trusted her inside her house. She remembered how Zhila had said to conduct herself.
 
   "I did act as intermediary to bring Qishtea and Shahla together," Gita confessed. "And I did lead Jamin there, at the appointed time, because Shahla wished for him to realize she had other options. We both wanted Jamin to stop pining after Ninsianna. But Shahla always swore she had not lain down with Qishtea that night."
 
   "And why should we believe you, traitor?" Immanu hissed.
 
   "Because it is the truth," Gita said. "Shahla never told anyone she was pregnant until she grew so large her mother noticed she was with child. The only thing she wanted was for Jamin to marry her."
 
   Needa stepped forward.
 
   "Then why, child, did she accuse Mikhail of fathering her child?"
 
   Gita swallowed. The truth. They wanted to know the truth.
 
   "Jamin didn't want anything to do with Shahla until the day he was supposed to marry Ninsianna," Gita said. Tears streamed down her cheeks. "She loved him, but he wasn't the same man he'd been before. Every time he got angry, he took it out on her by beating her. I told her she deserved better, but she kept making excuses for him. So I told her a little lie. I told her -I- had a crush on Mikhail, because whatever man I liked, Shahla always stepped in to take him first."
 
   "Why would you set your friend's sights on a man who was already promised to someone else?" Needa asked. "Do you know what hell you put them through? Ninsianna and my son-in-law?"
 
   "I told her that because he was unassailable," Gita wept. "Mikhail never had eyes for any woman except for Ninsianna. I just wanted to keep her mind off of Jamin, so I set her sites on the one man she couldn't have. I had no idea that Shahla would become mentally unstable."
 
   "And so Mikhail was accused," Yalda said. "And you, child, never stepped forward to clear his name."
 
   "I didn't know," Gita wept, but the words sounded hollow even to her own ears. "Shahla always claimed she had no idea who the child's father was. And the more I found out about how many men she'd lain down with, the more I believed her. That she really did not know."
 
   Chief Kiyan looked to Immanu. "Does Qishtea know the baby might have been his?"
 
   "Does it matter anymore?" Immanu asked.
 
   Chief Kiyan rubbed his chest above his heart.
 
   "No," he said softly. "I suppose it is too late to do anything about it. Qishtea would not have accepted responsibility for the girl's condition any more than my son did."
 
   Gita expected the Chief to glare at her with hatred, but instead his eyes were filled with grief. It was no secret that the Chief hadn't been the same since his son had been banished and since last night, it appeared the Chief might die of sorrow.
 
   "So how does the tribunal rule?" Immanu asked. 
 
   The three Tribunal members looked from one unto the other.
 
   "Do you have any additional evidence, shaman?" Yalda asked.
 
   "Isn't that enough?" Immanu asked, his expression hostile.
 
   "Answer the question, shaman."
 
   Gita stood frozen in terror. Here it was. They would judge her guilty, and then drag her away to do ... what? What was she guilty of? 
 
   "I demand you sentence the girl to death by fire!" Immanu said.
 
   The three Tribunal members glanced at one another, and then nodded. They had reached an agreement.
 
   "We will take the matter under advisement," Yalda said.
 
   "But the solstice fire is in three days!" Immanu said. "If I throw her on the Narduğan fire, She-who-is will be appeased."
 
   "You do not have the right to take Gita's life in exchange for your daughter's," Yalda said. "You gave away that right when you gave away her hand in marriage to her husband."
 
   "Mikhail is as good as dead!" Immanu shouted. He pointed at the Tribunal, his eyes so golden they were almost red.
 
   "He is not dead yet," all three Tribunal members spoke in unison.
 
   "We shall not rule on her guilt until the matter has been resolved as to whether we render a decision on one death," Behnam said. "Or two."
 
   "Rehashing this injury is harmful to our village," Rakshan said. "The Tribunal does not wish to keep hearing the same evidence be repeated over and over again."
 
   Hope flared in Gita's heart. She noted the way Yalda kept glancing up the stairs to Mikhail's bedroom. All understood the only reason Mikhail fought to live was because he believed his wife was at his side. If she was killed, he'd be dead within hours. The Tribunal stalled for time.
 
   "Kiyan?" Immanu turned to the Chief.
 
   "I ceded my authority on this matter to them," Chief Kiyan said. "But even if I hadn't, old friend, I would have to agree with them. So long as Mikhail is alive, the right to demand this girl's life in exchange for that of his wife belongs to him. Not you."
 
   Gita had always lurked in the periphery of the witchy things her uncle and cousin had done to invoke blessings for the village, but one thing she had learned last night was that sometimes when you were desperate, the gods did answer your prayers. Trills of energy tickled throughout her body as Immanu's eyes turned pure gold. A different person peered out of her uncle's eyes, an authority higher than the Tribunal to dictate what the village must do.
 
   "You will make this sacrifice," She-who-is-Immanu spoke through the shaman's mouth. "So at the moment of death, I can peer into this traitor's soul and discern where the Evil One has spirited away my Chosen One."
 
   She-who-is-Immanu appeared oddly feminine despite being in possession of a grown man's body.
 
   "Immanu?" Rakshan asked, the flint-knapper.
 
   "You will address me as Your Eminence," She-who-is-Immanu said, "for so long as I choose to inhabit this mortal vessel."
 
   Every person in the room gaped except for Needa, who rolled her eyes. Gita felt terror as that golden gaze met her black eyes, and then stared right through her, as though seeing her for the very first time.
 
   "I thought ... only ... Ninsianna..." Rakshan stammered.
 
   "The vessel must be willing," She-who-is-Immanu said. "Something this one stopped being after that useless creature," SHE pointed at Needa, "refused to come back until he stopped allowing me to inhabit his body. My Chosen One posseses no such inhibitions."
 
   "You made their marriage a living hell!" Needa stepped forward, uncowed by the goddess who ruled All-That-Is. "Just as you made our marriage miserable until Immanu grew a backbone and stood up to you."
 
   "And then you left him anyways," She-who-is-Immanu hissed like a jealous lover. "Had I known then what trouble you would cause, I would have directed him to seduce a different woman to incubate my favorite. It serves him right for choosing a mortal over me."
 
   Needa jabbed her finger into her husband's face.
 
   'If She-who-is had the power to find Ninsianna," Needa scolded, "don't you think she would have done so already?'
 
   She-who-is-Immanu's eyes transformed from golden to fiery red.
 
   "You will give me this girl's life," She-who-is-Immanu said. "Or this entire village will suffer my disfavor."
 
   A movement from the landing caught Gita's eye. She looked up, into the ancient, wizened expression of Zhila, Yalda's sister.
 
   "And tell us, Immanu," Zhila asked, "if you are possessed as you claim. Why does one so powerful as the goddess who rules All-That-Is need to feed upon the death-energy of a girl who is just barely a woman. Daughter of the Devourer of Children?"
 
   Revulsion rippled through the room like circles of water from a stone thrown into the river. She-who-is-Immanu whirled to face the ancient woman who stood above her on the landing, as if she stood in judgment of the goddess herself.
 
   "That is none of your business, mortal."
 
   Siamek appeared next to Zhila, his eyes as dark and unreadable as they always were whenever he looked upon her these days. He loaned Zhila a hand as she carefully picked her way down the steps. Unlike her sister, although nearly blind, Zhila was still fairly nimble.
 
   "Mikhail was like a son to us," Zhila said. She stepped close enough that she could peer into She-who-is-Immanu's face with her almost-blind eyes. "He told us things, things he didn't tell any other person in the village, not even Ninsianna."
 
   "What do I care?" 
 
   "Because we care," Zhila said softly. "We care about him. And we want to know why, Your Eminence, if you are so all-powerful, why haven't you healed his wound? Or found Ninsianna yourself? Or prevented all of these bad things from happening in the first place? If, as you claim, you are really She-who-is, and not just Immanu trying to sway us with his shaman's tricks, then tell us ... why are you so hell-bent on taking it out on this poor girl, who has done nothing since it happened but try to keep your Champion alive?"
 
   'Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods,' Gita thought, 'can't they see they are speaking to the goddess herself?'
 
   "Because I cannot see her," She-who-is-Immanu hissed. "She is invisible to me. And I do not like that which I cannot discern."
 
   "And what use will it be, shaman," Zhila asked, "to take the life of a girl who is so low that not even you noticed she existed until now?"
 
   "Because if you make an offering of her onto my sacred fire," She-who-is-Immanu said, "at the moment of her death, her spirit will be vulnerable, and I will be able to see into her spirit, not just what secrets she has been hiding from me in this lifetime, but all lifetimes she has ever lived."
 
   The Tribunal glanced from one to the other. It was Yalda who dared speak. She rose gracefully from the bench, leaning heavily on her cane.
 
   "My esteemed brother-elders," Yalda said. "You were both still younglings the last time a shaman claiming to speak with the voice of She-who-is testified before the Tribunal. I have heard this argument before. It did not sway me then, back when I was the youngest member, and it does not sway me now that I am the eldest. The decision that all trials-by-fire must be unanimous was made for a reason."
 
   She jabbed her finger into She-who-is-Immanu's face.
 
   "We have heard all of the evidence, Your Eminence," Yalda hissed. "And you have testified to nothing new. We have already ruled we shall defer passing judgment on the girl until the matter resolves itself as to whether it will be Immanu who has the right to demand recompense for Ninsianna's death, or her husband, Mikhail."
 
   "You dare deny me justice?"
 
   "We deny She-who-is nothing," Yalda said. "The real She-who-is. Not a shaman accustomed to pulling theatrics to terrify the villagers into giving him what he wants." She pointed to the stairs. "Up that stair lays a man who lay down his life trying to rescue your Chosen One. If you truly are She-who-is, then walk up that stair and bid him to arise from his deathbed."
 
   'She -can't-,' that small, quiet voice whispered to Gita. 'She can't, because the power which infected the blade is even older than SHE is...'
 
   Yalda's eyes welled with tears when She-who-is-Immanu did not move to grant her prayer.
 
   "That is what I feared," Yalda said softly. She sat down, pulled a handkerchief out of a small satchel that was attached to the belt of her shawl-dress, and blew her nose.
 
   Behnam rose and spoke on the Tribunal's behalf.
 
   "Forgive us, Your Eminence, if the Tribunal exercises caution before voting to place this village in a war between the gods. Before we can render such a decision, we would require more information, starting with why you need a mortal vessel in the first place, why death exists, and, oh, why, when you shaped the Earth, did you decide to infest the desert with sand fleas?"
 
   She-who-is-Immanu's eyes glowed copper with fire, and then she smirked, and her expression grew coy.
 
   "Very well," She-who-is-Immanu said. "I will grant to thee thy petty judgment. But should HIS mortal vessel die, I demand this girl be made a sacrifice so I can locate my Chosen One."
 
   "We shall render our judgment then," Behnam said.
 
   Gita felt that crushing sense of power evaporate as She-who-is ceded her mortal vessel, leaving Immanu a disoriented heap of groaning flesh upon the floor. Gita stood, horrified. The goddess of All-That-Is had just decreed she was to be sacrificed in the most horrific manner possible. Even if the Tribunal did believe it had all been Immanu's theatrics, what chance did she have? What chance did she have to exist when the goddess herself were out to smite her?
 
   Behnam let out an audible sigh of relief.
 
   "Do you think it was really HER?"
 
   Zhila poked at the unconscious shaman with her foot.
 
   "His father pulled this goatshit once," Zhila said. "We swore then that we would never be fooled again by a man's quest for vengeance, not even if She-who-is herself stepped down from the heavens to give testimony in all of her glorious beneficence."
 
   Gita glanced at Siamek, tall, brooding Siamek who had every reason to hate her. Didn't they realize that that was exactly what had happened?
 
   She glanced at the eyes which had all now all settled upon her. Nothing had changed. The Tribunal had not passed judgment in her favor. They had stalled, understanding that to kill her was to instantly kill Mikhail. All they had done was buy Mikhail a little more time.
 
   "We came downstairs because Mikhail has taken a turn for the worse," Siamek told her flatly. "If you value your life, you'll get upstairs and figure out a way to save him."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   December, 3,390 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   All around him he could hear the sound of voices bickering. 
 
   "Let him go." 
 
   "No, you must give him a little longer. Look at how he fights. There's still hope as long as he remembers to breathe." 
 
   "What you are doing to him is cruel." 
 
   "You only say that because you want your vengeance." 
 
   "Get out! Get out now…"
 
   "You get out! This is my house. It was left to me by my father." 
 
   "The Tribunal said that I was to dwell here with the girl until they render a decision as to her guilt." 
 
   "She is not his wife! Think what people are saying about us, are whispering behind our back!"
 
   "I don't care, Immanu! Do you hear me? I don't care what people think! All I care is that he brings back Ninsianna alive!"
 
   "She is not his wife. Do you hear me, Mikhail? That girl is not your wife! She is a criminal! The criminal responsible for Ninsianna's death!"
 
   Two compulsions warred within him. He had to find Ninsianna. He had to find the Other One! He could sense she was in trouble.
 
   He reached for her like a drowning man reaching for a rope…
 
   He stood at the huge, simple doorway which separated the winding hallways from the throne room. Two enormous ant-like Cherubim stood on either side of the entrance, guarding it with their crossed naginata. Their armor was gilded, for these Cherubim had the privilege of guarding the queen, but like all Cherubim armor, it was perfectly functional and deadly.
 
   Master Nuboten scrutinized the soft folds of Mikhail's fighting robe, hastily smoothed to hide the rock-dust from his earlier tumbles. He crooked an antennae at him, indicating he would pass muster.
 
   "You are expected, Nidan Mannuki'ili."
 
   Mikhail gave his superior a respectful bow.
 
   "Thank you, Masutā Nuboten. I came directly from the training fields."
 
   "She waits to see you," Master Nuboten said.
 
   "I am forever at her service," Mikhail bowed a second time.
 
   The naginatas separated and the two Cherubim Masters gave him leave to enter into the enormous throne room of Empress Jingu, queen of the Cherubim. There was a permanence about the palace, built of stone and wood, with enormous beams carved from entire trees holding up the floors above. 
 
   The Cherubim queen sat upon a large, wooden chair which was her only concession to a throne. Mikhail went down on one knee, his wings tucked up just enough so they did not drag, and bowed his head.
 
   "You summoned me, my Queen?"
 
   "Yes, Nidan Mannuki'ili," Empress Jingu said. "I have matters of great import to discuss with you. You may rise."
 
   Mikhail assumed the cool, unreadable look he'd spent the last nine years perfecting, the closest he could come to mimicking the featureless exoskeleton of the ant-like Cherubim. He tucked his wings tightly against his back and stood in a relaxed ready-position, for the Cherubim were -always- ready for any trouble which might come their way.
 
   "How fares your lessons with the art of shinobi-on-mono? Jingu asked.
 
   Color warmed Mikhail's cheeks, but he forced his features to remain emotionless.
 
   "The results are mixed," Mikhail said. "I do well enough when paired against a novitiate or non-Cherubim, but against a master, I fear that I am always seen."
 
   "That is because you were engineered to -be- seen," Jingu said. Her green mandibles spread wide with amusement. "And what of your skills as a seeker?"
 
   His shame subsided. "At that I am significantly better. Novitiate, or master, I am usually able to find that for which I search."
 
    "That is good," Jingu said. "For I am about to send you on a mission. A mission in which you are required to seek."
 
   "I am only Nidan," Mikhail said. A third-tier junior master. "It will be many years before I achieve the rank of Yondan (fifth tier)."
 
   "You fear your inexperience will disgrace the hive?" Jingu asked.
 
   "I only point out that there are Masters far more adept than I am, my queen."
 
    "This mission is unique to -you-," Jingu said. She pointed at a map of the galaxy which was painted on the ceiling, her only concession to decoration because the mural happened to be practical. "Our esteemed Eternal Emperor has once again requested your assistance."
 
   Mortification flooded his cheeks, turning them a very un-Cherubim-like magenta.
 
   "I told him no, my queen," Mikhail whispered. "Please do not ask me to do that which my people consider abominable."
 
   "Your people are all gone."
 
   "Which is why I must keep alive the memory of what they stood for."
 
   "Not even if you were allowed to send them -here-?" Jingu asked softly. "Think of it. You will no longer be the last of your kind."
 
   "No."
 
   "Hashem's armies are your people as well," Jingu said.
 
   "They are -not-!" Mikhail's voice rose in anger. He remembered how cruelly they had treated him at the Youth Training Academy until the Cherubim had sent for him. He forced his expression to remain neutral. "-This- is my home."
 
   "Your species was meant to flock together," Jingu said. "Do you not wish for the company of your own people?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Not even if I order it?"
 
   His eyes wandered up to the map painted on the ceiling, a gentle swirl of stars circling around a vortex. His eye drifted, as it always did, to a small, broken spiral arm, adrift amongst its peers, the remnant of a galaxy which had been devoured. Sometimes he felt like that spiral arm, adrift in a galaxy where he didn't belong.
 
   "I will perform any duty that you ask of me, my queen," Mikhail said. "Train the novitiates? Go on missions? Battle Shay'tan and bring you back his tail? But I will not defile what it means to be a Seraphim."
 
   Jingu pressed all four hands to cover her thorax, perpetually swollen with egg. Her consort had been dead for centuries, but a Cherubim queen only needed to mate once to bear as many drones as the hive needed to survive.
 
   "You were very young, sukoshi washi," Jingu said. "Too young to throw away the rest of your life on a betrothal that was never consummated."
 
   A lump rose in Mikhail's throat. "I felt her death wound, and to my shame, I did not follow her into the next world."
 
   Jingu sighed. 
 
   "You were nine years old, and you'd only known her a few months. Your betrothal was merely a statement of intent."
 
   "You don't understand," Mikhail said. "She had this gift." He stared up into the stars painted on the ceiling. "We had known each other before, and in that lifetime, our love was thwarted by my death."
 
   Jingu shifted on her throne, no longer the queen, but the old woman who used to weed with him in the garden.
 
   "You know the Cherubim are evolved enough to see into many lifetimes?"
 
    "Yes," Mikhail said. "It is very disconcerting to watch two novitiates meet for the first time and start talking about things that happened seven lifetimes ago."
 
   "We are all born with an agenda," Jingu said gently. "Sometimes, when a Cherubim dies young, they will come back as quickly as they can, into the same family, or the nearest family they can find that will enable them to carry forward their unique genetic traits, so they can -complete- that agenda, the one which will help them finish evolving."
 
   "There are no Seraphim left to carry her bloodline," Mikhail said. 
 
   "No," Jingu said. "But there are shipboard Angelics. Amongst their ranks are some who are descended from Seraphim who left your homeworld within the last few generations. While -you- have been here, perhaps there is one born who carries the lifespark of the one you lost?"
 
   Mikhail stared up at the ceiling, the whirling stars, and the small, broken spiral arm which sat in the middle of nowhere. Yes. They had crossed paths once before. If she still existed, it was unlikely he would find her -here.-
 
   "I will go, then," Mikhail said. "But if I -do take a mate, it shall be on my own terms. Not Hashem's."
 
   "That is all we can ask, sukoshi washi," Jingu said. She pulled out a flatscreen, technology the Cherubim kept hidden as they believed technology disrupted the natural order, and handed it to him. On that screen were official orders signed by the Eternal Emperor to report to Alliance basic training.
 
   "I never had a choice, did I?" Mikhail asked.
 
   "You -always- have a choice," Jingu said. "You are being sent on a mission. A mission to embed into Hashem's armies and subtly teach them our ways. Whatever else you do while you are there, that is entirely up to you."
 
   His breathing grew more ragged, labored. Pain radiated out of his chest as he pushed away a hand which was not hers. How could he find anything when every single breath was agony? The bickering continued.
 
   "The entire village mocks us, this farce we perpetuate, pretending our daughter is still alive!"
 
   "How do we know she is dead? We never found a body!"
 
   "We never found Shahla's body either. That doesn't mean she's any less dead."
 
   "The lizard demons came back for their dead. They did not touch our dead. Nor did they gather the bodies of the mercenaries."
 
   "Ninsianna is dead!" Sobbing. "And I … I cannot find her in the Dreamtime. We have to let him go so he can find her!"
 
   "Over my dead body!"
 
   "You're irrational, woman!"
 
   "You're irrational! You've never listened to a single word the girl said!"
 
   "Fine. You want irrational? I'll override Kiyan and the Tribunal."
 
   "How?"
 
   "The vote."
 
   "The vote? You wouldn't dare!"
 
   "Watch me…"
 
   A door slammed.
 
   Mikhail stared up at the Cherubim queen, a wise old woman who had quietly co-ruled Hashem's Alliance for nine thousand years. If there was a question to be asked, chances were that Jingu knew the answer.
 
   "How will I find her again?" Mikhail asked.
 
   Jingu pointed up at the map of the stars painted upon the ceiling.
 
   "Just follow your heart."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Pareesa
 
   Pareesa clutched the ceramic urn to her chest as she walked, as slowly as she could, flanked on either side by Siamek and Chief Kiyan. It was not an especially heavy urn … a year of war had reduced their numbers such that there were far fewer adults to cast a vote, but it might have well have been a boulder. The sky roiled with piss-yellow clouds, a sure sign there was a sandstorm brewing. She glanced to either side, wishing fervently some enemy would run at her that she could smite, but not even a sword could defeat the enemy she had to welcome now.
 
   She hesitated at Immanu's door.
 
   "Go inside, child," Immanu said. His eyes were serious and, for once, not tinged with that copper edge he'd possessed for the past few weeks. It made Pareesa almost want to forgive him. 
 
   Almost…
 
   She knocked anyways, and when Needa did not answer, lifted the latch to let herself in. Pareesa glanced back at the somber group which had escorted her here to make sure she didn't shirk her duty. Why had they appointed her? She, who was most adamant that this was not the way things were supposed to be?
 
   She stepped across the threshold into a room where Needa stood in front of a dying cook fire. Needa's expression softened when she saw they had assigned her to be the messenger. Cowards! Why had they all hidden behind a thirteen summer girl?
 
   Neither woman spoke. Pareesa set the urn down upon the table and removed the lid. The scant light glistened off of the three white pebbles, arranged neatly on top of the hundreds of tiny black ones which made up the rest of the tally. Two had been cast by her, even though technically she was too young to vote. Needa had authorized her to cast her pebble in her stead. Nobody had caught her when she'd slipped two white pebbles into the tally instead of one. Needa's … and one she'd spent all morning searching for in the riverbed.
 
   Who had cast the third white pebble? Ebad? No. Ebad said what they were doing to Mikhail was cruel. Yalda and Zhila? Maybe…  But how one sister voted, the other always did, and Immanu had made them give evidence in his favor, weeping, as they related how very much Mikhail loved Ninsianna. No. In the end, Immanu had swayed them all. All except for one. But who? Who had cast the third white pebble? It wasn't Gita, because as an accused, she had no right to vote. They hadn't even allowed the girl to testify.
 
   Needa's mouth tightened into a grim line. 
 
   "What lies did he say to get the villagers to agree with him?" 
 
   "He said it was a vote of mercy," Pareesa said. "That Mikhail was still alive because we had told him a lie, and without that lie, might he choose to join Ninsianna in the dreamtime. He asked…" Pareesa stared down at her hands. "He asked them … he asked them to make me tell Mikhail the truth, and let him decide whether or not he wished to fight to live."
 
   Needa picked out the three white pebbles and held them up to the fire. There were tears in her eyes, but for six weeks she had wept, and there was little more anyone could say or do.
 
   "I will keep these," Needa said. "To remember how little my years of service as a healer meant to the people of this village."
 
   She tucked the three white pebbles into her healer's basket which sat on top of her worldly belongings, packed up neatly, ready for her journey back to Gasur. Needa had sat bravely through countless death-watches, but when Mikhail died, so would her marriage.
 
   "How much longer does he have?" Pareesa's voice warbled. "I mean … after he decides to stop fighting?"
 
   Needa dabbed at Pareesa's cheeks with the back of her shawl. 
 
   "An hour," Needa whispered. "Maybe two. The only reason he's held out this long is because we told him Ninsianna was here."
 
   Pareesa's nose twitched, trying to keep the tears inside. This was her teacher they asked her to give up for dead, the man who had been her guiding star. Mikhail fought to live because she had lied to him.
 
   The door latch lifted and Chief Kiyan stepped inside. He walked like an old man, dispirited and scarred with burns. His eyes sank deep within his skull from lack of sleep and, if she didn't know better, he'd been weeping when nobody was there to watch.
 
   Needa's expression softened. They both understood that, while Chief Kiyan had cast a black pebble, there was no malice in that decision. He was just as sad to see Mikhail go.
 
   "I want Gita to stay until the end," Needa said. "Her presence comforts him, and no one should have to die alone."
 
   Chief Kiyan nodded, and then he turned to Pareesa.
 
   "Go get Mikhail's sword and bring it to Narduğan ceremony. We must give our people hope that some part of him shall live on beyond his death. It is fitting that we memorialize him on this longest night of the year." 
 
   "I want to stay with him, too!" Pareesa protested.
 
   "I need you, child," Chief Kiyan said. "I need you there to give this village hope, because without him…"
 
   The Chief turned away, unable to finish what he wished say. 
 
   "I will tell him," Pareesa said. "I will tell him it's time to let go."
 
   The warriors silently gathered up the relics Immanu needed to perform a ceremony to send his daughter, and the husband who had failed to save her, off into the dreamtime. Pareesa watched them shuffle out, shoulders hunched and eyes filled with tears. It was time. It was time to tell Mikhail the truth. Only Siamek remained. He gave Pareesa a nod.
 
   "Let's do this," Siamek said. "Immanu has appointed me to take the death-watch."
 
   The choice had been made because, as Mikhail's official 'lieutenant,' Siamek was the highest-ranking warrior in Mikhail's army. It was an honor, to be attended by the best. They both knew Mikhail would have wanted her at his side, but Immanu claimed he needed her at the bonfire. The real reason was he feared she might help Gita escape. 
 
   She pushed aside the curtain and stepped inside. The foul stench of rotted flesh nearly overwhelmed her. Gita sat huddled over the bed, Ninsianna's red cape drawn tightly around her shoulders, her lips moving as she sang a prayer to a goddess who had never cared enough about her to help her out with anything. 
 
   Gita looked up, her eyebrows drawn together in fear. If Ninsianna was the Chosen One, then Gita must be the Un-Chosen. The girl who even the goddess could not see. Which of them looked worse right now? Mikhail? Or the girl who had sang away her own life's energy, trying to give him the strength to survive?
 
   "Leave us," Pareesa said.
 
   Impenetrable black eyes met hers, made all the darker by the contrast with her pale, translucent skin. Those preternaturally large omniscient orbs glistened like a terrified nocturnal animal, forever fearful that a predator was about to eat her.
 
   "He…"
 
   "It's just for a moment," Pareesa said. "I just wish to say goodbye."
 
   Gita rose from her uncomfortable stool which was the only concession they had made to the girl's comfort. Ninsianna's red cape hung loosely around her slight frame, a mocking reminder that while she had tended him, it had been another woman's name he had cried out for, another woman that he loved. They had used her. They had all used her. And now that she was no longer needed, they would cast her aside without remorse. 
 
   Pareesa clasped Gita's hands. They were cold and skeletal, as if the pallor of death had come into her body as well as his.
 
   "Be strong," Pareesa whispered to her. "Be strong … for him."
 
   Gita's dark eyes filled with tears. 
 
   "I gave him everything I had," Gita's lip trembled. "It just wasn't enough. I'm sorry. I'm not gifted like his real wife was."
 
   Pareesa gave Gita a hug.
 
   "You are gifted," Pareesa said. She lowered her voice. "We both know Ninsianna would have given up on him weeks ago."
 
   Gita took off the red cape and hung it on the wall. It was fitting Mikhail should know it had been Gita, the lowest creature he had ever taken pity upon, and not Ninsianna, the highest, who had stayed with him until the bitter end. Gita stepped out of the room, her head bowed in shame. 
 
   Siamek moved to follow her, to make sure she didn't escape.
 
   "Stay with me," Pareesa said. She spoke it not as a request, but with her best facsimile of the old god's voice and authority.
 
   "I'm supposed to…" 
 
   Siamek's eyes were haunted. She knew what Immanu had ordered him to do the moment Mikhail passed, and she opposed it, she opposed it with every ounce of her being!
 
   "If she'd wanted to abandon him," Pareesa said, "she had every opportunity to do so weeks ago."
 
   "But she…"
 
   "She did no such thing," Pareesa said. "You know that better than anyone!"
 
   Siamek nodded. Since the night they had come for him, Firouz had become deliberately lax, doing his best to allow the girl to escape. Why had Gita stayed when the entire village had united against her? 
 
   "You will not throw that girl into the hole!" Pareesa said. "She is not guilty, and he would speak against it if he was still alive."
 
   "What should I do?"
 
   "Do what your heart tells you is right," Pareesa said. "Do what he would tell you to do if he woke up and gave to you his final wishes. Everybody in the village trusts whatever you say." 
 
   The suggestion was implicit without saying the words. She asked Siamek to tell a lie, to sully his honor for a girl he clearly did not like.
 
   She had never seen Siamek cry, not in all the years that she had known him, not even after Jamin had been banished and she'd earned his trust as a warrior and a friend. But he did so now, threw his arms around her and wept, he who had lost not just the best friend who had betrayed them, but now the man who'd allowed him to earn forgiveness when, he, off all people, understood he'd deserved none.
 
   "What are we supposed to do now?" Siamek said.
 
   "We lead them," Pareesa said. "We lead them in his stead."
 
   "It is you they look to," Siamek said, "not me. I never earned his trust and everyone knows it. Not even towards the end."
 
   Siamek pulled away, too much of a man to do something so girlish as weep.
 
   "Go," Siamek said. "Tell him the truth. I will wait for you just outside the door." He moved, shoulders slumped, back outside where the stench of death was not so pungent, leaving her with her hero alone. 
 
   Pareesa stood beside the bed, staring down at the emaciated husk which was all they had left of the man who had fallen from the heavens. Pale, yellow light from the tallow lanterns flickered, valiantly trying to push back the darkness and the chill. His chest shuddered as even now he fought to breathe. Out. In. Out. In. Never had a man been so badly injured and fought so long to live. 
 
   His black-brown wings lay crushed beneath him, the only thing about him which still remained magnificent. Oh, how could she tell him goodbye? He, who had come to mean everything her? Her sword of truth? Her guiding star? He was … everything she aspired to become. 
 
   Tears flowed as she kneeled beside his deathbed and took his hand. 
 
   "I've come to seek your blessing, sensei. I've come to ask you to pass to me your sword."
 
   She would not take his sword unless he gave her his blessing. She watched his chest rise and fall. Slowly. Far too slow to bring enough air into his lungs. Out. Lengthy pause. Jagged hiccup in. Hint of a moan of pain. A strangled rattle as he breathed it out again. A shudder as his chest collapsed under the weight of the rotted, infected meat. And then, a terrifying silence. She prayed for him. Breathe! Oh, gods, please breathe! And then it started all over again. The next painful breath. Fighting. Even now, Mikhail kept fighting to stay alive. It was time to end the lie.
 
   "She is gone, sensei!" Tears slid down her cheeks and kissed his arms with her guilt. "She is gone, sensei, and it's time for us to let you go." 
 
   Her slender frame shuddered as she pressed her forehead into his hand, begging for absolution, begging for his forgiveness. 
 
   "I'm so sorry! I know it was cruel to deceive you when you trusted me to tell you the truth! I should have let you go when we knew Ninsianna had been taken, but we hoped … we didn't want to let you go if there was any hope she might be found alive."
 
   Her slender body shook as she wept the tears six weeks of denial had helped her keep at bay. Why? Why had she taken part in this deception which had only prolonged his separation from his wife? Because she was selfish, that's why! She had needed him, so she had lied because she thought she was too weak to stand alone. 
 
   That subtle tingle of energy at the crown of her head reminded her that she wasn't alone. The Cherubim God of War had made her a promise the day she'd thrown herself into a hopeless situation in a vain attempt to save Mikhail's life. Yes. He had made her a promise. For her, and for Mikhail. She wiped her tears. She understood what the old god needed her to do.
 
   A feeling of peace came over her, that supernatural sense of knowing how a body intended to move even before the thought had manifested into the physical world. She saw it. She felt it. The shadow hand of light moved from Mikhail's inert body to touch her cheek and passed along to her his sacred blessing.
 
   "You knew?" Pareesa whispered. "You knew we were deceiving you?"
 
   The shadow-hand moved back down to squeeze hers.
 
   "For how long?"
 
   The vision faded. It was just her; she and her hero who lay dying. His sword glimmered like a beacon of hope from its place beneath his deathbed. It was hers now. He wanted her to have it. 
 
   She slid the unearthly weapon out from its bower and placed it carefully into his hands. If only they'd had more of these, she would have made certain he was buried with it, but their need was great and Mikhail had always been too pragmatic to waste a necessary item on a ceremony.
 
   "I will take good care of it, sensei," Pareesa promised. "You have my word. I will do my best to honor the lessons you taught us."
 
   She kissed his forehead, his eyelids, and then the cold, blue lips which had grown so weak he no longer possessed the strength to burn a fever. Oh, how long had she dreamed of giving him this kiss, and now that she had given it, she wished fervently she never had the opportunity. How does one tell their hero goodbye?
 
   "Goodbye, my Champion. Don't be afraid. I will guide them in your stead."
 
   She slid the sword from his grip, tears falling onto the unearthly metal and making it glisten even brighter. 
 
   "Wait for me. Whisper secrets when I am perplexed and encourage me to be brave whenever my courage falters. Remind me of how very beautiful you were, and just how brave you were in the face of overwhelming odds. Watch over me until the day comes that I can finally rejoin you to fight at your side in the next realm. We shall conquer evil … together."
 
   She understood now what he needed her to do. She moved past Siamek to pass Gita lurking sorrowfully on the landing. The girl looked paler than Pareesa had ever seen her before, a frail girl who might not survive much longer than Mikhail.
 
   "He knows," Pareesa took her hand. "Comfort him. Make his passage as comfortable and beautiful as you can."
 
   Tears glistened in Gita's preternaturally dark eyes, but she looked relieved that they would not make her leave. 
 
   "You know I will," Gita said. "I will not abandon him until his spirit has left his body."
 
   They hugged each other. Sprit-sisters. Favored one. Forgotten one. Their embrace broke off and Gita moved back into the room. It was fitting that she, dark girl, who had never left his side, would be the last person he saw before he passed from this world into the next one. As soon as this was over, she would do her best to prove Gita's innocence.
 
   Pareesa paused in the kitchen to tie his sword around her waist. It felt right, finally, as if it belonged there, this unearthly weapon which would give her people an edge. He had passed his mantle onto her, not just a sword, but a responsibility. It was up to her to finish Mikhail's mission.
 
   She made her way through the alley towards the centermost square, rehearsing what she needed to say. The words to a prayer came into her mind, strange words, alien words, but as she walked, she understood their meaning. She turned them over in her mind, over and over again, until at last they made sense in a language the others would understand. 
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Zulu Sector: Prince of Tyre
 
    
 
   Ninsianna
 
   Ninsianna dipped the cloth into the pan of warm water and pressed it to the broken man's forehead. His breath was shallow, his skin now blue. She had tried, but she did not know how to heal a wound which was not merely physical. Whatever the Evil One had done to him, it lay beyond the auspices of healing. 
 
   She swiped at her tears with the back of her hand, feeling helpless, feeling guilty. A green, clawed hand settled gently upon her shoulder.
 
   "Are you certain there is nothing you can do for him?" 
 
   Apausha's long, forked tongue flitted out to taste the air, but for some reason, Ninsianna no longer found the gesture repulsive. 
 
   She touched the unknown man's cheek; handsome, cool, pale. If the goddess hadn't abandoned her, she could have asked her what to do, but despite her prayers, She-who-is refused to speak to her. Un-Chosen. The goddess had abandoned her to face the Evil One alone.
 
   "The Evil One has fed upon his spirit," Ninsianna said. "His spirit has been shattered, too broken to force his body to exist. My father…"
 
   "The shaman?"
 
   "Yes," Ninsianna said. "My father knew how to heal such injuries of the spirit. But I…"
 
   "He did not teach you because you are a woman?"
 
   Ninsianna thought back to all the times her father had stood with her at the threshold to the dark path and tried to coax her to journey with him into that realm where even She-who-is purportedly could not see. Why, oh why, hadn't she listened to her father's admonitions that she needed to overcome her fear of the dark? 
 
   Oh! Terrible darkness! Why did it intimidate her thus? 
 
   She had seen the point of light in Jamin, ready to help her, ready to turn against the Evil One if only she'd reached into the darkness to turn him back into the light. He'd wanted it. Oh, how he had wanted it, and she had turned away, she had turned her back on him even though she knew the consequence. She had seen that point of light in Shahla, even when her mind had been in the grip of her delusion, and been so repulsed that she'd given up the chance to heal her mind? Mikhail had reached across that void to find her and she had cut him off, not recognizing his spirit. Why? Why had she condemned her husband to die alone, she who loved the light, but had always been terrified of the dark?
 
   "I was arrogant," Ninsianna said. "I was the Chosen of the She-who-is. I assumed the goddess would always protect me instead of learning how to protect myself."
 
   Apausha's gold-green eyes were filled with sympathy. How ironic was it that it was a lizard-demon who had helped her to see the darkness could sometimes be a gift?
 
   "Can you journey there now?" Apausha asked. "Perhaps you might help him live?"
 
   "The only life energy I possess is my own," Ninsianna said. "If these women were not so mind-broken, perhaps we might perform a group ceremony of healing."
 
   "But you cannot do it now?" Apausha asked. His expression was not one of condemnation, merely curiosity.
 
   "No," Ninsianna sighed. She spread her hand protectively across the swell of her abdomen. "It would take too much life energy to heal one so close to death. And these women," she gestured at them, "do not have any left over to spare."
 
   She shut her eyes and tried to feel her way into that dark realm that her eyes could no longer see. No intuitive voice whispered secrets about how to get across, but that other voice, her voice, told her that even if she did journey there, she'd be every bit as blind as she was right now.
 
   "Our people always believed," Ninsianna said, "that if a person willingly sacrificed their life on the longest night of the year, that they would carry a message straight to the gods, and the gods would intervene to bring back hope for the entire village."
 
   "Shay'tan says such beliefs are an abomination," Apausha said. "No man dies willingly. He says evil will always warp those who demand such sacrifice until all murders become a sacrifice to seek the favor of the gods."
 
   "So does my father," Ninsianna sighed. "No one ever wanted to sacrifice themselves, so they would find a scapegoat and execute him for some petty crime. The Chief put a stop to it when he inherited the village from his father."
 
   She touched the cheek of the poor, dying man. Would she make such a journey for a stranger? Would she make such a journey to save her husband? Would she make such a sacrifice for anyone? Ever? Had she ever believed in anything fervently enough that she would cast her spirit into the void?
 
   No. She would not. Not even for Mikhail.
 
   Tears streamed down her cheeks and fell upon the victim whose chest moved almost imperceptibly, his flesh turning bluer by the heartbeat. She didn't even know his name. How could she perform the death ceremonies for a man who had never woken up? Whoever he was, this man would pass alone. Where would he go with the entrance to the dreamtime blocked? Would he become a disembodied spirit? Or would his spirit simply cease to exist?
 
   She thought of her poor, dead husband, and how he'd cried out as he'd reached across the void to find her. He, a man who had never had any natural abilities or training, had reached across the void to find her instead of she, the Chosen one, to find him; and then she had cut him loose, guaranteeing that even if he had lived, he could never again use their bond of marriage to find her.
 
   "I never understood that all he needed was for me to love him," Ninsianna said. "And that if I loved him enough, it would give him the strength to do everything else."
 
   "But you did love him," Apausha said, then blinked as he realized he'd spoken in the past tense. "I mean, I know you do. It's all you ever talk about, how very much you miss him."
 
   "I do," Ninsianna said. She stared into the darkness she could no longer see, but she could feel it more intensely than she ever had now that she'd been denied all passage into the light. Truth stared out at her from that void. The terrible truth she had always known. "I loved him. Oh, Apausha! I loved him dearly. But I never loved him the way that he loved me."
 
   The unknown man's chest shuddered, and then exhaled one last time. It was the last breath he took; he did not breathe again. Emotion crushed her chest, the reality of his passing. There were two deaths she mourned tonight, the loss of this unknown man, and the very real loss of the husband who had never been hers to keep. 
 
   Apausha held her as she wept. She wept, all the tears she had withheld, trying to convince herself that Mikhail would come and rescue her. They were trapped here. They were trapped, and if she wanted to get out of this place, then she would have to do it all herself. 
 
   Her baby kicked. Her son. The child She-who-is had been desperately eager for her to conceive. It was for her child, now, this stolen child, that she must carry on. His child. Mikhail's.
 
   "He has crossed over," Ninsianna said, not just of this unfortunate, nameless man, but also her poor, dead husband, who she had lost the day she had let him go. " Perhaps he will find his way through the darkness and tell the goddess where we are?"
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Galactic Standard Date:  152,323.12 AE 
 
   Tokoloshe Kingdom: Prince of Tyre
 
   Special Agent Eligor
 
    
 
   Eligor
 
   Eligor eyed the two lurking Tokoloshe who'd been assigned to babysit him, along with Lucifer's escape shuttle, as he met with King Barabas to negotiate a treaty. This wasn't the first time Eligor had piloted a shuttle into Tokoloshe territory for a meeting, but fuck! All those other times they'd met them on the borderlands!
 
   "What you looking at, Angelic?" one of the two hulking guards snarled. 
 
   Eligor schooled an 'I don't give a fuck' expression and pretended to pick at his fingernails.
 
   "Nothing," Eligor said.
 
   "Why…"
 
   Tokoloshe were bear-like creatures, three meters tall, with a foul disposition and even nastier habit of eating those they'd conquered in battle. They were the most feared creatures in the galaxy, second, perhaps to even Shay'tan himself.
 
   "Ignore him," the second Tokoloshe said. "He's just trying to rile us."
 
   The first Tokoloshe stepped closer to him, his hulking shoulders so broad it gave the creature the appearance of having no neck whatsoever.
 
   "Maybe the lackey would like to be invited for dinner?"
 
   Eligor fingered the hilt of his pulse rifle which sat in its holster with the strap undone and the safety feature flipped off. Maybe Shay'tan wasn't so scary after all. The old dragon was a ferocious creature, but the Sata'anic emperor lived by an eccentric moral code which made him predictable in a sort of inflexible, galactic-dominating kind of way. Tokoloshe, on the other hand, made no sense whatsoever.
 
   The first Tokoloshe's nostrils quivered as it gave Eligor a sniff. Saliva dripped from its fangs.
 
   "You smell … tasty."
 
   Its beady eyes narrowed as it waited for Eligor to show the appropriate amount of fear. Eligor had dealt with the creatures enough times to know that doing so would be a mistake.
 
   "Your breath stinks like shit," Eligor said. "Maybe you should go find some breath sanitizer?"
 
   "Why!" The first Tokoloshe stepped towards him.
 
   The second Tokoloshe yanked it back.
 
   "Get your hand off of me!"
 
   As Eligor had predicted, the two moved off to duke it out amongst themselves. Orders or not, no Tokoloshe could overcome their instinct to toy with a prey animal, in this case the prey being him. He hoped Lucifer was okay. Whatever had possessed the man to think he'd be safe accompanying King Barabas into his dining hall? Yeah, Furcas and Pruflas were with him, but three Angelics against a planet full of cannibals was more than even the goon squad could overcome.
 
   A third Tokoloshe, far smaller than the other two, stepped out of the shadows and gave him a wary sniff. This creature Eligor thought he could take, especially with the added security of his pulse rifle. It was a wiry runt of a creature, old, with mangy fur and a scar across its muzzle that looked like it had been on the losing end of a knife fight. The creature eyed him as it swept up the asphalt, moving methodically until it began to approach the shuttle.
 
   "Stay away from my ship," Eligor said.
 
   The creature shrugged and continued to sweep the sidewalk anyways.
 
   "You hear what I just said?" Eligor said. "I said scram."
 
   The creature paused and leaned on its broom. "You know what they're doing in there, don't you?"
 
   "No."
 
   The creature bared its fangs, but it was more an expression of an old coot chuckling at the cluelessness of a youngster than the threatening gesture of a predator stalking a prey animal.
 
   "It is our highest honor," the old Tokoloshe said. "To feed upon the flesh of our enemies so you can absorb their essence into your own."
 
   "It's barbaric," Eligor said. 
 
   I-don't-give-a-fuckedness was for him a way of life, one which had kept him out of many scrapes. But cannibalism? He was a lot of things, but that? No. Just … no.
 
   The old Tokoloshe swept up another shovelful of litter, and then leaned on his shovel once more.
 
   "You ever kill a man in battle?"
 
   Eligor schooled his expression to remain neutral. "Yeah."
 
   "How'd it make you feel?"
 
   What the kind of question was that? 
 
   "It's none of your fucking business."
 
   The old Tokoloshe grinned at him. "It felt good, didn't it, the first time you killed a man when you thought you were in the right?"
 
   A pang of guilt gripped Eligor in the gut. He'd killed many men, but unlike Furcas and Pruflas, every life he'd taken he remembered. The look in their eyes. The way the light had gone out of them as their life-blood had flowed out of their body. Sure, the first few times, when he'd been young and angry, he'd relished killing the people he blamed for his troubles. But then something had changed. He'd killed a man who'd cried out for his mother as he'd died. 
 
   "Do you know when the lifespark is at its peak?" the old Tokoloshe asked.
 
   "I don't know," Eligor said. "When you're a teenager?"
 
   "At the moment it changes form," the Tokoloshe said. "The best time to feast upon your prey is as it cries out in pain, either as it is being born, or as it is about to leave this world."
 
   "Get away from me!" Eligor hissed at him. He picked up a piece of trash and threw it at the man. "You're all fucking sick!"
 
   "We've all had a chance to dine upon the old ones," the old Tokoloshe said. "The ones who lost in battle, the criminals, the weak ones who did not meet their tribute quotas. But a new life? One which cries out as it emerges from the womb? Or a willing one? Ooh! Now that is a feast appropriate for a god."
 
   An odd vertigo began to spin in Eligor's ears as the hulking, ostentatious palace they'd parked in front seemed to recede and, in his mind's eye, he could almost hear the screams of the women Lucifer had impregnated.
 
   "A willing one could keep a god satiated for many meals," the old Tokoloshe said. "Tell me, Eligor. Are you willing?"
 
   How in Hades did this creature even know his name?
 
   "Get the fuck out of here!" Eligor shouted.
 
   He pulled his pulse rifle and aimed it at the old Tokoloshe. The creature laughed, picked up its broom and began to move away, sweeping as it went as if Eligor didn't have a weapon aimed at it. Just as it was about to disappear back into the shadows, it turned to face him once more.
 
   "You can't even comprehend what an honor it is to bask in the presence of the one you serve," the old Tokoloshe said. He used his broom to give a mocking salute. “Oh, how I envy you.”
 
   Before Eligor could think of a suitable expletive, the old Tokoloshe disappeared. Eligor squinted, trying to see the creature, but it was as though the street-sweeper had never been there.
 
   He waited and waited, guarding the shuttle as he stared at the garish mausoleum King Barabas had built until he'd become convinced they'd strapped Lucifer to a feeding pole and carved chunks out of his flesh to eat him alive until they finally killed him by dining on his heart. The two big Tokoloshe guards came back, both sporting missing fur and a few bloodstains on their uniforms, to hiss insults at him until he was ready to dive into his shuttle and attempt to shoot his way off this planet. At last the outer gates to the palace opened and out strode Lucifer, with Ba’al Zebub and the Tokoloshe king trotting happily behind him like a matched pair of little yippy lap madraí.
 
   "Sir." Eligor forced his words to not come out as a desperate cry of oh-thank-the-gods.
 
   "Why so anxious?" Lucifer smiled pleasantly. He gestured to King Barabas, who practically fell over himself to hand Lucifer a trench coat which looked, for all the world, like an emperor's robe of state. "You weren't worried about me, were you?"
 
   Eligor muttered something noncommittal under his breath. If Lucifer could read his mind? Good. Let him eavesdrop on this! Eligor pictured his most horrific memory of a picture some news outlet had once smuggled out of the Tokoloshe Kingdom exposing what the cannibals really did to any subject who was not able to meet King Barabas’ tribute quota.
 
   "Why Eligor?” Lucifer purred. “The Tokoloshe are our allies."
 
   "Whatever you say, Sir," Eligor said. He filled his brain with busy-thoughts to hide from the Prime Minister what he really thought of their so-called allies.
 
   'Kept the engines idling on the shuttle just in case. Never know when I might need to save Lucifer's tail feathers and drag him out of here before the cannibals can invite -him- to dinner.'
 
   "Come," Lucifer said. "King Barabas has prepared a celebration in my honor."
 
   "Didn't you just come from a celebration, Sir?" Eligor asked.
 
   The piss-yellow lights which illuminated the launch pad reflected off of Lucifer's eerie silver eyes, giving the illusion he stared into the fires of a sun.
 
   "That was a feast, dear Eligor," Lucifer almost purred with contentment, a cat that had just eaten a bird. "And now, our allies will show me how glad they are that I have returned."
 
   Lucifer smiled, showing off his perfectly straight white teeth. Just underneath the cleft in his chin where you might not notice it unless you happened to look up at the man was a smear of something which looked like blood. Eligor shivered. He buried the thought in the deepest recesses of his brain and focused on the list of things he needed to do on the shuttle before taking off.
 
   "Where are we going, Sir?" Eligor asked.
 
   "Not far," Lucifer said. "I just need you to help me descend for a stage entrance."
 
   "As you wish, Sir," Eligor said.
 
   Ba'al Zebub and the two goons waddled up the ramp to enter into the shuttle. Lucifer began the ascent himself, flicking a hand to signal it was time to go. Eligor fell into line behind him. As he did, he got a good look at the man's magnificent snow-white wings. Someone had taken a paintbrush and speckled his feathers with pink splotches. At the bottom, jammed in between a couple of primary feathers, was a smear of red. Eligor used the excuse of closing the hatch to get a good look at whatever had lodged in Lucifer's wings. Bright red, with an outer smear of peach, like…
 
   Eligor's eyes met Lucifer's.
 
   "Is something wrong, friend?"
 
   'Check the fuel gauges again. Run a comms check. Tell Captain Marbas that Lucifer didn't get eaten so he doesn't feel compelled to bomb the fuck out of the planet. I could sure use a sandwich right now. Might need to get more fuel.'
 
   "No, Sir," Eligor said. "It isn't okay."
 
   Lucifer tilted his head, as though this statement was unexpected. Eligor met his gaze.
 
   "You forgot to buckle your seat belt, Sir."
 
   Lucifer laughed and slapped him on the back.
 
   "Why Eligor," Lucifer said. "It's always so gratifying to have such a … willing … friend."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 56
 
    [image: ] 
 
    
 
   December, 3,390 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Gita
 
   Gita flung her old brown cape around her shoulders, a childhood fancy that Shahla had cast off once it had become too threadbare. It had grown even more decrepit since then, torn and mended countless times until even the patched spots had needed reinforcing, but it was hers. It was practical, it kept her warm, and more importantly, it had served her well each time she'd needed to fade into the darkness. She did not fade into the dark now. She did not wish to put back on the red cape she had hidden behind for weeks. For the first time in her life, Gita wanted to be seen.
 
   Siamek sniffled and wiped his nose with the back of his hand. 
 
   “You know what Immanu ordered me to do?” Siamek asked.
 
   Gita eyed the club he held in his hand. It was a simple war-club, little more than a rock fastened to the end of a stick, the kind of club used for clubbing an animal unconscious prior to slaughter so you could slit its throat without the inconvenience of watching it squirm.
 
   “Yes," Gita said.
 
   Siamek fell silent, his dark eyes glittering with tears.
 
   "Why didn't you run away?" Siamek said. "Firouz gave you countless chances!"
 
   "Because I promised Mikhail I would not abandon him," Gita said softly. "And I will not break my word."
 
   Siamek's hand trembled, causing the war club to rattle against the floor. It made an odd, drumming sound, not ominous the way a death-instrument should be.
 
   “It’s barbaric,” Siamek said, “the ancient ways. I had thought the Chief would put a stop to it. He wouldn’t let them do it to his own son.”
 
   "Immanu is desperate to have my life tonight," Gita said, "because it is said, at the Narduğan fire, the gods will accept the sacrifice of one human life in exchange for another.”
 
   "I was at the vote," Siamek said. "Not one person stepped forward to testify on your behalf. Not even your own father."
 
   “I am nobody’s child,” Gita sighed. “If you must smite me, do it as he finishes taking his last breath, and hit me hard, so I do not wake up as I am being burned alive."
 
   Siamek's sorrow twisted into an expression of anger.
 
   "You are not the one he wishes to see!"
 
   "I know," Gita said. "But if I am going to die anyways, I would rather make the journey with him."
 
   She bowed her head and pushed aside her raven black hair to lay bare her neck, the most optimal place for an executioner to make her death a merciful one. She bent forward to kiss Mikhail's cold, blue lips. 
 
   “Goodbye, my love. I will join you in the next world.”
 
   She waited for the blow, but it never came. Instead, they both stood listening to the hollow shell of the man who had once been their hero attempt to breathe. Shuddering breath in. Hold. Rattled exhalation out. A long, long pause. Was he gone now? Was this the last breath? Quick! Kill me now! For I do not wish to be left behind to grieve! 
 
   But then Mikhail breathed again. And another breath after that. And another. And another. And another. Siamek stood behind her, club raised, waiting to give her the quick end she pleaded for, but it was not Ninsianna he breathed for now, but for her.
 
   Siamek’s arm began to falter. He rested the club against the ground. At last his legs grew weary and he moved back to lean against his customary guard spot by the door. Out. In. Out. In. Mikhail breathed, because he wanted to protect her.
 
   “Pareesa said I should look into my heart,” Siamek finally said. “And ask what Mikhail would do. What would Mikhail do to bring justice to the woman accused of orchestrating his murder?”
 
   “In your heart, you know I want to be with him," Gita said softly, "It is no cruelty to kill me. Only to cast my body upon the bonfire to burn alive to make scapegoat for Immanu's anger."
 
   “Mikhail is not yours to love,” Siamek said.
 
   Gita stared out the window where the curtain had been removed so he could ascend back into the heavens as soon as he took his last breath.
 
   “What if a man crossed the stars,” Gita’s eyes glistened. “What if a man crossed the stars, searching for the woman he had lost? What if that man spent countless lifetimes searching for her, only to have her snatched away from him again and again and again? What if that man, in a moment of weakness, mistook another to be the woman he searched for and took that woman to be his wife, instead? A good woman. A noble woman. But not the woman he’d been searching for. What if, all along, the woman he had searched for sat right beneath his nose, waiting for him to open his eyes and see her?”
 
   “You are not Ninsianna,” Siamek said. His face hardened. “Nor are you a maiden.”
 
   “No,” Gita said. She clutched her old, brown cloak tighter around herself, trying to fend off the chill. “But sometimes, you don’t know those things because you can’t remember who you are until you have made a mistake.”
 
   “Is that what happened with me?” Siamek asked. His voice warbled as he spoke. “You saw me, and then you spurned me?”
 
   “I did not spurn you,” Gita said. She met his gaze. “I cared for you very deeply. But I recognized you could never love me the way I needed to be loved. I was just a joke to you, another conquest for you brag about to the warriors, and in the end you know you would have left me.”
 
   “No,” Siamek said. “It was all I could do to not think about you every moment after you spurned me. All this talk of Jamin nursing a broken heart, and nobody noticed that I was heartbroken as well because I never told another soul what we had done.”
 
   Gita lowered her gaze and looked at him through the cloak of her eyelashes. He was tall and handsome, and she had lay down with him because Shahla had convinced her that Siamek was a far better mate than a girl of her rank could ever aspire to. She had cared for him, she just hadn't had enough experience with men at the time to understand that caring was not the same thing as loving.
 
   “My name,” Gita asked. “Do you know what it means?”
 
   “It is a foreign name,” Siamek said. “I have no idea what it means.”
 
   “My name means Song,” Gita said. She stared into a past which was painful. “My mother said that on the day I was born, an ancient goddess came to her in a dream and said that Song would forever be my name.”
 
   “Your mother was nothing but a temple prostitute,” Siamek said. “Your father shouts his contempt of her throughout the entire village.”
 
   “My mother just … was,” Gita said. She turned back to stare at the man who still breathed in a vain attempt to preserve her life. “She said that someday I would meet a great man and sing the song the goddess said I carried within me.” She lowered her eyes. “Such a silly story, don’t you think? I had hoped that man might be you. It wasn’t until we tried to consummate it that I realized you are destined for another woman.”
 
   Tears slid down Siamek’s cheeks.
 
   “I cannot kill you,” Siamek said. “Because all this time I have been in love with you.”
 
   “You have lay down with countless others since,” Gita said.
 
   “And each time," Siamek said, "all I can picture is you, and the song you tried to sing which just for a moment made me see the heavens.”
 
   Gita reached up and took his hand.
 
   “Let me go, Siamek,” Gita said. “Release me from my burden. Then go and go to find the spirit who cries out to find you in my honor. Stop being distracted by me. Just know I will forgive you, so long as you give me a quick and merciful end.” 
 
   Her lip trembled as she lay bare her neck once more and bent her forehead into Mikhail's hand. Her voice was muffled as she spoke her greatest fear. "Please don't give me the horrific death my father gave my mother. The one that Immanu has planned for me."
 
   Siamek stepped forward with the war club, but instead of clubbing her over the head with it, he set it down next to the bed and kissed the back of her neck where the club had been destined to fall.
 
   “Comfort him as he passes,” Siamek said. “Once he is gone, make your way through the alleys to the east wall where the village drops down into the river. The entire village is at the Narduğan ceremony right now, so if you stick to the shadows, nobody shall see you. If you travel the rooftops to Shipsemu’s house, there is a spot where the mud-bricks stick out and you can gain a foothold until almost two-thirds of the way down. If you lower yourself very carefully to the ledge, it will not be a fatal fall.”
 
   Gita sat up. "That cliff drops down hundreds of cubits into the river. If I miss the ledge, I shall be killed for certain.”
 
   “Yes,” Siamek said. He wrapped his arms around her shoulders. “But if you meet your end, it will not be at my hands.”
 
   "And what will you tell Immanu when you show up at his ceremony without his intended sacrifice?"
 
   "I shall bring a ram," Siamek said, "and tell Immanu I threw you into the pit to await your final judgment at noon the way our ancient law decrees. The Tribunal will agree with that, for they are not happy Immanu instituted the vote. When they check the pit in the morning and find you gone, I will tell them you must have escaped because you are so thin."
 
   "And if I fall off the ledge and die?" Gita asked.
 
   "Then I shall spirit your body away where the others cannot defile it," Siamek said. "Pareesa will help me because she has believed all along in your innocence. When the others have given up the search and buried Mikhail, I will bury you at his left side, the place where a wealthy man would bury his consort, and leave the right side empty for his wife should we ever find her body. It will be up to you, then, to convince him you have earned that place in the next world.”
 
   “That would make me very happy,” Gita said. “But how will you tell them I escaped if you were supposed to kill me?”
 
   “Immanu only asked that I club you unconscious so you would still be alive when he passed your body through the fire," Siamek said. "I will go now to announce Mikhail has passed, and that I refused to execute a woman until they speak and not Ninsianna’s grief-stricken father.” 
 
   "The entire village voted that I should die," Gita said.
 
   "Not every man," Siamek said. He reached into his waist-pouch and pulled out a tiny black pebble. “Nobody doubts my word. I shall encourage the villagers to grieve Mikhail’s loss and not come looking for you in the pit until your trial at noon tomorrow."
 
   Gita took the tiny black pebble from his hand. The stone, uncast. A vote made in her favor. It had done nothing in the end, but in a way, it meant everything to her.
 
   "Immanu's father possessed terrifying black magic," Gita said. "If you anger him, he might just curse you for real."
 
   "Pareesa said that when heroes die,” Siamek said, “they go to a hall of heroes where they watch over the living. I shall pray Mikhail makes sure my death is a natural one, and not black magic caused by his grieving father-in-law.”
 
   “My intent all along was to run myself through with his sword," Gita sighed, "but then Pareesa came and took it away.”
 
   Siamek kissed her on the lips. “I did love you, you know?”
 
   Gita’s lips twitched with regret. Siamek took out his stone blade and placed it on the bed beside her hand. 
 
   "You will need protection in the wilderness. Take what you need from Immanu's pantry. I will see those stores are replaced so Needa does not suffer for the theft."
 
   Both fell silent as Mikhail took the next shallow shuddering breath. Gita caressed his hand. Breathe. Just breathe. But he was no more capable of surviving this wound for her than he'd been able to heal himself to go and search for Ninsianna. 
 
   "Before you go," Gita said. "Could you please bring the bucket of water Needa warmed to wash his body so he does not enter the dreamtime disheveled? It's just outside the door on the landing."
 
   Siamek fetched the funerary supplies and handed her the clay bowl and linens. With one last kiss upon her hair, he left to join the others in the central square. She had been given her chance at escape. Now, not even saving her would keep Mikhail in this world.
 
   She dipped the cloth into the water and pressed it to his forehead. 
 
   "Go," Gita lovingly wiped his brow. "Go, now, mo ghrá. I am safe. If I leave this world, it will be because my heart is too broken to survive without you, and not because the living sought revenge."
 
   It was with every bit of love she washed his body and replaced his loincloth with a proper Ubaid kilt which Ninsianna had started, but Gita had finished fringing. She averted her eyes as she washed portions of him reserved only for his wife, covering him with a cloth to preserve his dignity. The stench of rotted meat was offensive to her nose as she removed his bandages and washed the gaping wound in his chest, but she breathed through her mouth and focused on all about him that had once been beautiful. 
 
   He was not beautiful now. The bulging muscles which had rippled like the flesh of a lion now hung emaciated and limp from his bones. His eyes had sunken in and appeared bruised, while his lips and skin had turned bluish-grey. Even his high cheekbones were hollow, his nose too long without enough flesh to fill out his face. Only his magnificent dark wings attested to the fact that once upon a time he had been a creature of the heavens. She smoothed his feathers until they appeared the way they'd looked when he’d been well enough to preen them. There. If this hall of heroes Pareesa spoke of really did exist, Mikhail would arrive dressed as one of them, an Ubaid, and not a soldier of a god who’d done nothing to answer his prayers.
 
   “Goodbye, my love,” Gita said. She stretched out beside him and lay her head down upon his rotted chest. “You do not have to make this journey alone. As soon as you take your last breath, I will cast my body off the ledge and join you on the other side.”
 
   She ran her hand along his body so that he could feel her as he died, so he would know that he was loved and not alone as he’d whispered his greatest fear until he’d grown so weak he couldn’t say it anymore. She pressed her body against his, giving him her warmth, giving him the comfort he’d cried out for during the last six weeks.
 
   “Please don’t hate me for loving you,” Gita wept. “I am not your wife, but in the next life, if she is not there to greet you, I would like to be.”
 
   She pressed her ear against his chest to hear his heartbeat. Slow. So slow. The rasp of air coming in and out of his body. The air of life. His heart beat slower. The rasps came further and further apart. She pressed herself against him further, shielding him from death with her own life energy, wishing fervently her mother had lived long enough to teach her the secrets of the song. 
 
   But her mother had not lived and Ninsianna had gotten to him first because her father had caught her the night before his sky canoe had crashed and locked her up for six days. What would have happened had Merariy not caught her sneaking out of the house? Would it have been her in the desert the day Mikhail's sky canoe had crashed instead of Ninsianna? Would it have been her he’d married and not her already-blessed Chosen cousin?
 
   Gita stared up at the pale, silver light of the pre-dawn star which shone in her window like a slender beacon of hope.
 
   "Grandmaitre," she prayed to the ancient goddess of her mother. "Take my life if it will help him live."
 
   Mikhail gave one last rasping breath, and then his heartbeat grew still.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Galactic Standard Date:  152,323.12 AE 
 
   Tokoloshe Kingdom: Prince of Tyre
 
   Special Agent Eligor
 
    
 
   Eligor
 
   Tap-tap-tap-tap. Tap-tap-tap-tap.
 
   Lucifer drummed his fingers against the armrest of his jump seat. Eligor looked up and caught a glimpse of Lucifer's reflection in the front windshield as he piloted the space shuttle in for a landing. The bowed shape of the glass distorted the image, made it appear as though Lucifer was much larger than he really was, with far broader shoulders and a thick, bullish neck.
 
   They circled an enormous I-shaped stadium where more than two million Tokoloshe had gathered to watch a game of ollamaliztli. Eligor had heard of the brutal Tokoloshe game, where two teams of four men each bounced a large rubber ball off of their hips until one of them could aim it into one of four large ballsinks built into the wall. Unlike most sports, where the worst thing the loser had to endure was a loss of face, the captain of the losing ollamaliztli team was decapitated and his head dunked in a vat of rubber to form the ball for the next team to play, usually one game right after the other.
 
   Eligor shuddered with revulsion. The Tokoloshe were a brutal people, with barbaric habits and a warlike culture which had made even Shay'tan recoil. Shemijaza had flirted with the cannibals back when he'd still been alive, but never openly, not the way that Lucifer did now.
 
   Or maybe Shemijaza had? What the heck did he know? He'd just been some grunt who'd caught Shemijaza's eye after Asherah had returned and announced he had a son.
 
   The aforementioned son moved forward so he could peer out the windshield to the crowd which had gathered below. With a pleased growl that reminded Eligor of the purr of a Leonid when it was about to disembowel its supper, Lucifer rustled his feathers and plopped down into the empty co-pilot's seat beside him. Eligor glanced over at the puppet prince, no, Lucifer was well-medicated right now. This version of Lucifer was the evil twin, although either version of the man had always adored any excuse for a celebration. 
 
   "It looks like King Barabas wasn't kidding when he said they were throwing me a party?" Lucifer said. He stared down at the stadium, a peculiar mixture of ancient stone culture and modern technology. 
 
   "If you ask me, it's all barbaric," Eligor said. With his luck it would be his head chopped off and dipped in a vat of rubber to be some cannibalistic six-year-old Tokoloshe's brand new birthday futebol.
 
   The cocky bastard's lips curved up into a grin.
 
   "Come, now, Eligor. We mustn't judge these people for their religious beliefs. The Tokoloshe wholeheartedly worship their god."
 
   Eligor glanced down at the ant-sized men fighting for their lives. He didn't know what amazed him more, the fact the Tokoloshe were as brutal with their own kind as they were with their unfortunate captives? Or that all Tokoloshe kids dreamed of someday joining an ollamaliztli team even though, if they ever got good enough to hit the 'pro' level, during each ballgame one player out of every eight never walked off of the field?
 
   From the way the crowd all stood up and cheered, game point had been reached. Eligor banked the shuttle so he could watch the players drag one of their own, arms pinned by his own teammates, before a raised platform where King Barabas officiated. It was the losing captain's own teammates who forced the man to kneel. A third player moved to stand directly behind him holding a sharp metal instrument that reminded Eligor of a machete. His stomach lurched at the sight of a doll-sized head dropping to the ground. The loser's body collapsed onto the field.
 
   The entire stadium stood up and cheered, the noise so ecstatic that Eligor could hear their chants even through the antimatter shielding of the space shuttle. He glanced over at Lucifer, who had his eyes closed, nostrils flared, and his lips parted as though he inhaled a decadent scent.
 
   "His own teammates knocked him off?" Eligor exclaimed. "Man! That's just cold!"
 
   Lucifer opened his eyes. The light of the bonfires reflected into Lucifer's eerie silver eyes, turning them red.
 
   "Why, of course, Eligor," Lucifer said. His mouth curved up into a beneficent smile, revealing his perfect, white teeth. "If you wish to make a fitting sacrifice unto the gods, you must sacrifice the thing you value most."
 
   Horror slithered down Eligor's spine and settled into his tailbone. Man! When Lucifer was jacked up on meds, the man was a fucking snake. He rustled his feathers with disgust. 'Tomorrow, dude, I'm only giving you 50cc's.'  
 
   "Fly in slow," Lucifer pointed at the center of the field. "Circle around the stadium once, and then set down right in the middle of the ball court."
 
   "If we fly any slower, Sir," Eligor said, "this bird is gonna drop right out of the sky."
 
   "It's been a long time since I last addressed these people," Lucifer's grin disappeared. "Winning their support is integral to our interests. I want to give them a show they're never going to forget."
 
   So? Lucifer had addressed these people in the past? Eligor glanced up and met the reflection of Lucifer's gaze mirrored off the windshield. Eligor looked away.
 
   Who the fuck was he kidding? This version of Lucifer had always given him the chills, but it also excited him. As someone who'd been on the wrong side of the law most of his life; wrong place, wrong time kinda shit, what Lucifer was doing right now, telling the two old gods to fuck off and reclaiming what was his, gave him a freakin' hard-on! 
 
   Lucifer's lips curled up into a pleased sneer. 
 
   Aw, fuck! Lucifer had heard that thought. It was no fun hanging out with a psychopath who could read your mind.
 
   'Just worried the cannibals are going to truss you up and roast you on a spit, Sir,' Eligor thought silently to himself, nice and loud-like, so Lucifer could read his mind. 'With all those fires lit…'
 
   He let the thought trail off and focused on the bonfires which had been lit at regular intervals around the stadium, dwarfed by the enormous one which sat before a statue covered by a tarp. He glanced back at Lucifer's reflection in the windshield. Yes. The evil twin had heard that thought, just the way he'd intended. It was an honest thought; just the kind of genuine worry to reassure the puppet prince that Eligor watched out for his interests.
 
   "Don't worry, dear friend," Lucifer gave him a patronizing smirk. "King Barabas won't eat me. If anything, it wouldn't surprise me if he offered me up one of his sons for me to eat for dinner."
 
   Lucifer's teeth were reminiscent of fangs. Eligor glanced over at the place on Lucifer's snowy white wings where the chunk of uncooked flesh had lodged, now disappeared since Lucifer had made a trip into the head. Friend? Lucifer had earlier made clear his thoughts about friends.
 
   'I ain't your fucking pet, dude,' Eligor thought clearly enough for Lucifer to hear. 'You want me to watch your ass, fine. But don't fucking patronize me. I'm here because I draw a paycheck. Not because I feel like sucking up to you.'
 
   Aloud he stated with a flat tone:  "Anything you say, Sir."
 
   Lucifer studied him with a bemused expression, one perfect blonde eyebrow arched into a 'vee.'
 
   "I like you Eligor. You're probably the only person on the ship that isn't afraid of me, and isn't out to kiss my backside."
 
   "Sir," Eligor gave a noncommittal answer.
 
   "Are you really in all this for just the paycheck?"
 
   Eligor focused on his altimeter instead of meeting Lucifer's gaze. He pretended not to notice Lucifer had picked that thought right out of his mind.
 
   "Nobody's ever in if just for pay," Eligor said.
 
   Lucifer leaned back, no longer interested in the spectacle below, and splayed his wings haphazardly against the co-pilot's chair.
 
   "Then what do you want?" Lucifer asked.
 
   Eligor shrugged. "Nothing much." 
 
   He shoved the image out of his mind of the Colonel's widow. Where had that thought come from? Lucifer? Or his own? 
 
   He focused on the descending shuttle, the way the bird struggled to stay aloft as he slowed down to the point the wind no longer gave her lift. He'd been selected as a pilot because he was the best in the fleet, and he could make this bird do things that nobody else could. He banked closer to the ecstatic crowd below, so close that the belly of the shuttle almost grazed the banners. If Lucifer wanted a stage entrance, by gods he would to give him one!
 
   Lucifer pressed his knuckle against his upper lip, regarding him intently like a serpent sizing up a rodent. Eligor felt the intrusion into his mind. Shemijaza had possessed this same ability, but just before he'd sent Eligor off to fetch his son, he'd pulled him aside and made him learn how to fend off just such a violation. 
 
   'You must shield your thoughts and always keep them to yourself,' Shemijaza had said. 
 
   'Even from your son?'
 
   '-Especially- from Lucifer,' Shemijaza had said. The man's silver eyes had been filled with worry. 'Trust no one. Not even, if I act peculiarly, me.'
 
     Had Shemijaza suspected his son had inherited his mental health issues and his ability to fuck around with other people's minds? 
 
   Eligor filled his mind with sensory input from the three-ring circus just outside the windshield. It was an enormous coliseum, with steep seating which stretched so high it dominated the skyscrapers in the city. It was built of stone, but all around it huge video screens showed in intricate detail the unfortunate team captain's head being dipped into a vat of liquid rubber, until enough rubber had accumulated that the man's skull would make the next game's rubber ball. On both sides of the enormous bonfire lay racks of similarly constructed balls, each one containing a loser's severed head.
 
   Lucifer gave up on his game of 'let's fuck with Eligor' and focused instead on what had caught Eligor's attention.
 
   "Oh, look!" Lucifer slapped his hand against the dashboard. "This is always my favorite part!"
 
   The three surviving losing team members picked up the fourth member's now-rubberized head and carried it forward to a platform at the head of the ball court. They held it upwards as an offering to the king. The camera cut up to King Barabas, dressed in an elaborately feathered ceremonial costume. The cannibal-king held his arms out to the crowd.
 
   "What's he doing?" Eligor asked.
 
   "Watch," Lucifer's voice held an edge of excitement. He slid his fingers along the dashboard, lightly sliding along the edge of each instrument the way one might caress a lover. His voice grew husky and low. "Come, Barabas. Let your subjects decide their fate."
 
   The cannibal-king held his hands straight outwards, and then he pointed outwards towards the crowd.
 
   The crowd cheered.
 
   "Ooh! Goodie!" Lucifer clapped his hands together like a small boy.
 
   Eligor watched the losing team member's faces on the video screen. Whatever King Barabas was up to, they anxiously awaited his decision.
 
   "What's he waiting for?" Eligor asked.
 
   "Watch," Lucifer crooned, his voice seductive.
 
   Eligor lined up the space shuttle directly over the target area and fired off the VTOL engines. As he guided the shuttle down, he looked up and saw the enormous, thirty-foot-tall video images of King Barabas point downwards with both of his thumbs.
 
   Some of the crowd cheered, but a bigger portion of the crowd booed.
 
   Lucifer frowned.
 
   King Barabas pointed up.
 
   The crowd went wild.
 
   The video camera cut over to close up shots of the three losing players, who all looked as though they might just faint with relief.
 
   Eligor glanced over at Lucifer, who looked disappointed.
 
   "Oh, well," Lucifer said. He flipped out his hand as though to say, 'whatever.'  "Sometimes, people just aren't willing."
 
   Lucifer leaped up and moved back to the passenger area of the shuttle, almost hitting Eligor in the face with his wings. He barked orders at his two cold-eyed goons in a language Eligor couldn't understand. 
 
   Eligor finished setting the space shuttle down onto the ground. This whole expedition was a fascinating little anthropological research lesson on negotiating with fucked up militaristic cultures, but as soon as he got back to the Prince of Tyre, he swore the first thing he would do was hit the shower and delouse his feathers. 
 
   He peered up to the raised platform upon which King Barabas, king of the cannibals, stood triumphant. He hit the 'speaker' button so he could hear the cannibal king announce these were triumphant times, and their god had returned to shepherd their people into a golden age.
 
   Lucifer met Eligor's gaze.
 
   "Stay here."
 
   The two goons hit the 'open' button to the hatch. The ramp slid down. Lucifer strode out onto the playing field like a conquering hero, arms held high in a victorious 'vee.'
 
   The crowd clapped politely, but they did not cheer. Eligor's estimation of the average Tokoloshe intellect went up a notch. Hah! If Lucifer wanted to bamboozle them, he would have to do more than just show up and tell them he was Shemijaza's son. 
 
   Lucifer strode across the ball field, past the blood-stained grass that was all that was left of the sacrificed ollamaliztli player, past the rack of severed heads to stand in front of the enormous bonfire lit in front of the cloaked statue. The four victorious ollamaliztli players came forward and presented Lucifer with the now-rubberized head of the losing team captain. Lucifer held the ball above his head as though he presented it to the people in the stadium.
 
   The crowd cheered…
 
   Lucifer tossed the gruesome ball lightly into the air and bounced it off his hip, straight towards the nearest ballsink. By some miraculous confluence of aiming plus the wind, the ball sailed straight into the hole.
 
   The crowd went wild. Even in his shuttle, Eligor could feel the vibration as two million Tokoloshe clapped their hands and stomped their feet in a martial chant of victory.
 
   Lucifer made a mocking Sata'anic prayer-gesture, and then he bowed, his wings flared gracefully behind him as he gestured first to the crowd, and then the four victorious ollamaliztli players. With all the grace their species had been engineered to possess, Lucifer took flight right through the upper tongues of the fire, past the shrouded statue to stand on the enormous, raised platform which rose behind it to provide a stage. Here, Eligor knew, Lucifer was in his element. On stage, Lucifer had always known how to play a crowd.
 
   King Barabas bowed to his guest. The crowd grew silent, sensing this was something they had never seen. King Barabas? Kneeling to a foreign prince? Lucifer placed his hand upon the man's shoulder and bid him, over the loudspeakers, to rise in perfect Tokoloshe language.
 
   Lucifer had told him to remain here, but Eligor decided here included the ground just outside the shuttle. Whatever Lucifer was about to pull, Eligor wanted to see it. Besides … with the two goons up there guarding Lucifer's person, who the fuck was supposed to make sure some random Tokoloshe didn't creep up and shove a plasma grenade up the shuttle's antimatter induction ports?
 
   The lawn outside the shuttle bore the peculiar scent of freshly mowed grass blended with the stench of stale blood. The ollamaliztli stadium rose so steeply that even spectators in the nosebleed seats sat in proximity to the playing field. He stared upwards at row after row of Tokoloshe, an Angelic's worst nightmare, to be trapped with not just one of them, but millions. There were no guard rails on the steep seats, and he wondered how long it would be before one of the spectators fell to their death.
 
   A shiver of anticipation rippled through his feathers as the crowd grew quiet and Lucifer began his speech.
 
   "Loyal citizens of the Tokoloshe Kingdom," Lucifer said, "once upon a time you were part of an empire founded upon ideals of a perfect society. My father invited those who believed perfection could be created, not by the gods, but by mortal creatures, to join our ranks. He believed these petty gods had no place in our empire, but should be cast them aside in favor of the old gods who are the true source of power upon which all of creation was built."
 
   "This vision threatened the two old gods, who depend on our continued inconscience to maintain their grip upon our very souls. As my father grew in power, the two old gods united to destroy him, to destroy your dream that someday all sentient creatures will become worthy to take their place amongst the gods."
 
   The Tokoloshe began to boo, but it was not Lucifer who they hated, but the two old gods who had united to push back on Tokoloshe incursions into the hotly disputed borderlands.
 
   Lucifer's voice grew louder, more ominous as he brought every aspect of his physiology into play.
 
   "My father was betrayed by the person he trusted the most," Lucifer shouted. "For years I was lost, abandoned by the very god who had stolen me from my father, but then one day I realized the two old gods were nothing but mere reflections of the one, true god."
 
   Huh? Eligor stopped pretending to be interested in running a circle-check on the exterior of the shuttle and froze, his eyes glued on the man who was his boss. There had been whispers of such things when he'd still been a grunt in Shemijaza's Third Empire, but all such talk was forbidden in the Alliance, and in all the years he'd worked for Lucifer, never once had he heard the man make any mention of such a thing.
 
   "I looked within myself and found that inner god just where my father had promised he would be," Lucifer said, "and through that god, he has brought me full-circle to reclaim the empire that was my birthright!"
 
   The Tokoloshe began to cheer.
 
   A voice behind Eligor caused him to spin around.
 
   "You have no idea, do you?" a gruff voice asked. "You have no idea who you serve."
 
   "Who are you! Come out of that shadow!" Eligor ordered the man.
 
   He saw the feathers first, the elaborate headdress, the false feathered tail, and a helmet carved out of the skull of some unknown predator, its fangs still embedded into its jaw. The elderly Tokoloshe was dressed in the ceremonial finery of an ollamaliztli player this time, but it was the same shuffling elder who had swept the launch pad at King Barabas' palace. He leaned as he walked on a ceremonial staff, and at the top of that staff was a child's skull, Angelic by the look of it, decorated with white feathers.
 
   "It's a great honor, to be a favorite of the One," the elderly Tokoloshe said. "But tell me, Eligor, when your god needs you, will you be willing?"
 
   Eligor stared at the creature, uncertain what his response should be. Above him on the platform, Lucifer continued his speech.
 
   "This dream does not belong to me alone," Lucifer said. He held out his arms to the Tokoloshe as though he was imploring the blessing of the gods. "With your help, we can revive this dream of perfection."
 
   The Tokoloshe cheered.
 
   "We can go forth and multiply;" Lucifer said. He reached out as though grabbing a fly out of the air. "We can colonize and bring under our rule those planets that are conducive to our growth."
 
   The cheering grew louder. Up on the stadiums, the Tokoloshe began to chant and stomp their feet in unison.
 
   "And we can manage those who are not useful," Lucifer said, "the weaklings and the cowards, the liberals who believe we should dirty our gene pools by forcing the strong to expend their resources upon the weak."
 
   The elderly Tokoloshe took off his feathered helmet and gave Eligor a grin. Saliva dripped from bear-man's fangs like an animal preparing for a feast. He lifted his snout up to the citizens gone wild in the stadium and gave them a sniff as though he scented something delicious.
 
   "We can ensure those species that natural selection has dictated are only good for food, shall become food," Lucifer shouted, "and not be a burden to our continued expansion out of this galaxy, and into the universe beyond!"
 
   The Tokoloshe's wild, undulating snarls caused chills to ripple through Eligor's feathers even though he could not put into words his sense of horror. As Lucifer spoke, he could see things, horrible things, images of fire and of creatures being impaled onto spits and their still-writhing bodies being roasted and eaten while still alive. All had heard stories, terrible stories about the Tokoloshe feeding poles, but it was all propaganda, or so Lucifer had said. But he could see it, dammit! When Lucifer spoke, Eligor could see what the Tokoloshe did to their victims!
 
   "Do you know what the most powerful food-source in the universe is?" the elderly Tokoloshe grinned at him.
 
   "Get away from my ship!" Eligor snarled. He unclipped the straps which held his pulse rifles into their holsters. "Get away before I turn you into another blood-stain in the grass."
 
   Lucifer carried on with his speech.
 
   "If we want our Third Empire to rise again, we must look within ourselves, we must look to our inner gods, and we must make sacrifices, we must be willing to make sacrifices to earn the right to ascend and take our place at our god's table."
 
   The elderly Tokoloshe gave Eligor the same, patronizing grin he'd given to him earlier today.
 
   "The most powerful food source in the universe is the soul-spark, the consciousness a sentient creature possesses just as it changes form," the Tokoloshe said. "At that moment, a willing man can gather up the wishes of his people and carry their pleas into his god's ears."
 
   All around them, the Tokoloshe in the stadium chanted a great, rabid cry. The fires from the bonfire grew brighter, as if somebody had piled more wood onto it even though Eligor could see no men to feed it. The wind picked up and blew forcefully against the enormous banners which alternated between the Tokoloshe flag and the upside-down star which had been the symbol of Shemijaza's Third Empire. 
 
   "In our own hands," Lucifer shouted to the masses, "in our hands alone lays the destiny of the Third Empire! We shall resurrect it through our own labor, our own industry, our own determination and daring, and our own perseverance. Only if we are willing to cast off the trappings of our mortality and sacrifice ourselves for our god, only then shall the Third Empire rise again. We shall claim our place amongst the gods, not as a gift, but we shall create it for ourselves!"
 
   A great, howling wind blew into the stadium, causing the smoke from the fires to whirl in vortexes and blow towards Lucifer to surround him, and yet it did not burn him, as though he stood at the center of a drain.
 
   Eligor glared at the elderly Tokoloshe.
 
   "I don't care what he says," Eligor said. "I'm just in this for the money!"
 
   "But you are not just in it for the money, are you?" the elderly Tokoloshe grinned. "You have an agenda, just like everybody else who serves the One. I suspect the reason he's amused by you is, despite your loyal service, he still hasn't figured out what your real agenda is."
 
   The chanting reached a terrifying crescendo. The elderly Tokoloshe took a deep breath and stared up at Lucifer as though in adoration. He placed his feathered helmet back upon his head and readied his cane as though he was about to break out into a jog. Lucifer continued his speech.
 
   "Let us start now by telling our One True God that we are willing," Lucifer shouted like a madman. "That we are willing to join him as ascended creatures, free from the burden of mortal shape or form. Tell me? Who is willing to act as a catalyst? Who will carry the wishes of your people to your god?"
 
   The shouts of the Tokoloshe grew so loud it hurt Eligor's ears. The acoustics of this place, the rough voices bouncing off the stone, amplified Lucifer's voice and the shouts of the cannibals screaming they were ready. 
 
   "You are lucky, Eligor," the elderly Tokoloshe said. "You have no family to curry favor, no wishes of others to carry to his ears. Once, I was like you. When Shemijaza asked, I told myself I was not willing to aid him. But now? Now, old age and infirmity has made me reconsider what it means to serve our god. Perhaps someday you will join me on the other side as his Agent?
 
   With his fangs bared into a macabre grin, the elderly Tokoloshe leaned upon his cane and shuffled forward, his limp only perceptible if you knew to look for it.
 
   Lucifer's speech grew to its horrible, terrifying crescendo. The energy in the air was palpable, as though Eligor stood next to the warp coils of a command carrier, or the Eternal Emperor's throne room just as he manifested into mortal form.
 
   "Who is willing?" Lucifer gesticulated to the ecstatic crowd. "Who will join my ranks and become a god?"
 
   A spotlight shone down and captured the elderly Tokoloshe limping towards the enormous central bonfire, the shrouded statue, and the pedestal upon which Lucifer beckoned.
 
   "I am willing," the elderly Tokoloshe shouted. "I am willing, Master. I am willing to carry their prayers unto your ears!"
 
   The crowd went wild.
 
   They all began to chant. 'Lucifer. Lucifer. Lucifer.'
 
   Eligor had been present when Lucifer had cast off his chains and rallied Parliament to fracture the Alliance, but this was nothing like that. Then, Lucifer had just been a man. An aggrieved man, an angry man, but there had been nothing supernatural about that performance. Just a man who'd been wronged using his oratorical gift to strike back against the Emperor's injustice. That had been the good twin, the one Eligor watched out for, the one he wished wasn't absent so much of the time. 
 
   Above them the clouds roiled black. Between their inky darkness licked tongues of yellow lightning like some great, hungry maw preparing to devour them for supper. The crowd grew quiet with anticipation, pointing at the person who had come forward on their behalf. 
 
   Lucifer stepped to the edge of the platform and reached down as though welcoming the old man into the fire which burned between them.
 
   "Who comes forward to serve the One?" Lucifer asked.
 
   "I do," the elderly Tokoloshe bowed.
 
   "And what is your name, supplicant?" Lucifer asked.
 
   "I am Abbas, uncle of Barabas, King of the Tokoloshe, and a warrior who has grown lame."
 
   "And what prayers do you wish to carry to the ears of your god?" Lucifer asked. The bonfire beneath him reflected off of his snowy white wings, giving the impression each feather was made of fire.
 
   "I wish," the elderly Abbas said, "to carry the wishes of my nephew, the king, and of all these good people to your ears."
 
   "And what wish is that?"
 
   "To cast off the chains of the two great empires which stunt our growth," the elderly Abbas said. "And to guide us forth into the galaxy, and the larger universe, to conquer it in your name."
 
   "Your god is a benevolent god," Lucifer said, "desiring to give to you your most heartfelt desires." His features grew sharp and sinister. "But such endeavors require sustenance. What sacrifice do you propose to make, friend Abbas, that will give him enough strength so he can grant the wishes of your people."
 
   "Let me join you in the sacred fire," the elderly Abbas said. "Scrub me free of my infirmity which makes me a burden upon my family, and let me join you as a devoted Agent."
 
   The shouts of the Tokoloshe rose to a terrifying, screeching crescendo. The old man held out his arms, drinking it in as he countrymen urged him to cast his body upon the fires.
 
   "On behalf of your god, I accept your gift," Lucifer gestured at Abbas. He pointed to two shaggy Tokoloshe guards who'd been standing off to the sides, each one holding a rope. 
 
   The two guards tugged. The tarp which covered the statue dropped gracefully to the ground, revealing a thirty-meter tall statue of an enormous, muscular creature. Clad from horn to hoof in solid gold, it's golden wings spread just as Lucifer's were; its bovine lips curled back into a sneer. The statue's arms reached directly over the flames, and its ruby eyes picked up the light, giving the appearance they followed whoever moved beneath it on the field.
 
   Oh…fuck… Eligor wiped the name of the statue right out of his mind. 
 
   'Do it! Do it! Do it! Do it!' the crowd shouted. They grew frantic, frenzied, rabid, as they shouted for the man to cast himself upon the fires. For a brief moment, Eligor thought the old man would chicken out, but he straightened up his headdress, gave everyone a sweeping wave goodbye, and made a running leap into the bonfire which burned at Lucifer's feet.
 
   The crowd cheered.
 
   Lucifer held out his arms, looking very much like the bull upon whose head he almost stood.
 
   Eligor heard a horrible, gut-wrenching scream. The elderly man caught fire and writhed in agony, his feathered costume giving him the appearance of a firebird, until at last he stopped screaming, still twitching as the fire consumed him.
 
   Lightning cleaved the air.
 
   The fire burned green, not the color of the grass, but a putrid, sickening color. A great vortex took shape in the clouds. The smoke ascended upwards into the funnel cloud, carrying the scent of cooked meat, and dispersed it to the people in the stadium.
 
   Eligor heard a scream. A body fell, out of the too-steep stadium and took out the people in the six rows beneath him. More bodies fell. All around them, the Tokoloshe began to riot, no, not riot, fight. The cannibals began to throw each other out of the rows. Bodies fell from the sky like raindrops and splattered onto the playing field. It was a cannibal-eat-cannibal contest in which the Tokoloshe curried favor by sacrificing the people around them, some of them members of their own family.
 
   Eligor took cover beneath one of the shuttle's blunt, hawk-like wings. He heard a thud, and then another thud, as bodies splattered onto the ground, all of them broken, some of them still moaning as they died.
 
   Lucifer threw out his arms and drank in the adoration.
 
   "Feed me," Lucifer shouted. "Feed your god. For it has been too long, and I wish to give you this galaxy as your own!"
 
   More Tokoloshe were thrown, screaming onto the bonfire. Others came forward, shouting they were ready, too, and cast their bodies into the flames voluntarily. The screams of the dying filled the stadium.
 
   Eligor fell to his knees, watching the mad dance of insanity which had Lucifer holding the strings as puppet master. 
 
   "Your god is pleased!" Lucifer shouted.
 
   At last the chaos began to quiet down. The surviving Tokoloshe, the strongest of the strong who had not been knocked out of their perches by their fellow countrymen, began to chant Lucifer's name.
 
   'Lucifer … Lucifer … Lucifer … Lucifer…'
 
   Lucifer held his arms upwards in a victory 'vee.'
 
   "Victory!" he shouted.
 
   "Victory!" the Tokoloshe in the stadium shouted in return.
 
   Eligor clutched his gut, trying not to retch as he made his way back into the shuttle. Lucifer had told him to stay inside. He had no idea what to say to the man, or how to react to this brutal ceremony, or the apparent zeal with which Lucifer had participated. It was all smoke and mirrors. Yes. It had to be. Nobody but the Eternal Emperor Hashem could control the winds or call down lightning from the sky…
 
   Eligor vomited on the grass.
 
   Get your act together, dipshit! The only reason he trusts you is because he thinks this shit is all cool with you. How many times have you told Zepar you shot a body outside the airlock when you didn't? Sure, he'd killed people, plenty of people, to keep the puppet-prince out of trouble, but only if they deserved it. Only if they…
 
   Great sobs wracked Eligor's body. Who the fuck was this guy he served?
 
   It's no big deal. It's no big deal. It's just Lucifer. Okay? Get your act together. The guy has a mental health issue, that's all. You knew damn well when you shot him up with that shit this morning that the Evil Twin takes over and Lucifer turns into a psychopath. This is your own fault, dummy! Get your ass back into the ship. 
 
   What would he tell Lucifer when he came back? Cool show? No. He wasn't that cold. How about this? What the fuck is wrong with these people, these people are fucking sick? Yeah. That was it. Everybody hated the cannibals because they preyed upon their neighbors. He'd had no idea they were just as brutal with their own people. Yeah. He'd just act surprised.
 
   He got back into the shuttle, washed off some blood that had splattered on his hand from one of the bodies, and then pulled out his clipboard and fervently began to conduct his circle check.
 
   Clear the mind. Clear the mind. Fill it up with a bunch of nonsense. Just enough that he knows it bothers you, but not so much that he can see how very deeply you're disturbed. Yeah. That was it. Stupid cannibals. Shemijaza had flirted with the cannibals, but he'd never fully integrated them into his Third Empire, and now he could see why. Stupid idiots. They were a good deterrent, but what the fuck use were they as part of any kind of lasting, stable plan?
 
   He held that thought when he heard footsteps striding up the ramp, onto the shuttle, as Lucifer lowered himself into his seat and buckled himself in. Behind him, the two goons trailed in, closed the ramp, and buckled in at the back of the shuttle.
 
   "Are you ready to go home, Sir?" Eligor asked with the blandest tone he could muster.
 
   "Yes, home, friend," Lucifer said. He leaned back in his seat and shut his eyes.
 
   Eligor fired up the VTOL's and lifted off, circling once around the stadium, and then headed up to rendezvous with the Prince of Tyre. He focused on his instruments, the air traffic control instructions, the shape of the clouds, and how welcome the sleek, white lines of the diplomatic carrier looked the moment he reached orbit.
 
   He felt eyes burning into the back of his head. He glanced up and saw that Lucifer had his eerie silver eyes fixated on him.
 
   "Quite a celebration the Tokoloshe held for me, don't you think, Eligor?" Lucifer asked, his upper lip twitching in a suppressed smirk.
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor said.
 
   'Final check on my trajectory to rendezvous with the Prince of Tyre,' he filled his mind. 'Fire inertial dampeners. Check that red warning light. Initiate docking procedures.'
 
   Lucifer tapped lightly on the armrest of his seat. Tap-tap-tap-tap-tap. Tap-tap-tap-tap-tap. At last he spoke what was on his mind.
 
   "You're very quiet this evening, Eligor. Tell me. What did you think of our new ally's celebration?"
 
   Eligor met Lucifer's gaze reflected in the funhouse mirror of the windshield.
 
   "I think you just saved countless hybrid lives, Sir," Eligor said. "If you can con them into holding more celebrations like that, we won't have to send our people in to kill them anymore. They seem perfectly willing to do it all themselves."
 
   Lucifer gave him a benign smile which would have been perfect except for the hunger in his eyes.
 
   "I like you, Eligor," Lucifer said. "I never realized you thought in such long-term plans."
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor said. 
 
   He turned back to his docking procedures, guiding the shuttle into to the tight fit of the ship's launch bay. He landed, and then waited for the goons and Lucifer to descend from his shuttle. 
 
   "Eligor," Lucifer said as he was about to disappear.
 
   "Yes, Sir?" Eligor said.
 
   "I'll need extra time to recuperate after this stressful negotiation," Lucifer said. "Make sure nobody disturbs me. And come early, before I wake up. Zepar will give you a sedative to make sure my body rests for three days. If I do wake up, make sure I go back to bed. And no matter how much I protest, make sure I take my medicine."
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor said.
 
   He waited until Lucifer's snowy white wings disappeared down the hallway before he allowed the thought to come to the forefront of his mind.
 
   "50cc's, you bastard," Eligor muttered to himself. "50cc's. And as soon as we get back to the Alliance, I'm convincing the Good Twin to check you both into the nearest mental hospital to find out why the fuck it always feels like I'm dealing with two completely different people!"
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 58
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   December, 3,390 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Pareesa
 
   Pareesa felt numb as she watched the warriors interweave branches from the sacred cedar with date-palm trunks to build a bonfire large enough to fight back the darkness on this longest night of the year. Once upon a time their people had believed the nights grew darker because the sun was in its death throes and that, if they did not hold a vigil, the sunlight would never rise again. Once upon a time their village had believed that they needed to make sacrifice to fortify the sun gods, a human sacrifice, and that whoever cast themselves upon the fire could plead with those gods to make the sun return.
 
   Nobody believed in such things anymore. The festival of Narduğan had taken on a different meaning during her lifetime; the longest night of the year was when they honored what had passed and made wishes for better days to come.
 
   Her little brother Namhu had been chosen to light the fire. His face was serious as he carried the hearth fire from the temple of She-who-is and laid it reverently at the base of the pile of wood. If the fire lit instantly, it was considered a good omen. If the fire went out, it was believed bad fortune would plague their village in the coming year. They all held their breath as the fire flickered and refused to light.
 
   Namhu sank to his knees. For a moment Pareesa thought her little brother would pray, but he committed the much more practical sin of blowing on the torch. The entire village held their breath as Namhu huffed until the flames licked past the green branches some idiot had placed at the base into the dryer wood inside. Scarlet flames began to lick at the green. Pareesa coughed as scent of burnt cedar mixed with smoke drifted her way and seeped into her lungs.
 
   Normally at this point the villagers would have cheered, but it was all they could do to huddle closer and hold out their hands to chase away the chill. Perhaps it made them primitive, to build a pyre to draw the attention of the gods? But this year the darkness pressed ominously upon them and the people needed a symbol to keep their hope alive.
 
   Chief Kiyan began the supplications. Immanu was oddly silent and did not step forward to invoke the goddess' blessing. Chief Kiyan was long-winded enough to fill in the gap by making his own prayers for a better future, but Pareesa was not so young that she failed to notice the anxiousness which rippled through the villagers that their shaman refused to bless them. She added her own prayers, praying Mikhail might live.
 
   A whisper went through the crowd, telling her that her prayers had been denied. The villagers parted. A tall, solemn man moved out of the darkness into the harsh, red light of the bonfire. It was Siamek, carrying a ram, his shoulders hunched over as he came to give the news they all expected to hear. He made eye contact with Pareesa, and then turned to address the Chief.
 
   “Mikhail is dead,” he said. “He breathed his last breath without awakening. He now is reunited with his wife.”
 
   Needa began to keen. The other villagers moved around her, crying out their ululating zaghareet into the air. Pareesa's heart felt as though someone had carved it out and crushed it as she raised her head and added her death-cry to the wailing of the others.
 
   Chief Kiyan placed a hand upon the shaman’s shoulder.
 
   “Be at peace, my friend,” Chief Kiyan said. “Be happy he is now reunited with your daughter. Nobody expects a ceremony. Just speak from your heart and let the people grieve along with you.”
 
   The villagers gathered closer to give condolences to their shaman, but Immanu pushed them all away.
 
   "Where is she?" Immanu stalked towards Siamek and the ram. "You were told to bring her here!"
 
   "I cast her into the pit," Siamek said. "And set the rock above it, just as I did to my own best friend. Now that we no longer need to perpetuate the ruse, the Tribunal is free to adjudicate her guilt on the morrow."
 
   "You were supposed to knock her unconscious and bring her here!"
 
   Pareesa looked around at the other villagers in horror. She had been worried Immanu might harm the girl he blamed for his daughter’s disappearance, but … no! He couldn’t possibly suggest a human sacrifice tonight in accordance with the ancient law!
 
   "I brought you this ram from my father's flock to make a burnt offering of instead," Siamek said. 
 
    “A winged man fell from the sky,” Immanu hissed, “and told us, yes, there really is an Evil One who does battle against the light. And then that same Evil One came here and snatched my daughter. There is truth to the old ways after all!"
 
   Immanu turned to face the villagers, his arms held out imploringly as he made his appeal.
 
   "Who here doubts that darkness has fallen upon our land?" Immanu asked. He jabbed his finger in the direction of the pits. "We have amongst us a criminal who would make a fitting sacrifice to appease the gods. Let us cast her into the fire, so that she might atone for her sins!”
 
   Siamek put down the ram, undaunted by the sacrificial blade which Immanu wielded like a man who had lost his mind.
 
   “It is the task of the Tribunal to adjudicate Gita's guilt," Siamek said. "Not a grief-stricken father.”
 
   Immanu gestured to Varshab and Firouz.
 
   “You two! Go! Go drag Gita out of the pit," he gestured. "Bring her here and we shall adjudicate her guilt right now.”
 
   A voice warbled out from the back of the crowd.
 
   “You do not have that right, shaman!”
 
   The villagers parted. Yalda stepped forward, the most ancient woman in the village. Her shoulders were stooped with grief and, as she walked, she leaned heavily upon her cane as though her weight had become too much for her to bear. 
 
   “You know we loved Mikhail like a son," Yalda said. "We want to hold his killer accountable as much as you do. But the Tribunal has already discussed the matter and we have not found sufficient evidence to return a verdict of guilty."
 
   "Then we shall vote on her guilt," Immanu shouted. "Right now!" He whirled to face his fellow villagers, the ones who had until now always considered him a compassionate man. "Who will stand with me to wreak vengeance for my daughter?"
 
   "A sentence of death lies solely with the Tribunal," Yalda said. Her wrinkled mouth set into a determined line. "If I were forced to pass judgment upon her guilt right now, I would say she was innocent of any wrongdoing."
 
   "As would I!" 
 
   Behnam stepped forward, the village's oldest man and one of Mikhail's eight original archers. "We are not desert savages, Immanu, as our parents once were. I, as well, have not found sufficient evidence of Gita's guilt. If I were pressed right now, I would state the child is innocent."
 
   "But she admitted she had knowledge of a white-winged Angelic," Immanu said.
 
   "Do not let your grief blind you, old friend, to what is good and just,” Behnam said.
 
   "I have not been convinced as well."
 
   Rakhshan stepped forward, the elderly flintknapper who was also the third member of the Tribunal. "The child answered all of our questions unflinchingly, including those questions which did not paint her in a favorable light. While she does admit her friend told her she'd been taken as a wife by a white-winged Angelic, she was no more aware of Ninsianna's prophecy than we were."
 
   Immanu whirled to face the Chief.
 
   “You can overrule them! Kiyan … she is responsible for the abduction of my daughter!”
 
   “I will no more thwart the trial of a girl who has done nothing but try to keep the winged one alive,” Chief Kiyan's tears glistened red in the firelight like stigmata, “than I did to save my own son from banishment from this village.”
 
   Immanu strode forward and shoved his finger into Chief Kiyan's face.
 
   “Because YOU did not stone your son,” Immanu shouted, “my daughter was taken and her husband murdered because your son allied with our enemies!”
 
   Chief Kiyan hung his head in shame.
 
   “I thwarted the hearing on the second charge,” Chief Kiyan said, “because I could not bear to watch my son die. I am sorry, old friend. I am sorry my weakness came back to haunt us. But can’t you see? Can’t you see why the observance of the law is right?”
 
   "Which law?" Immanu said. "Your law? Or the law handed down from our fathers?"
 
   "Our law," Chief Kiyan said. "The one you and I agreed would be our guiding light after our fathers died and left us in charge of these people."
 
   “But if Gita is truly sorry,” Immanu's voice warbled, “she will carry word of Ninsianna’s abduction to the gods. Perhaps they will help us find her.”
 
   Chief Kiyan shook his head.
 
   “I forbid it,” Chief Kiyan said. “You and I, we agreed there would be no more passages through the fire. My dear, departed wife told me that to her people, all such sacrifices are considered worship of the Evil One.”
 
   “My mother threw herself onto the fire!” Immanu jabbed his finger in the chief's face. "She did so willingly."
 
   “She did so because your father threw her newborn daughter into the fire,” Chief Kiyan said softly, “as a sacrifice to beat back the advances of the Uruk tribe. Your mother threw herself into the fires after her child in a vain attempt to save her from the flames.”
 
   Pareesa stared from face to face with horror. They? Had practiced. Human. Sacrifice? The very act they said made the Uruk evil?
 
   “It worked!” Immanu hissed. “My sister’s sacrifice bought us time!”
 
   “It worked because your father threw himself into the fire after her,” Chief Kiyan said, “and the entire village was so horrified that we went to the other shamans to beg them to eradicate the fire-ritual as an abomination against She-who-is. It was out of that agreement, and not your sister's sacrifice, for which the Ubaid allied.”
 
   “But the old ways were the correct ones!” Immanu's voice sounded strangled. “The winged one’s appearance proves we were all once people of the heavens. If we make sacrifice to them, the old gods will return and allow us to take our place amongst the stars.”
 
   Chief Kiyan placed his hand upon Immanu's shoulder.
 
   “My wife's people believed the sacrifice would only work if the martyr was willing,” Chief Kiyan said. “Who shall willingly cast their life upon the fire, old friend? Will you do it? Will you cast your body upon the flames in the vain hope it will bring back your daughter?"
 
   "She was my only child," Immanu sobbed.
 
   "What will she do," Chief Kiyan said, "if she returns to us and learns not only is her husband lost, but now she must a raise his child without the benefit of her father?”
 
   “Darkness has fallen across our land," Immanu said. He turned towards the temple of She-who-is. "We have lost favor with the goddess. Someone must carry our prayers to the goddess' ears.”
 
   “Any god who needs a sacrificial victim to hear our prayers,” Chief Kiyan said, “is not a god, but a petty spirit with little power to intervene in the affairs of mortals!”
 
   That hum of power Pareesa associated with the God of War tickled the crown of her head as though a great hand had reached down to tussle her hair. She knew what she needed to say. It was time to say it. Her heart racing, she stepped forward and dared to interrupt the two highest ranking men in the village.
 
   “Mikhail would not want this," she shouted so that the entire village would hear. "He was a good man. He would find such a sacrifice to be an abomination.”
 
   Immanu whirled to face her, the light from the bonfire reflecting off the white streaks in his salt and pepper hair, giving him the appearance of wearing a crown of flames. 
 
   ““And what do you know, little girl? You're nothing but a thirteen summer girl?” Immanu clutched the sacrificial knife in his hand. 
 
   Pareesa sent up a prayer to the God of War to give her words adequate to meet this battle of words. She jutted out her chin, refusing to back down.
 
   "I know the god who walked with Mikhail as his mentor speaks to me now," Pareesa said, "and he does not like your plan."
 
   "Silence, child!" Immanu snapped. "What do you know about the spirit realms?"
 
   Siamek stepped forward, he who loathed being the center of attention almost as much as Mikhail had, and gestured to the people who vacillated with indecision between the shaman who had, until now, always led them wisely and a thirteen summer girl.
 
   "Let her speak!" Siamek said. "Before he died, Mikhail gave his blessing to anoint Pareesa with his sword. She is his protégé, and every person in this village knows she speaks with his voice!"
 
   The villagers nodded and whispered amongst themselves. They would let her speak. Could she speak? Pareesa gulped at her inadequacy.
 
   “I know that Mikhail treated everybody fairly,” Pareesa spoke gently, her eyes filled with tears. “And that each life was sacred to him, from the highest Chief all the way down to the lowest person in the village. I know this Emperor he spoke of is a compassionate god, who always tries to do what is right; and that neither Mikhail, nor the god he served, would want this thing, this abomination which Immanu proposes. “
 
   She turned to make eye contact with the villagers.
 
   "I know that if Mikhail were to rise up from his deathbed right now," Pareesa said, "and see what Immanu proposes, that he would be sickened. He would fly back to his god and tell him that all of humanity is primitive, not worthy to take their place amongst the legions of heaven he'd hoped to call down to save us."
 
   Immanu's lowered the sacrificial blade perilously close to Pareesa's chest, but he did not hold it as if he wished to smite her.
 
   "I know that Mikhail looked to you to be a father, Immanu," Pareesa lowered her voice, "and that if he saw his father commit such a heinous act, that he would be ashamed. He would retreat back to the place from whence he'd come, and he would not help us evermore."
 
   A low, guttural groan escaped Immanu's throat, not a cry of anger, but the grief of a father who had just lost everything.
 
   “Make a sacrifice, Immanu,” Pareesa reached up and placed her hand around his hand, the hand which held the knife. “Make a sacrifice of the ram. And then we shall roast its flesh upon the bonfire and share it with the entire village, to make a feast in Mikhail’s honor, to honor his passage back unto the heavens from whence he came."
 
   She turned to the other villagers, the words flowing which had been whispered to her earlier by the God of War.
 
   "The new laws are the better ones," Pareesa said. "It is what Mikhail would want. It is how he would wish for us to remember his life." 
 
   She turned to face Needa, who stood alone. 
 
   "It is how Ninsianna would wish for us to remember her life.”
 
   Tears slid down Needa's cheeks. Needa nodded. Needa, like her, had held out hope until the very end.
 
   Pareesa moved to stand directly in front of the fire and drew Mikhail's sword. It reflected white despite the bright-orange flames of the bonfire in front of it. She held it upright and pointed it at the moonless sky.
 
   "When I threw myself into battle, alone, in a desperate attempt to save Mikhail's life," Pareesa said. She looked beyond them into the memory she wished to tell them about now, "I was willing. I was willing to sacrifice myself and die. But at one point I realized I had done a rash thing, and my courage faltered, and my heart filled up with dread. I was afraid, because I knew I was about to die, and I feared what would happen when I moved from this world into the next."
 
   She turned to face Immanu, Ninsianna's poor grief-stricken father.
 
   "But then the old god spoke to me," Pareesa said. "A vision, more powerful than even one of your visions, shaman."
 
   She turned to face the crowd, the people who stood at a crossroads between the old ways and the new. Would they return to the old ways, or would they follow her into the future which Mikhail had come here to teach them? The fire crackled and sent up sparks as though it wished to shout, look! Pay attention!
 
   "The battlefield grew far away," Pareesa said, "and all of a sudden I was standing in a Hall of Heroes; a sacred place where the bravest are carried after they die to spend eternity watching over the lives of the living; to whisper courage to them and solutions to their problems; to on dire occasions intervene, just as the Old God did for me, so that no mortal who ever held that hero in their heart would be abandoned to die alone."
 
   Tears streaked down her cheeks and fell onto her arm. She used her shawl to wipe the snot from her nose and gasped for breath, for in the end she had failed, but in a way, she also knew that she had not.
 
   "To die alone," Pareesa whispered. "Alone. It was the only thing Mikhail ever feared."
 
   The silence stretched out, with only the sound of the green wood crackling in the fire.
 
   "The old god told me that if my battle to save Mikhail that night failed," Pareesa said. "And we both fell beneath the war clubs of our enemies, that he would carry Mikhail's spirit to dwell in that sacred place, and that I could join him, me, a thirteen summer girl, because I had sacrificed my life willingly, not to seek favor from the gods, but because I loved him with every ounce of my being."
 
   The fire burned brighter as at last it reached some internal point of combustion and burned, not scrub brush anymore, but wood, actual real wood, the purest fuel upon which any sacred fire could burn. It burned bright white, radiating out its heat and light to illuminate the square. The faces of the villagers glistened, entranced, as though they could see this place she described reflected in the brightness of the fire.
 
   "The old god said," Pareesa sniffled. She faltered. Her entire body shuddering as she tried to find the strength to continue, but the village had grown silent, waiting for her to finish what she had to say.
 
   She gasped for breath then held the sword aloft once more, praying for the strength, the wisdom, the voice to say what she needed to say.
 
   "The old god told me," Pareesa said, "that when Mikhail was a little boy, that the Evil One came and exterminated all his people. The reason he was sent to train with the Cherubim was because there was no one left to care for him, a boy whose people had gone ahead without him."
 
   She turned back to Immanu and his grieving wife.
 
   "You took him in as your son," Pareesa said. She whirled towards Yalda and Zhila. "You became the grandmothers to replace the one he remembered only vaguely." She pointed at Behnam, the ancient archer. "You were his sounding board." She whirled to Chief Kiyan. "You his mentor." She turned to Siamek. "And in the end, at last he began to trust you."
 
   Siamek began to shudder with tears.
 
   Pareesa whirled to face the other villagers. "You, Namhu, he admired your spunk. And you, Yadiditum, never had he trained a more unlikely archer, but he was proud of you, a gentle weaver who wished she possessed a warrior's heart." 
 
   She whirled to other villagers, words flowing from her mouth with connections each life Mikhail had touched within the village. You … he did this for. You … he taught that. This person he carried water for. That person he built a levy. 
 
   "Every person in this village accepted him as one of ours," Pareesa said. "So he became ours. Now that he dwells within this Hall of Heroes, he is still ours, because we are his people. We are the ones who welcomed him and blessed him with the family he had lost."
 
   She realized she was shouting, and she did not care. She could see it. She could see the entrance open up in the fire to reveal the place she described, this Hall of Heroes where winged creatures mingled with countless other species the likes of which she could never have imagined.
 
   "I can see them," Pareesa shouted. "I can see this place where Mikhail will always live, and if you are brave, if you love him as much as I did and live bravely by the lessons he taught us, he will watch over us, he will listen for our prayers and whisper guidance when we are weak so that, unlike him, we shall never have to fear that we will die alone."
 
   She turned to Immanu, his hair no longer reflecting red, but white, nothing but a shaman with salt-and-pepper hair.
 
   "He will watch over us because we love him," Pareesa said. "And whether Ninsianna is alive or dead, he will find a way to help her, because he is our Champion and death is no obstacle when you die a hero." 
 
   She held his sword upright towards the moon.
 
   "Right action!" she shouted. She looked at Siamek, praying he would understand what she was trying to do.
 
   "Right action!" it was Ebad who returned her call.
 
   "Right action!" Siamek shouted.
 
   Pareesa recited the words to the prayer the old god had whispered to her after she had taken Mikhail's sword.
 
    
 
   Heaven and Earth are my parents;
 
   Awareness is my home;
 
   My own good character is my source of magic;
 
   And the path of honor my road;
 
    
 
   The flash of lightning illuminates my eyes;
 
   The winds whisper wisdom in my ears;
 
   Unshadowed thought is my strategy divine;
 
   To make the pathway clear
 
    
 
   Opportunity is my design;
 
   Emptiness and fullness my tactics;
 
   An absence of self is my personal sword;
 
   And noble action my practice;
 
    
 
   Let righteousness always be my armor;
 
   And benevolence be my shield;
 
   Let the tides of virtue decide life and death;
 
   As to who prevails on the battlefield
 
    
 
   She repeated the prayer to the righteous again. Some of the warriors began to pick up and murmur the words. She repeated it a third time. This time, more of the villagers began to memorize the words. On the fourth try, the entire village began to shout the prayer the old god had taught her. The path of a righteous warrior. The path Mikhail would urge them to follow had he lived.
 
   Pareesa stuck the point of the blade into the flame, into the hall she could see reflected within it, to the place she knew Mikhail belonged. 
 
   "To Mikhail!" she shouted. "He shall live forever so long as we remember his name. May he never forget, in turn, that he is much beloved by humanity."
 
   "Mikhail!" the villagers shouted
 
   Immanu threw his arms around her and sobbed. She held him, Ninsianna’s grief-stricken father, until at last his sobbing subsided. 
 
   The ram wriggled out of Siamek's grasp and broke away.
 
   “Go after it!” Chief Kiyan said.
 
   Siamek did not move.
 
   “I think I will let it go,” Siamek said. “Let us begin this new year with an act of mercy. It is the kind of sacrifice Mikhail would have wanted to memorialize his life. Mikhail. Angelic of Mercy.”
 
   “Mikhail,” Pareesa realized this symbol was a more fitting one. “Angelic of Mercy!”
 
   “Mikhail! Mikhail! Mikhail!” the villagers began to chant.
 
   Immanu turned to the chief, his wild salt-and-pepper hair glowing more salt then pepper in the torchlight. Pareesa realized that overnight, Ninsianna's father had aged.
 
   “What do I do now?” Immanu stared into the fire.
 
   “We shall tell stories about his greatness," Chief Kiyan said. "And celebrate his ascension into the next realm." He pointed to the bonfire. “We have lit a magnificent beacon to help him find his way to this place Pareesa has described. The rest is up to him.”
 
   "Mikhail! Mikhail! Mikhail!" the villagers chanted.
 
   The fire burned higher, brighter than she had ever seen. Flames shot into the air and showered sparks which illuminated the village, but when the sparks touched the people's skin, none of the people were burned. 
 
   Pareesa leaned into Ebad. His slipped his one good arm around her and then, gingerly, with the injured arm he still wore in a sling, drew her into his embrace and comforted her.
 
   All around her, the villagers mourned Mikhail's loss, but also celebrated it. It was as if each spark which ascended out of the bonfire carried a tiny piece of the people's love, and each of those sparks sped skywards towards him, carrying their good wishes, carrying their wish that he would not forget them now that he'd become immortal. In death, the old god had promised her, Mikhail would be even more powerful than he'd been to them alive.
 
   Why, then, did it feel as though her heart had just been ripped out of her chest.
 
   “What do I do now?” Pareesa wept.
 
   “We tell stories about him until the dawn comes,” Ebad kissed her forehead. “We tell stories about how heroic he was, and how very much he loved his wife. And then come morning, we shall bury his body amongst our ancestors so that, even though he has returned to the heavens, he will not forget that once upon a time he was loved by humans.”
 
   With a sorrowful nod, Pareesa sank into Ebad's arms and allowed herself to succumb to her grief.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   December, 3,390 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   It is said that when you die, all illusions are stripped away and the soul is sent naked into eternity, for nothing can make that journey across the void but spirit; the only emotion which can exist there is love. It is said that time has no meaning there, and as you cross over, the spirit who loves you most will stand there to greet you, whether they have died before you, or you have died before them, and you shall greet this spirit and recognize them so you can intertwine your souls and make the journey together.
 
   He'd always known he would make this journey alone, but as he stood ready to change form, for some reason the void no longer held any terror. He felt no pain. He could not even feel the hunger which had plagued him for as long as he had existed because. He dwelled in darkness, but all around him he felt a shield of love.
 
   A single spark appeared and gently descended to settle upon his brow.
 
   Breathe. 
 
   He took a breath and the pain came back, but it wasn't as sharp as it had been before. His heart fluttered once again and died. Something warm pressed against his body. More sparks came out of the darkness and settled all around him.
 
   Breathe. All you have to do is breathe.
 
   The warmth trembled against his torso. A weight. It covered his body like a shield, chanting the same thing over and over again. 
 
   'Take me. Take me. Oh, great goddess. Please take me instead!'
 
   He took a breath, and remembered that he had a hand. Lift it. Yes. Lift his hand and touch the body which trembled against his chest, reminding his heart that it needed to beat. More sparks settled around him, whispering that he did not have to make this journey alone. Love. Softness. Hair. He laid his palm upon her head, surprisingly corporeal for a spirit which had come to travel with him into the next world.
 
   Mikhail opened his eyes.
 
   Radiating white light as though she wore a crown of stars, the black-eyed Seraphim stared back at him, her eyes glistening bright with tears. 
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   December, 3,390 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Gita
 
   Wrong. Her mother had been wrong! No divine gift had appeared to enable her to save him. Gita pressed her cheek against his chest, praying to hear his heart beat one more time. 
 
   "Take me. Take me," she sobbed. "Oh, great goddess. Please take me instead!"
 
   She knew she had to get out of there, to cross Mikhail's hands in death and rush to the wall so she could cast herself into the river, but she could not bear to leave his body until it had grown cold. Through the window, sparks from the bonfire flew into the air like tiny stars. Outside, the villagers began to chant his name. 
 
   "Mikhail! Mikhail! Mikhail!" 
 
   His chest sat lifeless and still, no more heartbeats gracing the empty shell beneath her ear. Gita shut her eyes. Stop breathing. Just hold your breath until the life flows out of your body so you can die in his arms. She held her breath until her mind swam and the sound of their chanting began to recede.
 
   Something touched her hair and startled her
 
   The chest beneath her cheek shuddered, and then inhaled. Light from the bonfire shone into the window like a brilliant white beacon, illuminating her face, no longer disguised by the red cape for the first time since she had tended him. Mikhail's eyes slowly opened. Her dark eyes met his beautiful, unearthly blue ones.
 
   "Cén fáth a bhfuil tú ag gol, Chol Beag?"
 
   Mikhail reached up to cup her face in his hand. 
 
   Gita blinked. Alive? He was still alive? How? She could not hear a heartbeat.
 
   "Tá sé agat?" Mikhail said. "Bhraith mé do fhoirceannadh bháis. Éadóchas orm riamh a aimsiú tú arís."
 
   His expression was puzzled, but also serene. Sometimes, just before death, the injured would awaken to tell their families that they loved them. Gita's lip trembled. Mikhail had awoken to say goodbye to Ninsianna and had found her there instead.
 
   "Ní le do thoil ná caoin." 
 
   Gita wracked her brains. Le do thoil ... please. Ní. No. Please don't do ... something.
 
   He reached out to touch her tears.
 
   "Cry," Gita trembled. "Please don't cry." She cried all the harder. "How can I not cry when you are dying?"
 
   Mikhail gathered her in his arms and curled his wing around her to cover her like a blanket. Was he angry? She pressed her cheek against his chest. His heartbeat was still weak and erratic, his breathing labored. The only thing which had changed was he no longer seemed to be in pain. This was a temporary reprieve, a gift so she could say goodbye to him, nothing more. 
 
   "Más rud é ach bhí fuair mé thú túisce," Mikhail said, "sula raibh mé ró-lag chun ár bpósadh."
 
   He wished ... he'd found her ... earlier? Before he'd grown too weak to do ... something? Gita sobbed. Did he understand she was a different person than Ninsianna? Or did he still think she was his wife? She touched his cheek, her lip trembling with sorrow. 
 
   "I am not Ninsianna," Gita said, "but I will make this journey with you if you will let me?"
 
   Mikhail spoke to her a long dialogue. 
 
   "Más rud é ach bhí mé fós láidir go leor grá a dhéanamh duit, bheadh sé a bheith agat mhaith liom a roghnú chun ceangal mo spiorad le haghaidh gach eternity, chol beag. bheadh sé tú ba mhaith liom a dhéanamh ar mo bhean chéile."
 
   She only knew a little of his language, but she had heard him cry out enough times to comprehend he wished her to make love to him one last time before he died. His lips touched hers. Love blended with sorrow at this kiss that she had always dreamed of. 
 
   No! Wrong! This was wrong! But she responded, eager, hungry, desperate to intertwine her spirit with his so she would always carry with her the memory of what it had been like to love him. Mikhail thought she was Ninsianna. Would it be so wrong to let him think he died with his wife still in his arms? 
 
   "Is féidir liom a bhraitheann tú," he whispered. 
 
   "I can feel you, too," Gita said.
 
   She imagined her love for him poured through her fingers as she slid them through his crumpled wings and kissed his poor, savaged chest where the Evil One had stabbed him, the horrible, open wound which had devoured his flesh and turned it black. Everyplace she touched, she could feel him tremble with anticipation. 
 
   "Déan grá dom," he pleaded. "Ba mhaith liom a bhraitheann tú mar a duillín mé as an saol seo ar an gceann eile."
 
   Make love to him. Yes. If he was to die, she would make his passage as sacred and as beautiful as she could. She stripped off her worn brown cape and tattered shawl-dress to reveal flesh that was far too pale and thin to fool him she was her curvaceous cousin.
 
   "Má mé bás i do armas," Mikhail's voice was hoarse with tears, "tá a fhios go raibh mo sliocht ceann áthas. Beidh mé ag fanacht le haghaidh tú díreach ach ar an taobh eile."
 
   He would die happy because she loved him.
 
   Blue eyes met her black eyes. Did Mikhail understand she was not his wife? He reached up and touched the corner of her eyes. Consort. Siamek had said he would bury her as his consort. Would he take her as thus? Second best? Gita's mouth trembled into a sorrowful smile. She would take any piece of him that he would give.
 
   She took his hand and placed it upon her breast. 
 
   "Make love to me, Mikhail," Gita said. "Make love to me so that, no matter where you travel, you will always carry a piece of me inside your heart.
 
   He cupped her breast with his hand. They were small breasts, not lush and ripe like Ninsianna's, but some ancient part of him awoke, eager to consummate their union. As she had tended him, she had earned a place inside his heart, and he saw her. He saw her. It would be her he made love to, goddess willing, not the woman who had never given him the connection that he needed. 
 
   Tiny sparks from the bonfire drifted in the wind and danced around the open window like spirits performing a dance for them. 
 
   "Can dom, Chol Beag," Mikhail said. Sing for me. "Can, mar sin beidh mé a bheith i gcónaí in ann a fháil ar mo maité fíor amháin."
 
   He wished for her to make his heart sing.
 
   Gita slid her hand down to caress his manhood. Would he allow it? His manhood grew hard and firm beneath her touch. A shiver of ecstasy rippled through her body as he tangled his fingers in her hair and tugged her so her body covered his. He was too weak to make love to her. She would need to make love to him.
 
   She straddled her hips across his sunken abdomen, grown gaunt from six weeks without food, and slid her hips down until the entrance to her feminine mysteries caressed the tip of his manhood. To him, she sensed, this was a sacred act. Whether he understood she was real, not a spirit come to guide him into the next realm, this act would always bind their spirits together.
 
   "My mother once told me that the only thing you can carry across the void is the gift of eternal love," Gita said. Her small frame shook with sorrow. "I give to you the only gift I have."
 
   She held his gaze as she gently moved her hips backwards until she had taken all of him inside her most secret place. Mikhail's eyes fluttered backwards as he gave a satisfied sigh. She stretched forward, eager to have as much of her flesh as possible in touch his. A gurgle of pleasure escaped his throat.
 
   “Cén fáth a bhfuil tú do ghrá a thabhairt dom?” he cried out. “Nuair a bheidh mé thug tú rud ar bith sa tuairisceán? An bhfuil tú ach aisling, mo leannán milis, chun treoir dom i aisling an t-am?”
 
   He touched her hips and thrust upwards. He wanted her. He wanted her. She imagined it was her he loved as she sat astride the beautiful winged creature she had fallen desperately in love with, and not her Chosen cousin. That Mikhail did not love her back, was not even aware she was not who he thought she was, was too weak to do much more than simply lay there as she had her way with him did not matter. All that mattered was the song in her heart, and her eagerness to sing it for him.
 
   Tiny white sparks from the solstice fire drifted in the window, eager for a catalyst, eager for a martyr to carry their wishes to the gods. The wishes of the people danced around her, pleading with her to give them back their hero, to save him, to give him back his life. Ecstasy uncoiled from the base of her spine and shuddered through her body. Mikhail cried out. She could feel him reach out to merge with her and she wanted it. She wanted him. She wanted him to live. 
 
   She threw back her head and stared up at the universe which had opened up before her eyes. The sparks from the fire now danced on the branches of a great cosmic tree. The branches of the tree reached into the universe, and as they swayed, the universe sang a beautiful song; the Song of Creation, the song for which her mother had named her. 
 
   Sing child. I wish for you to sing…
 
   Gita opened her mouth to give voice to the immortal song so Mikhail could hear it and never again fear the darkness, the song which lay on the other side of the void. It did not matter that he did not know her, could not love her, was tied to another woman and, as soon as this union ended she could never have him again. She wanted him to live! 
 
   "Take me," she cried out to the goddess of her mother’s people. "Oh, great goddess, take me! And let Mikhail live in my stead!"
 
   Light poured into her body, giving her the strength of infinite lifesparks. Each life he had touched gave to her a little piece of itself, begging for her to help him, pleading with her to help him live. She no longer saw him as a mortal man, but a creature of light as she had just become. Their physical forms began to blur. Their energies intertwined as two hearts merged together into a single spirit that could survive any journey, even a trip across the emptiness of the void. Above them the stars raised their voices in a beautiful symphony of joy.
 
   "Mo shaol maité!" 
 
   Mikhail threw back his head and surrendered to their union. 
 
   Crying out with ecstasy, Gita shuddered as her orgasm washed over her like a wave. Light flowed out of her mouth and filled the room, but the song was not a mortal one, but the Song of Creation for which she had been named. 
 
   The life energy of the universe hummed through her flesh as her love for him, combined with ecstasy, finally gave her access her latent gift.
 
   Mikhail lay beneath her, a beautiful, ravaged creature, trembling from the ecstasy of their union. Her eyes were drawn to his chest. She could see now the nature of the poison which fed upon his spirit and she understood what she needed to do to transmute it.
 
   "I want you to live," Gita whispered. "I want you to live no matter what the cost to me!"
 
   She pressed her lips to his horrific wound and inhaled. 
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Galactic Standard Date:  152,323.12 AE 
 
   Sata'an/Alliance Border: Jehoshaphat
 
   Supreme Commander-General Abaddon
 
    
 
   Abaddon
 
   It felt as though he floated in the current of a beautiful song, warm and cherished, and most of all he felt loved. There were no thoughts here, for thoughts were not necessary, only feeling. He could feel her calling to him, crying and grieving.
 
   'Don't cry, mo ghrá. Don't you understand that our love is immortal?'
 
   Abaddon stared up at the Eternal Tree, its branches heavy and bowed down with fruit. One branch bowed towards him, weighted by the mass of a small, brown bird which sang its own version of the song, more beautiful and sweet than even the Song of Creation. He recognized this song, for it was the song his heart sang every time he made love to his wife, and tears welled in his eyes, tears of sadness, tears of joy, for he knew that Sarvenaz had always been the one.
 
   Something jarred him. 
 
   "Husband! Husband! Can you hear me?"
 
   The song grew louder. He opened his eyes and found her standing above him, her mahogany eyes filled with tears. At last, they were reunited. At last he was complete.
 
   "Sarvenaz," he whispered, breaking the spell. The Happy Bird disappeared, and in its place he stared into a flashlight someone shone into his eyes.
 
   "He's alive!" someone shouted. He didn't recognize the voice.
 
   The stench of cooked meat assailed his nostrils. He tried to move, but pain screamed through his body. It hurt! It hurt! A great gulf of darkness swallowed him alive. He drifted for a while, no longer hearing the song, but then there were voices, and the scent of burnt flesh and electricity.
 
   "Clear!"
 
   A jolt tore through his body and ripped him back into his pain.
 
   "Husband! Please!"
 
   He heard the anguish in her voice, and he wondered who had dared hurt the woman he loved. He fought to get to her, for all his life he had fought for causes far less worthy than his wife. He ignored the pain. He ignored the choking sensation in his lungs. He pushed back against the flesh that screamed as though it burned on fire. Only one thing mattered, to get back to Sarvenaz's side.
 
   "We have normal sinus rhythm."
 
   "Will he make it?"
 
   "I don't know how he's even still alive."
 
   Hands touched him, lips pressed against his. An obnoxious beeping filtered into his subconscious. Where was he? And why was he not snuggled next to his wife?
 
   He opened his eyes, his breaths jagged and painful.
 
   "Mo ghrá," he whispered.
 
   "Husband," Sarvenaz wept. "You must stay with me. I make deal with dragon to get you back!" She waggled her finger at him. "You no stay with me, I go live with him."
 
   Shadows moved around her. Other voices. Other people.
 
   "Don't touch him!"
 
   "He's badly burned, Ma'am."
 
   Touch. Oh, gods, how he craved her touch! 
 
   He could see from the worry in her eyes that his injuries terrified her. She was brave about it; however, for Sarvenaz had always been brave. She looked past the burns to focus on his eyes and caressed the good side of his face, the side which had not been burned. He noted she was dressed in black widow's garb, and that her hair was no longer chestnut, but peppered by dozens of long, grey hairs.
 
   "Let me go, mo ghrá," he whispered. "For I am hideous, and you deserve a husband who is whole. I will wait for you, just but on the other side, and when we reuinite, I promise I will be beautiful for you to look upon once more."
 
   Sarvenaz shook her head.
 
   "You my husband," Sarvenaz wept. "Sarvenaz not let you go. No matter how badly you burned."
 
   Shadows moved around them. Other people. Doctors?
 
   "I'm going to give you something for the pain, General."
 
   There was a pinch, and then the pain grew duller. For a while he drifted, anchored only by her weeping and the feel of her hand in his. When he woke up again, he could feel the hum of the Jehoshaphat beneath his back, the vibration discordant, almost as badly wounded as he was. He was in his quarters, IV's stuck into his arm. He wore little except for the bandages they had used to cover his burns, and even his wings were splinted into traction, almost completely devoid of his hawk-grey feathers.
 
   Gentle fingers stroked his cheek, his belly and his thigh, the only places he wasn't badly burned. His heart grew fuller with every stroke, yearning to drink it up like an elixir, and despite his pain he grew aroused, for the first thing any mated pair sought to do after a period of separation was to reconnect using the only physical means granted to them here in the material realm.
 
   "Sarvenaz?"
 
   "Yes, Husband?"
 
   "You should have let me go."
 
   Sarvenaz shook her head, her lips trembling as she pushed back her black widow's headscarf and pressed her lips to his.
 
   "You alive, Husband. It the only thing that matter to me."
 
   His hunger for her touch hurt worse than the burns, and though he had no right to make such a request of a beautiful creature like his wife, him an old goat who was now no longer just scarred, but hideous and crippled, his yearning to reconnect with her had grown so great that it subsumed even the pain from Shay'tan's burns.
 
   "Make love to me?" Abaddon pleaded. "Make love to me one last time, so that if I die, I will die a happy man?"
 
   Sarvenaz sniffled.
 
   "You hurt," she said. "Doctor say must not touch until you heal. If I lay down with you, it make your hurts-hurt worse."
 
   His hand trembled as he fought to raise it so he could wipe away the moisture which glistened on her cheeks. Her tears soaked into his bandages, stinging his raw flesh with the salt of her pain.
 
   "The only thing which hurts mo ghrá is the prospect of being separated from you," Abaddon said.
 
   She stretched out carefully alongside him, taking care not to lean against the places where he was hurt, and kissed and caressed every place he was not burned. As she touched him, she reawakened the song he had caught a glimpse of as he'd lay dying in the cave. He closed his eyes and drank up the love which poured out of her fingers, understanding this was not a sexual act, but a spiritual one. As she led him towards climax and he felt their sprits intertwine, he caught once more a glimpse of the Eternal Tree. It swayed gently in the wind of the song which drifted through Eternity, its branches heavy with the fruit of infinite universes, each one swirling with galaxies, and stars, and countless planets which whorled around the spiral arms.
 
   "Ki," he whispered, for he understood at last what the Eternal Tree really was.
 
   The song filled him as his wife's spirit merged with his, desperate, weeping, pleading with him not to die. The small, brown bird fluttered down from the branches and drew his eye to a broken seed, the remnant of a universe that was no more. As the bird's song turned mournful, he understood he looked at a remnant of Ki's devoured children. The remnant had embedded itself into the Milky Way galaxy, into a small, broken spiral arm which had, itself, become embedded here at some point in the past when two great galaxies had collided.
 
   'Her planet lies somewhere within the uncharted territories.'
 
   He realized he'd been looking in the wrong direction, but it didn't matter, for in this place he was no longer separate from her, but their spirits had intertwined as a single, loving whole. Mated pair. So long as they were together, whether this lifetime or the next, it did not matter, for not even death could separate them for long. The song blew the branches of the tree, and down from the leaves danced happy little seedlings, the soul-sparks of creatures not yet been born. They giggled, happy little stars, and danced around Sarvenaz's head just like a crown of light.
 
   It was the fruit. The fruit of the Eternal Tree. 
 
   She touched his face and the soul-sparks danced from her to him.
 
   "I can see it," he whispered. "I can see Eternity. All this time I wished to give to you its' fruit, when all along it was you who offered it to me."
 
   Sarvenaz kissed him.
 
   "I see only you, my Husband," she said. "You are the only thing which matters, the song which fills my heart."
 
   The song subsided, but it did not go away, filling his heart with a sense of joy. At some point during the night he broke the bindings of his traction and rolled to cover her with a charred wing, yearning to get closer to her, yearning to feel the sensation of her flesh pressed against his. And when he awoke to the familiar tap-tap-tap of their daughter kicking against his hand, which he was in the habit of splaying across Sarvenaz's belly as she slept, he realized he was in much less pain.
 
   Sarvenaz rolled towards him, opened her eyes and smiled. Her fingers moved up to trace the sword-scar which had always defined him, across his eyelid, down his cheek, and disappeared into his jaw. She kissed his mouth, and then removed the bandages which were no longer necessary except for in a few places where the scabs had not yet fallen off to reveal the soft, pink scar tissue growing underneath. 
 
   "How?" she stared at his healing injuries with wonder.
 
   "We are a mated pair, mo ghrá," Abaddon said. "And when two spirits love each other as much as I love you, not even death can keep us apart for long."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Galactic Standard Date:  152,323.12 AE 
 
   Zulu Sector: Light Emerging
 
   Brigadier-General Raphael Israfa
 
    
 
   Raphael
 
   Brigadier-General Raphael Israfa copped his best approximation of Mikhail's 'I think you're a turd, but I'm too cool to let you know it, so I'll turn my face into a stone wall' expression as he stared down, or more precisely up at the two feuding battle cruiser captains and tried to act more intimidating than he really felt. He wondered how long these men would consider him too wet behind the ears to get a grip on the egos of two competing ship's captains, both out to win the same recognition. As an intelligence officer, Raphael's expertise had always been to get people to talk to him, not to make them shut up and take their lumps, but ever since the Eternal Emperor had put him in command of this armada and its mission to find Earth, he’d had been learning a whole lot of new skills.
 
   "Did I, or did I not, order you to position the Emperor's Chariot in a trajectory that was twelve light-years from the Eye of the Leonid?" 
 
   The Centauri captain towered over Raphael by a good two meters. The half-equine/half-human super-soldier had been genetically engineered to surpass even the Cherubim’s intimidating height and stature, and as a fledgling commander, many of the more battle-seasoned captains still considered Raphael to be an FNG (f-ing new guy). He was a burly stallion, with the typical chestnut coat and skin that all Centauri had inherited ever since their genetic diversity had become homogenized, and like most Centauri in the fleet, the Emperor's Chariot captain had been promoted to the rank of captain not due to his infinite grey matter, but because of he was fearless in the face of death. 
 
   Raphael suppressed the urge to shout and reminded himself the two ship's captains were acting up because they were bored…  
 
   "We thought we heard radio waves," the Centauri captain said.
 
   "We heard them first!" the Leonid captain interrupted him.
 
   "They were in our search grid!" The big stallion crossed his arms across his muscular chest. 
 
   "Not if you'd stayed in search pattern you were ordered to stay in!" the Leonid captain growled. 
 
   If anything, the Leonids were proving to be an even greater challenge to Raphael's command than the Centauri. At eleven feet tall, including his luxurious reddish-brown mane, the truculent Leonid captain was an even match for the Centauri commander thanks to his white fangs and the sharp, retractable claws which adorned his finger-like paws. 
 
   When both ship's captains had ended up on the same habitable planet at the same time, one whose mission it had been to explore it, the other who had jumped the gun to get there first because the planet lay only a one-sixteenth light-year outside of his search-grid, the two had come to blows, right in front of their crews and a tiny settlement of pre-sentient creatures who would no doubt carry forth legends about the day two creatures had come down from the heavens and duked it out in front of them. The Emperor’s Chariot captain had claw marks raking down his flanks, while the Eye of the Leonid captain sported a freshly bandaged ribcage, thanks to a well-placed Centauri hoof. 
 
   "You were dawdling!" the Centauri captain snorted. His nostrils flared as though he smelled something bad. 
 
   "We found something in the last solar system," the Leonid captain growled. "We were documenting the data, like we were supposed to do, not just rushing from solar system to solar system, trying to be the first ship to lay claim to Earth!"
 
   Raphael decided he’d better put a stop to their bickering before things came to blows a second time. They didn't know about Lucifer's rebellion, or the fact the Alliance had fractured and Jophiel was no longer their Supreme Commander-General, but that didn't mean the long-standing hostilities which had caused that fracture to occur in the first place hadn't followed them into the uncharted territories where, despite complete radio silence, those frustrations still found a way to manifest.
 
   "There will be no laying claim to Earth!" Raphael said. "That planet belongs to the Eternal Emperor and no one else!"
 
   "He just wants to get there first so he can name it after himself," the Leonid captain rumbled deep in his chest. Raphael noted the way the big lion unsheathed his claws, itching to continue the fight.
 
   “You know the rules of the naming conventions." The Centauri captain pawed the deck. “He who gets there first, wins." 
 
   The briefing room filled with the musky scent of a Leonid who was about to mark his territory, never a good sign, especially as the Light Emerging was -his- command carrier. Now he understood why Jophiel had always acted like an ice queen. It was time to channel his best impersonation of ‘The Destroyer’ and assume the reins of command.
 
   "There will be no renaming Earth," Raphael's voice rose harshly. "The indigenous people of the planet Mikhail crash-landed on call their homeworld Earth, so that is what we shall call it from now on!"
 
   "Earth?" both captains said at the same time. They looked at one another and chuckled. 
 
   "Why name your planet after a handful of cré?" the Centauri captain said, using the direct Galactic Standard translation of the name which approximately meant 'dirt.'  "Might as well call it mud-pie..."
 
   "Or silt," the Leonid captain said.
 
   "Or Leonid dung," the Centauri captain poked his nemesis in the shoulder with a guffaw.
 
   "Hoof crud."
 
   "Paw toe-jam."
 
   "That's ENOUGH!!!" Raphael bellowed like some great, angry bull. He flared his golden wings like a raptor, trying to make himself appear bigger than he really was. "Do you two think this mission is a joke?"
 
   "No, Sir," both captains said simultaneously. They glanced at one another and sniggered.
 
   Raphael didn't know what was worse. When they fought each other? Or when they decided to gang up on him and undermine his command? 
 
   "I realize we've reached that point in a deep-space mission when things begin to drag," Raphael said. "But I set the search grid at exactly twelve light-years apart for a reason. That's the maximum distance our instruments can detect signs of an atmosphere. So while you two were having your little pissing contest, you missed scanning the planets in three different solar systems, each one of those systems which might be Earth and we'd never know it because you two dropped the ball!"
 
   Both men looked down and shuffled, duly chastised. Raphael gave them his best stone-faced expression. He'd been getting a whole lot of practice lately trying on different facial expressions and postures, not one of which felt natural. Leading these men was turning out to be about as easy as training Uriel's pet gorock to 'stay.'
 
   "Now you go back to that planet and finish your report on the indigenous, pre-sentient population," Raphael ordered the Leonid captain, "so I can report it back to the Eternal Emperor." 
 
   The Leonid captain twitched his tail with displeasure.
 
   "And you," he wheeled to face the Centauri, "you will backtrack to Cygnus X and survey those three solar systems so we can make sure we didn't cruise right past Mikhail!"
 
   "But our instruments are useless there thanks to the radio interference of the black hole!" the Centauri commander said. "We'll have to search each planet on foot. It will put me behind the other ships by two days!"
 
   "Then you'd better order every man on your ship to go down with you!" Raphael said. He stretched upwards, wishing fervently the man wasn't nearly twice his height. "Which means, thanks to you, your men will get no shore leave the next time we find a habitable planet!"
 
   Both captains grumbled and strode out of his office, side by side, good-naturedly complaining about him instead of each other for a change. Raphael waited until the door shut, and then grasped the bridge of his nose between his forefinger and thumb. Ow! Not that he'd ever assumed command of a fleet would be easy, but he had a new appreciation for Supreme Commander-General, no, now Private Jophiel.
 
   He pulled out his small, hand-held portable flatscreen and queued up the picture he always carried of Jophiel holding their son. 
 
   "How do you do it, Jophie?" he asked, peeking from the haze of his brain-splitting migraine. “How do you deal with all these egos?”
 
   A mechanical voice informed him Colonel Glicki was at the door.
 
   "Enter!" Raphael called.
 
   The door slid open and in strode Glicki, one of his oldest friends and de facto commander of the Light Emerging while he coordinated the movements of the larger search armada. 
 
   "Tell me you have some good news?" Raphael asked.
 
   Glicki paused, tilting her heart-shaped green head to indicate such good news was, these days, at best a myth.
 
   "Would you settle for some awful news, Sir?" Glicki asked.
 
   Raphael sighed and ran his fingers through his short, golden hair, grown too long and shaggy from too many responsibilities and not enough time to make a trip down to the ship’s barber.
 
   "Who found it and how bad is it?" Raphael said, already knowing from the concerned hum of Glicki's gossamer under-wings that not only was the news bad, but truly terrible.
 
   "The Alliance Phoenix followed that subspace radio signal they'd reported earlier," Glicki said.
 
   Raphael leaned forward, his heart pounding. Glicki's hard exoskeleton was poised in a posture which indicated concern. Had they found Mikhail, only to discover he'd been killed? For weeks now he'd had a terrible, gut-wrenching feeling every time he thought of his best friend.
 
   "What did they find?"
 
   "Remnants of a Free Marid supply base," Glicki said.
 
   Raphael’s relief was short-lived as the humming of her wings grew louder. Okay, not Earth, but something had her worried.
 
   "And…?" Why did she hesitate? What had they found there?
 
   "They'd been eaten," Glicki whispered. She tilted her green antennae in two different directions, a Mantoid gesture of horror and revulsion. "Not too long ago, by our estimate. Perhaps seven weeks?"
 
   "Eaten?" Raphael felt a sense of dread. "Was it wild animals?"
 
   "The base was on an asteroid," Glicki said. She tapped her flatscreen and then shoved the device into his face, her wings humming the entire time. "Here. This says it all."
 
   Raphael stared at the horrific image on the screen. From the way the creatures had been strapped to a makeshift cross-shaped feeding pole and the large chunks of flesh carved out of their bodies, it left no doubt in his mind who the murderers had been.
 
   "Tokoloshe," Raphael said. "What are they doing all the way out here?"
 
   "Everything we know is from a hand-written journal we found tucked under the base-commander's pillow," Glicki said. "All the data-storage devices on the planet have been destroyed."
 
   She pulled up images of the journal, an idiosyncrasy few technologically advanced cultures indulged in anymore. It was written in an encoded version of the native Marid language, the language all Marid had spoken until Shay'tan had conquered their motherworld, now only spoken by the Free Marid Confederation. Raphael scrolled through page after page of notes about what cargo had filtered through the base, what ship had dropped it off or picked it up, the date and location, and some random notes including musings about disciplinary issues and how sorely he missed his family. It was a professional smuggler's journal, written in a code Raphael could translate because he was an intelligence officer and had been forced to learn the code.
 
   "Give me the short version," Raphael said.
 
   "We decoded his last few journal entries," Glicki said. "He resupplied a shuttle which claimed to be from the Prince of Tyre seven weeks ago."
 
   Both of her antennae pointed straight at him.
 
   "The Prince of Tyre?" Raphael blurted out. "That ship went missing…"
 
   He trailed off. He and Glicki both knew darned well when the Alliance Prime Minister had purportedly met his death, along with the entire crew in a border dispute on the Sata'an/Alliance border.
 
   "…eight weeks ago," Glicki finished for him.
 
   Raphael glanced over to a picture he kept hung on his wall of Mikhail, their arms tossed carelessly around one another, covered in mud after winning the three day Iron Man competition. If the Tokoloshe found their way to Earth before he did, that would open a whole new world of problems that would make Sata'anic possession of the planet appear tame.
 
   He calculated the distance in his head, how far they were from the Tokoloshe Kingdom, the distance from the Alliance, and how far they were from the disputed borderlands where Lucifer had purportedly died.
 
   "Impossible," Raphael said. "Even if the Prince of Tyre traveled here with her interstellar warp drives pushed to their limits, there's no way they could have gotten here in seven days."
 
   "Nine," Glicki corrected. "According to the date the base commander wrote in his journal, whoever they rendezvoused with, they met with them nine days after Lucifer was reported dead."
 
   Raphael stared at the images of the handwritten journal. Nine days. It would take two weeks to travel that distance for any known ship except a living needle-ship to make that journey. Whoever had rendezvoused with the Free Marid smugglers, not only had they bamboozled them out of their trade goods, but then they had likely doubled back to kill them.
 
   "What did the Alliance Phoenix do with the bodies," Raphael asked.
 
   "We have no way to get them back to their families without breaking radio silence, Sir," Glicki said. "Given the other developments within the Alliance."
 
   "Yes, you're right," Raphael sighed. "Entomb the bodies within their base and send a priest down to say the death rituals." 
 
   He flipped back to the screen of the dead one more time, his stomach lurching as he stared at their remains. It sure looked like a Tokoloshe ritualistic sacrifice, but some of the details were off, including the fact the bodies had not been completely devoured, only stripped of flesh as though someone wished to inflict as much pain as possible before allowing them to die. Either way, someone had gone through a lot of trouble to implicate the cannibals.
 
   "Could you ask the crew to also leave some sort of memorial?" Raphael added softly. "Gather names of the victims if you can. I'll forward them to the Emperor on the next scheduled needle and let him figure out if he wishes to notify the families." 
 
   The Free Marid might be little more than smugglers, but once in a while they also acted as allies. Nobody deserved to die that kind of death.
 
   "It's already done, Sir," Glicki said. "The Alliance Phoenix captain ordered his men to burn the feeding poles as soon as they finish burying the bodies."
 
   "Did you alert the fleet to be on the lookout for ambushes?" 
 
   "I did, Sir," Glicki said, "but at only twelve light years apart, I doubt even a dreadnought would risk taking on one of our ships. I've ordered net control to increase check-ins to every half hour."
 
   "What would I do without you?" Raphael asked.
 
   "Shoot your body out the nearest airlock," Glicki said. She whirred her wings in a half-hearted attempt at laughter, but neither of them felt like laughing in light of this latest horrific development. 
 
   "Get the bean counters on the supplies lists," Raphael said. He handed her back the flatscreen. "Have them plug whatever rendezvous times, dates and locations the base commander wrote down into our search grid, and also have them analyze the supplies. Perhaps some good can come of this if it helps us narrow our search parameters?"
 
   "Already on it, Sir," Glicki said. "And now … some good news."
 
   Raphael's wings perked up.
 
   "I thought I asked you to give the good news to me first," Raphael said.
 
   "Couldn't you use a little good news after getting that last report?" Glicki asked.
 
   Raphael sighed. "Yes. But it better be really good. Because between disciplinary problems and now cannibals roaming around the uncharted territories, I'm ready to pluck out my feathers."
 
   The hum of Glicki's under-wings changed, less ominous and a bit more mischievous. "You might want to wait to do that until after you see what Jophiel sent you in her needle."
 
   "Jophiel's needle is here?" 
 
   His heart beat faster. It felt like he had feathers in his mouth. In a good way, of course. Ever since he and Jophiel had become a mated pair, it was all he could do to not crawl out of his skin to satiate the ache for how very much he missed her. Jophiel's needle wasn't due for two more days. There must have been some development on her end.
 
   "I told the ATO to wait to unload it until you got there," Glicki said. "But you'd better hurry. Your needle is egging it to jump ship and go feed. There's no way to hold them if they decide to play."
 
   Raphael was out of his commander's chair and fly-walking down the hall before his second-in-command could even finish her speech about the child-like habits of the marginally sentient living ships. His needle looked forward to his visits, but Jophiel's needle was much less committed to any one person or handler. He'd been making a point of training both needles to respond to him … and grow attached to Uriel … just in case he ever needed to send his son off in a hurry to ensure his safety. 
 
   "I already sent word down to Nanny Oomphala to bring Uriel down to the needle stable for your lunch break," Glicki shouted after him. "No doubt they are already there."
 
   "Thanks!" Raphael shouted, increasing his speed. He glanced back and gave her a grateful grin. As one of his closest friends, Glicki knew him perhaps better than anyone. Any excuse to spend a spare moment with his son was a good one!
 
   He caught up with the portly Nanny Oomphala waddling down the hallway carrying his red-winged son and trailed by Uriel's pet gorock, 'Gi.'  The gorock's tail increased its thwapping the moment it saw him like some sort of ecstatic, deadly weapon. Gi did a happy dance and jumped up to slobber on him, the creature's perpetual state of being.
 
   "How is he this afternoon, Nanny?" Raphael asked.
 
   "He's been cruising all morning, Sir," Nanny said good-naturedly. "It's walking he'll be real soon, Colonel. Just you wait and see!"
 
   Raphael greedily scooped up his son and hugged the gurgling toddler to his chest. 
 
   "Hey little guy!" Raphael buried his face into his son's neck and inhaled his scent, relishing the warmth of Uriel's soft skin and auburn curls. 
 
   "I'll be in my quarters if you need me," Nanny Oomphala said. 
 
   "Thank you, Nanny," Raphael said.
 
   The gorock barked and wrapped its long, serpentine body around the portly Nanny's webbed feet, no doubt looking for a treat. The darned creature had increased in size again and was now so big it took up half the available free floor space of Raphael's cramped living quarters.
 
   "Any chance I can get you to take that with you?" Raphael laughed.
 
   Nanny Oomphala responded with an evil-sounding carroak. 
 
   "No such luck, Sir," she laughed at him. "He and Master Uriel, they're quite inseparable." She pointed at another Delphinium who came rattling down the hallway pushing a mess hall food cart. "I'll leave it to you to keep the little master from feeding Gi his piseanna and cairéid." 
 
   Her throat-pouch puffed up with a suppressed guffaw. As a civilian, he could not order her to take the gorock off his hands, nor would he because Nanny Oomphala was right. Uriel craved the pet's company as much as the pet craved his.
 
   "Okay, then," Raphael said. "You're off the hook. Thank you, Nanny. And have a pleasant lunch."
 
   He waited until she lumbered down the hallway, and then spun Uriel around until he giggled. Uriel flapped his small, red wings, trying valiantly to fly, but it would be quite some time before the toddler would take to the air. First … he had to learn to walk. Raphael walked backwards with Uriel into the needle stable. Uriel toddled behind him using the support of just one finger, his tiny red wings flapping for balance. Uriel stepped eagerly towards his 'friends' the needles, shrieking with laughter as he let go of Raphael's hand and took  four frantic steps before losing his balance and plopping down upon his diaper.
 
   "Hey! You just walked, buddy!" Raphael picked him up and hugged him. "Wait until we tell your Mama!"
 
   Gi raced towards the two needles and immediately bumped noses. The two needles herded Gi and Uriel into the middle, and then swirled around them, surprisingly graceful despite their seven-meter length. Uriel shrieked with laughter as his needle stood still and allowed the toddler to pull himself upright using the creature's tail-end as a support.
 
   "Hello, Alpha," Raphael greeted Jophiel's needle by placing his palm upon its nose. "Thank you for waiting for me to get here."
 
   Jophiel's needle rolled over so he could scratch its belly. He knew he could simply order the creature to open up its marsupium, but the more he played with them, the more cooperative the creatures became. Why not treat them like the sentient, playful beings they were?
 
   "Okay, buddy," Raphael said. "It's time to hand over the goodies."
 
   Jophiel's needle opened its pouch. While Uriel used his needle as a rudimentary walker, Raphael rummaged through the marsupium and handed over one package at a time to the ATO. 
 
   "These go to the various ship commanders," Raphael said. "Have Glicki's men censor them first for landmines."
 
   At last he got to the device at the bottom, the one Jophiel used exclusively for him. It was blue, the same color as her eyes, and while outside it looked like a civilian flatscreen, it contained hidden security features which would make it impossible to hack.
 
   "Thank you, Private Hk'kr," Raphael said to the Mantoid needle handler. "Could you please get these devices to where they belong?"
 
   "Yes, Sir," the ATO saluted him. "Enjoy your visit with your son."
 
   He waited until the needle-handler cleared the room before plugging Jophiel's flatscreen into the miniature holographic projector. While its image quality was rudimentary, it allowed him to see his mate in all of her three-dimensional glory. A small, egg-shaped ball of light materialized and in its middle a doll-sized image of Jophiel appeared. 
 
   He knew by the way she wore her wings tucked tightly against her back that the news would not be good. Her pristine features were hardened into the mask of the ice-princess.
 
   "Raphael," Jophiel said, "the situation has deteriorated far worse than we feared. Shay'tan defeated our fleet in a stunning ambush at the border; Abaddon is missing and presumed dead; Parliament has blamed the Eternal Emperor instead of accepting responsibility for their own ill-advised incursion into Sata'anic territory; and outside of the palace the people have begun to riot."
 
   Her lip trembled with emotion.
 
   "I swore I would forment no rebellion, but Abaddon is feared dead and I have come into intelligence that indicates things could be worse than we feared. The Alliance has fractured, the citizens are in revolt, and Parliament is eager to lay blame on anyone except for them. My presence at the Eternal Palace has only fueled the flames. Myself and a crew of loyalists have seized back the Eternal Light and are on our way to follow up on some intelligence we received about a missing Sata'anic armada."
 
   "A missing Sata'anic armada?" Raphael asked. The hologram of Jophiel did not answer his question. -If- she'd wanted to give him specifics, she would have come right out and told him.
 
   Jophiel's eyes welled with tears.
 
   "I shall be incognito for a while," Jophiel said. "Tell Uriel that I miss him dearly, and know that I miss you, too, mo ghrá. This is the last communication I might be able to send for a while. I don't know if my needle will be able to find me where we are going, so if she returns to your ship and appears confused, please give her shelter and make sure she understands it's not her fault."
 
   Raphael glanced over at Jophiel's needle, which had wrapped itself around Uriel and the gorock like a great, protective black playpen, nose-to-nose with her sister. In the middle, Uriel happily fed Gi his piseanna and cairéid exactly as Nanny Oomphala had warned he would, squealing with delight as the gorock gobbled up his vegetables.
 
   Jophiel stared out of the hologram so realistically it made his heart ache. Her lips curved up into a small, secret smile.
 
   "But in all this strife, we have one small blessing," Jophiel said. Her hand slid down to splay protectively across her womb. "I don't know why the test came back inconclusive the first six times I took it. Stress, perhaps, or some quirk of my genome? But She-who-is has chosen to bless our union with a child. Raphael ... we're going to have a daughter."
 
   Raphael stared with hologram dumb with happiness. A daughter? Jophiel was once again with child? It was the best news a dying species could hope for!
 
   Pushing the Tokoloshe murders soundly out of his mind, he picked up Uriel and cradled him to his chest, imagining as Uriel's small wings rose and fell in sleep that he could feel Jophiel beside them. He reformed the memory of Uriel taking his first, halting steps towards the needle. It was more a tactile sensations than words, but even without the gift of images, he understood the message Jophiel communicated back to him, a message which no amount of distance could prevent from traveling between the hearts of a mated pair.
 
   "I miss you," her heart whispered to his.
 
   "I miss you too…" he said aloud.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   December, 3,390 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   The first rays of dawn cast tentative tendrils over the horizon and shone their light into the window which had been left unshaded so he could ascend into the heavens once he died. It crept into the room, past the unguarded spiderweb which had been abandoned once the weather had turned cold, and kissed his eyelids with its golden, effulgent light. 
 
   Breath streamed from his lungs and cast its warmth into the cold, winter chill. Alive. He breathed because he was still alive. And oh, by gods, it hurt, but he breathed anyways because he'd been given the gift of life by the spirit who lay ensconced within the shelter of his wings.
 
   The sunlight grew bolder, shining through his eyelids so brilliantly it threatened to blind him. He realized he was colder than he should have been. He caressed her, the beautiful spirit who had made love to him in his dream. The same word rang in his heart over and over again. Maité saoil. He had found her. He had called for her and his one true mate had materialized into the flesh to heal him.
 
   He tried to nestle the black-eyed Seraphim closer to his body, eager to share her warmth, eager to bond further so they could help each other heal. He realized her shape was too soft, too formless. There was something pressed against him, but it was not the slender body which housed the spirit he had searched for many lifetimes to find.
 
   Mikhail opened his eyes.
 
   As with all his memories, the moment he awoke, they had a habit of disappearing. He clutched the brilliant, scarlet cape which had been rolled into the shape of a body and recognized it belonged to Ninsianna. 
 
   Ninsianna? Why had she already gotten out of bed?
 
   He tried to move, but felt so weak his muscles refused to work. He held one hand up to block the sunlight shining in his eyes. How had his flesh gotten so emaciated and white? He vaguely remembered getting stabbed. How long had he been unconscious?
 
   He stared at the red cape, two sets of memories warring for dominance. He needed to find the woman in the dream. He needed to find her because he knew she was not well. His chest hurt and his entire body felt weakened, but he would find her. He had to find her. 
 
   He forced himself to roll over onto his elbows, then forced himself upright so he sat seated on the bed. His chest hurt and his now-clumsy wings hampered his struggle, but he persisted, forcing the limbs to move. That was as far as he got before Needa pushed aside the curtain and stepped inside his bedroom without even knocking.
 
   Mikhail's blue eyes met her brown ones.
 
   "Mama?"
 
   Needa's eyes grew wide. Her mouth moved, but no sound came out of her lungs. The clay bowl she'd been carrying slipped from her hands and shattered, casting water all over the floor.
 
   He moved to help her, but he ungracefully fell backwards onto the bed, his wings flapping as he tried to right himself and was too weak to get his balance.
 
   Needa screamed. She dropped the funerary shroud she'd been carrying and burst out of the room, calling her husband's name.
 
   "Immanu! Mikhail has just risen from the dead!"
 
    
 
   *****
 
   Pareesa wormed her way through the small army which had taken up residence in his room and threw herself into his arms, knocking him off the pillows Needa had placed around him to prop him up and knocked him back into the wall.
 
   "Siamek told us you were dead!"
 
   A small cry of pain escaped his throat as her slender frame pressed against the bandaged hunk of mutilated meat which had once been his chest. He wasn't sure whether to hug her, or to push his little sidekick away and tell her that her unbridled affection made him feel uncomfortable. He glanced at his father-in-law for direction on how to deal with a sobbing adolescent. 
 
   Immanu grinned and moved his arms to mimic giving the girl a hug.
 
   Okay … if Ninsianna's own father said it was okay…
 
   Pareesa's slender frame shook as she wept into his neck, but the embrace did not feel uncomfortable as such affection had previously felt, but loving. Why had he never been able to sense such things before from any person except for Ninsianna? At last Pareesa pulled back and wiped her eyes, her arm catching a long, clear string of excretions from her nostrils. With a cry of relief, she planted a kiss upon his lips as though it was something she had done many times.
 
   A flush of color warmed Mikhail's pale cheeks. So? What else had people been doing with his body while he'd lain in a coma at the brink of death? He turned his attention back to the debriefing the Chief had come to give him.
 
   "Do you have any leads at all?" Mikhail asked, his expression grim.
 
   "Not one," Chief Kiyan said. "Whatever secrets Shahla knew about the Evil One, she took that knowledge to the grave."
 
   "There is one that knows," Immanu hissed.
 
   "Gita told us everything she knows," Chief Kiyan sighed. "Shahla was insane. You cannot keep faulting the girl for not giving any credence to a madwoman. It is my fault for keeping your daughter's premonition from the other villagers."
 
   "We should let Mikhail interrogate her!" Immanu said. "Now that he has his memories back, perhaps something will sound familiar?"
 
   "Then it's a good thing I did not let you make a burnt offering of her as you intended?" the Chief said. "Isn't it, old friend?" 
 
   "She is not guilty," Pareesa glared at Immanu. "I have told you thus a thousand times!"
 
   "Where is she?" Immanu demanded.
 
   "I sent Siamek to the pit to fish her out," Chief Kiyan said. "Mikhail can interrogate her, not you. You've been so determined to catch her in a lie that you have never listened to a word she said."
 
   Mikhail realized he had grabbed Ninsianna's red cape and clutched it to his heart. If this girl had information about how to get back his wife, then he needed to speak with her. A familiar scent wafted out of the cape and tickled some ancient part of his brain. It fired off an odd echo of Ninsianna and an older memory of a little girl who had dark wings just like his.
 
   "Mikhail?" Pareesa looked at him expectantly, as if he had drifted off mid-sentence.
 
   "I'm sorry," Mikhail said. He pointed to his temple. "I feel as though there are two of me living inside my head at the moment; old-me, and the new-me who was adopted into your village. I have two sets of memories, and sometimes I have trouble telling which one belongs where."
 
   "Are your memories completely restored?" Chief Kiyan asked.
 
   Mikhail shut his eyes. He remembered being sent here to shadow a suspicious increase in smuggling activity. He remembered his surprise as he'd intercepted a Sata'anic transmission broadcasting images of what appeared to be wingless Angelics and realized what Shay'tan may have stumbled upon. He remembered the Sata'anic patrol ship which had flushed him out from the dark side of this planet's moon and his last, desperate broadcast to let his people know he might have very well stumbled across their salvation.
 
   And then he searched further back in his memories. His time as a Special Forces officer within the Emperor's armies. Raphael. Jophiel … his cheeks flushed as he remembered he had volunteered for deep space reconnaissance to forget the beautiful white-winged Angelic whose advances he'd refused. His time with the Cherubim. Jingu, the Cherubim queen, admonishing him it was time to come out of his self-imposed hermitage and find himself a queen.
 
   And then … nothing. At around the age Pareesa was now, all memories of his childhood stopped. He knew something bad had happened to his homeworld in that detached way somebody might know a fact after reading about it in a history book, but there was no personal information or feeling attached to that memory, as though he had not been there. All he knew was that, after it had happened, he'd had nowhere else to go until the Cherubim had taken him in.
 
   Mikhail opened his eyes. Everybody looked at him as though his words would speak some ancient prophecy which would be the answer to all their prayers. It was time to remind them he was nothing more than a soldier in the Emperor's armies.
 
   "There are still gaps," Mikhail said. "But even if there weren't, I don't think the missing knowledge is anything profound." He made eye contact with his father-in-law, noticing the man's tawny-beige eyes. "All I know is that that Eternal Emperor possessed eyes just like your daughter."
 
   "What does that mean?"
 
   "Luminescent golden eyes are said to be the mark of a spirit which has evolved enough to ascend," Mikhail said. "It means your daughter stands on the cusp of becoming something more. It would explain why this Evil One went out of his way to abduct her."
 
   "Do you have any idea of who this Evil One might be?"
 
   Mikhail searched his memories. A white-winged Angelic? That could describe any Angelic in the Emperor's armies except for him. As for likely enemies, the Emperor had to constantly guard against such usurpers, but most of them were connected to Shay'tan. 
 
   "I have no recollection about a white-winged Angelic who might wish your people harm," Mikhail said. "My people are dying. When they find you, they will do everything in their power to protect you, not behave the way this Evil One has done." Mikhail frowned. "None of this makes sense. Why target me?"
 
   "Perhaps this Evil One is in cahoots with this Emperor Shay'tan?"
 
   "That's the only explanation which makes sense," Mikhail said. He clutched the red cape to his chest. Its scent ignited a warm, expansive feeling, along with that peculiar echo he'd noted earlier. He suddenly felt very tired.
 
   Pareesa caught him before he toppled over.
 
   "I've got you, sensei," his young prodigy whispered. "I won't let you fall again."
 
   He tried to force open his eyes, but whatever force had sustained him had suddenly disappeared. Warm hands, loving hands, many sets of hands lowered him to the bed and gently removed the pillows from his back so he could rest peacefully.
 
   "Everybody out!" Needa snapped. "See! I told you it would overtax his recovery!"
 
   Grumbles. The Chief and Immanu filed out, discussing ways to figure out where Ninsianna had been whisked away to. If he was still alive, the hope now was that Ninsianna might still be alive, too.
 
   Somehow, if she hadn't been alive, he thought he'd know…
 
   Someone tucked a blanket around his shoulders. A peck on the cheek. Genuine affection. Mikhail's lip twitched upwards into a small smile.
 
   "Mama," he whispered.
 
   "Sleep, son," Needa said. "The sooner you get better, the sooner you can go retrieve my daughter."
 
   He drifted off to sleep, his dreams filled with a song which flowed through the world like a river of love.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Siamek
 
   Siamek rushed through the streets, shoving his way through the crowd which had gathered to hear the shaman excitedly tell them the winged one was resurrected from the dead. He shoved them all aside. Only the fact he was Mikhail's lieutenant enabled him to get through at all.
 
   "Where is she?" 
 
   Immanu's joyous expression hardened.
 
   "You said you threw her in the pit," Immanu said.
 
   "She's not there," Siamek said. "The Tribunal exonerated her."
 
   "The Tribunal ruled they did not have adequate evidence to return a sentence of death," Immanu said. "That is not the same thing as a judgment of not guilty."
 
   Siamek's head swam with possibilities, all of them terrible. If Mikhail had not died, then Gita would not have left him, would she? Had Mikhail awoken and spurned the girl who'd spent six weeks impersonating his wife because she loved him? Had she run away in terror because Mikhail’s resurrection did not change the fact that Ninsianna was missing and presumed dead? Or had Mikhail blamed her just as Immanu had?
 
   A disembodied sense of fear gripped at his gut and made his heart beat faster. Had something bad happened to her?
 
   "What did you do with her?" Siamek took a step towards the shaman, his hand on the hilt of the Sata'anic sword.
 
   "She relieved my pantry of its staples," Immanu said. He pointed towards the road which descended to the lower rings of the village. "Why don't you go ask her no-good father?"
 
   Siamek suppressed the urge to throttle the man. He had always respected Immanu, but after Ninsianna had jilted Jamin, hard feelings had begun to fester between the different factions within the village. Ninsianna had always been fickle and her father encouraged her willful behavior. But the fact Gita had taken food was a good sign. 
 
   He pushed his way out of the ecstatic crowd, his heart pounding in his ears. Why hadn't he run back to tell her the Tribunal had returned a verdict of not guilty when Immanu had tried to force their hand? 
 
   Because Gita deserved to grieve, he had reasoned at the time. A party atmosphere had erupted after Pareesa had made her speech and, honestly, he could not bear to watch Gita weep over Mikhail's body when in his heart he wished it was him she loved. With much mead flowing and toasting to Mikhail's great deeds until the first rays of light had crept above the horizon, he had thrown himself into the eulogies. No one had expected Mikhail to resurrect himself from the dead.
 
   He pushed faster through the well-wishers, guilt tearing at his gut. How could he forget her? When he had left, it had appeared as though each breath had been Mikhail’s last. Did she even know Mikhail had woken up from his fever? 
 
   That sense of urgency clamored louder.
 
   As soon as he passed the checkpoint for the third ring, he began to run. Several voices called a greeting, but he ignored them. He bolted out the north gate and worked his way around the outer wall to the place where the village had been built upon a ledge. This wall was only lightly guarded here because it was far too narrow for a band of warriors with siege ladders. He pressed his back against the wall and shuffled along, staring down the precipice at the muddy yellow water which churned below. 
 
   Whatever had possessed him to propose such a preposterous plan of escape? Because he hadn't thought it through, that's why. They had only assessed the wall for how someone might use it to get up into their village, not down. Damn! How could Gita possibly gain a foothold without tumbling the rest of the way down? Why hadn’t he thought to tell her where she could steal a rope? 
 
   The broad expanse of the Hiddekel River yawned beneath him like a great, hungry maw, no longer the sleepy expanse which watered their crops, but a raging flood tide, grown fat from the winter rains. The roar of the deluge filled his ears, roaring at him his own stupidity. He got to the place he'd told her there were handholds.
 
   His knife glistened at him from the ledge...
 
   No! His hand trembled as he picked it up. A knife could mean the difference between life and death in this harsh, desert landscape and he had given her his good one. She would not have left it behind. 
 
   He stared down the cliff into the raging river below, searching the debris for any sign of life. It was too steep to climb down here without a rope. At the very bottom, just where the embankment reached the river, something lay jumbled amongst the rocks. 
 
   "No!" Siamek cried out with anguish.
 
   He shuffled back along the ledge and then ran down the hill to their flooded fields. The frigid water turned his skin numb, but he waded through until it reached his chest, fighting against the current so the river wouldn't carry him away.
 
   'Oh, goddess, let her please be safe...'
 
   He got to the place where he had seen the item floating amongst some debris. Gita's much-patched cape was unmistakable, the kind of cape a girl needed to survive the winter if she was forced to wander the desert alone. He rammed his body through the mess and grabbed it, praying he was not too late.
 
   The cape came up empty in his hands. The river babbled and taunted him, the sound of running water offensive to his ears. Gita had cast her body off the wall to end her sorrow, and the river had carried her away.
 
   Siamek pressed the cold, wet cape against his chest and began to keen.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 65
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   December, 3,390 BC 
 
   Earth: Sata'an Forward Operating Base
 
   Lieutenant Kasib
 
    
 
   Kasib
 
   "Can I speak to you a moment, Kasib?"
 
   Lieutenant Kasib glanced over at his host, Nipmeqa, the Ugaritic human who'd offered shelter for a poor, blind human female. Taram's plight had caused Kasib to do something he'd sworn he'd never do … lie to General Hudhafah ... and claim that she had died. That lie had led to more lies, stealing grain to compensate her benefactor, quartering soldiers in the city so his frequent trips off-base would appear normal, and pilfering trinkets to win the affection of Nipmeqa's wife and children. But now his lies were about to all come tumbling down upon his head!
 
   Kasib glanced nervously around the room. While no shrinking flower, Kasib had gotten where he was today by working hard and keeping his snout out trouble. But, oh! Taram! Beautiful Taram, who made his insides turn to water every time she ran her fingers along his pebbled green skin? It was her scent which filled his olfactory senses, beautiful, luscious, and so ripe he wanted to run his sensitive forks over her flesh and taste her.
 
   "What can I do for you, Nipmeqa?" Kasib hissed in near-perfect Kemet, mindful to keep his tongue inside his mouth as he knew most humans found the instinct revolting.
 
   Nipmeqa gestured for the two children who poked their heads down the stairwell to go back to bed and mind their business. The cause of all Kasib's lies took her cue and rose graciously from her bench by the oven.
 
   "I will go tuck them in," Taram said. She touched Kasib's clawed hand, a gesture which always sent a shiver down his dorsal ridge. "Goodnight, Kasib. Will I see you again tomorrow?"
 
   She looked right past him with her sightless eyes, waiting until he spoke to focus on his snout which she could not see, but had touched countless times, curious to feel the differences between him and a human male. It was a familiarity no Sata'anic female had ever granted. Kasib glanced over at her benefactor and host. The answer was not a given.
 
   "If the general does not need me," Kasib said.
 
   Taram's lips curved up in a gentle smile. She took his evasive answer to be an affirmative, which it truly was if the payment he'd been dreading for weeks did not preclude his coming to see her again. Her hand held out in front of her to feel whatever objects might block her path, she picked her way through the minefield that was Nipmeqa's main living quarters and climbed up the stairs to tell his eight hatchlings a bedtime story.
 
   Kasib eyed Nipmeqa with his large, gold-green eyes.
 
   "Do you know what this is about?" Nipmeqa said.
 
   "Yes," Kasib answered.
 
   There was an awkward silence between them.
 
   "When you asked me for my assistance," Nipmeqa said, "it was my understanding that Taram would stay with us only temporarily, just long enough for you to find her family."
 
   "I have searched diligently for them, Sir," Kasib said. "The Amorites who purchased her were killed in one of their own raids, while every other ally I have spoken to said the Armorites bragged they had stolen her from a group of merchants they refer to as the sea people."
 
   "Her knowledge of maritime affairs is quite extensive for a young woman who has never seen the ocean," Nipmeqa said. "And though she is quite willing to help out with the chores, due to her blindness, she is unable to provide the kind of help we need."
 
   "Has she not woven your wife a beautiful prayer-rug?" Kasib asked. He pointed to the almost-finished carpet which sat upon its loom.
 
   "Such carpets belong in a temple or the home of a chieftain," Nipmeqa said, "something which is in short supply amongst the people of Ugarit." Nipmeqa sighed and ran his fingers through his curly black beard. "Don't get me wrong, Kasib. Taram is a delightful woman. But you are not doing her any favors by keeping her locked up."
 
   The man was too polite to state 'you promised us a measure of grain every week, and for the past six weeks, you have brought us nothing but trinkets.'
 
   "Wh-what do you propose?" Kasib asked.
 
   "She is a beautiful woman," Nipmeqa said. "Educated and cultured far beyond what any woman in this village could ever hope to achieve, even with her disability. She would make some lucky man a wonderful consort."
 
   "Our doctor has rejected her as unsuitable to make one of our allies a bride," Kasib said. His voice warbled as he stated this fact. He wasn't certain if it made him happy or sad.
 
   "Not one of your trading partners, perhaps," Nipmeqa said. "But what about mine? I know of many men who would take her as a concubine. They would provide for her; and any children they begat would benefit from her knowledge of the arts."
 
   Kasib trembled with terror and a mix of righteous indignation.
 
   "Taram deserves to be taken as a wife! Not a concubine. Please! Don't you know of a worthy man who would take her to be his wife?"
 
   "A wife must bring some asset to the marriage," Nipmeqa said. "A dowry? An important trading partnership? A military alliance? Or perhaps just her ability to labor in the field? Taram brings nothing to a marriage, not even the ability to herd sheep. Her only asset is her beauty."
 
   Kasib looked down, examining the buttons of his uniform. The wooden bench felt hard and unyielding beneath his tail.
 
   "You are angry because I promised you a measure of grain, and now that we have underestimated our reserves, I cannot give you what I promised to you."
 
   "Angry?" Nipmeqa sighed. "No. Not angry." He glanced up the stairs where his children could be heard begging Taram for another story. "She is a delightful houseguest. But that is all she can ever be. A guest in my house. At some point, all guests need to go home."
 
   "I haven't been able to find her home," Kasib said.
 
   "Listen," Nipmeqa said, "I am a generous man. Bring me something, just enough to offset the cost of keeping her here, and I will give you a bit more time. But you must start thinking about her future. The older she gets, the less any man will want her. A woman like her belongs surrounded by her own offspring, not locked up in somebody else's home with not so much as a sleeping pallet to call her own."
 
   Shame flooded Kasib's cheeks, turning his dewlap reddish-pink. Nipmeqa was right. He was speaking to Kasib frankly, whereas each day his subordinate soldiers came to him and complained their host-families were growing resentful at the fact they were no longer able to bring them the promised measure of grain. 
 
   "I will think on this and try to come up with a solution," Kasib said.
 
   He bid Nipmeqa goodnight and went back to his host-family laden with cook-wood gathered during his last shuttle-trip into the mountains. They took the wood grudgingly. Wood was another resource in short supply, but ever since his troops had begun substituting cook-wood for grain, the villagers had quickly come to take its warmth for granted.
 
   He tossed and turned, unable to fall asleep and all-too-able to hear the husband and wife argue from the front room about the fact a cook-fire was useless without a loaf of bread to bake in it. He arose well before dawn, stoked the fire so the housewife would awaken this cold, midwinter day to a warm hearth, ready for baking, and then trudged back to the Sata'anic base in the pre-dawn light, praying for a solution to his dilemma. How could he turn Taram over to some man to be a sex slave? 
 
   His first order of business every morning was to inventory their supplies and report their status to General Hudhafah. He knocked on the door of the commissary, his flatscreen held before his chest like a shield.
 
   "Good morning, Private Tharwat," Kasib greeted the late-middle-aged lizard who unlocked the door. "I'm here to check on our supplies."
 
   "What supplies?" Private Tharwat grumbled. He allowed his tail to slip out of the formal salutation position and twitched it back and forth, a gesture of both nervousness and also suppressed irritation.
 
   "Whatever supplies we still have," Kasib said.
 
   He rummaged through the storage room. They were almost out of batteries, medical supplies, and basic hygiene products. What few dried fruits they had scrounged up when they'd first arrived here were long gone, and their supplies from home had been used up months ago. He stared with dismay at the empty bins that used to house their grain. There were two days left of rations, perhaps three, and then they would need to move to Plan Epsilon … the involuntary seizure of foodstuffs from the native population.
 
   What would his human friends think of him when their so-called 'benefactors' smashed down their doors and stole what little food they had to feed their own families?
 
   He finished up his inventory, and then moved to take stock of the weapons locker, which was even more bad news. He moved past his fellow soldiers, snout buried into his flatscreen, tabulating the numbers as he tried to find some way to convince the general that they had more time before they moved to Plan Epsilon, the point their forces could no longer pretend they were a friendly?
 
   He sat at his desk, fiddling with the paperwork and getting absolutely no work done, his mind racing from Taram's impending desecration as a … a … concubine … to the fact his people would have no choice but to settle in and begin to live off of the humans like parasites.
 
   "Kasib!" General Hudhafah's voice barked from the other side of his doorway. 
 
   Kasib rose and straightened his uniform. He tucked his tail up tightly along his right-hand side and skittered into the general's office, his flatscreen held in front of his chest like a shield.
 
   "Sir?" Kasib saluted. He tasted the air with his long forked tongue, frowning when he tasted the pheromones which indicated the general was already in a foul mood.
 
   Hudhafah stood in front of a map, adjusting the colorful pins which indicated whether an area was allied, hostile, or merely unexplored. Reassuring green pins sat clustered around their base at Ugarit, while further afield the pins moved to white, yellow, and red. The general poked at the pins, deep in thought as he moved different pins, these ones representing natural resources, over the map to indicate which area had items they needed to roll out Sata'anic Rule.
 
   "What's the status of those supplies?" Hudhafah asked.
 
   Kasib's hand trembled as he pulled up the data that no amount of massaging had been able to change.
 
   "We are critically low on every resource," Kasib said. He hesitated, and then added, "especially grain. Sir? I recommend we pull back all soldiers from the Special Overflow Housing back into the general barracks."
 
   "Those men are all Sata'anic lizards," Hudhafah asked without turning around. "Are they not?"
 
   He picked up a larger, wheat-shaped golden pin and jabbed it into the midst of the dozens of angry red pins which lined both sides of the primary grain-growing region of this planet, the villages which the angry young chieftain was trying to subdue. 
 
   "Y-yes, Sir," Kasib stuttered. "They are."
 
   "What are we going to feed those men if we bring them back inside the base?" Hudhafah asked. 
 
   Kasib snaked his tail around his own back and used it to rub himself along his dorsal ridge. He had no answer for this problem. While the more primitive Catoplebas and Marid soldiers were meat-eaters like the chieftain, lizards such as himself were primarily vegetarian … consumers of the very product in critically short supply.
 
   "That's what I thought," Hudhafah growled. He picked up a second golden pin and jabbed it in another village close to the first one. The force which he stabbed the pin into the map indicated the general didn't like this situation any more than he did. "Institute Plan Epsilon. Order the men to take whatever resources we need so we don't go hungry."
 
   "Do we have to do it here, Sir?" Kasib asked. He tasted the air, and then dared push forward like a much bolder lizard. "I mean, Sir. These people have welcomed our men into their homes. Can't we send the skull-crackers out someplace else to get what we need?"
 
   Hudhafah whirled to face him, his dewlap mahogany with worry.
 
   "We are low on shuttle fuel," Hudhafah said. "But if you can get there and back again frugally, you may take the resources from wherever you like. Find out who these people's enemies are and take it from them. And for goddess' sake, don't get our people into any battles they can't win!"
 
   "Yes, Sir," Kasib said.
 
   His mind whirring, he hurried out the door to find the angry young chieftain, the one whose tribe sat right in the middle of the best grain-growing region on the planet.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 66
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   For when I am weak,
 
   Then I am strong.
 
   2 Corinthians 12:10
 
    
 
   December, 3,390 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   "I just want you to know that I'm against this!"
 
   Mikhail stared up at his mother-in-law, who stood over him wielding a wooden spoon as though she held a sword. There had been an odd sort of tension in the house ever since he'd woken up three days ago, but whenever he asked questions, Immanu gave him an evasive answer.
 
   "I have to do this, Mama," Mikhail said. "You heard what Pareesa said. Qishtea has arrived, demanding you produce me, or he no longer has to abstain from the lizard people's demands."
 
   "He can meet with you here," Needa said. "In private. Look at you! You're so weak you can't even sit up on your own!"
 
   "They need to see him as strong," Chief Kiyan said. "He needs to address them. All of them. Even our own warriors doubt he is still alive."
 
   Needa harrumphed and shook her spoon at the village chief.
 
   "He just rose up from the dead!" Needa scolded him. "You gave up on him! You even gave him a memorial ceremony to bless his passage into the Dreamtime!"
 
   "We all did," Chief Kiyan met Mikhail's eyes. "And for that, I am sorry. But my first concern is the well-being of the village. You were in limbo, and so long as you were in that state, the village was crippled. It seemed crueler to keep you here."
 
   "Pareesa told the warriors a very compelling tale," Immanu said. "She claimed the God of War promised her that if you died, he would carry your spirit into a Great Hall of Heroes, where you would be more powerful in death, than you even were in life. In a way…"
 
   "I was more useful to you dead," Mikhail said.
 
   "No!" Needa snapped. She shook her wooden spoon at her husband this time. "A dead man doesn’t know how to travel up into the stars and steal back my daughter from the Evil One!"
 
   "I didn't say it was real," Immanu said. For some reason, the man's expression appeared to be exceedingly guilty.
 
   "It is real," Mikhail said.
 
   All eyes turned towards him. Now that he had his memory back, it felt as if there was two of him stuffed into the same body. The emotionless, Cherubim-trained Special Forces officer, and the emotion-filled person who had integrated in with humans. Neither version of himself had yet reached an agreement as to which personality had permission to inhabit his body. His greatly weakened body.
 
   "The shamans have heard of no such legends about your people," Immanu said softly. "Only the granting of safe passage by She-who-is into the Dreamtime."
 
   "The Hall of Heroes is a Cherubim legend that stretches far back into the origins of the universe," Mikhail said. "They believe if you lead a good and brave life, that when you die, you'll be freed from the wheel of rebirth and allowed to enter the Hall of Heroes, where you will be offered the choice to move into the highest ascended realms, or remain behind to look after the people you care about; to give them guidance until they are freed from the wheel of rebirth as well."
 
   "Why would a godlike creature choose to remain behind?" Immanu asked, his eyes intently curious. 
 
   "It is said the Cherubim choose to remain in this universe," Mikhail said. "That Bishamonten is just such a hero, and that the Cherubim take turns incarnating into semi-mortal form until every last Cherubim has evolved enough so they can all make the journey as a single species."
 
   He remembered the ant-like Cherubim queen had sent him into Hashem's Alliance to search for his own queen. As a species, the Cherubim were tired. The last few lingered only because they loved the Eternal Emperor. They had trained him because they needed a successor species to guard the Alliance, and he had failed them by losing the very queen Jingu had sent him forth into the universe to find.
 
   Ninsianna … another mission … failed.
 
   "I would like to meet these Cherubim someday," Chief Kiyan said. He placed his hand on Mikhail's shoulder. "Son, I'm just glad you're still alive." The Chief's voice warbled with emotion. "How sick you were when you raged with the fever? That wasn't living. That was some kind of hellish purgatory."
 
   A peculiar lump rose in Mikhail's throat and settled in his chest, a strange echo he couldn't recall having ever felt before, as if there were two of him, maybe even three people all living in his heart at once. He glanced over at the red cape hung forlornly on the woven reed wall, a poignant reminder of who was missing.
 
   He reached up to clasp the Chief's hand, forearm-to-forearm.
 
   "It wasn't living," Mikhail said. "And you're right, our people needed to grieve. But I'm not dead, yet. My mission won't be finished until we kick the lizard people off of your planet, and I'll be damned if I let myself fail at another mission."
 
   "You can address them later," Needa pleaded. "After you're a little stronger."
 
   "Mikhail is right," Immanu said. "If we lose any more support from the surrounding tribes, we've little hope of fending off these lizard demons. A fragmented alliance cannot stand."
 
   Needa rapped her wooden spoon against her husband's chest with surprising ferocity. Immanu yelped.
 
   “Ten minutes,” Needa glared at Mikhail sternly, “and then I’m coming out to get you and dragging you back in by the tail feathers to the bed. You got that, fluffy?”
 
   “Yes, Ma'am,” Mikhail gave her a weak smile. 
 
   He tried to lurch up from the bed and fell backwards, too uncoordinated to prevent his wings from flopping like a fish thrown up onto the shore. He flailed, feathers flying as he waved off Immanu's hand. His face twisted with determination as he ignored the gaping sore which screamed pain from his mangled chest. He would get up on his own. He would! If he couldn't even stand, how could he rally these people to help him retrieve his wife?
 
   It was finally Needa who stepped forward, not with a hand, but an elbow, the way he'd often seen her do with elderly patients.
 
   "For balance," she said. From her stern expression and the way she gripped the wooden spoon, the implication was clear. Or else…
 
   Mikhail grabbed her elbow and decided not to protest when Immanu and the Chief each stuck a hand under his armpit and shoved him upwards to stand. The room spun, but he took deep breaths and forced himself to focus, breathing into the pain.
 
   "Somebody's got to help me down the stairs." Mikhail gave the Chief an apologetic grimace. "Just a hand for balance. My wings…"
 
   "You can barely lift them!" Needa said. She poked at the sorry, brown-black appendages which drooped behind him. "I don't think you'll be flying down the stairs anytime soon!"
 
   "I'm too heavy…"
 
   "Ipquidad carried you up here in the first place," Immanu said. "We could go and fetch him, to carry you back down."
 
   "You're a lot lighter," Chief Kiyan said, "than you were six weeks ago."
 
   "I will walk down the stairs," Mikhail said. He gave the Chief his most unreadable expression. For some reason, though he'd regained his memories of how the Cherubim had trained him to suppress his emotions, he had a harder time doing so than he'd ever had before. It felt as though he'd been stripped of his emotional defenses and left as wounded and bare as the flesh which oozed puss as his body cleared the infection.
 
   He stared down in dismay at his cavernous clothes. He'd lost so much weight that his dress uniform sagged off of him like a woman's shawl-dress. Even his belt was too large to keep his pants up; they'd had to improvise with a length of rope. He remembered the way his hands had shaken when he'd tied his combat boots. Six weeks of total inactivity had caused him to lose some of his manual dexterity. Once he had gotten them tied, the darned things were so loose it felt as though his feet rattled around the inside of a large, leather bucket. How was it that he no longer even filled his own shoes?
 
   Ipquidad moved towards the ladder. "Let me help you."
 
   "No."
 
   "You will win no battles if you fall."
 
   Mikhail stared at the enormous son of a wheelwright, a young man who'd been little more than a joke as he'd run at the back of the line, always complaining that he was hungry. Where was that soft young man now? All he saw now was the warrior that man had become.
 
   "No," Mikhail said less adamantly this time. "But perhaps you could go down in front of me, just to make sure I don't lose my balance?"
 
   The Chief and Immanu held him steady as he moved backwards down the ladder, too unsteady to dare going down it frontwards. Halfway down the dizziness grew so great that he had to cling to the ladder, his arms wrapped around it as he hugged it to his damaged chest.
 
   "I think," Mikhail pressed his forehead against the wrung. "Do you think, maybe…"
 
   Strong arms came around him and lifted him off of the ladder as though he was a child. He forced his wings to remain still at the sudden sensation of falling. Ipquidad gently set him down. Mikhail glanced back at the ladder. Seven steps to descend back to the earth, and he'd only been able to make it down three of them on his own.
 
   "Thank you," he said, not certain whether to be ashamed at his own weakness, or proud at just how very far Ipquidad had come.
 
   Homa and Gisou rushed forward and shoved a chair underneath him before he collapsed. This time, he did not protest when Needa ordered him to sit. He thirstily sucked down some water Gisou offered, thankful he could now keep the substance down. At last the vertigo cleared. 
 
   "Where's Pareesa?" he asked.
 
   "Outside lining up the men," Chief Kiyan said.
 
   "I don't think I'll be able to make it all the way to the central square," Mikhail gave the Chief an apologetic look.
 
   Needa shot her husband a victorious look and silently jabbed her wooden spoon in his direction, her meaning clear. See. I told you so…
 
   "We sent a runner to tell her to bring them here," Gisou said. "Not that we, uh … we just figured that it might make things a little easier if all you had to do was step outside?"
 
   Mikhail looked from his chair to the door, not even the length of a single wing. They might as well have asked him to fly to the moon.
 
   “Céilí Mór é!” Mikhail swore. “How will I convince these men to follow me into battle when I can’t even walk?”
 
   "Six paces to the door," Ipquidad said quietly. "And then another eight or nine out into the street. Nobody expects you to do much more than say you're still alive."
 
   "They will see how weak I am." Mikhail eyed the doorway with a feeling of dread. He allowed himself to show a little of the emotion which whirled inside him like a cyclone. "Just as long as you don't have to carry me again. I don't think I could live with myself if the others saw me as weak as you've seen me just now."
 
   Ipquidad grabbed one elbow while Gisou grabbed the other, two of his unlikeliest protégé's. They held him steady as Homa ran to open the door. From outside came the sound of cheers.
 
   "Let's do this," he said.
 
   He did his best to walk out gracefully, but the truth was, if they hadn't propped him up he never would have made it. Right. Left. Right. Left. Put one foot in front of the other. Breathe. Don't forget to breath. Six paces to the door, only it took eight because he stumbled. 
 
   He blinked as he stepped out into the sunlight, the first light he'd seen since the sun had set on the day Ninsianna had been taken. Six weeks. For six weeks he'd been in a coma. Would he recover? Could he recover? His body screamed no, but the only way he could rescue his wife was to rehabilitate his body, so it would comply. 
 
   The warriors lined up neatly in a formation he had taught to them. Behind them the entire village had turned out, not just Assur's warriors, but warriors from other villages, their families, children, even the dogs ran through the crowd yapping as though it was a feast day. They cheered as he took his first tentative step into the sunlight, into the warmth of the cold winter sky. 
 
   He shut his eyes and turned his face to soak up the sun. Warm sun. Golden sun. It reminded him a bit of Ninsianna. He imagined it gave him strength in Ninsianna's stead. Right foot. Left foot. Let the sun sustain him. Let the people's cheers sustain him. Almost there now. Keep your wings from dragging on the ground. Let Ipquidad and Gisou keep propelling you forward. Just focus on standing upright so the people will stop claiming you are dead.
 
   "As you see," Immanu shouted. "Our Champion has returned from the grave!"
 
   "Hurrah!" the Assurians shouted, and the warriors from other tribes.
 
   "Where's Pareesa?" Mikhail asked, surprised his young protégé wasn't front and center, bouncing up and down like a cheerful little yippy dog.
 
   "She's not your little fairy anymore," Chief Kiyan said. 
 
   He signaled Varshab, his chief enforcer, who sent the message backwards. A chant arose from the place the inner ring of houses. Mikhail's head rose in surprise. This was no chant for human ears, but a modified version of a Cherubim one. 
 
    
 
   Heaven and Earth are my parents;
 
   Awareness is my home;
 
   My own good character is my source of magic;
 
   And the path of honor my road;
 
    
 
   The flash of lightning illuminates my eyes;
 
   The winds whisper wisdom in my ears;
 
   Unshadowed thought is my divine strategy;
 
   To make the pathway clear
 
    
 
   Opportunity is my design;
 
   Emptiness and fullness my tactics;
 
   An absence of self is my personal sword;
 
   And noble action my practice;
 
    
 
   Let righteousness always be my armor;
 
   And benevolence be my shield;
 
   The tides of virtue mean life and death;
 
   To prevail on the battlefield
 
    
 
   She led them towards him, his littlest archer, she led them as though she had been born to lead an army. The Assurian citizens fell silent as they stepped aside to let her pass, she, her B-team, and the elite warriors all marching in perfect tempo as if she was their general, their military leader.
 
   A lump rose in Mikhail's throat.
 
   “It seems," Chief Kiyan observed, "that you have turned our people into an army."
 
   Pareesa spotted him, and just for a moment, her best facsimile of an expressionless expression slipped. A smile burst through, his little fairy general, before she stuck it back behind the mask of a leader, her brown eyes sparkling with pride.
 
   "What's our creed?" Pareesa shouted.
 
   "For every life taken," the warriors shouted, "we shall save the lives of ten good men!"
 
   "Hoo-rah!" the rest of the warriors shouted, the ones who hadn't participated in the demonstration.
 
   "Left … face," Pareesa shouted.
 
   The men and women mad a crisp left turn.
 
   "Fall in!"
 
   The men spaced out in three neat, straight lines, far straighter than he'd ever been able to get them to do. A humorous thought crossed his mind. How many pushups had the sadistic little fairy general made them do to get them to march so effectively?
 
   "Revelries!"
 
   Ebad blew into a ram's horn. The low, throaty sound reverberated off the mud-brick houses in the too-narrow street, amplifying the sound as if it was a symphony.
 
   "Salute!" Pareesa shouted.
 
   "Sir!" the men and women shouted in unison.
 
   With a crisp snap of hands against their thighs, the men stood at attention and gave him a perfect Alliance salute. They held it, waiting for him to give the order. Pareesa stared at him with an expectant look, her lip twitching as she forced herself not to grin.
 
   The wind brushed against his hair. A small, distant cry joined the sound of Ebad's horn. Mikhail looked up. Circling in the sky was not an eagle, but a small, grey falcon, circling the village to see what all the commotion was about.
 
   "It is a favorable omen," Immanu whispered.
 
   Mikhail took a breath, enjoying the taste of it as it expanded in his lungs. Fresh air. Assurian air. Earth air. The air that was now his home. The Evil One had tried to steal it, but the earth, itself now stood against him. The wind blew warm and gentle against his face, helping him clear the weakness that threatened to render him unconscious.
 
   "As you were," Mikhail saluted them back.
 
   The men and women moved behind Pareesa so they stood with their feet shoulder-width apart, hands behind their backs in a respectful rest position. Four of them carried swords. Pareesa. Siamek. And two of his more proficient men. The rest had sticks shoved into their belts, some little more than twigs, others with some care carved into their design. Pareesa came bounding up to him, her display of military leadership forgotten as the preternatural warrior ceded to the little girl she really was.
 
   "So?" Pareesa wiggled. "How did we do?"
 
   Mikhail choked up. How could he tell her how very proud he was? Of her... Of all of them?
 
   "I see you didn't need me after all," he spoke softly so only she would hear. 
 
   Pareesa's smile disappeared, replaced by glistening eyes.
 
   "You have no idea how hard it was to hold this together in your absence," her voice warbled. She sniffed and rubbed at her nose. "We thought … if you hadn't pulled through when you did, they'd be allied now with the lizard-demons."
 
   She jabbed her finger towards the groups of warriors who stood to the side. Mikhail recognized their colorful attire. Ninevians. Eshnunians. Other villagers he'd had to sweet-talk into training together to launch an organized defense against the ones who had taken his wife.
 
   He scanned the crowd, his subconscious searching for something his conscious mind refused to acknowledge. The Assurians milled about, so many people, too many people to see. His heart sped faster, frantic to find her. Where was she? 
 
   "Mikhail?"
 
   He blinked. Chief Kiyan looked at him expectantly as though he waited for him to answer a question. Mikhail glanced back at the assembled people. Who'd he been looking for again? It must be his natural instinct to always watch out for Ninsianna.
 
   "I'm sorry," Mikhail said. "Can you please repeat the question?"
 
   Immanu gave the Chief a worried look. Mikhail looked down and realized the two men had grabbed him by the arm, as though they were afraid he'd fall over.
 
   "Let me stand," Mikhail said. "I can't lead them unless I can stand up on my own."
 
   The Chief and Immanu let go. Immediately he toppled forward. He flapped his wings, trying to get his balance, but all he did was knock into everyone as he tried, and failed, to find his center of gravity.
 
   "Whoa!" Pareesa yelped. She jammed her elbow under his armpit and held him upright, wrapping her arms around his waist so he would not fall. "Let me help you, sensei."
 
   "It's my job to protect you."
 
   Pareesa's eyes filled with tears.
 
   "All this time you have been our Champion," Pareesa said. "The one who said, 'let's stand together and fight this as a single people.'  But now we are strong. It's our turn to protect you now. Let us help you?" 
 
   A lonely tear slid down Pareesa's cheek.
 
   "Please, sensei?" she whispered. "Let us protect -you- the way that you have always protected us?"
 
   The falcon cried again. Mikhail looked up. The creature's shadow fell across them, unusually large, as though a much larger bird lay hidden beneath its small, grey plumage.
 
   Mikhail nodded.
 
   The crowd rushed in, eager to touch him, eager to touch his wings, the kind of touch he'd always shied away from. It didn't feel invasive now, the hands which touched his skin and slid their fingers through his feathers. Some of the people laughed, some of the people wept, some of the people touched him and asked if he had brought back messages from loved ones when he'd journeyed into the other side of the veil, but from every one of those hands he felt the warmth of adoration, appreciation, and love. 
 
   These were -his- people now. His people, and not just Ninsianna's. He could feel it, this attachment he had formed to humans, and for the first time in his life, it felt as though he belonged.
 
   The crowd parted. A man came forward, a man Mikhail remembered from the regional gathering of chiefs, although then he had merely been a chief's son, but now he wore the five-tiered kilt of a chief. Qishtea. The man who demanded an audience with him.
 
   Pareesa jammed her slender frame further into his armpit, holding him possessively as though he was her prize belonging. Mikhail accepted the help she offered, focusing on flaring his lackluster black-brown wings, his feathers crushed from weeks of laying on his deathbed. Crumpled or not, to these people his limbs were symbols of the heavens.
 
   "Mikhail," Qishtea's expression was guarded. He'd come wearing his full robes of state, from the golden torque he'd inherited from his father to the blue lapis and golden beads braided throughout his beard.
 
   "Qishtea," Mikhail said.
 
   "My father made an agreement with you."
 
   "He did."
 
   They stood there, two warriors at an impasse. What do you say to a man who didn't know whether or not he wished to support you?
 
   "I'm sorry for your loss," Mikhail said.
 
   Qishtea nodded, his expression guarded, but not enough to hide the tightening around his eyes. The loss of his father pained him.
 
   The crowd grew silent. What happened next would determine their frail alliance.
 
   "Thank you for saving me," Mikhail said. "If reinforcements hadn't arrived when they did, Pareesa said they might have all been killed."
 
   Qishtea nodded. The tightness around his mouth eased. 
 
   "Before he was banished," Qishtea said, "Jamin came to my village to tell me about a strange tale."
 
   Mikhail stiffened. "What did he say."
 
   "He said the slavers had told him the only reason the lizard people steal our women was because your people were the end-buyers."
 
   Awkward silence. How could he vouch for or deny something he did not know was true.
 
   "I have no knowledge of this trade," Mikhail said, "even now that my memories are restored."
 
   Qishtea's expression turned hostile. According to Chief Kiyan, his disgraced son and Qishtea had been somewhat friendly rivals.
 
   "But," Mikhail said, "I have been away from my people for almost a year. When my ship was shot down, my people were in dire straits."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "My people have lost the ability to reproduce," Mikhail said. "Your people and ours? We are descended from the same heavenly races whose home was once destroyed."
 
   "Where are these heavenly creatures now?"
 
   "All gone," Mikhail said. "And when they left, our people were no longer favored by the goddess."
 
   "So your people are taking ours?" Qishtea asked.
 
   "I don't know," Mikhail said. "Not the Emperor's people. To do so would be against his law. But there might be some who took matters into their own hands. They are desperate to take wives from amongst your people."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "It is said that if my people ever found your people again, that all our problems would be solved."
 
   Qishtea nodded. From the ponderous way he chewed the inside of his lower lip, all of these thoughts had already occurred him in one form or another. To be less than forthright would be a mistake.
 
   "Ninsianna was with child when she was taken." Qishtea's words were an accusation.
 
   "She was."
 
   Silence. The Ninevian chief glanced over at his honor-guard as though looking to his lieutenants to gauge their responses to his words. Qishtea made eye contact with him again.
 
   "The lizard people have issued to us an ultimatum," Qishtea said. "If we help you, the lizard people will destroy our village. How can we defend against such terrible fire from the sky?"
 
   "You can't," Mikhail said. "Not with your current level of technology."
 
   "So why should we help you?" Qishtea asked. "They say you have knowledge of weapons that can turn the tide of the most helpless battle. So if we're so outnumbered, what do you plan to do to get rid of these lizard people who steal our women?"
 
   Mikhail leaned forward so that his emaciated face sat eye-level with the Ninevian chieftain.
 
   "We're going to steal one of their sky canoes," Mikhail said, "and use it to summon the armies of heaven."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   January: 3,389 BC 
 
   Uncharted Territories: Prince of Tyre
 
    
 
   Ninsianna
 
   If she held her breath until her head grew dizzy, would the memories of Mikhail go away? Would he fade from her mind and alleviate this hopeless ache which had taken up residence in her chest ever since the night she'd acknowledged Mikhail was dead? Or would his memory stay with her forever? Fresh. Joyful. And painful. Accursed memories! Why could she not wipe away the yearning to curl up beside him and fall asleep within the shelter of his wings? 
 
   "Mother? If you can forgive me for foolishly allowing myself to be used as bait to lead Mikhail into a trap, please let me know that he's okay?"
 
   Sobs wracked her body and she felt that great, dark void press against her spirit. She couldn't see the void, of course. That gift had vanished along with her ability to speak to She-who-is. But even ungifted she could feel that horrid place from where Mikhail had touched her, briefly. If she wanted to see him again, it was through there she would need to travel, into the dark place, into the land of the dead.
 
   She imagined she stood at that dark doorway now, the one through which Mikhail had passed. Do it. Just step inside. Step into that dark palace, the one where HE lives, and beg the Dark Lord for help. She was the shaman's daughter! Her father had trained her to do this. Okay … had tried to train her to do this, and she had refused to learn.
 
   "I'm so sorry," Ninsianna chided her own cowardice. How could she, a creature of the light, ever journey into the dark?
 
   She wept until she fell asleep, and then she woke up and sobbed into her pillow some more. All around her the crazy women fought each other for their food, the Evil One's men touched her shoulder and asked her if she was okay, Apausha came over many times and tried to coax her out of her depression, and finally Lerajie plunked a chair at the foot of her bed and tried to talk some sense into her.
 
   Days passed, though she had no idea how many as they all went by in a haze. At last someone else pressed against her, their touch hesitant, almost fearful.
 
   "Usilie." 
 
   Ninsianna unburied her face from her pillow, her eyes puffy from so much crying. In her bed sat the ebony-skinned woman. She touched Ninsianna's hair and pulled it back away from her face.
 
   "Usilie," the ebony-skinned woman said. Her long, dark fingers brushed Ninsianna's cheek.
 
   Ninsianna rolled over and stared up at the woman who hadn't made eye contact the entire time she'd been here. 
 
   "Hello?"
 
   Lucifer's first wife was a breathtaking woman; far taller than any Ubaid and almost as tall as an Angelic. She had high cheekbones, flawless skin so dark it reminded her of the Dark Lord, and black-brown eyes which, for the first time, stared back at her with intelligence and understanding.
 
   Ninsianna forced herself to sit up, grunting at her increased girth which was far larger than it should have been for a woman who was six months along.
 
   "I'm okay," Ninsianna wiped her nose. "It just hit me all at once." 
 
   She gave the ebony-skinned woman a forced smile. She hoped the woman would smile back at her, but it was too much saneness for a woman whose spirit had been traumatized. She skittered back and resumed her fearful chanting of 'ibilisi … ibilisi … ibilisi.'
 
   "Thank you?" Ninsianna said.
 
   It was just her luck that Ruax and Procel chose that moment to make their entrance, pushing the cart which carried everyone's supper. The scent of hot, fresh bread, sliced fruit and meat filled the room. Ninsianna's stomach growled. She hadn't eaten in days. A small tap inside her womb reminded her that while she had suffered, so had her son.
 
   Mikhail's son…
 
   Mikhail was gone, but she still had his son. She had to continue onward … for his sake if not for her own…
 
   Procel pointed at her, his goofy features lit up with surprise.
 
   "Hey! Ruax! Look! Ninsianna has finally gotten out of bed!"
 
   Ninsianna glanced down at her disheveled appearance. Her dress was crumpled, her hair a mess, and her face, she was certain, was red and puffy from crying. She grabbed her handkerchief and used the clean edge of it to dab her eyes before stepping down onto the floor.
 
   "If you'll excuse me," Ninsianna said, her voice so hoarse it came out little more than a frog's croak, "I need to go freshen up."
 
   She staggered into the bathroom to do her business. She paused in front of the mirror and brushed her hair, splashing water on her face to minimize the after-effects of crying. What had Apausha been urging her to do before she'd gone into a funk? Entice the Angelics to fall in love with all the crazy women? She glanced at the excrement one of the women had used to finger-paint the wall. As if she could entice any of the guards to take an interest in such decrepit creatures!
 
   She pinched her cheeks to even out the color and licked her lips. Her eyes were red and puffy, and they would stay that way until she stopped crying about her poor, dead husband. But she'd discovered something else these last few days. Her grief had drawn these men closer to her in a way that clever conversation and flirting had not. Although they worked for the Evil One, they were not immune to human grief. It was time to go play 'let's pretend I like you.'
 
   Procel stood before the timid, brown-haired woman who was his favorite. His 'quarry' hid in her bunk and turned her face into the wall, sobbing with terror. Ninsianna studied the interaction between the two. It wasn't that Procel was ugly. Like Lucifer, he had snow white wings with only a speckling of brown feathers here and there.
 
   "Perhaps if you tucked your wings tightly against your back?" Ninsianna said. "It would make you appear more human?"
 
   Procel looked up at her with surprise.
 
   "I thought you looked down on all us low-born men?"
 
   "It's not low-born," Ruax cut in, his laughter a hyena's bark. "It's your low-born manners!"
 
   "You're one to talk!" 
 
   "Says the francach to the luch!" Ruax said. 
 
   He screwed up his face to expose his teeth like little rat incisors, chattering at Procel like a rodent. Ninsianna could not help but smile. Now that she'd allowed herself to get to know them, the pair reminded her a bit of Dadbeh and Firouz, two elite warriors who had driven her poor husband batty with their never-ending antics. The pair, she realized, was trying to cheer her up.
 
   Who was not cheered, however, was the poor terrified woman cowering in her bunk. As Procel flared his wings, the woman shrieked and huddled into a ball. Even Procel, who was clueless about the proper way to flirt, recognized his favorite did not find it amusing.
 
   Procel rustled his wings in an expression of bewilderment which Ninsianna recognized from her own husband. The poor mind-broken saw his wings to be a threat. Procel reached for her, wings flared with curiosity, but that made her fear him even worse. The scent of urine filled the room as the poor woman peed her dress.
 
   From the back of the room, Apausha cleared his throat. Ninsianna made eye-contact with the lizard-man who sat quietly in his alcove, trying his best to appear non-threatening. She must resume the mission she had started, teaching these guards that humans were more than animals. If the ebony-skinned woman still possessed the wherewithal to care that she'd retreated into her grief, perhaps these other women did as well?
 
   "You're scaring her," Ninsianna said. "You have to remember that our species doesn't have wings. You tower over her, and when you flare your wings it makes you appear even bigger."
 
   "I ain't never done nothing to hurt her!" Procel said. "Why doesn't she like me?"
 
   "'Cause you're nothin' but a plebe," Ruax said. "Look at her? She's married to the Prime Minister! Why would she want to marry you?"
 
   "Because he raped her!" Procel said. "Look at her! Does she look like she's okay with that?"
 
   "It didn't bother you at the time."
 
   "That's 'cause Zepar told us they were nuthin' but farm animals!" Procel said. "What man on this ship ain't fucked something weird because none of them Angelic chicks would give us the time of day?"
 
   Ninsianna squelched the urge to claw their eyes out. She had no idea what kind of creatures they referred to, but she'd heard whispers from her own people, off-color jokes about shepherds and sheep. 
 
   "You and me," Ruax pointed back and forth between himself and Procel, "you and me, we been pulling duty together a long time. You think she's gonna traipse all over the uncharted territories with you, dodging the bounty hunters after you abscond with Lucifer's offspring?"
 
   Ninsianna's interest piqued like a hungry jackal which had just heard the scrapings of a mouse. Okay, maybe these men weren't so empty-hearted. Procel was considering stealing one of them? 
 
   "I'll just wait until she gives birth and leave the kid behind," Procel said. "Lucifer won't care. He's already broken her. Everybody knows he only cares about the offspring."
 
   "Look at her," Ruax pointed at the terrified woman. "You see how she's clutching at her belly? These human females, they ain't gotten all the maternal instincts bred out of 'em yet like Hashem did to us. You try forcing her to leave her baby, she's gonna claw your eyes out and run right back to him. And then where will you be? Shot out of an airlock, and they'll shoot me out right along with you 'cause I'd known you was planning it, and I didn't say nuthin' to Zepar." 
 
   She remembered Eligor's admonition, that her manipulations would get these men killed. So? Perhaps her earlier match-making had born fruit? Okay. How could she use this to get herself out of this mess? Encourage the matches. Yes. The only fly in her plans was that the mind-broken women were too terrified to encourage the Angelics' advances.
 
   Perhaps that was why the Evil One had broken them? 
 
   She glanced over at the ebony-skinned woman, who watched what she did cautiously from her bunk. That one was a lot less crazy than she let on. So how? How could she get these women to stop acting so … crazy? 
 
   She tried to put herself into the pampooties of the woman huddled in terror beneath the spread of Procel's wings. What if that had been her mission all along? To undermine the Evil One's power right from underneath his nose?
 
   "Procel," Ninsianna asked. "Would you like me to teach you how to make her like you better?"
 
   Procel's expression was almost comical in his earnestness. Even without her gift of sight, she could see the poor guard had worked himself into a frenzy daydreaming about what he'd do once he got her out of here.
 
   "She doesn't like me," Procel said.
 
   "She doesn't like your wings," Ninsianna said. She pointed to the two offending appendages. "To us, all you Angelics look alike, which means you look like Lucifer, even if you don't act like him. But I got used to my husband's wings. Even enjoyed them," she lowered her voice, "if you know what I mean?"
 
   Ninsianna caressed her arm the way her husband had often done with his wing-tips whenever he wished to engage in a bit of foreplay.
 
   Procel turned pink at the mere suggestion. What was it with these Angelics? Were they all as sexually repressed as her husband had been before she'd taught him the ways of pleasure? 
 
   "Well the big oaf keeps flapping them all over the place," Ruax said. "'Cause that's what the Angelic chicks dig. So tell me, what are we supposed to do? Cut them off?"
 
   "If you knew your species would be saved," Ninsianna asked, no longer flirting. "Would you do it? Would you leave this all behind if it was the only way our people would accept you?"
 
   Procel looked horrified.
 
   "N-n-NO!" 
 
   Ruax leaned against the empty food card, laden only with the empty trays from breakfast.
 
   "Maybe," he said. He glanced over at his own favorite, the Uruk ringleader who was forever the bane of Ninsianna's existence. "Maybe not cut off my wings. But the only reason I serve Lucifer is 'cause a man like me, a man with a record and a past, there ain't no other place for us to go."
 
   "What kind of black marks," Ninsianna blurted out before she could stop herself. Stupid! Stupid stupid stupid!
 
   Ruax's expression hardened. He looked away, and for a moment she feared she had lost her chance. The female Uruk ringleader chose at that moment to stop hissing at them and regarded them with hostile curiosity.
 
   "Bad things," Ruax said. "Real bad things. Things that didn’t mean much at the time, but as you get older, those things start to eat at you. The men ye killed, they start whispering to you in your sleep, tellin' you yer gonna get yours when you pass into the dreamtime."
 
   "What about Lucifer?" Ninsianna asked.
 
   That open, self-revelatory expression on Ruax's face disappeared behind a scowl. The room grew silent. Even the other women were intuitive enough to understand Ninsianna had stepped into quicksand.
 
   "It's complicated," Procel said to break the silence. "Lucifer … let's just say sometimes we like him, and other times we just want to run away."
 
   This complicated things. Just because she hated the man's guts didn't mean that they did. Oh! If only She-who-is was here to whisper how to make these men see that Lucifer was possessed by evil?
 
   "I didn't mean any offense," Ninsianna said. 
 
   Procel tucked his wings against his back and handed Ninsianna the piece of fruit he'd brought for his favorite, the one the Anatolian woman had rejected.
 
   "Maybe she'll take it if you give it to her," Procel said.
 
   Ninsianna noticed the Anatolian woman was fixated on the fruit. She wanted it, even if she was too terrified to reach out and take it from the guard.
 
   "Don't move," Ninsianna told Procel. She made a great show of accepting the fruit as though she was a priestess in the temple, accepting a gift of tribute from the Chief. She then brought the fruit over to the Anatolian woman and spoke to her in Kemet.
 
   "Procel would like for you to accept this fruit as his gift," Ninsianna said. " If you like it, he will bring you more."
 
   The woman met Ninsianna's gaze. Her lip trembled as she clutched at her own bicep, wanting to break free and take the fruit. Although Ninsianna could no longer see people's spirit-lights, that older gift, the one she had inherited from her mother, enabled her to feel the jagged edges of the woman's shattered spirit. Her mother often described what she felt as such; tactile terms, not the visual language that her shaman father used. And yet it occurred to her that her mother had been describing the same thing all along. Whether she could see the broken spirit-light, or only feel it, the methodology to fix the problem would be the same. Wouldn't it? Much more difficult because she'd be fumbling blindly in the dark. But the same remedy would work for the same illness.
 
   Ninsianna laid the fruit carefully onto the bed. The Anatolian woman reached out and grabbed the fruit, clutching it to her breast, too frightened to eat it. She stared at Procel as she did this and not Ninsianna, making eye contact although she did not eat the fruit. So. The woman was cognizant enough to realize that Procel was her benefactor?
 
   "See," Ninsianna whispered so she wouldn't startle the woman. "If you approach her carefully, after a while she will grow less fearful of you."
 
   "How long?" Procel asked.
 
   Ninsianna felt along the jagged edge of the woman's spirit light. To her imaginary hands, the sensation felt like shards of broken pottery. Mama had always referred to this process as 're-shaping the clay.'  Papa, on the other hand, spoke of 'soul retrievals' to snatch broken spirits away from demons. She had never been trained to perform either gift, disparaging broken-spirited people with the same profound disgust that she'd always viewed the spirits of the dead. Oh, what she wouldn't do to have that knowledge now?
 
   "My Papa," Ninsianna lied. "He taught me how to fix such things. But it takes time. And I need help. To fix a broken spirit light, you need a sponsor, somebody who will loan them some of their spirit protection until the sick person becomes strong enough to finish healing on their own. Can you do that, Procel? All you have to do is keep visiting her and teach yourself to not appear so terrifying?"
 
   "Just tuck my wings in," Procel said. "Just like the military guys do. And after a while, the girls will begin to like me."
 
   Ruax snorted and grinned.
 
   "Doesn't sound too hard. We gotta do that anyways whenever we're around Zepar."
 
   "Come back tomorrow with extra fruit," Ninsianna said. "And tell the other guards, the ones smart enough to keep their mouths shut, to come in here quietly with their wings tucked against their backs and if they favor one, I'll try to help them get to know her."
 
   The two Angelics finished up their duties and then wheeled out of there, discussing which human female was the favorite of which guard. Ninsianna had met many of the guards, but according to Apausha, there were sixty-three Angelics on this ship and so far she'd only met around a dozen. Counting Lucifer, Zepar, and the two 'goons' she'd met thankfully only briefly, that left 59 Angelics she might be able to corrupt.
 
   Plopping down upon the Anatolian woman's bed, Ninsianna closed her eyes and began to sing a shaman's chanting song…
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   January: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   Mikhail felt just well enough to drive himself crazy, ruminating about ways to steal a space shuttle. No matter how many times he plotted out maneuvers in his mind, the Assurians always came out the losers. Primitive weapons were a poor defense against modern weaponry.
 
   'And what if you send out your distress call, and the people who respond aren't the people you -hope- will answer, but this white-winged Angelic who kidnapped Ninsianna?'
 
   He shoved the thought aside. He would deal with that eventuality as he gained more intelligence. He thought over Qishtea's description of the Sata'anic shuttle which had transported Jamin when he had blasted down a portion of Nineveh's wall. Which class of space shuttle was it? What weaponry did it carry? Which weak spots could he use to take it down using the limited resources he had at his disposal? 
 
   He picked the straw out of his mattress and shoved the strands up in between the feathers of his outstretched wing, using it to compute all the ways different primitive weapons might fare against the clumps of emmer and einkorn when Needa walked in and bagged him in the act of using his thus-decorated wing as a troop movement board.
 
   "What in heaven's name do you think you are doing?" 
 
   Mikhail gave her a sheepish grin. 
 
   "Planning?"
 
   "Planning what?"
 
   "Planning how I'm going to get back your daughter."
 
   Needa gave him a weak smile. She set down a ceramic bowl of steaming water and a basket filled with healing supplies, some primitive, other items things from the first responder kit in his shuttle. Whether or not he was supposed to give these people technology, the truth was, he'd already given much of it to them.
 
   Needa pulled up a stool and began to carefully unbandage his chest, pausing when the linen tugged against a scab, causing him to inhale sharply. She stared at his injuries, never meeting his eyes. 
 
   He studied how thin his mother-in-law had become. Where once upon a time only a peppering of grey hair had marred her tresses, now a good half of her hair had gone white with worry. Her eyes appeared sunken with dark circles around them, and as she cut his bandages, he noted her hand had developed a tremor.
 
   "Are you okay, Mama?"
 
   "I just want you to get better so you can go and fetch my daughter."
 
   Mikhail didn't take offense. Needa had always spoken exactly what was in her heart. He preferred her straightforward brusqueness to the disingenuous exaltations of a sycophant.
 
   She finished unwrapping his bandages, wrinkling up her nose at the terrible odor. He had shed the necrotic tissue which lined the wound, but his chest kept spewing out puss as his immune system purged the poison. 
 
   "That smells bad," he said, the silence so awkward that even he felt compelled to fill it.
 
   Needa snorted. "That's nothing. You should have seen how bad it got a couple of days before you died."
 
   Her hand shook as she realized what she'd just said.
 
   "I'm not dead, Mama," Mikhail said. "And neither is Ninsianna."
 
   "How do you know?" Needa's voice warbled as she spoke the words.
 
   "Because I can feel her, Mama," Mikhail said. He touched his chest which hummed with the song he had carried out of the dream. "I can feel her. Right here. And I know you can feel her too. You don't need to see it to know what is in your heart."
 
   Tears rose to Needa's eyes, but she looked away.
 
   "How do you know the person you feel is Ninsianna?" she asked.
 
   "Because I do," Mikhail said. "Amongst my people, my original people, the most sacred union is that shared between a husband and a wife. Nobody else could make me feel this way except for my one true mate."
 
   Needa dipped her cloth into the hot water and dabbed his wound. The water had a pleasant scent, melted myrrh sap. It stung, but not horribly, more like the light disinfectant they used back on the hospital ship. Even with her primitive understanding of microbiology, Needa understood she had to boil the suckers to reduce the risk of infection.
 
   "It's as though death, itself was in that blade," Needa said. "Have you ever seen such a wound before?"
 
   "Yes," Mikhail said. "I have suffered such an injury before."
 
   "You have?" Needa's eyebrows shot up with surprise. Whatever troubled her, it disappeared as curiosity lit up her eyes with interest.
 
   "It's called neacróis," Mikhail said. "We, um, you don't quite have a direct translation for this word. It means death-venom."
 
   "Gangrene?" Needa asked.
 
   "More than gangrene," Mikhail said. "Gangrene is caused by lack of circulation, but neacróis can also be caused by the bite of an insect or serpent, or certain types of evil spirits that live in the water. The Eternal Emperor forbids it, but there are species who live in the réaltra, um, heavens who gather up these natural venoms and use them to poison their weapons."
 
   "Just like Shahla did to you?"
 
   "Yes," Mikhail said. He supposed he should feel angry about it, but the truth was he could remember precious little about just how he had gotten stabbed or what had happened after he had fallen. All he knew was that he felt a profound urgency to do something, but that something was conflicted, as if he was being torn in half, with one part of him shouting 'run this way' and the other half screaming 'no, this way is more important!'  None of what he was feeling made any sense.
 
   "How did you heal yourself the last time you were infected thus?" Needa asked.
 
   "I didn't," Mikhail said. He pointed to a small, sunken scar about the size of a pebble just beneath where his combat boots usually laced up. 
 
   "That was a spider bite on 55-Cancri-f," Mikhail said. "A stupid injury. We're supposed to shake out our boots before putting them back on after bedding down for the night. We got into a firefight, so I pulled them on quick and paid the price. Lost half a week of my life in sick bay, hallucinating while they put me into a medical coma until they were able to reverse the damage."
 
   He realized by Needa's blank stare that he'd slipped into speaking Galactic Standard. Previously when he'd had a memory, he would discuss it with Ninsianna, who thanks to her gift of tongues could help him translate it into words her people could understand. 
 
   Hadn't Ninsianna told him she'd lost her gift of tongues?
 
   Mikhail frowned. He tugged at the memory, but as before, the memory sat beneath the surface but refused to come free. Whereas before he could remember the present, but nothing from the past, now he could remember the past just fine, or at least that part of it which started after he had gone to live with the Cherubim, but he couldn't remember the last six weeks, as if somebody had gone into his brain and hacked out those memories.
 
   "Mikhail?"
 
   "Sorry, Mama," Mikhail said. He gave her a guilty look, and then he translated what he'd just said into Ubaid, substituting simpler words for the technological terms his mother-in-law had no way of comprehending.
 
   Needa pulled away the blackened chunks with tweezers he'd given her out of his ship's medical kit. He glanced at her black obsidian blade. He had given her the medical kit as part of Ninsianna's 'bride price' after witnessing Needa use that blade to scrape away the infected tissue of a man who'd developed gangrene. He reminded himself as Needa removed the necrotic tissue that this pain was a lot less severe than it would have been had he not given his mother-in-law Alliance medical technology.
 
   At last she took out the small beige jug which Mikhail always dreaded. Oh, how he loathed this potion, which burned far worse than the most sadistic ship's surgeon's disinfectant!
 
   "Fixate on something pleasant," Needa said as she uncapped the vial and prepared to pour it generously over his chest wound.
 
   Mikhail stared on the red cape which Needa had hung back on the wall as she splashed the alcohol liberally onto his chest. He let out a strangled whimper which sounded remarkably like a duck having its neck wrung. 
 
   Don't say it, don't say it, don't say it... 
 
   "Ow!!!" He let out his breath with an explosive exhalation, his feathers shuddering with his suppressed cry of pain
 
   Damantia that hurt!
 
   Needa picked up the little pieces of straw which had fallen from his wings like raindrops as he'd thrashed in pain.
 
   "You lost your little playthings," Needa said.
 
   "They weren't playthings," Mikhail said through gritted teeth. "It was a resource map. I was planning how to fend off an eachtrannach (alien) invasion."
 
   While not a smile, Needa's grim nod indicated she found satisfaction with his plan. The warriors who poured into Assur since he'd woken up were highly motivated to learn more than simply hold a line of scrimmage. If he was to keep their trust, he needed to come up with a plan, fast, ask to steal a Sata'anic spaceship right from underneath their noses.
 
   Needa finished binding his chest. Mikhail stared out the window at the sun he hadn't seen in weeks. 
 
   "Get some rest," Needa ordered.
 
   "I want to go outside."
 
   Needa gave him her sternest, most non-nonsense glare, the one she used instead of speaking, the one which said it all.
 
   “I’ve been in bed for almost two months,” Mikhail protested. He held up a pale, thin arm that had lost a significant amount of muscle tone. “I need to build up my strength!”
 
   “It’s been little more than a week since you woke up,” Needa said. "It’s all you can do to use the chamberpot. Either you stay in that bed, or I shall barricade you inside your room.”
 
   “I’ll just fly out the window,” Mikhail said. A smirk twitched up one side of his mouth.
 
   “You’re too big to fit,” Needa said. “And you’re so weak you’ll plop right down into the mud. Then you’ll be recovering from broken bones in addition to everything else.”
 
   Mikhail sighed. For all his complaining, he knew Needa was right.
 
   “Could we put a chair outside in the sun?” he asked. "Please. This room still smells of death. I’d really like to go outside.”
 
   Needa scrutinized his progress. He knew she could feel the echo of other people's life energy the way that Ninsianna could see things about people's health. How could he explain to his mother-in-law that, yes, he was weak, but a step outside was one step closer to resolving the clamoring inside his heart which demanded he go in two different directions at once?
 
   “I think it would be good for you to get outside for a little while,” Needa finally said. “It is sunny and not too cold today. We’ll bundle you up and you can get some fresh air.”
 
   He flashed his mother-in-law the smile which had always turned Ninsianna’s knees to jelly. He remembered now that he was from a race of beings that rarely showed emotion, but these people had adopted him and, honestly, it felt less awkward than always suppressing his feelings.
 
   His good-naturedness disappeared. 
 
   “Could you please ask the warriors to help me get outside? If I have to spend another moment in this room, I think I will go insane.”
 
   Several warriors appeared a short time later to keep him steady as he navigated his way to a chair set up outside in the sun. He felt embarrassed to need so much help, but the warriors lifted his wings out of the dirt, which hung limply from his back like a soggy brown cape, and chattered about the advanced training Pareesa had taught them. Mikhail's chest swelled with pride. He didn't have the heart to tell them that, against Sata'anic spaceships, a sword would never be enough. 
 
   Finally Needa reappeared and chased them back out front to guard the entrance to the house. The mid-winter sun was bright but chilly. He welcomed Needa's blanket, but still complained about it … just because it gave him something to focus on besides the infernal itching of the dead tissue sloughing off of his chest.
 
   “I’m not an invalid!"
 
   “Whining is a good sign,” Needa said. “It means you’re starting to get better.”
 
   “I’m not whining,” Mikhail whined.
 
   Needa fixed upon him her sternest gaze. 
 
   “Get your sunshine and fresh air," she said. "I’ll check back on you in about an hour.” 
 
   Mikhail noticed how despondent Needa looked.
 
   “We’ll get her back." He squeezed her hand. “I promise we will.”
 
   Unable to do much else, he closed his eyes and flared his wings to enjoy the pure, luxurious sensation of the wind blowing through his feathers, the sun on his face, and the sound of the village going about its day. It felt good to be alive. Soaking up the sun, he focused on the song he felt inside his heart. 
 
   Drifting off to sleep … he dreamed…
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
   The vulture circled the rushes which lined the banks of the Hiddekel River, searching for a carcass left by a predator, ambushed as it had come to the river to drink. Something at the edge of the reeds caught its attention. It circled closer, eager to find something to eat.
 
   It landed next to a pale, scrawny female entangled in a clump of floating reeds. The scent of death rose out of an enormous, black wound which had rotted straight into her heart. The vulture crept closer, and then pecked at the body a few times. No movement. There was nothing left of this human but carrion.
 
   The vulture bit into the gaping chest wound and tugged until a chunk of skin tore free. It gulped it down, expecting it to taste like any other carrion it had ever consumed, but something vile clawed at its throat like scorpion claws. The vulture gagged, trying to excise the rancid meat, and then it fell to the ground, wings twitching in agony as the dark poison which flowed through the woman's veins like blood rotted it from the inside as well.
 
   The last thing the vulture comprehended as it died was the sensation of somebody throwing a rock at it.
 
   "Get away from her, you dirty bird!"
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
   The sensation of something nibbling at his wings shook Mikhail out of his daydream. He floundered a moment, disoriented, until he realized he'd fallen forward, his wings spread wide as though he'd tried to take flight in his sleep. As for the creature that was eating him? He recognized her stench before he even opened his eyes.
 
   “Hello, Little Nemesis,” he mumbled softly to Immanu’s recalcitrant dairy goat, the one who left hoof prints all over him every time he tried to milk her. As usual, the gate to her pen lay open, the rope nibbled in half where she had let herself out. She affectionately nuzzled his hand and gave him a bleating sigh. 
 
   The dream faded, but not the sense of urgency which had come with it. He reached out and laid his hand upon the goat's head.
 
   “I missed you too, Little Nemesis,” he said. 
 
   Yes, it was good to be alive.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Galactic Standard Date:  152,324.01 AE 
 
   Haven-2
 
   Supreme Commander-General Abaddon
 
    
 
   Abaddon
 
   Designed by Lucifer so every delegate had an equal opportunity to speak, the enormous Alliance Parliament had been built as a series of circles; an outer office building where much of the business of the Alliance was conducted; a courtyard, complete with a miniature replica of the Eternal Garden; and then a smaller circular building where the great hearings were broadcast live throughout the Alliance. That group of buildings had been built after the Eternal Emperor had disappeared, leaving the then-fifteen year old Lucifer in charge.
 
   The original Parliamentary building bumped out of the Great Hall like a pimple, its ornate gothic lines disrupting the clean Doric columns which held up Parliament's roof. When the newer complex had been built, there had still been much nostalgia for the missing Emperor, so the original building had been preserved, a quaint museum to a time when only a few token delegates met with the Emperor to discuss matters of very little importance. The original building was rectangular, with row upon row of hard-seated benches lined up neatly in orderly pews, with a red-carpeted aisle down the center which provided a glimpse of a raised dais.
 
   Nobody used this building anymore. Lucifer had weaned the Alliance off its dependence on a sovereign god into the thriving democracy it was today, but no matter which version of government the Alliance used, one thing had never changed. Without the galvanizing force of a charismatic leader to quell the competing interests which constantly clamored for their piece of the Alliance pie, any governing body quickly devolved into petty squabbles.
 
   Such was the case with Parliament now…
 
   Supreme Commander-General Abaddon waited in the old Parliamentary building like a man awaiting the executioner. He stared up at the throne of the Emperor he had once served; and then cast off because Hashem had stopped caring about whether or not his species died. Vandals had spray-painted expletives all over the Emperor's dais. Beside the throne, a small statue had been toppled off of its pedestal, its head snapped off and hand smashed to pieces. Abaddon limped over and set the statue upright, placing the Emperor's head next to his feet so that if anybody ever wished to put the statue back together, all they would need is a bit of glue. 
 
   The cacophony from the other side of the door grew louder, echoing into the empty old hall like a flock of angry vultures, each delegate shouting louder to drown out the voice of another. His debriefing was about to begin.
 
   Debriefing? Hah! Abaddon wasn't stupid. A lynch mob would be a more appropriate description. His hand slid down to caress the hilt of his sword and mourned its seizure at the door. Unlike the last few times he had been here, the guards had politely insisted all visitors must be disarmed, even the general charged with protecting them.
 
   The door opened. A long, slender snout peeked in, the Speaker of the Commons' pretty legislative aide.
 
   "They're ready for you, Supreme Commander-General," she said.
 
   "Thank you," Abaddon said. 
 
   He leaned on his cane and moved painfully towards the door, wincing as his still-raw flesh scraped against the unforgiving fabric of his uniform. Over 70% of his body had been burned, and while his wife had healed his wounds, the process of healing was not an overnight one. He was mortal, as was Sarvenaz, and there was only so much light an imperfect vessel such as himself could absorb. Or at least that was the explanation he'd gotten when he'd researched the matter and found what little information the Emperor hadn't suppressed about his species' innate ability to heal.
 
   "Hear ye, hear ye, hear ye," the Speaker of the Commons bellowed. "This joint investigatory hearing is now in session."
 
   The tall, slender Muqqibat dragon pointed at the entrance where Abaddon stood in the shadows. The Speaker had postponed the inquest after learning the extent of his injuries, but he would hold the vultures off no longer. The mob was hungry. It was time to answer for his mistakes.
 
   Abaddon felt the delegates hungry eyes fall upon him as he limped out; he, a corpse, and they a flock of carrion birds eager to pick his flesh and devour his bones for the defeat he'd brought to the Alliance.
 
   "Do you swear the testimony you're about to give is the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so help you gods?" 
 
   "I swear," Abaddon said.
 
   "Ten days ago," the Speaker said, "nearly one-third of the Alliance fleet was destroyed when you stepped into Shay'tan's very clever trap. Do you admit or deny this allegation?"
 
   Anger boiled in Abaddon's veins, but he'd never been one to shirk from the truth, not even when that truth made him out to be a failure.
 
   "We followed a lead which led us to Shemijaza's legendary genetics laboratory," Abaddon said. "This is a major breakthrough. We learned about the real forces which compelled Shemijaza to rebel."
 
   "That wasn't what we asked," the Speaker of the Commons said. "We asked if you told our fleet to follow you there?"
 
   "I did, Sir," Abaddon said.
 
   "And what was the purpose of this little side-trip?" 
 
   "It wasn't a side-trip, Sir," Abaddon said. "The military has been searching for that laboratory for almost four hundred years."
 
   "The Alliance military?" the Speaker asked. "Or Hashem's?"
 
   "I don't understand the question," Abaddon said.
 
   "Was this mission to find this legendary laboratory an edict you received directly from this governing body? Or was it an old edict, dating back from before the Emperor even disappeared?"
 
   So? It was to be politics, eh? Abaddon hid the sinking feeling in his gut behind his habitual glower.
 
   "Aren't the edicts one and the same?" 
 
   "Don't play coy with us, general," the Speaker said. "The people who put you in power over your predecessor, Parliament, wish to have an explanation for the destruction of our fleet."
 
   Abaddon tucked his still-charred wings tightly against his back, ignoring the itching of the prickly pinfeathers which had begun to erupt from the scar tissue. He wondered how much of their disrespect was due to the fact they now viewed him as physically disabled? Not just politically.
 
   He decided his best course of action would be to go on the attack.
 
   "Your fleet?" Abaddon roared. "It is not your fleet, but the people's!"
 
   The vultures who peered down at him in judgment cawed with mock-indignation. What do you mean? The People's Fleet? WE are the people. Look at him … he's nothing but an old man. Who does this asshole think he is?
 
   "In case you forget, general," the Speaker said, accentuating the word general and not calling him by his full proper title. "Parliament -is- the voice of the free and elected people of this Alliance!"
 
   Abaddon's mouth curved up into a cruel grin. The Speaker had just handed him a weapon. If there was one thing Abaddon had learned from hanging around Lucifer all these years, it was to show his good side to the camera. He turned to face, not the Speaker, but the row of network television cameras set up to record the event.
 
   "And in case you forget, Sir," Abaddon growled, "this Parliament only has authority to pass laws if the Prime Minister is here to sign or veto it."
 
   "That was your mission," the Speaker said. "To find Lucifer. Not go chasing after a bunch of fairy tales."
 
   "Lucifer gave his life to chase after those fairy tales," Abaddon said. "We searched for him, but we could find no sign of his body so we could give the man a decent burial."
 
   "What about his wives and offspring," the Speaker said. 
 
   "Is that all you care about?" Abaddon asked. "To find his lawful heirs so your right to exist does not expire?"
 
   "That was your mission!" the Speaker glowered.
 
   "No," Abaddon said. "My mission is to complete his mission, the mission he would order me to complete if he was still alive. His mission would be to find the origin of our species, so that we don't die out. So that you do not have to reach into people's homes and order them to sacrifice their sons and daughters for the kinds of battles I have waged against Shay'tan for the last 635 years."
 
   "The newer sentient races serve our Alliance willingly!" 
 
   "Do they?" Abaddon asked. "Or do they serve because it's the only way this fossilized legislative body will grant their homeworlds entrance to this Alliance?" He stalked forward, his cane raised before him like his sword. "Do you know what the recruitment rate is of the newer sentient races you let into the Alliance within the last century?"
 
   "What does it matter?"
 
   "It matters because these worlds no longer send their children to die," Abaddon said. "Without a strong hybrid army, you will have no choice but to reach into their homes with the draft."
 
   "I thought you supported the draft?" the Speaker said.
 
   "I do," Abaddon said. "Because when it is your son or daughter and not some slave-species of soldier you never have to rub elbows with in your everyday world, it gives you pause. It makes you think, is this war worth it? Is this war worth sacrificing my child? Or is this an old man's war? A rich man's war? A war waged, not for all that is good and right within this Alliance, but for the mercantilists? The billionaires? For titans of industry and politicians and madmen?"
 
   The media abandoned their candid one-shots of the various Parliamentary delegates picking their noses in the balconies and all turned every camera in the room to focus on him.
 
   "You have not answered the question, general," the Speaker said.
 
   "What question did you wish to have answered?"
 
   "Did you, or did you not, sacrifice your fleet to indulge your scientific curiosity?" the Speaker asked.
 
   Abaddon hesitated. His wing-nubs drooped.
 
   "Yes," Abaddon said softly. "I should have known better than to go down into that cave."
 
   Parliament exploded with chatter as the vultures leaned off their balconies as though about to tear his wounded flesh apart like an animal which had been ambushed by a predator. Some of the delegates booed. Because of him, they had lost dozens of ships and thousands of lives, while the rest of their ships were badly damaged. Only the fact he had ordered the Emperor's Vengeance commander to return to his ship had saved his fleet from utter annihilation. And to add insult to injury, not only had they lost the battle, but they had also lost the chance to pick apart the secrets of Shemijaza's genetics laboratory.
 
   The Speaker of the Commons held out a sheet of paper. Paper. Real, honest-to-gods, mashed wood pulp paper. The kind of paper that was only used for marriage contracts and a bill filed before Parliament for ratification.
 
   "I have a task for you, General," the Speaker said. "And if you do not wish to fulfill it, I have right here a bill to strip you of the title of Supreme Commander-General and give that title to Re-Harakhti of the Leonids!"
 
   Abaddon leaned forward onto his cane. For all he resented the fact that Hashem had bequeathed the title of Supreme Commander-General on an upstart cadet, the truth was that commanding an army, and the intrigues that went along with it, had grown tiresome. If there was any commander he would wish to govern in his place, it would be Harakhti, who, if given the choice between a headless Parliament and a return of rule by the Emperor, would throw his support behind Hashem.
 
   The only problem was he did not wish to relinquish his title until after he found Earth. If he relinquished it sooner, there was no guarantee these idiots would let them continue the search for humans. His species continued survival depended on completing the mission that Lucifer had not lived long enough to finish.
 
   He stood straight and tucked his wings against his back in mock-obsequiousness.
 
   "And what mission would that be, Sir?" Abaddon asked.
 
   The Speaker of the Commons waved the paper towards the cameras.
 
   "While you were off battling the dragon," the Speaker of the Commons said, "that renegade Jophiel absconded from the Eternal Palace, hijacked a command carrier, and then disappeared into the uncharted territories!"
 
   Abaddon bared his teeth into a smirk. Jophiel's former lover had come to him with a hypothetical question: what should he do if an unnamed political prisoner with inside knowledge about a missing armada wished to launch a mission which wasn't antithetical to the Alliance's interests?
 
   "Perhaps you should have asked her to come more nicely," Abaddon said. His smile disappeared. "Once you target somebody's children, all bets are off. You're lucky she didn't turn the Eternal Light around and use it to wipe this building right off of the map … with all of you in it!"
 
   The vultures in the balconies began to boo. The Speaker of the Commons shouted:
 
   "This lawfully elected body hereby orders you to take your fleet, general Abaddon, storm the Eternal Palace, and take the Emperor hostage until he reveals the location of that renegade Angelic, Jophiel!"
 
   Abaddon laughed. 
 
   "While most of Parliament is young enough to be forgiven for forgetting that Hashem is a god," Abaddon said, "you, of all people, should remember what happens when you anger the Emperor to the point of retaliation."
 
   "Are you threatening us?" the Speaker asked.
 
   "You are threatening yourself," Abaddon said. "Or have you forgotten what happens when a mortal tangles with a god?"
 
   He gave a mock bow, so deeply that the delegates could not help but stare at his charred wings, reminiscent of how Lucifer had looked after he had been taken prisoner by Hashem. 
 
   "I don't care if you have to batter down the Great Gate," the Speaker shouted, jabbing his finger at him like some television preacher screaming his congregation was damned. "The continued existence of this Parliament depends upon Lucifer's prodigy being found alive. We believe that Jophiel knows where that offspring can be found!"
 
   Abaddon had had enough of this three-ring sideshow. He flared his charred wing nubs, a centuries old habit of intimidation.
 
   "Go to Hades!" Abaddon growled. 
 
   Parliament erupted into chaos. A shoe flew down off the balcony, and then another, all aimed at him, the general who had put them into power. Abaddon turned and limped towards the door.
 
   "Who votes to strip Abaddon of his title of Supreme Commander-General?" the Speaker shouted.
 
   "Aye!" the delegates all shouted.
 
   Nobody bothered asking who voted 'nay.'
 
   "Guards! Place that man under arrest!"
 
   Six guards moved to block the exit. Had he possessed his sword, and been uninjured, they would have been no match for him, but no matter. Abaddon had learned from his ambush by the dragon. He turned back towards the television networks and paused, just like Lucifer would have done, until the hall quieted, waiting to see what he would do.
 
   Abaddon spoke clearly into the cameras. 
 
   "Engage."
 
   The crystal on the chandeliers began to vibrate until the entire building began to shudder. A dark shape eclipsed the sunlight which streamed through the atrium seven floors above, the Emperor's Vengeance, the command carrier which had saved his hide.
 
   Parliament grew deathly quiet.
 
   "What is the meaning of this, General?" the Speaker demanded.
 
   Abaddon met the Muqqibat dragon's gaze.
 
   "It's a history lesson," Abaddon said. "About what happens when the people forget they are kept safe by the men who carry the guns."
 
   The glass atrium shattered.
 
   Glass shards fell down onto the delegate's heads with a light, almost tinkling sound.
 
   The delegates screamed.
 
   Zip lines dropped down from the sky like long, black serpent's tails.
 
   Large, golden shapes appeared as a platoon of Leonid soldiers rappelled down from the ceiling, followed by their enormous Spiderid brothers who walked right down the walls past the terrified delegates. The soldiers hit the floor, and then moved to surround him, disarming the guards who thankfully had enough common sense to realize that all he intended to do was escape.
 
   'Thank you, Lucifer,' Abaddon thought quietly to himself. They had concocted this plan one night when the Prime Minister had still been very young, a discussion about a scenario which had unfolded in a popular television movie. It had not been a real life problem, but a lesson for a young prince about the concept of coup d'état. A lump rose in Abaddon's throat. It was too bad Lucifer wasn’t here to see this. He would have been amused.
 
   "This isn't the end of this, General," the Speaker of the Commons said.
 
   "No, really," Abaddon said, "it is." 
 
   He gestured upwards at the arrogant vultures who now cowered in the balcony like domestic waterfowl netted for consumption. 
 
   "You just took a vote to put Re Harakhti in my place," Abaddon said. "He's a good man." He gestured at the Leonids who now defended him. "Just remember one thing, Mr. Speaker. With Harakhti's species teetering even closer to the brink of extinction than mine is, if you want his support, you'd better come up with a more creative plan than ordering him to bash down the Great Gate so you can look good for the cameras."
 
   "Then we'll just vote another general to replace him!" the Speaker said.
 
   'Sir," Abaddon said wearily. "Lucifer is dead. And when he died, his wives and offspring were on that ship, which means he died without an heir, which means that YOU no longer exist as a governing body." He turned back to face the cameras. "Long live the Emperor!"
 
   "Long live the Emperor," his men echoed into the video cameras which broadcast this fiasco live throughout the entire Alliance."
 
   Abaddon hobbled out through the entrance he had come in, past the empty throne where the broken little statue of Hashem stood, waiting for somebody to come and glue back on its head. The moment the door shut, he leaned heavily upon his cane. Gods, he was tired! He was getting too old for this kind of shit!
 
   He stared up at the fresco on the ceiling, the one which depicted She-who-is smiling down onto a map of the entire galaxy. The broken spiral arm beckoned to him, the one he'd seen when he'd been dead. There. Earth was somewhere there.
 
   He turned to his savior, who'd been the only vessel close enough to respond without arousing suspicion. The only reason the Emperor's Vengeance was even here was because it had sustained heavy damage in the fighting and put in for repairs.
 
   "Thanks," Abaddon said to Rahotep. "I owe you one."
 
   "You owe me two, actually," Rahotep rumbled. He flexed his claws and snarled as they passed through the courtyard and then through the larger Parliamentary office building which ringed this complex like a fence. Landed on the front lawn were two shuttles, his, and a shuttle to carry the men of the Vengeance back to their ship. Surrounding that shuttle were people, ordinary people, Alliance citizens, the ones he'd given his entire life to defend. 
 
   While some stood in shocked silence, too afraid to boo, some shouted 'Lucifer!' and others shouted 'Long live the Emperor!'
 
   A guard ran out of Parliament, carrying a long, slender object. The Leonid and Spiderid soldiers whirled and aimed their pulse rifles at the man. The guard froze, his tentacles frozen in fear.
 
   "S-s-sir," the guard said. "I t-thought you m-m-might want this?"
 
   The man kneeled and placed Abaddon's sword upon the ground.
 
   Some of the citizens remained quiet, but the greater part of them cheered. It had been his testimony which had swayed the people to follow Lucifer. His life of service still carried some weight to those of them who remembered what it had been like to live underneath the shadow of Shay'tan. One of the Leonids retrieved his blade and gave it back to him.
 
   "Thank you," Abaddon said to the guard.
 
   He kissed the blade, and then slid it back into its sheath. It felt good there, where it belonged. He swore that so long as he was still alive, never again would he let anyone ever take away his sword.
 
   "Where to, Sir?" his pilot asked as soon as he buckled in.
 
   "Set a course for the Jehoshaphat," Abaddon said. "Make no stops. We can't be sure at this point who will be loyal to whom."
 
   The news feed which was still broadcasting live from inside Parliament showed the vote as the Speaker of the Commons issued a writ to strip Abaddon of all command and arrest him, just as they had done to Jophiel.
 
   "Where will we go, Sir?" the pilot said. "We are all now criminals."
 
   The shuttle breached the atmosphere. Abaddon stared out across the stars, towards the Orion-Cygnus spiral arm.
 
   "Earth. We go find Earth. Ki has given me a clue."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Time: Indeterminate
 
   Ascended Realms
 
    
 
   Bishamonten
 
   The Infernal Palace was a very different place when SHE was in residence. Whereas when only HE was there the abode of the two gods who ruled the universe was completely dark, when SHE was there, it was a bright, sunny place, with vines growing up the black walls covered in white flowers, birds singing, and a variety of critters who peeked out from amongst the chess pieces. 
 
   Just because the Infernal Palace didn't appear quite so intimidating as the last time he had been there, Bishamonten wasn't fooled. She-who-is could be far more fickle and capricious than the Dark Lord ever was, and whatever SHE wanted, He-who's-not usually gave her.
 
   Even if it was his head…
 
   Both gods were seated at the smaller chess board, the one which had been placed over Hashem's Milky Way galaxy. He-who's-not lurked like a great, dark presence, dwarfing his mate with his massive bat-like wings. She-who-is, on the other hand, was a petite, blonde-haired, blue-eyed beauty, with sharp features and gossamer wings. SHE stared forlornly at her little white queen, her expression tearful as He-who's-not fiddled with his dark knight.
 
   Bishamonten gave the two gods who ruled the universe a respectful bow.
 
   "You summoned me, Your Graces?"
 
   "HE did!" She-who-is jabbed her finger at her husband. "I don't see how you can help."
 
   She-who-is was infamous for her temper tantrums, and Bishamonten had known her long enough to see that he had arrived at the tail end of one. But unlike her usual fits of anger, which were often motivated by not getting her own way, the goddess appeared to be genuinely aggrieved, her eyes puffy and red-rimmed from crying.
 
   "Ki needed to save him," the Dark Lord said gently. "So she did. Now the Champion can go find your Chosen One."
 
   "He abandoned her!" She-who-is blurted.
 
   "He has not abandoned her," He-who's-not said. "He was never supposed to be with her in any capacity except as guardian. You interfered in his life's path."
 
   "You did too!"
 
     This was a marital dispute which Bishamonten intensely wished to avoid getting sucked into. There were never any winners when the two gods fought … only losers. Huge, galaxy-shattering, planet-destroying losers. She was an endearing, generous deity … when she wasn't worked up into a fit of temper. Bishamonten could only pity the Dark Lord, who forever had to endure her mood swings.
 
   She-who-is began to weep. Around them, the white flowers wilted and the small animals and birds twittered around her, anxious to see HER in this mood. 
 
   "First I lost my Morning Star, and now I have lost my Chosen One," She-who-is wept. "What good is it being a goddess if everything you care about always gets destroyed?"
 
   "The Champion will go looking for her," He-who's-not said. "And then he will find her."
 
   "But what shall I tell my favorite?" She-who-is sobbed. "That while she was a prisoner, I went and gave away her husband to somebody else?"
 
   She-who-is' gossamer wings drooped with regret.
 
   Bishamonten bit his non-corporeal tongue. Before Ninsianna had been kidnapped, he hadn't cared for how cruelly the goddesses' Chosen One had treated his novitiate. It reminded him a little too much of the way She-who-is mistreated her husband. The Dark Lord's pitiless black eyes met Bishamonten's. It was disconcerting to see those terrifying black orbs filled with an expression of 'help me out here, friend…'
 
   "The girl threw herself off a cliff into the river in grief," Bishamonten said. "And I, to my shame, was not there to intervene. Ki's Agent served her purpose, and now she is gone."
 
   She-who-is stopped crying.
 
   "Gone?"
 
   "She is gone," Bishamonten said. "And he has absolutely no memory of her." He suspected the only reason the Champion didn't remember his new queen was because She-who-is had resorted to her old tricks.
 
   "Well if she is gone, then," She-who-is said to her husband, "there should be nothing preventing him from finding her."
 
   "That is the idea, my sweet," He-who's-not said. "Go, my love. Search through your realms and find her. Moloch cannot exist except as a parasite off of his own bloodline."
 
   "I have searched everywhere!" She-who-is exclaimed. Her beautiful features turned sinister. "That girl knew something. I know she did! Why hasn't she passed into my Dreamtime?"
 
   The Dark Lord placed his enormous dark hands around HER tiny white ones.
 
   "The girl is gone now," HE said. "And my Champion shall give his life to find your Chosen One. He loves her. More than his own existence."
 
   She-who-is' lip trembled, and then she pulled away.
 
   "Very well, then," She-who-is said. She waved her hand at her retinue of creatures. The animals rushed at her, not eager to be left behind in the Dark Lord's realm. With a crisp 'snap' of her gossamer wings, the goddess that ruled All-That-Is disappeared, taking her creations with her.
 
   It took a moment for Bishamonten's eyes to adjust to the total darkness. While SHE had been here, there had been a pleasant, underlying hum, but now a horrible emptiness ate away at his nerves. The Song of Destruction. The powers of Chaos which the Dark Lord ruled.
 
   Shadow cats crept out of the walls and circled around him, attracted to his soft, blue light. The Dark Lord reached down and picked up the most-developed of the litter, the one which had been assigned to watch Ninsianna. The creature purred as its master absent-mindedly rubbed its nothingness.
 
   "I have another favor to ask of you, old friend," He-who's-not said.
 
   Bishamonten nodded. It behooved him to ingratiate himself to the Dark Lord.
 
   "The girl…"
 
   "Is dead?"
 
   "Not yet," He-who's-not said. HIS ebony features reshaped themselves into an expression of concern. "I am not good at these things, tinkering with the lives of mortal men."
 
   Bishamonten waited, wise enough not to say 'I know.'
 
   "So long as she lives, my Champion shall live as well," the Dark Lord said. "If she dies, no matter what games my mate plays to make things come out in her favor, when he feels her death-wound, he shall remember not just this lifetime, but all the lifetimes he has ever known her, and he shall follow her into the land beyond."
 
   "Why did he not follow her the first time he felt her die?" Bishamonten asked.
 
   "Their union was unconsummated," the Dark Lord said. "Incomplete. A partial union which had been cut short again and again. This time, he has bonded with her completely. It was how she was able to heal him."
 
   He-who's-not stroked the shadow cat which sat in his lap like a little black blob, his dark features thoughtful. 
 
   "She is powerful, the girl. She took on Moloch's venom, drew it right out of my Champion's body and brought it into her own to transmute it. She is in terrible shape, close to death, but I have intervened to preserve her until she can heal."
 
   "How?"
 
   "The girl's natural inclination is to hide," the Dark Lord said. He ran his clawed hand along his hairless head, pausing to scratch at the places where six horns erupted from his skull. "I think it would behoove us if you were the one to teach her how to use that gift. For if She-who-is finds her, you can be certain there will be a mishap."
 
   "You wish me to teach her the path of shinobi-on-mono?" Bishamonten asked. The invisible warrior.
 
   The Dark Lord's lips twitched in about as close as an ironic smile as the humorless god was capable of displaying.
 
   "I think, perhaps, it will be she who teaches you a thing or two about hiding," the Dark Lord said. "Not even SHE can see her when she wishes to hide. But she is untrained. I know of no person on her world who is capable of teaching her how to use her gift."
 
   "Very well, my lord," Bishamonten bowed. 
 
   The Dark Lord stared out across the enormous hall where the larger universal game of chess unfolded, his expression worried.
 
   "If she dies," the Dark Lord said. "My Champion will die as well. A clever man would eliminate him, not by killing him, but by killing her. As much as it goads me to perpetuate a lie, until this game is finished, that is the way things must remain."
 
   "I understand," Bishamonten nodded. He turned to go.
 
   "One more question," He-who's-not said. "The second agent? Do you have any idea as to her identity?"
 
   "I thought it was the little fairy general?"
 
   "I am certain it is not," He-who's-not said. He fiddled with his dark knight. "Ki's Agents are always subtle, the last person you would expect to pull the stellar matter out of the black hole. And their mission? It is usually something you do not expect. Whoever this second Agent is, if you encounter them, you are to give them all necessary assistance."
 
   Bishamonten bowed. 
 
   "As you wish, my lord."
 
   Since it was considered bad form to dematerialize out of the Dark Lord's presence, Bishamonten wound his way back out through the enormous chess pieces, each one representing a galaxy the two deities controlled, through the enormous doors and out into the chaos beyond. He hated this place! They all did, with its infernal silence and the sound of chaos crushing molecules.
 
   In a blink of an eye, the God of War moved to carry out the Dark Lord's plan.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   January: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Uruk Territory
 
    
 
   Gita
 
   The cold grip of death carried her as she floated in the song, rocking gently as her body was carried downriver. There was no sensation here, other than the cold she felt no pain. She would just let go, and then she would wait for him, for he had given himself to her, and once he crossed over, she understood he would be hers. 
 
   Days passed by as the gentle currents carried her downstream, but try as she might to just let go, something whispered to her. Stay. Mikhail needs you. You cannot let go so long as he is still alive.
 
   Something tugged at her chest. Pain. Shouting. Arms picked her up and carried her away.
 
   More time passed and she realized she was no longer cold. That sensation of floating faded into a new song. Children's voices and the sing-song humming of an old woman. Fragmentary glimpses of curious eyes and wrinkles blended with the pain of somebody poking at her chest. A new voice joined the others. Masculine. Familiar. Not his voice, but a voice which was welcoming nonetheless.
 
   Gita opened her eyes.
 
   Staring back at her was a thin, rather comical face with a broken nose and mismatched eyes, one eye brown and the other hazel-green. His brow was furrowed with worry, and he held a cloth to her forehead, warm and wet and scented with a bit of cedar.
 
   "Dadbeh?" Gita whispered.
 
   "Hey," the elite warrior said. "What you doing all the way down here?"
 
   Gita groped for the song which had receded the moment she had opened her eyes. It was still there, just harder to hear when she focused on something else. She could still feel him, and she knew he was still alive.
 
   "Gita?"
 
   Gita opened her eyes again, not particularly happy she'd been saved.
 
   "You should have let me die."
 
   Dadbeh dipped the cloth it in a bowl of water held by an old woman. He spoke to her in Kemet, and then placed it back on Gita's forehead.
 
   "For a few days we thought you would die," Dadbeh said. He gestured to several small children who huddled around them, their brown eyes wide with curiosity. "Bitaneth and Ineni found you in the process of being fed upon by a vulture. They were certain you were dead, but Menwi said your wound wasn't fatal; that you only needed help."
 
   He pointed to the wrinkled old woman, who grinned at Gita with her jagged teeth, many of them missing. She wore the colorful sewn robe of a Kemet trader, one which had been torn and hastily patched.
 
   "Thank you," Gita said, even though she didn't really mean it. In the song, it had been peaceful. In the song, there hadn't been any pain. In the song, that ever-present sense of hunger had receded, and in its place there had been a sense of fulfillment, of being loved, of mattering to somebody other than her poor, long lost mother.
 
   She stared up at the woven linen ceiling of the low tent, little more than a tarp stretched over a central stake. It was a trader's tent; the kind which could be packed up as they moved from village to village in their great, circuitous trading routes which carried them up one great river and down the other. The Kemet traders were friends with all tribes, and while they carried news from one village to another, they were also notoriously tight-lipped about passing along information which might earn them the enmity of their trading partners.
 
   The old woman spoke to Dadbeh at length in Kemet, of which Gita understood only a little. The old woman snorted and then punched Dadbeh in the arm. Dadbeh gave her a lopsided grin, never handsome, but always comical and earnest. 
 
   "She wants to change your dressings," Dadbeh said. "She said I must leave so I don't catch sight of your breasts. I told her you were flat-chested, so it wasn't like I would see anything."
 
   "You … are a goat's behind," Gita said. She gave him a weak grin. "Go on. Get out of here."
 
   Dadbeh's smile disappeared.
 
   "What happened to you? Did the villagers do this to you?"
 
   Gita swallowed, wondering how much she should tell him. Nothing. She would tell him nothing.
 
   "I cut myself and it became infected," Gita said. "Once Mikhail got better, they didn't need me anymore, so I left. I got sick of people blaming me for something I didn't do."
 
   Dadbeh took her hand and squeezed it.
 
   "I know how that feels," he said. His mismatched eyes glistened. "I think you're the only other person in the village who mourns her loss."
 
   Shahla. The woman who had stabbed Mikhail.
 
   "I know," Gita said. "I hate her. And I miss her. She was the only real friend I ever had."
 
   Dadbeh grimaced, no doubt to prevent himself from doing something so unmanly as cry.
 
   "I'm glad you're here," Dadbeh said. 
 
   He got up then, an elite warrior who stood on the shorter side of average, so wiry he barely filled out his two-tiered kilt, the man Shahla had almost married. With a few spoken words between himself and the old woman, he crawled out from underneath the tent.
 
   Gita lay back and closed her eyes as the old woman chattered in a dialogue of which she could only understand a little. The wound was healing. She could feel it heal the longer she resided in the song. She shut her eyes and surrendered to the song, the one she knew would help her transmute the poison.
 
   She reached out for his hand, but somebody else held her now, warm, worried, giving of his own strength, but it was not his hand, not Mikhail's. Had this been what it was like for him, to wish for one hand and receive another? She grabbed it anyways, thankful that at least one person in this miserable life cared about her. When she woke up again, the old woman had gone and, in her place, Dadbeh sat holding her hand, his mismatched eyes filled with worry. Beside him sat a younger woman and two old men, not the usual Kemet traders, but their extended family which often traveled with them. The two old men had recent scars, as if someone had beaten them and then decided to leave them alive.
 
   Dadbeh introduced her his new friends.
 
   "This is Khafra, Neby, and Tiaa.” Dadbeh pointed to the newcomers. “A fortnight ago, their caravan was seized by the Uruk after Khafra refused to give them half their trade goods in exchange for safe passage.”
 
   Gita remembered the whispers, after the Uruk had snuck into her uncle’s house and tried to murder Mikhail. Immanu had tried to blame her for that atrocity, as well. 
 
   “Pareesa said it was all Jamin’s doing,” Gita said.
 
   Dadbeh asked the three Kemet a series of questions. As the daughter of the village drunk, Gita had never had any reason to learn their language, but Shahla had taught to her a few of their more common words. Dadbeh’s expression was intense as he asked questions about his former friend. His mismatched eyes hardened with a combination of hatred and disappointment.
 
   “They saw no sign of Jamin in this raid,” Dadbeh said. “Whatever his part in it, it occurred after they were ambushed.”
 
   “How many men did they lose?” Gita asked.
 
   “The Uruk killed Tiaa’s husband,” Dadbeh said. "Along with her brother and father. Neby is her great-uncle."
 
   The three Kemet explained who they were, what the Uruk had stolen from them, and what they planned to do now that they were stranded in Uruk territory. Had the river really carried her this far? They seemed unaware of her status as renegade, and Dadbeh, thankfully, seemed unwilling to enlighten them. When they asked about the winged one, Gita hesitated, and then told them a half-lie. When she had left him, he'd been grievously wounded and she was uncertain whether or not he had recovered. The Kemet seemed satisfied with this answer.
 
   Dadbeh waited until they filtered back out of the tent, and then he grabbed her hand.
 
   "I found it," he said.
 
   "You found Shahla's body?"
 
   "No," Dadbeh said. "I found Mikhail's crashed sky canoe."
 
   An odd burble of excitement bubbled through Gita's chest. His sky canoe? The one he had fallen from the sky in?
 
   "Where?"
 
   "About two day's walk from here," Dadbeh said. "We were with Jamin the day he tracked Ninsianna there, but for some reason, it was as if the pathway had been erased from our memories and the desert."
 
   Gita frowned. Having caught a glimpse of the world in-between, such events did not happen by serendipity. It had always bothered her, the fact that none of the warriors had ever made trips back out to explore, if not to attack him, than for no reason other than half the females in the village would take a romp behind the goat shed just to catch a glimpse of Mikhail's legendary sky canoe. If the warrior's memory had been erased, she suspected it was the same forces which had given Mikhail such a spotty memory.
 
   "How did you find it again?" Gita asked.
 
   "He crash-landed next to a stream," Dadbeh said. "All streams eventually lead to the Hiddekel River. I simply moved downstream and traced all of the streams back for a three-day hike. It took me three fortnights, but at last I have found it."
 
   "Why were you so determined to locate it?" Gita asked.
 
   Dadbeh's usually-comical face twisted into an expression of hatred.
 
   "That bitch did something to Shahla's mind," Dadbeh hissed. "I know she did. Shahla never experienced mental problems until Ninsianna felt she was a threat to her husband's affections."
 
   "That's not Mikhail's fault," Gita said.
 
   "No," Dadbeh said. "I don't blame him. Mikhail wouldn't have noticed Shahla if she'd thrown herself naked on the ground, covered by honey and pomegranate seeds. Not while Ninsianna had him under her spell."
 
   Gita's mouth turned downwards into a sad smile.
 
   "I know, eh?"
 
   Dadbeh fingered his stone blade.
 
   "I'd hoped to find something there I could use," Dadbeh said. "Something to go against the lizard demons who stole Shahla's body."
 
   "Why?"
 
   Dadbeh looked past her. His lone, hazel eye turned pure green, accentuating the contrast between the mismatched pair.
 
   "I keep seeing her," Dadbeh said. "Sometimes, out in the desert. Like a mirage. Or when I wake up at night, she will be standing there beside me, holding that rag doll she held after…" 
 
   Dadbeh's eyes turned wet. He sniffled and pretended to itch his nose.
 
   "Sometimes I see her too," Gita said. "Three times she came to me when I sat at Mikhail's bedside."
 
   "What did she say to you?" Dadbeh said. 
 
   "She never spoke," Gita said. "But by the way she stood over him, it reminded me of the day she asked my help to get Mikhail to force her father to back off on his scheming so she could marry you."
 
   The cacophony of children bustling back into the tent along with their grandmother caused them to cut off any further conversation. Dadbeh grabbed his bow and strapped his quiver across his back.
 
   "I found them on my way back to Assur," Dadbeh said. "I felt sorry for them, so I have helped them hunt game to keep their cook pot filled. It is a good thing I was delayed, or I might not have gotten them to help you."
 
   "There are no camels in Assur," Gita said. "Or in any village that I know of. They are only useful for traveling great distances across the desert."
 
   "I plan to help them get their camels back," Dadbeh said. "And then they will owe me the truth about the lizard demons."
 
   "How can you overcome an entire group of mercenaries?" Gita asked.
 
   Dadbeh gave her a cruel grin, one which sat uneasily upon the face of the kind man she had once known.
 
   "I have you now," Dadbeh said. "You forget, I have seen the way you creep right up to a man and he never sees you until you are standing right in front of his face. As soon as you are well enough to walk, I shall take you to the sky canoe to see if we can't find a heavenly weapon. And then, after we have ambushed them, we shall return to Assur as victors."
 
   "I can never return there," Gita said. "Every person in that village thinks -I- was the one who helped Shahla ambush Mikhail."
 
   "Then we shall just have to find proof of your innocence along the way," Dadbeh said. He squeezed her hand, and then bent to plant a kiss upon her forehead, as though she was a little girl.
 
   Gita stared at his back as he retreated from the tent to hunt their supper, this friend-of-a-friend who was now the only person left on Earth who cared if she was still alive. 
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Late-January: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   "Seventy-seven, seventy-eight, seventy-nine…"
 
   “Colonel Mannuki’ili!!! What on earth do you think you’re doing?”
 
   Mikhail scrambled guiltily to his feet. As he did, his enormous wings, which were the only part of him which had not shrunk, knocked the bundles of dried herbs off of the ceiling rafters.
 
   “Sir! I'm doing pushups, General Needa, Sir!”
 
   Sweat beaded down his forehead and his breath came in huffs, signs of exertion from an exercise that once upon a time he'd been capable of performing into the thousands. Needa stood before him, her wooden cook-spatula wielded before her like General Abaddon's sword.
 
   “That wound just closed up,” Needa snapped, “and now you’re trying to pop it open again. What were you thinking?!!”
 
   “That I need to get these pathetic excuses for arms back into shape, Sir!” Mikhail answered crisply, as though he answered an Alliance drill sergeant. He flexed one bicep to show his diminished muscle tone. “If you want me to go retrieve your daughter, Sir, first I must grow strong enough to fight!”
 
   Needa sighed. 
 
   “Let me check how you’re doing." 
 
   Needa motioned for him to sit on the long, coarse bench so she could check his wound. 
 
   Mikhail stripped off his shirt and groaned inwardly at the hideous sight of the still raw looking, reddish scar tissue that covered the sunken crater that used to be his chest. He looked rather comical, he supposed, with his Alliance uniform shirt, his Ubaid kilt, his matted wings, and combat boots with socks that had sprouted holes from too much wear. Even his hair had grown longer, though thankfully his genetics spared him the itchy beard which so many Ubaid men wore with pride. What would Raphael think if he answered his distress call and found him in such a disheveled condition?
 
   “See,” he said, “I’m fine.”
 
   Needa examined the deeper scar which had finally stopped oozing puss, but the necrotic gangrene had taken a chunk of his pectoral muscle. He'd been forced to perform one-handed pushups because there was no longer enough muscle left on the left side of his body to push his own body weight up. Absent some miracle, not even the best Alliance surgeons would ever be able to give him back full use of his sword hand.
 
   “It’s open … here …about the size of an olive pit,” Needa pointed. “If you don’t let it heal, it will re-infect.”
 
   “Yes, Sir,” he said, not at all apologetic.
 
   Needa checked his color, still pale from the winter.
 
   “You need to eat more,” Needa said. “You’re still too thin." 
 
   She plopped an ochre-colored pottery crock in front of him, filled with a bit of leftover cold squirrel stew simmered in a congealed paste of mushy chickpeas, and pulled off the lid. 
 
   "Eat! You keep burning the weight off as quickly as you put it on.” 
 
   Mikhail forced himself not to groan. Yalda and Zhila had promised that if he came over this afternoon, they would ply him with bread and mead. How could he politely tell his mother-in-law, who did everything for him and expected very little in return, that even he, he who had grown used to eating the tasteless, remolecularized food cube rations of the Alliance military, would rather go hungry than eat her cooking? 
 
   “Weight won’t do me any good if I’m soft and puffy,” Mikhail said. “I’m still too slow and I can barely get into the air. If I was to battle the lizard people right this moment, we wouldn't stand a chance." 
 
   “You must eat more, then,” Needa said, “and don’t push yourself any harder than your body can keep up. If you get sick again, it will take that much longer for you to go and rescue Ninsianna. How sure are you that this white-winged Angelic won't hurt her?”
 
   “I’m not sure of anything,” Mikhail said. “But the Eternal Emperor would pay a hefty ransom to get his hands on a child of mine.”
 
   Needa touched his wings.
 
   "Ninsianna is very lucky that this Emperor you speak of holds her husband in such high regard."
 
   High regard? Perhaps…  A more truthful statement would be that the Emperor was obsessed with the Seraphim genome and had been trying to entice him to produce such an offspring for years. Might the Emperor have…?
 
   No! The Emperor would not do such a thing! 
 
   “What are you not you telling me, son?” Needa asked. 
 
   Mikhail hesitated, torn between his natural inclination to always tell the truth and that newer part of him, the part which had been burned by humans and this white-winged Angelic, to give an evasive answer.
 
   “The knife that found its way into your heart could have been avoided," Needa said, "if only we’d shared the description of the Evil One that Ninsianna saw in her vision."
 
   A lump rose in Mikhail's throat. 
 
   “Ninsianna is more valuable to them alive,” Mikhail said softly. "I know it. I know it because I can feel her," he pointed to his chest, "right here. And though I know she is not well, I know that she is not dead, either."
 
   Needa looked away. Was it because she didn't believe him? Or feared he was mistaken whenever he said he could feel that Ninsianna was still alive. Lately, his mother-in-law had been acting evasive.
 
    “I understand why you wish to hurry,” Needa said, “but you’ll only get one chance to steal a sky canoe. That means you must be truly healed."
 
   She tussled his hair as though he was a little boy. Her evasive look disappeared behind her habitual 'I bite your head off because I care' expression.
 
   "You’re our son, too, you know?" Needa said. "Before you married our daughter, we adopted you into our home. Ninsianna will be sad if I let anything happen to you.”
 
   “Yes, General Needa,” Mikhail gave her a mock salute. “I will only do exercises that won’t open up the scab.”
 
   “Good,” Needa said. “Immanu is due back the day after tomorrow. He was trying to track down a trader who has access to this brimstone you need to help us defend us against the lizard demons.”
 
   Immanu had been missing a lot lately, and when he was home, the couple stared at one another in awkward silence. Whatever had happened while he'd lain unconscious, it had strained their marriage to the point of breaking.
 
   “If only I were strong enough to fly any sort of distance,” Mikhail's voice rose with frustration. "Then I could find the rocks I need myself. It's all I can do just to get off the ground!”
 
   “You need to know what direction to fly in first, son,” Needa said.
 
   She gathered up her healer's basket and, with a stern finger, pointed at the crock of slimy squirrel. With a grunt goodbye, she bustled out the door to tend to patients in far worse condition than he. Mikhail poked through the tasteless clumps of stew, unashamed to show his disgust now that there was nobody in the room. He loved his mother-in-law dearly, but gods! The woman was the most terrible cook he had ever met!
 
   He remembered the sight of Ninsianna bouncing out of the stream with a fish impaled at the end of a spear. Tears rose to his eyes. The chunk of meat he'd been chewing lodged in his throat, refusing to let him swallow. Gods! How he missed his wife! 
 
   He rose and buttoned his uniform shirt, tucking the tails into the belt of his kilt. He supposed he should go put his cargo pants back on, but the truth was, he'd shrunk so much his pants kept sliding down to his ankles. It was yet another reminder of just how diminished he'd become. There were no mirrors, but it was just as well, because he feared what he would see when he looked into his own eyes.
 
   He picked up two buckets of water and the yoke, and then made his way to the central well to draw water for the widow-sisters. Siamek was there, the man who had helped hold their warriors together while he'd been unconscious. Mikhail had never been good at initiating conversation for any purpose other than to  say something relevant to a problem the village suffered, so he stood there awkwardly, waiting his turn, until he realized Siamek would not initiate a conversation, either. 
 
   "Hello?" Mikhail said. Just to make sure he wasn't misunderstood, he softened his feathers the way he did whenever he spoke to family.
 
   Siamek glowered at him and spoke stiffly in return. "Mikhail."
 
   Mikhail felt an odd combination of disappointment and anger. Things had not been well between him and Siamek ever since he had woken up, and unlike before, when Jamin had been causing trouble, Mikhail had absolutely no idea what he might have done wrong. He decided to try a direct approach, instead.
 
   "Have I done something to offend you?" 
 
   Siamek's cold gaze met his.
 
   "No."
 
   The new Mikhail, the one who cared what people thought, felt hurt by his lieutenant's cold demeanor. The old Mikhail, however, calculated that, should this man who he depended upon to carry out his orders nurture some sort of grudge, it could cause the chain of command to break down at some crucial moment in the future. Both versions of Mikhail agreed that four weeks of stony silence was far longer than he should have let this mystery fester.
 
   "Walk with me, Siamek," Mikhail said. He gave the command as an order, not a request.
 
   Siamek moved to help him carry the buckets of water. Mikhail waved him away. 
 
   "I need to do this myself," Mikhail said. "It is all part of my rehabilitation." He groaned as he heaved the two heavy buckets up and then teetered, a bit dizzy, as he adjusted the yoke for balance. 
 
   "Does Needa know you're doing this?" 
 
   Mikhail gave him that blank stare he used which was his version of, 'are you kidding me?'
 
   "This water is for the widow-sister's," Mikhail said. "They have invited me for dinner. Since I can perform no other useful function, the least I can do is bring them water to wash the dishes."
 
   Siamek's hostile glare softened.
 
   "Do they know you're doing this?"
 
   "No."
 
   They walked in silence. When he realized Siamek would not volunteer any information, he wracked his mind for things Ninsianna had taught him to entice another person into a dialogue. Raphael had always been good at duties such as this. He, on the other hand, had always preferred to stand back and watch.
 
   "How is Rakshan doing building the device I sketched out for him in the clay?" Mikhail asked.
 
   "He does not understand it," Siamek said. "But he is very excited. He thinks he can get the wood you need to make it bend the way you say."
 
   "What about the bat excrement?"
 
   "Namhu scours the caves for some now," Siamek said. He frowned. "Though I can't understand why you want them to carry so much home. We already have a pile large enough to bury a house."
 
   "We shall need more," Mikhail said. "Ask for volunteers. After we wash it through a sieve, we must lay it out to dry for several weeks."
 
   Siamek wrinkled his nose up in disgust.
 
   "What about the fortifications I recommended?" Mikhail asked. 
 
   "We have sharpened every stick we could find," Siamek said. "But what good will such weapons do against a sky canoe that can call down lightning?"
 
   Had Siamek not been giving him the cold shoulder, perhaps he might have shared that information with him, but having already been burnt once by Jamin, he would not divulge any more information than he absolutely had to. 
 
   Siamek fell silent as they continued their descent into the ring where Yalda and Zhila lived. As they walked, Mikhail could see the man's face resume its earlier scowl.
 
   "You are angry at me?" Mikhail said at last.
 
   Siamek said nothing, and for a moment Mikhail feared he would not answer him at all. But then the man's mask of anger slipped, and beneath that mask was an expression that Mikhail recognized as anguish.
 
   "How can you tolerate them not even performing the death rituals for the girl?" Siamek said.
 
   "Who? Shahla?"
 
   "Gita!"
 
   "Gita? Why would they perform the death rituals for Gita?"
 
   "Because she is dead because of you!"
 
   Siamek lobbed the words at him as though they were a sword. Mikhail stopped walking and stared at the man in confusion.
 
   "Gita ran away so she wouldn't have to answer to the Tribunal."
 
   "She ran away because your father-in-law wanted to throw her upon the solstice bonfire!" Siamek spat. "Whether or not she was innocent of any wrongdoing!"
 
   A sensation of revulsion rippled through Mikhail's feathers. Trial-by-fire was a barbaric means of execution he had seen on far too many pre-technological worlds, but it did not explain why Siamek was angry at him.
 
   "Everyone knows the girl aided and abutted Shahla," Mikhail said. "They were best friends."
 
   Siamek turned and began to walk away. 
 
   "Forget it," Siamek gestured with disgust. "You are nothing but a fool!"
 
   A fog of confusion stabbed into Mikhail's brain. For as long as he'd known the man, Siamek had always behaved as though he disliked Gita and avoided her like a plague. Whatever was going on here, he was missing important pieces of the puzzle.
 
   "Siamek!" Mikhail called. He wished to fly after him, but laden down with buckets and winded from the brief walk down here, he had no strength for such games. He resorted to the one tactic he'd seen Immanu use when Needa was angry at him.
 
   "Please, Siamek! I don't understand what I did wrong!"
 
   Siamek whirled and glowered at him.
 
   "For six weeks that girl never left your side," Siamek said. "And then when she'd thought you'd died, she killed herself. She threw herself off the east wall of the village because everybody blamed her for what Shahla had done. She had no idea the Tribunal had just ruled she was not to blame."
 
   The village swam with a peculiar sense of vertigo. A song. A hand holding his. The unnamed scent which still clung to Ninsianna's red cape. A crown of dancing stars. And a dark-winged child with eyes so black it seemed as though they carried the sorrows of the universe.
 
   "Immanu said she ran away because she was guilty?" Mikhail said. 
 
   That sense of having his frontal lobes squeezed in a machine shop vise and then having his brain lobotomized grew stronger as the village around him began to spin.
 
   "If it wasn't for her," Siamek hissed. "You wouldn't be alive!" 
 
   Siamek turned and stalked away, ignoring Mikhail's calls to wait.
 
   Chasing after Siamek would accomplish little. Plastering that old, familiar unreadable expression onto his face, the one he had mastered while living amongst the Cherubim, he knocked on the widow-sisters door, hoping that perhaps they might enlighten him with the truth?
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Late-January: 3,389 BC 
 
   Uncharted Territories: Prince of Tyre
 
    
 
   Ninsianna
 
   "Thanks, Ninsianna!" 
 
   Ruax practically flew out of the harem, his white wings fluttering with happiness as the Uruk woman hissed and devoured the fruit he'd finally, after much coaxing, gotten her to take out of his hand.
 
   Ninsianna stared at the woman in question. Progress? She'd hoped the woman would become less combative, not more. Instead, the strong-willed, raven-haired beauty had grown relentless about tormenting the other women in the harem. Sane? Not quite…  But at least she'd stopped cringing every time Ruax stepped into the room. 
 
   The moment the door shut, Apausha rose from his alcove.
 
   "Did you really just convince him that being hit by the woman was an ancient human mating ritual?" Apausha asked.
 
   Ninsianna batted her eyelashes in a show of mock-flirtation.
 
   "Why, Apausha?" Ninsianna spoke in her most sultry voice. "Doesn't every lady try to pluck out the tailfeathers of any man she's interested in."
 
   Apausha gave a barking laugh and then tasted the air. His dewlap transformed into the pink of a just-ripening pomegranate as his olfactory senses told him far more than Ninsianna probably wanted him to know.
 
   "I don't know how you do that," Apausha said. "But every time you flirt, not only does it look like you really like them, but it also tastes like it."
 
   Ninsianna sniffled.
 
   "I have no interest in the man."
 
   Apausha averted his gaze, an annoying habit the creature had of never making eye contact. She'd made great progress, explaining that to refuse to meet her gaze was considered an insult, but whenever he felt embarrassed, Apausha reverted to his old habit.
 
   "I did not imply that you did," Apausha said. "Merely that, to a casual observer, somehow your ability to convince others not only has a visual component, but also a biochemical one."
 
   Bi-o-kem-kill. That word meant nothing to her, but Apausha had explained that olfactory meant sense of smell. Mikhail had just said smell when he meant smell, but Apausha seemed eager expand her vocabulary. No, that wasn't true, Mikhail had tried to teach her tek-no-lo-gee as well, but she'd spurned the knowledge, arguing that She-who-is provided her with as much information as she needed.
 
   If only she had been less arrogant!
 
   "What does that magnificent tongue tell you, Lieutenant Apausha?" Ninsianna asked. She asked the question flirtatiously, but she was determined to learn no matter how much it made her head hurt.
 
   Apausha's pebbled green skin turned an interesting shade of brown, the color she had learned to interpret as a blush.
 
   "Well?" she demanded. If anyone had ever told her she would repay the creature of her nightmares by endlessly torturing him … with mortification … she would have told them they were crazy.
 
   "You smell like a female who has just gone into heat," Apausha said softly, the way a boy might do when asked if he'd eaten all of the figs. "And when you place your hand onto another woman and sing the song you use to concentrate, it smells like they have gone into heat as well, even though it is impossible because both of you are already pregnant."
 
   "I make them smell enticing, as well?" Ninsianna asked. "Are you certain the men are not just interested in me?" She realized that sounded vain. "I mean … are you sure you're not just smelling my scent?"
 
   "Oh, no," Apausha said. "Your scents are very specific. Somehow, when you encourage them to connect to the guards, something happens. I'm not sure what, exactly, but it's very entertaining to watch."
 
   "It's not like there's anything else to do around here," Ninsianna huffed. She leaned back and gestured to her petty kingdom. "How many is that we've gotten wrapped around our little baby fingers? Seventeen?"
 
   "Eighteen if you count Lerajie," Apausha said.
 
   "Oh, Lerajie was already wrapped the first moment he lay eyes upon me," Ninsianna laughed. She ran her hand through her lush, dark hair, remembering all the signals she'd been too unaware to recognize in her husband that she'd gotten him wrapped around her finger as well. 
 
   Her smile faded. Mikhail was dead.
 
   "Ninsianna, are you okay?" Apausha asked. The lizard-man's gold-green eyes were green with concern. From the way he tasted the air, her change of mood had also affected her scent.
 
   "I was just thinking about my husband," Ninsianna said. She gave him a sad smile. "I miss him. No matter how many of these men I entice, none of them will ever fill his shoes."
 
   The gentle movement inside her womb reminded her that while Mikhail was dead, but she must protect her son. If she was to defeat the Evil One, she must do so using her wits, not weapons. She stared at one of the 'tools' she'd been using to implement her plan.
 
   "How are you doing today, Hebat?" Ninsianna called to the frail, mousy-haired woman Lerajie favored. "Lerajie should be here any minute. Wouldn't you like to look pretty when Lerajie comes to visit you?"
 
   After three weeks of desensitizing the woman, they'd had their first major breakthrough only yesterday. Her name was Hebat, and they'd even managed to get her to speak a few words about her tribe called the Kheta before she'd retreated back into her shell.
 
   "Let me brush your hair, Hebat," Ninsianna said. She gave the woman her friendliest smile. "We shall brush the mats out, and then I will braid it so you look pretty. Lerajie really likes you, you know? If you keep accepting his gifts, I think we may yet convince him to take you out of here. Would you like that, Hebat? Would you like to go away from here?"
 
   The mousy-haired woman nodded; her expression a curious mixture of terror and hope.
 
   "Let's see if we can't get you to smile," Ninsianna said. "Just a bit of encouragement so he keeps coming back for more."
 
   She picked up the luxurious hairbrush which Lerajie had brought for his favorite. There was a deficit of baubles on this sky canoe which would catch a female's eye, but Ninsianna had encouraged the men to improvise. 
 
   "Perhaps Lerajie will bring you another gift?" Ninsianna said. Her words soothed the woman, but what always seemed to soothe her the most was whenever she brushed her hair.
 
   She closed her eyes and sang the sing-song chant her father had taught her to fortify her spirit light. She had always spurned the elaborate rituals her father needed to enter into the dreamtime. Why learn when She-who-is had simply given her everything she needed? But now that the Evil One had blocked her egress, she was forced to learn to use her 'non-dominant gift,' the abilities of an oh-so-ordinary shaman! 
 
   Kheta stopped cringing the moment Ninsianna touched the brush to her hair.
 
   "That's it," Ninsianna said. "Let me run my hands where the Evil One focused his damage and see how much of you is still inside?"
 
   As she brushed, she ran her free hand along the invisible, jagged edges where the Evil One had taken great bites out of the woman's spirit light. She imagined her song flowed into the jagged wounds like cool mud pressed into the cracks of a shattered vase. It was hard to put into words what she sensed the Evil One had done, but if she had to describe it, it was as though a man had tortured another man by cutting off his arms, his legs, his ears, his nose, and his tongue, and then for good measure also carved out his eyes, but left his torso intact so he could exclaim, 'see, I was merciful because I did not kill him.'
 
   Ninsianna shuddered. If she healed these women, would the Evil One only do it to them again? Would he do it to her? 
 
   'Of course he will…' her intuition whispered to her. Why else had he taken her alive? 
 
   She had to get out of here! She had to get them all out of here! 
 
   She finished brushing Hebat's hair and began to twist it into a braid, weaving in colorful wires Lerajie had brought to win her affections. 
 
   "Maybe Lerajie will bring another poem to read today?" Ninsianna said. "You like those, don’t you? I think he really means them."
 
   Lerajie liked to read to Hebat gentle, rhyming tales of love, some of which he had written himself. Hebat responded to his flowery expressions which Ninsianna suspected was the Lerajie sharing his spirit light in the only way he knew how. Hebat thrived under his attention. If poor, frail Hebat could heal, it gave Ninsianna hope the others would heal as well. 
 
   She glanced over at the ebony-skinned woman, who sat alone and had responded to no man, not even the gentle Lerajie. How was it that the one she'd thought would be the first to heal was also being the most stubborn?
 
   "Tell me, Hebat," Ninsianna focused on her patient. "What was your Mama's name? And your favorite pet when you were still a little girl?"
 
   "Taru," Hebat whispered, her eyes round like saucers.
 
   "Good," Ninsianna ran the brush through her hair. "Don't be afraid. Apausha is now on our side. But if you want these men to help you fight the Evil One, you must first trick them into falling in love with you so he will defend you with his life. Can you do that? Do you think you can help me make Lerajie love you?"
 
   Tears welled into Hebat's eyes along with more than a little fear as she nodded 'yes.’  Yes. Hebat was in there, and she understood, as Ninsianna did, that if they were ever to get out of here, they all had to work together and do things they didn't want to do.
 
   The door flew open. Ninsianna glanced over, expecting to see Lerajie; but it was Eligor. He strode straight towards her, his pale wings flared instead of tucked tightly against his back the way she'd taught the others. The women screamed and ran to the opposite end of the room. Hebat retreated to the depths of her bunk, whispering a prayer in her own language instead of the Kemet. Apausha kneeled instantly on the floor, his hands over his head in a gesture of surrender.
 
   Perhaps if Eligor hadn't borne that slight resemblance to her husband, or if Lerajie hadn't spent the last few weeks insisting that Eligor was his friend, she might have been afraid. But right now, Ninsianna was mad as hell! She stood up and glowered up at Eligor's too-tall form.
 
   "What is the meaning of this?"
 
   "You," Eligor grabbed her arm. "I have questions for you."
 
   "Get your hands off of me!" Ninsianna ripped her arm out of his grip and pointed at the woman now cowering in her bunk. "Look what you just did! It took me weeks to get her to speak to me, and now you've gone and terrorized her back into silence!"
 
   Eligor glanced over at Hebat, his expression every bit as unreadable as Mikhail's had been. Ninsianna raised her hand to slap him, but he caught it and manhandled her over to the chair which Apausha had just vacated.
 
   "Sit."
 
   Ninsianna glared up at him, but she did not dare push him too far. She sat down, grunting as her increased girth forced her to plop down like an awkward hippopotamus.
 
   Eligor pulled up a seat and sat down in front of her. He leaned forward, his expression still unreadable as he searched her eyes.
 
   "What?"
 
   "Lerajie said you made her talk." He looked not at poor Hebat, cowering in her bunk, but at her.
 
   "She was just talking until you barged in here," Ninsianna snapped. She slid her hand into her pocket to caress the sharp point of the tiny scissors she hoped to someday poke out his eye, his blue eyes, his blue eyes which were the same intense shade of blue her husband's had been that none of the other Angelics possessed. Her hand slid out of her pocket. She would not stab him unless she was forced to.
 
   "What did you do to her?" Eligor asked.
 
   "What do you mean, what did I do to her?"
 
   "What did you do to make her talk?"
 
   "I didn't do anything to her," Ninsianna said. "All I did was teach those idiots to stop barging in here and flaring their wings like predators."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "What do you mean, why?"
 
   "Why are you helping them?"
 
   "The women?"
 
   "No, the men. Why are you teaching them how to interact with your species?"
 
   "This doesn't have anything to do with them!" Ninsianna said. "These women were raped, and then you idiots keep coming in and re-traumatizing them! I'm just trying to teach them basic common sense!"
 
   Eligor sat more straightly in his chair. For the first time, that hardened, almost completely unreadable expression slipped and the man appeared concerned, although about what, she could not tell.
 
   "Lerajie said you can reach into a person who is broken and bring out the personality you want," Eligor said.
 
   Ninsianna's brow cleaved together with confusion.
 
   "What?"
 
   "Can you do it?" Eligor asked. "If you think somebody has been messed with and had their mind deliberately broken, can you reach in and, I dunno, strengthen the part of them that is good?"
 
   "I … I … I'm not sure what you're talking about."
 
   Eligor ran his fingers through his short, blonde hair which, other than the fact it was fair instead of dark, was the exact same haircut her husband had worn the day his sky canoe had first fallen from the heavens.
 
   "I guess it was too much to hope," Eligor muttered, "that maybe, somehow, I dunno, you could somehow help me reach the good twin?"
 
   Ninsianna stared at the man, utterly perplexed. Her mouth fell open as he rose and shoved his chair back beneath the table.
 
   "I'm sorry," Eligor said. He gestured towards the other women. "I won't barge in here again."
 
   He stalked back towards the door, pale wings held stiff against his back as though he had a mission to complete. Her intuition told her she must keep Eligor here and win him over.
 
   "The woman Lucifer married," Ninsianna called. "The one named Shahla. Her mind was broken after she lost her baby. Sometimes, it was as though I was dealing with two very different people."
 
   Eligor stopped, his back still turned to her. His pale wings settled against his back, but Ninsianna was schooled enough in Angelic behavior to detect the tremor which rippled through his feathers.
 
   "I almost reached her, you know," Ninsianna said. "I almost reached her before she turned me over to the Evil One. If I had, she would have stabbed him with the knife instead of Mikhail."
 
   Eligor turned, his wings tucked tightly against his back.
 
   "Why didn't you succeed?" Eligor asked. Beneath the mask, Ninsianna thought she could detect a hint of curiosity. "Why weren't you able to restore her humanity?"
 
   Ninsianna gave him a wistful look.
 
   "Because she coveted my husband and I was jealous," Ninsianna said. "So I refused to help her when it still might have made a difference."
 
   Eligor met her gaze and gave her a nod, although what, exactly he agreed with she was not certain. He pointed at poor, terrified Hebat cowering in her bunk.
 
   "Carry on," Eligor said. "And be discreet. Because if Zepar catches wind of what you're trying to do, not only will he shoot you out the airlock, but every man you have tempted with one of Lucifer's wives."
 
   He walked through the door and was gone, leaving Ninsianna with nothing but unanswered questions.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Late-January: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Mesopotamian Plain
 
    
 
   Gita
 
   Gita glanced over her shoulder at the darkening sky which settled east over Assur. To the people of the river, the western desert was a wasteland, a place where none dared travel except for bandits, mercenaries, and the tent-dwelling Halifians who they considered to be a little bit of both. To Gita, however, the desert was the obstacle between her miserable life now and the sheltered existence she had enjoyed as a little girl. How many times had she traveled out here to this land of the setting sun, as far as her waterskin and meager rations would allow, trying to get back to the paradise of the Temple? Only now that an opportunity had presented itself to shepherd her across, every step she took away from Assur made her feel as though she carved out a piece of her own heart.
 
   "How much further?" Gita asked Dadbeh.
 
   The wiry young man turned back to look at her. It was almost nightfall, and the setting sun had turned everything a pleasing shade of pink, accentuating his enormous ears and giving his long, slender face and mismatched eyes the appearance of a clever jackal. They had walked together two days, two nights, and another day, careful to make sure that no one had followed them.
 
   "By my estimate, we should be there by dusk," Dadbeh said. His eyes narrowed with concern. "Do you need to rest? You look deathly pale."
 
   Gita gave him a weak, forced smile. "As you said, a girl would do almost anything to catch a glimpse of Mikhail's legendary sky canoe."
 
   "Jamin told me your father made you walk to Assur when you first came to live with us," Dadbeh said.
 
   "He did," Gita said. "After my mother was killed 
 
   She did not care to tell him how many times her father had beaten her and how often Merariy had told her that if she didn't keep up, he would simply abandon her in the desert to die. Having watched her father bash her mother's skull in with a rock, she'd been too terrified to even cry. Towards the end they had run out of food, water, and even trade goods with which to resettle, causing them to be turned away from every tribe her father tried to ingratiate himself into. The last thing she remembered was falling down into a ravine, and when she had awoken, a black-eyed boy had been sitting next to her, his eyes red-rimmed from crying because he had just lost his mother, too.
 
   Oh, Jamin!
 
   How she hated him…
 
   Oh, how she missed him!
 
   Why, oh why, had he taken such an instant hatred to Mikhail?
 
   She glanced up at the horizon and, just for just a moment, she thought she saw Shahla standing there, holding her decrepit rag doll. She stumbled on a rock and almost fell. Dadbeh grabbed her elbow and steadied her.
 
   "I'm okay," Gita said. Pain forced her to clutch her chest which still oozed puss from beneath her bandages.
 
   "I should have listened to Menwi," Dadbeh spoke of the old Kemet woman. "She said whatever magic you are using to heal your wound, you need more time or you risk the infection returning."
 
   Gita glanced back at the pretty sunset, but the ghost of her childhood friend had disappeared. Perhaps Shahla had appeared to guide her? No! Gita did not want to go into the west! To the west, her mother was dead. To the north were lands were allied with the Ubaid who would turn her right back over to Immanu to be killed. To the south lay Uruk lands, the raiders who had stolen the Kemet's camels. There were no good choices. Only the lesser of bad ones. 
 
   She looked back at the darkening sky which roiled the east with ominous looking clouds. That was the direction her heart cried out to go even as her common sense told her it would be suicide. Each step she took away from Mikhail felt as though she tore out a piece of her own heart…
 
   Gita hung her head. Mikhail had never been hers to love. Her only future was to cross the desert with the Kemet.
 
   "We could just stop for a little while," Dadbeh said softly.
 
   "We don't have time." Gita stared at the way the sunset made the western landscape look as though a potter had painted it with a rich, pleasant ochre, a welcoming color, an invitation to the west. "The longer we wait to ambush the Uruk, the more likely they will sell the Kemet's camels."
 
   The Kemet's dilemma offered them a chance to ingratiate themselves to the traders and journey with them into new lands until they could find a village willing to welcome strangers. They trudged in silence, the only sound the ever-present wind, the steady gurgle of the stream which only ran with water during the rainy season, and the clink of their feet dislodging stones from the inhospitable soil. At last the silence grew too much for the garrulous Dadbeh to bear.
 
    "Is that why we've so often seen you coming back in from the wastelands?" Dadbeh asked. "Because you hoped to find your way home?"
 
   Gita could not meet his gaze. She knew what rumors the warriors had circulated amongst themselves; that she went out to meet with an unknown lover; that she was so ugly that no man would ever want her so she went out there to lay down with the hyenas; that she was a lilu who haunted the night and turned into a bat.
 
   "That's as far as I got each time I tried to run away," Gita said softly.
 
   Thus far the stream had cut deeply into the desert, but as it turned a corner, the plain around it hollowed out into a long, flat area that sloped gently towards an oasis. In this low place where the moisture pooled just beneath the soil, the land was green and full of sage bushes, anastatica flowers, and here and there the occasional acacia tree.
 
   "We're here," Dadbeh said.
 
   Gita scanned the bowl-shaped concavity. An object the size of a house pressed up against the rocky edifice where the land climbed back up unto the desert plain above. Even partially buried, the sky canoe reminded her of the great silver ark depicted in the cave paintings beneath the temple at Jebel Mar Elyas; magnificent, shiny, and reminiscent of the sun.
 
   "That's it?" Gita whispered.
 
   "It wasn't buried quite so much when it first fell from the heavens," Dadbeh said. "He must have worked all summer burying it in the rocks to camouflage it."
 
   They climbed down the hill, each helping the other through the prickly sagebrush and the wild roses which, this time of year, were in full bloom from the rain. The entire oasis felt as though they had just stepped into another world, a sheltered paradise carved by the goddess’ own hand to ease her Champion into their meagre human world.
 
   "Did he also cover it in those vines?" Gita asked. She pointed to lush, green leaves unlike anything she had ever seen.
 
   "That was Ninsianna's doing, I suspect," Dadbeh said. "She must have used her magic to whisper to the plants to grow."
 
   A pang of guilt ate at Gita's gut at the mere mention of her cousin's name. Because Ninsianna had not been there to attend to Mikhail, in her own mind she'd begun to convince herself that her cousin didn't really care about her husband. Ninsianna's jealous rages, the curt words they'd all overheard, the way they'd witnessed Ninsianna push her husband away. These plants, however? These plants spoke of a different story. That Ninsianna was gifted, was Chosen, was worthy of Mikhail's love while she, Gita, was a nothing. Unchosen. A girl with no gifts and even fewer talents.
 
   She looked to the west, a barren land, the obstacle which had always stood between her and the life she'd had before. It was better that she run away…
 
   They both grew silent as they approached the sky canoe, neither one wishing to violate the sacredness of this place. As she had dreamed that night the unknown goddess had told her to sing, Mikhail's sky canoe was larger than the temple of She-who-is. Gita reached through the painstakingly piled rocks to touch the sleek, smooth surface which reflected the magnificent pomegranate light of the setting sun. It felt cool to the touch, not hot as she had imagined it to be in her dream.
 
   "How does it work?" Gita asked.
 
   Dadbeh shrugged. "I have no idea. It was still smoldering from its descent the day we followed Jamin here. If it hadn't been, we never would have found it."
 
   "It's beautiful," Gita whispered, afraid to speak any louder in case doing so would be an affront to the gods. Tears sprung to her eyes. What a silly girl she was, to dream that such a creature would ever fall in love with her!
 
   Dadbeh beckoned to her like an excited little boy. 
 
   "The entrance is over here," Dadbeh said. "Mikhail rolled these boulders in front of it, but you are slender. Perhaps you might be able to slither in?"
 
   Gita stared doubtfully at the narrow crack which disappeared beneath the enormous rocks.
 
   "I will give it a try," she frowned. She poked her arm into the hole. The movement of air tickled the soft, dark hairs and made them stand on end.
 
   "Do you think you can fit?" Dadbeh asked.
 
   "There is only one way to find out," Gita said. She flattened out on her belly and wriggled into the hole, praying the pile wouldn't come crashing down upon her head. The boulders gripped at her and threatened to bury her alive, but then suddenly she was free, the crack grew larger and she was able to slither out onto a flat floor like a serpent into its lair.
 
   "Are you in?" Dadbeh called.
 
   Gita spat out the rock-dust and brushed the dirt off of her face and cloak. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust, but the setting sun shone through a large crack ran from the rock-laden entrance all the way up into the ceiling.
 
   Tears welled in her eyes. Even in the dim light, his sky canoe was exactly as she had seen inside of her dreams.
 
   "It should have been me out here in the desert that day," Gita whispered to the empty room. "If my father hadn't caught me and locked me in the grain cellar, it would have been me you met first and not my cousin Ninsianna."
 
   Gita began to sob.
 
   "Is everything okay in there?" Dadbeh called through the hole in the rocks.
 
   "Y-yes," Gita sniffled. She wiped her eyes and rubbed her nose upon her borrowed cloak. They had work to do. It was up to her to salvage weapons and implements to help them survive the raid to come.
 
   "What do you see?" Dadbeh called. His voice was muffled by the rocks and had a funny, distorted sound.
 
   "Only the outline of things," Gita said. "It's getting dark soon and there is very little light."
 
   "Mikhail borrowed some tallow lanterns a few days before he went away to the Regional Gathering of Chiefs," Dadbeh called through the hole. "My mother was quite unhappy he got himself stabbed and never returned any of them. Are they in there?"
 
   Gita fumbled around the nearly dark room. At last she found a table built into the wall and spied the outlines of a small clay lantern. From the familiar stench, there was still tallow inside of it.
 
   "Do you have a firestone and striker with you?" Gita called through the hole.
 
   "Hold on a moment," Dadbeh called. A moment later, he called again. "Here. I'm passing it through."
 
   Gita grabbed the rocks, wrapped up in a tiny leather pouch. She pulled out a clump of dried milkweed and placed the tallow lantern next to it so she could light the wick the moment the tinder ignited. Its small, cheerful golden flame shone into the darkness and illuminated strange, clean lines and unnatural shapes.
 
   "You got it?" Dadbeh called. He must have seen the light through the cracked ceiling, especially as it had grown dark outside.
 
   "It's lit," Gita said. "Though I don't know how much fuel it has."
 
   "Could you pass it back out again?" Dadbeh asked. "I found a small pile of firewood all piled up neatly down near the stream. I think I'd like to light a fire."
 
   "The lantern?"
 
   "The fire rocks."
 
   "Oh," Gita said. She passed the fire starter kit back out the hole, and then moved back, eager to explore. 
 
   "Do you have everything you need to set up camp?" Gita called out.
 
   "Of course!" Dadbeh's laugh filtered through the hole.
 
   "If you don't mind," Gita said, "I think I'll spend the night in here and explore. There's a big crack in the ceiling. When the sun rises again, I'll be able to see a little better. At least in this room."
 
   "You just don't want to crawl back through that hole," Dadbeh laughed, his voice reminding her of a jackal's yip.
 
   "Would you?"
 
   "No," Dadbeh said. "Why do you think I left without crawling inside?"
 
   Gita moved around the sky canoe, equating everything in it to a house since otherwise she had no point of reference. Two luxurious chairs faced a great window that had been buried in stone, but when she went to touch it, her hand stopped at a cold, clear barrier which prevented the rocks from falling in. There was a peculiarly shaped chair built to accommodate Mikhail's wings. She sat down and fiddled with the strange split wheel mounted on a pole that disappeared into the table, a pair of handles, and numerous shiny squares, all covered by the same magical clear barrier as the one holding out the rocks.
 
   She found a small, mummified flower, desiccated from lack of water, but at one point Mikhail must have decorated his sky canoe. She remembered Pareesa and the B-Team scouring the countryside the day before they had left for the regional gathering of chiefs. Mikhail had disappeared with Ninsianna, no doubt here to spend some time alone. Her hand trembled, causing some of the petals to fall off.
 
   "You are not for me," Gita said. She gently placed the flower back exactly where she had found it.
 
   She found more tallow lanterns in the next room and lit them to expose a tiny kitchen. On the table sat an Ubaid pottery crock, protected from hungry squirrels by a lid. She opened it and grabbed a handful of nuts, squeaking with pleasure as she cracked open a few to satiate the ever-present pang of hunger, and then passed the rest through the hole for Dadbeh. She felt a twang of remorse for stealing Mikhail's food, but once he was well enough to fly out here, he could fly home just as easily to get himself some supper.
 
   Curious to explore, she lit a second lantern and wandered into the next room. Two auroch-sized shapes loomed up out of the darkness. Their shadows reared as she moved the flickering, yellow light; ominous creatures, guardians about to charge.
 
   Gita shrieked and backed away. 
 
   The shadows of the beasts crouched down as she backed out of the stable.
 
   "Are you okay, Gita?" Dadbeh's voice filtered in from the front.
 
   Her heart pounding, Gita lifted her lantern to examine the two enormous beasts which stood sentry in the middle of the stable. She expected the creatures to run at her, but they stood unmoving, the only hoof beats the pounding of her own, panicked heart. When they did not charge her she grew bold and stepped back into the room to examine them. They were golems, comprised of the same substance which made up Mikhail's sword, only instead of leather straps, there were tubes and reeds which harnessed them to the wall. One of the beasts had been smote and disemboweled, it's hard, cold skin pulled back to reveal its intestines.
 
   Gita marveled at how the strange innards of the beasts differed from the soft, bloody entrails of an earth animal. She reached into its ribcage and touched the juncture where two windpipes came together to feed something which looked to be a stomach. Her hand came away dripping with blood. She sniffed it, but instead of copper, it had a peculiar, bitumen stench. These creatures were dead. The lizard people had slain these poor beasts and left Mikhail with no way to propel his sky canoe home.
 
   "Gita?" Dadbeh called again. "You never answered. Are you okay?"
 
   "It's nothing," Gita called back to Dadbeh. "I was just startled. That's all."
 
   She rummaged through the stable, searching for weapons they could use to help them steal back the Kemet's camels. She recognized the smaller items he'd left lying on the floor were tools, not so very dissimilar to those wielded by the flintknapper. As her hands moved over each item, she could almost picturing Mikhail using them to lay his hands upon the great beasts and attempt to heal them the same way that she had healed him. 
 
   Not one of these artifacts looked like the firestick Mikhail kept forever strapped to his hip. With a sigh, Gita picked up her lantern and stepped deeper into the sky canoe, through another doorway, and paused to light the lantern which had been carefully placed inside. She had spent so long with him in her uncle's house that, after a time, she'd begun to think of that room as her room, but as the gentle, golden light flared up from the lantern and illuminated this room…
 
   "Oh, Mikhail, what have I done?" 
 
   In the center sat a magnificent bed, large enough for two people to sleep side-by-side, even a man with wings. Dozens of tallow lanterns dotted every flat surface, and here and there were more dried, wilted flowers, the ones Mikhail had used to woo his wife. Their marital bed was even more magnificent than the beds she remembered from the temple as a child, and on the top lay the softest blanket she had ever seen, with two pillows so large and soft they reminded her of clouds sliding across the winter sky.
 
   She crawled up onto the bed and pressed her face into the pillow. It had been some time since he'd been here, but she could still detect his scent blended with Ninsianna's, the woman Mikhail had thought she was when he'd lain at the threshold of death.
 
   Self-loathing tore through her gut and crushed her chest and made it hard for her to breathe. Wrong! What she had done was wrong! She had stolen something while he'd been too weak and sick to not understand she was not his wife, and even if she had known beforehand her act would heal him, he would have refused rather than betray his wife. She was everything her father had always called her. A whore! She was nothing but a temple whore! Her only option was to flee into the west so that Mikhail would never find out what she had done.
 
   She sobbed until at last she fell asleep.
 
   A strange, tall man stood before her, four-armed and with features that were alien and stern. From the brilliant blue light which radiated out of his robe, she knew this must be the God of War, but he did not seem to be angry with her; in fact, Gita thought she could detect compassion.
 
   "To keep Mikhail safe, you must disappear," Bishamonten said. 
 
   "If I do," Gita said, "then how shall I ever prove my innocence?"
 
   "As long as you remain within reach of his enemies," Bishamonten said, "they will use you, the same way they tried to use Ninsianna to kill him."
 
   "Mikhail does not know that I exist," Gita said.
 
   The old god's ant-like mandibles drooped in an expression the appeared to be regret … and guilt. 
 
   "Sometimes, you must look to the greater good," Bishamonten said.
 
   Tears welled in Gita's eyes, the tears she had shed every single moment since he had fallen.
 
   "How can I leave him," Gita's voice warbled, "when every fiber of my being cries out to keep him near?"
 
   The old god twisted the edge of his robe, thoughtful, guilty, and pensive. For a moment, it appeared as though he listened to a distant voice, and when he looked back at her, his antennae tilted forward.
 
   "Amongst the Uruk is a man who has information which can help resolve some of the issues which have divided your village," Bishamonten said. "If you capture this man alive, you can force him to bear witness on your behalf."
 
   "We came here to find weapons," Gita said.
 
   "The weapons you seek are gone," Bishamonten said. "But there are other items a clever person might use to help them gain an advantage."
 
   The old god led her through the sky canoe, pointing out implements which could be adapted to help her get back the Kemet's camels.
 
   She woke up disoriented, her chest wound humming with the Song and the lingering impression she had slept ensconced within Mikhail's magnificent, dark wings. The tallow lanterns flickered gently, not a bastion against the dark, but a safe place where darkness and light could meet. In her hand lay a small, dark feather about the size of her palm. She ran it against her cheek and touched the tiny grey speckles. After six weeks of tending to him, she knew exactly where on his wing this feather had been molted, a tender spot only a lover would know.
 
   "Thank you," she whispered to the old God of War. He had been with her, she realized, since the Kemet had pulled her body from the river.
 
   The elderly Kemet woman had given her a small, leather pouch; a medicine bag to wear over her heart to help her transmute the venom she had absorbed from Mikhail's body and drawn into her own. She kissed the feather and tucked it into the bag, swearing she would carry it there until the day she died.
 
   Focusing on the source of strength she now recognized surrounded her like the red cloak she had donned to deceive Mikhail, she went into the room that contained the great, dark bulls. It was not these creatures she needed to smite the Uruk, but the small, cold box he'd left beneath one which contained the implements like Mikhail's sword.
 
   "Once we have recaptured the Kemet's camels," Gita whispered to the long, slender pointy object the old god had told her was a screwdriver, "I shall make sure you find your way back into his hands."
 
   Gathering up the other items she had been shown, she passed them out the hole to Dadbeh, who had set a watch outside the entrance, and then went back through the sky canoe, setting everything else back exactly the way she had found it. This cold, sharp world was the one from whence Mikhail had arrived, but deep in her gut, she hoped the reason he protected them was that once upon a time, he had come from a world not too different from hers?
 
   "So?" Dadbeh asked the moment she emerged from the hole. "What was it like?" His jackal-thin face sparkled with curiosity.
 
   "It was like a house," Gita gave him a cryptic smile. "Only shinier."
 
   She hoped it wasn't too obvious to Dadbeh she'd been crying.
 
   "Help me fill this back in," Dadbeh pointed at the hole.
 
   Together they shoved the smaller rocks back in between the boulders, and then filled that in with rubble and sand until it looked exactly the way Mikhail had left it.
 
   "Look," Gita pointed. "The morning star has risen, just ahead of the dawn."
 
   They stared east towards the inky blackness which had settled over the horizon where lay Assur. Gita made her decision. She would go back there. She would clear her name. She would go back to exist in Mikhail's shadow, to watch over him, to be near her husband of a single night, because each step she took away from him felt as though she tore out a piece of her own heart and fed it to some evil god.
 
   The morning star beckoned, laying a slender path of light across the desert floor. They headed east, back into the direction where she knew, eventually, the sun would rise once more.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Late-January: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Sata'an Forward Operating Base
 
    
 
   Jamin
 
   Jamin pressed his hand against the cold, square stone of Shahla's tomb, polished to a sheen no Ubaid mason could ever hope to achieve, and adjusted the bouquet of early spring Hellebore he'd brought back from his latest hunting trip. It was ironic how, when Shahla had been alive, never once had he thought to bring a woman a flower or a gift. It had always been them trying to catch his eye, at least not until he'd met Ninsianna; but now that she was dead, he brought Shahla something every day, just for an excuse to talk to someone from his childhood. The clomping of boots marching in formation towards the sky canoes intruded into his introspective moment. 
 
   "Hey! Fur face! You going to grace us with your presence?"
 
   Jamin glanced up at his Catoplebas friend, Private Katlego, and rubbed his hand along his now-hairless jaw, thanks to the wonderful tek-no-lo-gee called a razor. He gave the burly, boar-man who'd become his fast hunting companion and friend a grin.
 
   "You're just jealous because its winter and you're cold!" Jamin said. He tucked the flowers into the lee of the brisk wind which blew off the Akdeniz Sea and rose to his feet, arm outstretched to shake Katelego's hand.
 
   Katlego snorted and curled his lip to exaggerate his tusk-like teeth. The creature's coloring had turned ruddy from the crisp, cold morning which had dipped low enough so that his breath bore the faintest hint of steam.
 
   "You think this is cold," Katlego laughed. "You should see what it's like on your polar ice caps!"
 
   Rather than take the bait and ask something stupid like 'what is a polar ice cap?' Jamin pulled out his magical teaching flatscreen and tapped his finger on the translation program.
 
   "Define polar ice cap," Jamin asked.
 
   "A polar ice cap is ice at the far north or south of a planet," a pleasant, disembodied voice said in the hissing Sata'anic language. "On Earth, the polar ice caps are here and here."
 
   The magic teaching device showed a picture of the Sata'anic base as if it was seen by a soaring bird. It flew upwards until the sea resembled a lake buried in a larger landmass surrounded by even bigger seas, and then the bird flew north to where the land turned to solid ice. He'd heard legends that in the far north the snow blanketed the earth, but he'd never actually seen that much snow. The closest he'd ever come was the Zagros Mountains where the peaks wore snow in the early spring. 
 
   "I'd sure like to see that someday," Jamin said. He touched the flatscreen, forcing the small tutorial to rewind until it got to the point Kasib had explained he viewed their homeworld from the heavens. It was blue and round, so very small and fragile. He found himself pulling up that image often and contemplating the odd sense of protectiveness he felt for that pretty blue orb which Shay'tan viewed as a possession.
 
   "You'd like to see a lot of things," Katlego laughed. His words came out like a pig-like oink. "Me? I'd just like to see Kasib stop riding on our asses."
 
   They both glanced over to where the small, slender lizard flitted nervously from platoon to platoon with his inventories, giving orders and making sure everybody had what they needed to crack skulls and grab the goodies. Jamin's hand slid down to caress his pulse rifle in its holster. He'd gotten a stern lecture about only teaching their Catoplebas and Marid brothers to hunt using primitive weapons instead of modern ones, a sure sign the lizards were low on ammunition.
 
   "How bad is it?" Jamin asked.
 
   "They never tell us that kind of stuff until we're already desperate," Katlego lowered his voice. "But Specialist Iyad? He was waiting to get chewed out by General Hudhafah and overheard him tell Kasib that if you don't succeed in getting your people to capitulate, we will have no choice but to exterminate them."
 
   A thrill of fear rippled down into Jamin's gut paired with its opposing emotion, a fleeting sense of 'good … they deserve it.'  All his life he'd wanted to rule his people and protect them, not kill them. Whether or not Lucifer ever came back to give him his promised prize, he intended to get that dominion, one way or another. 
 
   "I brought Kasib back half the granary of each village to the north and east," Jamin said. "Did you guys eat through that already?"
 
   "Those granaries were paltry," Katlego sighed. He glanced over at their lizard buddy, Specialist Iyad, who was in the process of being chewed out by the high strung Kasib for depleting the charge of his pulse rifle while fishing earlier today. "Me and the rest of the skull crackers? We'll eat anything. But the lizards? They're pretty picky. Usually we're the ones who run out of stuff to eat before the lizards."
 
   "I thought the Príomh-Aire was supposed to call off his dogs?" Jamin asked. Kasib had always been dodgy about the details of just why their fat lizard king had showed up with their enemy leader, but the word amongst the lower-ranking men was there was a well-known trade deal they hoped the Príomh-Aire would negotiate on their behalf.
 
   Katlego lowered his voice.
 
   "Whatever he was doing here," Katlego said, "you can be certain it was out-of-the-know of his immortal father, the Eternal Emperor Hashem."
 
   Jamin gave a noncommittal nod. He had attempted such trade deals with the Halifians, the Amorites, even the Uruk tribe, all deals his idiot father had spurned. Whatever the Alliance Príomh-Aire's motives, Lucifer had taken Ninsianna and left him behind to rot. If he now earned the lizard's trust, it wasn't because of anything Lucifer had done, but in spite of it. 
 
   "If you ask me," Katlego oinked, "there's something fishy going on."
 
   Jamin fell into line behind the other Sata'anic soldiers. Kasib was eager to harness his skill as a hunter of local game. Rumor had it the lizards had been carving up the kill and distributing it to the village-dwellers to keep them cooperative.
 
   "Uh-oh," Katlego whispered. His flat snout wrinkled up into an expression of worry. "Here comes Hudhafah himself."
 
   The burly lizard general strode across the landing field. He was broad-shouldered and fierce, with a deep red dewlap and golden dorsal ridge filled with dangerous spikes.
 
   "At ease," Hudhafah growled. He moved to stand in front of Jamin.
 
   Jamin forced himself not to show any fear. He'd grown fairly comfortable around the species that made up Shay'tan's armies, but the general still made him nervous. The fact the lizard towered over him by nearly a cubit and outweighed him by thrice didn't help matters.
 
   "You know the stakes riding on your success?" Hudhafah asked.
 
   Jamin glanced over at the anxious Kasib. The lizard had been acting squirrelly ever since he'd noticed they were seriously short on supplies. Kasib's gold-green eyes widened, as if fearful Jamin would say something to piss the general off. 
 
   "You need Ubaid fields," Jamin said. "But you need people to work those fields just as badly. Unless you think they will spend months on end, doubled over in the fields," he pointed his thumb directly at Katlego, "wouldn't it make more sense to keep them alive?"
 
   "My men will do what I tell them to do," Hudhafah growled.
 
   "All while fending off Ubaid attacks?" Jamin asked. "From a rocky landscape filled with caves and ravines which they know, but you know not?" A peculiar feeling of pride fluttered in his chest. 
 
   "The Angelic is dead."
 
   "He is," Jamin said. "But the Ubaid fought to hang onto those fields long before you came along, and the Angelic already passed along much of his knowledge of tactics. One man's death won't change anything if you're so heavy-handed that you inspire the Ubaid to unite."
 
   Hudhafah grunted, and then tasted the air to see if he was full of shit. The general's snout curved up into a grim smirk, exposing sharp fangs.
 
   "I need those fields, with or without you," Hudhafah said. He leaned forward and hissed into Jamin's ear. "We've gone past the time we should have built levies to alter the inefficient seasons you plant and harvest … this year … but by next autumn, it won't matter whether we have people to plant those fields. Reinforcements will have arrived, along with the machines we need to do the work for us. So if you want your people to remain relevant to the Empire, you will find a way to make them submit."
 
   The general lumbered over to bark orders at Sergeant Dahaka. Jamin glanced over at Private Katlego, trying his hardest to pretend he hadn't been ready to piss his brand new combat fatigues.
 
   "You may be a skinny little piece of shit," Katlego bared his tusks in a grin, "but you're the ballsiest sonofabitch I've ever met. I ain't never seen nobody backtalk the general like that since the time I saw him go hand-to-hand against a Leonid."
 
   Jamin gave the man a thin smile. Never had anybody ever used the words skinny or little to describe him, but compared to the hulking Sata'anic soldiers, he was a skinny little piece of shit. He'd been forced to switch tactics while training with his newfound brothers from that of an alpha-male to using the stealth he normally only needed when hunting an auroch or a lion. 
 
   "It wasn't backtalk," Jamin said. "I merely pointed out the obvious."
 
   Sergeant Dahaka bellowed at his men. 
 
   "Alright you pansies! Quit your yapping and get moving!"
 
   Jamin lined up, a small, swarthy piece of meat amongst the much larger lizard people, pig-men, blue Marid, and a smattering of other species which he really hadn't gotten a chance to know all that well. The platoon commanders crammed them into the transport shuttles like potted meat. 
 
   "Two ships?" Jamin whispered to Specialist Iyad. "Not just one?"
 
   "This is nothing!" the lizard answered with worried hiss. "Normally they would send three ships on a mission such as this, one to land and two to provide cover fire."
 
   Specialist Iyad reached up to grab a wrist-strap and braced himself against one of the poles. Usually during takeoff and landing the lizards wanted everybody buckled in, but today there were far more soldiers than seats. Jamin frowned. Why only two when there were so many sky canoes sitting idly on the ground? He'd picked up on the fact the lizards were short on food, supplies and ammunition, but if the magic which made their sky canoes fly was also low, pretty soon there would be little advantage except for the Sata'anic soldiers larger size and training.
 
   No. Not the training. Mikhail had taken that advantage away from the lizard people by teaching his people how to work together as an army. The only advantage his new friends had was size and steel, but they were vastly outnumbered. If the humans realized that, the lizards were in for a world of trouble.
 
   Sergeant Dahaka came shoving through the tangle of bodies, barking orders as he went. He stopped in front of Jamin.
 
   "You. Sit. Hudhafah wants you strapped in."
 
   Jamin glanced at his comrades and noted the look which passed between them. All his life he'd been trained to display his birthright as the Chief's son by the clothing he wore, the way he acted, and the way the lesser villagers were expected to defer to him. Amongst the lizard people, however, such displays of being set above a similar-ranking soldier were despised. The only currency amongst Sata'anic citizens was service to Shay'tan and bravery in the face of death.
 
   "I will stand the same as the others, if you don't mind," Jamin said.
 
   "You will do as ordered," Dahaka growled, but Jamin thought he detected a pleased glint in the sergeant's gold-green eyes. "These are Hudhafah's orders. If we land rough and you break a leg, we'll have no choice but to attack the humans instead of negotiating with them. If you want to stand on the way home, that's fine by me."
 
   Jamin noted the way the other foot soldiers around him relaxed. Private Katlego wrinkled up his flat pig's nose in mock disdain, but from his grin, nobody was going to hold it against him.
 
   "As you ordered, Sir," Jamin said to the big lizard sergeant. He pushed his way to the cold, metal hull of the sky canoe and asked a lizard to give up his seat because that was what Dahaka ordered. The displaced lizard gave him a cold stare.
 
   "Thanks … I owe you one," Jamin said. "You can have my seat on the way home."
 
   The sky canoe began to shudder as the pilots lit the fires in the engines, twin devices Jamin could only comprehend as stoking up a fire in an enormous oven. 
 
   'Prepare for lift off,' a voice said via the magic speaker box.
 
    Jamin gripped his safety harness and hoped he didn't hurl. The noise from the engines became almost deafening, and then the entire vessel lurched upwards. He chuckled, more to distract himself from the sensation of terror within his gut, but with that fear had come a new emotion lately. Exhilaration. 
 
   His thoughts turned to what it would take to convince the lizard people to bring him with them when they left. The flatscreen tutor told him everything he wanted to know about Earth and lots of glorious propaganda about how wonderful life would be under Sata'anic rule, but Jamin wanted more. He wanted to see these heavenly things for himself. If Lucifer came back, would he carry him into the heavens the same way he had carried Ninsianna?
 
   The sky canoe banked steeply, drawing Jamin out of his thoughts.
 
   'Approaching target village,' the voice in the ceiling said. 'T-minus eight minutes.'
 
   "You heard the man!" Sergeant Dahaka bellowed. "Spill out in two staggered columns to flank the ship, and then form up into an extended echelon, three rows deep. We're going to try to reason with them, but if they come at us, we're going to hit 'em so hard they don't ever do it again."
 
   The lizards tightened the special clothing that could prevent most primitive weapons from piercing their heart and pulled on the hats they called flak helmets. The lizards had scoffed at human spears until Jamin had shown them just how effective the weapon could be in the right hands. Dahaka shot him an evil green eye. With a frown, Jamin tied shut his own special vest even though he hated the thing because it was too big and reduced his mobility to fight.
 
   'Three - two - one,' the voice in the ceiling counted down as the sky canoe began that gentle rocking motion Jamin now associated with landing. There was a gentle bump. 'We are on the ground.'
 
   The back ramp whirred down. Jamin yanked on the buckle to free himself from the seat harness and pulled up the hood of his long, black trench coat.
 
   "Move! Move! Move!" Sergeant Dahaka shouted.
 
   The sea of Sata'anic soldiers poured out of the ship like angry green ants swarming out of a hive. Jamin unstrapped the safety strap on his pulse rifle and flipped off the safety. He'd figured out pretty quick that the last thing Kasib wanted him to do was fire the thing. All those times he had taunted Mikhail because the man had refused to fire his pulse rifle a second time, and now he understood why.
 
   He puffed himself up to make himself appear as large as he could, and then strode down the ramp like a conquering general, a show that had worked well for all the other villages he'd helped the Sata'an subdue. Before them rose the walls of Nineveh, tall and imposing, a large, circular island which rose out of the alluvial plain at the confluence of the Hiddekel and Khosr Rivers. Jamin posed just out of arrow range and waited for the most powerful village in Ubaid territory to give him its answer. Submit … or die.
 
   The men grew silent as they waited for someone to come and give them their answer. Long, forked tongues flitted out to lick the air. Jamin could almost taste the bloodlust which rippled through Shay'tan's men. While not a vicious people, the entire Sata'anic culture was built upon the engine of war. 
 
   The great, wooden gate swung open. Out strode a group of Ninevians, arranged into a defensive square with a single, tall figure in its center. The group of warriors moved out halfway and then stopped.
 
   Jamin stepped forward and signaled the other soldiers to move the front three echelons forward with him, one row kneeling, one standing, and the third row slipping through their ranks, one row at a time as the entire defensive line moved closer to where Qishtea stood. This close to Nineveh's walls they were within bow range, but Qishtea didn't know their second ship had landed at the crest of the ridge and had its pulse cannon aimed at Nineveh's walls.
 
   The Nineveh chief stepped forward, his hair cascading in dark ringlets down to his shoulders and his hirsute beard oiled and curled, decorated by beads as befit his rank. Despite his finery, Jamin could detect the glint of fear.
 
   "Greetings," Jamin stepped closer. He opened his arms just far enough to convey his hands were empty. "I gave you one turn of the moon, and so it has come to pass that the moon has grown dark and then she has returned to give us light again. So what say thee? Shall you accept the blessings of Shay'tan?" Jamin made the Sata'anic prayer-gesture of touching his fingertips to his forehead, his heart and his lips. "Or shall my brothers be forced to bring your village to its knees?"
 
   "You come to me with a lizard's forked tongue, claiming to be a man of honor," Qishtea's brown eyes glittered with anger, "and yet you bring weapons to tear down Nineveh's walls?"
 
   "Would you submit otherwise?" Jamin gave him a false smile.
 
   Qishtea's lips curled up into a sneer. "You know I would rather die."
 
   Jamin's cheek twitched. This did not bode well. He glanced up at the wall, where he was certain an arrow was aimed for his heart. He prayed the archer was a capable one, and that her aim would be true and not veer off to hit him someplace he was unprotected.
 
   "Perhaps," Jamin said evenly. "But what about your people? What about their lives?"
 
   "I have heard about the fate of those who serve Shay'tan," Qishtea hissed. "Our women, enslaved? Two-thirds of our grain gone to feed a distant empire? All of our young people conscripted to serve in Shay'tan's armies for the first twenty years of their lives?"
 
   Jamin met his old adversary's gaze.
 
   "And what of the good things service to Shay'tan can bring?" Jamin asked. "Did not Kuaya bring to you tales of all the wonders she has seen?"
 
   "Material things," Qishtea spat. "Trinkets to bribe a man to sell his soul to the devil." His eyes grew hard, the look of a bull moments before it charged. "You can go to hell!"
 
   The arrow came, exactly as he expected it, and hit him full in the chest. Jamin yelped as it knocked him backwards onto his ass. 
 
   Qisthea leaped forward, the sword Jamin had given him the last time he was here drawn, and swung it down to decapitate him.
 
   Jamin rolled.
 
   Qishtea stared at him in surprise.
 
   Jamin yanked the ornate bejeweled knife Lucifer had given him out of its holster and rolled back to his feet, the knife held in front of him like a street fighter. 
 
   With a bloodthirsty shout, the lizard people opened fire on the warriors. Jamin noted with satisfaction the way his men wasted not a single precious shot, but that each Sata'anic soldier had selected a different target and dropped them with knife-sharp precision, leaving only the leader for him to deal with, a statement of their belief in him; that despite his small size and primitive origins, that they believed him to be capable of the same code of honor.
 
   "How?" Qishtea asked. "I saw you take an arrow in the heart."
 
   "Didn't I tell you?" Jamin gave a sharp laugh like a bark. "Service to Shay'tan makes you invulnerable."
 
   Qishtea launched himself at Jamin.
 
   Jamin dodged the awkward motion of the sword. While he was not all that proficient with the weapon himself, Sergeant Dahaka had made him practice just enough that he wouldn't end up on the wrong end of one during the all-too-frequent Catoplebas and Marid brawls.
 
   He slammed down the butt-end of his knife handle on the back of Qishtea's neck. Qishtea fell. Jamin grabbed the Ninevian by his long, black hair and rammed his knee into between the man's shoulder blades.
 
   "Either you order your village to submit," Jamin pressed the knife against Qishtea's throat. "Or I shall cut off your head and mount it to a pike in front of your own walls!"
 
   "Then I shall rise from the dead," Qishtea panted. "Just as Mikhail has done."
 
   The words filtered into Jamin's bloodlust like sharp little rat claws.
 
   "Wh-what?"
 
   "Mikhail lives!" Qishtea hissed. "So long as I hold what he stands for within my heart, I shall live forever, and nothing this dragon-god you worship does can ever defeat me!"
 
   Jamin dug the knife into Qishtea's throat. Something warm and wet poured down onto his hand. Blood. Qishtea's blood. But while he twitched in pain, Qishtea did not cry out but embraced his imminent death.
 
   "My own father told me Mikhail was dead," Jamin hissed. "Just before I left him to die."
 
   "Your father lives," Qishtea said. "As does Mikhail. For they held a funeral for him on the winter solstice, and then when the first rays of dawn came, Mikhail rose up from his deathbed, healed."
 
   Qishtea closed his eyes and waited for the killing cut. A cold hand touched his arm. Jamin looked up. In front of them kneeled Shahla, clutching her decrepit rag doll, her eyes filled with tears.
 
   "Shahla?" Jamin whispered.
 
   "What about her?" Qishtea hissed. "I told the slattern the child could not be mine!"
 
   Jamin glanced up at Shahla, who had taken on that same terrified defensive crouch she had made the day he had beat her, the day his fury had caused her to lose the infant that no one wanted. That image caused his blood lust to retreat. He thought of a day right around the time when Shahla would have conceived, when Gita had lured him into Qishtea's house during a trading delegation to walk in on Shahla having an intimate moment with the Nineveh heir apparent. 
 
   "You swore to me you had not lain down with him when I took you back!" Jamin shouted at Shahla's ghost.
 
   Shahla writhed on the ground and screamed, silently, always silently, for never once did Shahla make a sound.
 
   "Do you even know who the baby's father was?" 
 
   Shahla pointed at Qishtea…
 
   Beneath him, Qishtea lurched and tried to make a break for it. Jamin pulled Qishtea's hair so that his neck bent back far enough that Jamin could see his eyes. He removed the blade from Qishtea's throat and poked it into his cheek just beneath his eye.
 
   "Because of you," Jamin hissed at him with hatred, "I was banished and Shahla lost her baby. Your baby. Not mine!"
 
   A single tear welled in the corner of Qishtea's eyes.
 
   "Laum came to my father," Qishtea choked, "and claimed his daughter was with child. I did not believe him. Everybody knew that Shahla only lay down with me because she wanted to make you jealous."
 
   Jamin glanced over at the wraith kneeled next to him, her hand touching his arm, her expression pleading. As much as he wanted revenge, Shahla did not wish for him to kill her former lover.
 
   Jamin bent forward to whisper in Qishtea's face.
 
   "I did not touch her until after the summer solstice," Jamin said. "The child was yours. And I killed it because I thought it was Mikhail's."
 
   He slammed down Qishtea's face into the rock, and then rose to kick him again and again. 
 
   "Just kill me," Qishtea whispered through his battered and bloody face. "Just kill me and be done with it."
 
   Jamin glanced up at the walls, the tall Nineveh walls which no tribe had ever been able to breach. Something inside of him turned cold and rancid. To a Sata'anic citizen, to be taken captive or defeated with dishonor was a far greater punishment than to be condemned to die.
 
   "I came to make you submit to Sata'anic law," Jamin said coldly. "And so you shall."
 
   He grabbed Qishtea by the hair and forced him to look at his village through his bloody and swollen eyes as he gave the order to take down Nineveh's walls
 
   "Open fire," Jamin spoke into the tiny, magic speaker in his collar.
 
   With a horrific roar that sounded like an earthquake blended with lightning and an entire herd of auroch stampeding, the sky canoe on the ridge fired its pulse cannon, just one shot, but that was all it took. The entire eastern wall of Nineveh collapsed into the water. With a bloodthirsty shout, the lizard people streamed past him in a parade of explosions he was too numb to hear, past the bodies of Nineveh's now-deceased elite warriors who'd been easily picked off by Sata'anic weapons, an ignominious end for men accustomed to fight to the death. 
 
   Screams filled the air, along with the stench of lightning and burned flesh as the ordinary foot-soldiers moved forward under the command of Sergeant Dahaka, shooting any man who came at them as they made a beeline straight for the temple granary. Through all this, he forced Qishtea to watch, held his head and shook it to make sure the man did not lose consciousness until the screaming had stopped and the only sound was shouts of victory and the terrified wailing of the survivors.
 
   He stared at the now-vacant space where he had seen the ghost of Shahla. Had she gone because she was now at peace? Or was she just gone for now? It was hard to tell, whether he ever really saw her, or if his mind had conjured her up out of loneliness and guilt. Qishtea, he realized, had passed out quite some time ago.
 
   He rubbed the back of his hand across his mouth and tasted blood, Qishtea's blood, and then checked out the magic vest Dahaka had insisted he wear today, the one that had saved his life from an arrow.
 
   Damn his chest hurt like hell!
 
   Private Katlego came striding out of the city pushing a magic carpet they called a hovercart laden down with bushels of precious grain. The pig-man curled back his snout and gave him a pleased grin.
 
   "Two-thirds of their grain," Katlego said. "A perfect tribute for Shay'tan."
 
   Jamin stared at his opponent who he knew was still alive by the rise and fall of his back.
 
   "Take it all," Jamin stared into the vanquished village with a cold stare. "Take every last grain and bit of food they have, including the stores they have inside their houses. You will find them hidden beneath the floors, and also in giant jars."
 
   "What about him?" Katlego pointed at Qishtea.
 
   Jamin knelt next to his unconscious enemy, the one he had not killed because a ghost had begged him not to.
 
   "If he's going to submit," Jamin hissed. "The first thing he needs to do is look like one of us."
 
   With a few delft strokes of the beautiful, jeweled knife bequeathed upon him by Lucifer, Jamin scraped off Qishtea's pride and joy, the dark ringlets and beard which caused every woman in Ubaid territory to throw themselves into his bed. He did so ungently, and when he was done, Qishtea's face and scalp was riddled with scars in all the places Jamin had shaved him down to the bare flesh.
 
   He rose and held the black locks and beard in his fist, still filled with gold and lapis beads. He held it out to the place where Shahla no longer stood, but she did not reappear to take his gift. He stood there, numb, as the lizard people made trip after trip into the village to deplete it of the food they needed to survive the remainder of the winter. Let Qishtea oversee the leadership of that and see how long he was favored by his people when they were starving?
 
   Kuaya came out accompanied by Nineveh's shaman, hands held over his head. Jamin recognized Zartosht, the most ancient shaman in Ubaid territory. He was an old man, stooped with age, his eyes rheumy and clouded with cataracts, but the man possessed a mind as sharp as a well-crafted obsidian blade, and within that mind were many secrets, including stories about how their people had come to reside so far from Shay'tan's empire. Jamin gestured for the soldiers not to kill him.
 
   "What do you want, shaman?" Jamin asked.
 
   "Do you not understand what you do, son of Kiyan?" the old shaman asked. "This grain belongs to She-who-is."
 
   "She-who-is must pay her tribute same as everybody else," Jamin stated flatly.
 
   "You must not do this," Zartosht's voice warbled. "Our people will starve."
 
   "As Qishtea left me to starve rather than speak up after I was banished for his crime?" Jamin said.
 
   "If you steal this grain," Zartosht said. "She-who-is will no longer look upon you with favor."
 
   "I am already damned," Jamin said, "and I stopped being HER favorite the day her Chosen One spurned me for the winged demon."
 
   "Mikhail is stronger than you are," the ancient shaman said. "And someday he shall defeat you and your spawn of Hades. Just you see! Someday Mikhail will crush you beneath his boot!"
 
   Jamin shrugged. "Perhaps. But that does not change the fact that we are taking all of your grain." He turned to two Sata'anic soldiers who had just deposited baskets of grain into the shuttle. "Take this one back into the village and lock him up inside his house so he doesn't do something stupid, like try to fight us."
 
   "Aye, Sir," the two soldiers said. They grabbed Zartosht by the arm and hauled the old man away, still shouting that She-who-is would get him.
 
   Jamin turned to Kuaya, whose eyes were filled with a combination of fury and terror. He pointed down at the unconscious Qishtea.
 
   "Take him into the village and make sure he lives," Jamin said. He untangled the tiny little speaker from his collar and handed it to her. "When he decides to submit, use this to get in touch with the lizard people and tell them you are ready to barter back your labor for some food."
 
   "And what if Qishtea tries to kill me?" Kuaya asked.
 
   "Then use it to call down another lightning strike," Jamin said coldly. "If you die, I will flatten Nineveh to the ground and leave no survivors."
 
   He signaled for three passing soldiers to haul the unconscious Nineveh chief back into his own bed. He stood there, unfeeling and numb, as carpetful after carpetful of precious grain was hauled out of the village, followed by jars containing fermented vegetables, beer, priceless olives, dried acorns and dates, and countless other goods that would solve the Sata'anic base's food problems for the next several months.
 
   "Leave nothing behind," Jamin told the first lizard who came out and asked if they should take everything. "Not food, not gold, not trade goods they can use to resupply. If they cannot eat, the humans cannot fight us."
 
   The first shuttle took off, laden down with grain, and the second shuttle took its place. At last Sergeant Dahaka came strolling out of the village, driving in front of himself a magic carpet carrying the mother lode of all grain tributes. He gave Jamin a pleased grin. The lizards hadn't really wanted to play nice with the Ubaid after all the trouble his people had given them. 
 
   "What are you going to do with those," Sergeant Dahaka pointed to the double fistful of black hair still clenched in Jamin's fist.
 
   Jamin straightened the hairs into a nice, neat bundle; that cold, numb feeling receding as his familiar guilt reasserted itself.
 
   "Make an offering of it to an old friend," he said softly.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Late-January: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Uruk Territory
 
    
 
   Gita
 
   "Gita?"
 
   A hand touched her forearm shaking her awake.
 
   "Gita. It's time to go."
 
   Gita didn't need to open her eyes to know whose voice whispered to her in the dark.
 
   "Dadbeh?" 
 
   She rolled over, reluctant to leave the wonderful dream where she lay, asleep, in Mikhail's wings, and that as she did he kissed her hair and called her mo shaol maité. The song faded, along with the warm sensation it always brought to her chest, leaving her feeling so barren it felt a though her ribcage might collapse inwards to fill the emptiness caused by his absence.
 
   "The others are ready," Dadbeh whispered. "If we don't move now, we'll lose the element of surprise."
 
   Gita pushed aside her borrowed blanket and sat upright. The moment she did, her stomach lurched. The blackness in her chest had receded, leaving her with a healing scar, but for the past few days, every time she went to move quickly, especially in the morning, it felt as though her stomach wished to turn itself inside out. 
 
   She took deep breaths until the sensation passed, and then fumbled in the dark for the robe the Kemet had loaned her, a man's cloak which had once belonged to Tiaa's husband. She reassured herself the little leather pouch still hung between her breasts, and then rose, waiting for the vertigo to clear. 
 
   Dadbeh and the two elderly Kemet men stood ready to go in the scant light of the now-waning moon, their breath visible in the winter cold. 
 
   "How many sentries?" Gita asked.
 
   "Only one," Dadbeh said. "He has not moved for quite some time."
 
   Gita was not familiar with the Kemet's beasts of burden, but Tiaa had hoped the scent which lingered in her husband's robe would set the animals at ease. They had little hope of winning against such numbers, sixteen Uruk to their paltry four, but they hoped to ride the beasts to safety before the Uruk could mount them to give them chase.
 
   "Are you ready?" Dadbeh asked.
 
   Gita glanced from Dadbeh to Kafra to Neby. Dadbeh might be a slender man, but he was fast and agile, an experienced warrior who had spent his entire lifetime training. The Kemet were much less agile due to their age, but Kafra was an experienced knife fighter, while Neby was talented in the art of slight-of-hand. 
 
   "You have the knife?" Kafra asked.
 
   Gita pulled out the borrowed blade which, like her robe, had come from Tiaa's deceased husband.
 
   "Remember the command words," Neby said. "They are well-trained animals. When they stole them, we did not tell the Uruk the words."
 
   Gita held out her hands. "Gee, haw, whoa and hut-hut."
 
     "They will startle when you try to crawl up to them," Kafra said, "but if you give them these, they will quickly quiet down." 
 
   The knife-fighter handed her a square of cloth tied around a several handfuls of dried, roasted locusts, something the camels considered to be a treat. Gita tucked the parcel into her satchel and stared off towards the east, where no sign of the dawn had yet begun to show.
 
   "Let's do this," Gita said.
 
   They crept silently through the shadows, around the ridge they had hidden behind last night after the raiders had set up camp, down into a shallow ravine which once upon a time must have carried water, but even in the rainy season, now only carried a trickle. They froze each time a clumsy foot dislodged a rock, and then moved when no one in the camp raised the alarm. They were well into Uruk territory. Out here, no one, not even the Halifians, dared attack the warlike Uruk tribe.
 
   Dadbeh placed a hand on her shoulder, a silent signal. Good luck. Be careful. Come back alive. It was too dark to see his eyes, but she knew they were filled with concern for her well-being.
 
   Whispering the prayer which had kept her alive her entire life, Gita dropped down and crawled on all four to the rear of the Uruk encampment. The rubble cut into her hands and knees, but she silenced her cries of discomfort.
 
   'I'm invisible, I'm invisible, I'm invisible,' she chanted to herself.
 
   This far out into the desert, it was common practice to set the camels loose at night to forage, their range limited by a hobble. She got within a few cubits of the camel Neby had said was the matriarch before the creature called out a startled tut-tut-tut of warning. Gita froze.
 
   "Shhh!" she shushed the creature. She reached into her satchel and pulled out the parcel of dried, roasted locusts. "Here. It's just me."
 
   The camels called to one another, passing along the alert. If she didn't get the matriarch to quiet down quickly, the confounded creatures would wake up the enemy! Gita held out the packet of locusts and prayed the scent would be familiar.
 
   The matriarch snuffled, and then nosed closer, hopping on three legs as her front foot was tied up against her elbow joint to hobble her. Camels were well behaved creatures, but they tended to wander off in search of grass and brush. Gita picked up a handful of the locusts, a treat she wouldn't have minded herself if her stomach hadn't been so unsettled, and held them out for the matriarch to take from her fingers.
 
   "There, mama camel," Gita spoke to her in a low, soothing voice. "Nobody is going to hurt your herd. I've come to take you home, that is all. Wouldn't you like to play with Bitaneth and Ineni?"
 
   Soft, furry lips kissed her fingers, and then gently plucked the locusts, munching contentedly on the familiar treats. The other camels hopped towards her on three legs, a caravan's worth comprised of eleven adult camels and three juveniles. Gita prayed the Uruk wouldn't be alerted by the strange confluence of camels as she silently untied the hobbles, saving the matriarch for last as Neby had warned.
 
   A curious juvenile nuzzled her cheek. Gita smiled. She had always watched the Kemet traders in awe, but had never dared approach the creatures, fearful they would accuse her of being a thief. She patted their necks and, in her mind, whispered reassuring things even though she did not dare whisper them aloud.
 
   She glanced over at the camel's saddles which sat lined up in the moonlight just outside the ring of sleeping men. Without them, the Kemet would have no way to tie their wares to the camel's backs, but every moment she lingered increased the chances they would be caught. They would have to make new saddles, or walk. She had agreed to risk her life to retrieve the animals, but not for something which could be replaced.
 
   "Come with me," she whispered to the matriarch. She grabbed its halter and dangled another locust in front of its nose, coaxing it to follow her out of the camp. Its soft paws stepped far more lightly than her clumsy feet, and as Neby had promised, the lesser camels and their young followed docilely behind them, all the way around the outer ring of the enemy camp. She led the camels to where their masters, Neby and Kafra, waited.
 
   The matriarch called a tut-tut-tut-tut greeting the moment she caught the Kemet's scent, as did the other camels. They galloped forward with their awkward gait, nuzzling the two old men and vocalizing their joy at being reunited with their rightful owners.
 
   "Shh!" Gita frantically shushed them.
 
   "Get them out of here," Dadbeh said. "We'll catch up with you later."
 
   Neby grabbed the matriarch and ordered her to koosh. The camel groaned and then dropped to her knees, as did a second camel which Kafra grabbed. With a rumble of complaint, the matriarch rose back to her feet, her elderly master affixed none-too-securely to her back without the benefit of a saddle.
 
   "Thank you," Neby whispered.
 
   "We had a deal?" Dadbeh asked the two ancient Kemet men.
 
   "The lizard demon's base can be found in Ugarit," Kafra said. "It is a large village along the Akdeniz Sea, about a three month's journey via caravan. Travel north along the Barunanam River until you get to Haram, and then use the pass through the mountains to Aleppo to Ugarit, but watch out for bandits, for the mountain passes are dangerous at all times of the year. If you travel lightly, a swift man can make the journey in a single cycle of a moon."
 
   "Thank you," Dadbeh said. "We will disclose to no one that this information came from you."
 
   "Should things not work out in Assur," Neby said, "you are welcome to join us. One of our daughters has settled in Sippar with her husband. We shall rest there for three weeks to mourn our dead, and then we shall continue our journey north to Ebla. We do not trade with Ugarit because that city has always been unfriendly, but we travel close to there."
 
   With a whispered hut-hut, the camels padded away, the enemy Uruk none the wiser they'd just been robbed. According to the Kemet, the creatures could travel ten da-na (leagues) in a day, fifteen with light packs. They'd be long gone before the Uruk realized they'd been taken.
 
   Dadbeh stared at the eastern sky, which had just begun to brighten.
 
   "Did any of them look familiar?" Dadbeh asked in a low voice.
 
   "I didn't get close enough to see," Gita said. She pointed at a ridge, high ground where they could study the camp as it awoke. "But I have something from Mikhail's sky canoe which will help us once the sun rises."
 
   They pressed their bodies into separate crevasses just barely deep enough to hide them. The Uruk would go running after the camels the moment they realized they hadn't simply wandered over the next hill in search of forage. Because they had left the saddles, it might take them a while to realize the entire herd was stolen. Hopefully by then, the Kemet would have retrieved their families and gotten far away.
 
   Gita pulled out the tiny pair of magical eyes she'd retrieved from Mikhail's sky canoe, adjusting the knob until the sleeping enemies appeared so close she might be able to reach out and shake them awake. She rubbed ochre-dust into her cloak, her face, and her eyes, pulling the now-filthy Kemet hood over her black hair as it was an unnatural color in the desert. Dadbeh did the same. They piled small rocks around their alcoves and dug in for the day.
 
   Beneath them, the Uruk began to stir. Gita watched the first raider get up and wander to the edge of the camp to take a leak, still oblivious they'd just been robbed. A second Uruk rolled out of his bedroll and did the same, his eyes scanning the horizon as he no doubt searched for the camels. Through the binoculars, Gita could see the exact instant the raider realized something was amiss.
 
   "Uhna homa ziabo! Uhna homa ziabo!" the man shouted, pointing in the direction where the camels should have wandered, a large area with ample brush for the creatures to graze.
 
   She pressed her small frame further into the rock, thankful Dadbeh was likewise a small man, and lowered the magic eyes so as not to alert the men they were being watched from overhead. As they had hoped, the Uruk roused each other and headed in the direction the camels would have naturally wandered if they'd been grazing. After they were unsuccessful, they meet back at the camp, pointing at the trade goods which would have been the first target of any other raiding party.
 
   'Just don't look up,' Gita prayed. 'There aren't any camels up here. Just split up and try to find them.'
 
   The Uruk rushed around, arguing amongst themselves and pointing the finger at one another, until one of them stepped forward, a man whose mannerisms seemed familiar. Gita raised the magic eyes, adjusting the knob until the man came into view. A tingle akin to the wind blowing her hair tickled the crown of her scalp. Yes. She recognized Tizqar. This man had come to Shahla's house many times to meet with Laum.
 
   The man organized his group into search parties and sent them into the four directions, three each way, until only Tizqar, and three underlings she did not recognize, remained at the camp. She waited until she was certain no man looked their way then signaled Dadbeh she had found their quarry, the man who might help her clear her name.
 
   She glanced up at the rising sun. In broad daylight there was no way for them to creep up on the enemy to take the one they wanted, not even with the better odds. They had no choice but to hunker down and wait for a better opportunity to present itself.
 
   The sun grew hot. The other men returned. Fights broke out amongst the Uruk as they blamed each other for the theft. The men began to pull their belongings out of the now-useless saddles. Much of the stuff was set aside and repackaged back into the saddlebags. With barked orders, the Uruk leader pointed up the hill, right to where they hid.
 
   'Oh drat oh drat oh drat oh drat!' Gita whispered to herself. She pressed herself deeper into the crevasse, covering her face and praying she'd plastered enough dirt onto her robe to hide her.
 
   The men picked up the saddlebags and began to climb the hill. One of the men passed right between the two crevasses where she and Dadbeh hid, muttering swears as he climbed to a large, oddly shaped boulder that was a prominent landmark and deposited the saddlebag into the crevasse. Ohthankthegods! 
 
   The other men carried bags up the hill, but thankfully they did not pass so close, nor did they see them as they hid their loot where they could retrieve it later. A short time later they all went back down, picked up the empty saddles, smashed them up and threw them into the fire. The fire licked higher. One of the men returned from his fruitless camel hunt hauling a couple of hares. The Uruk skinned the creatures and stuck them into the fire to roast.
 
   Gita waited, her stomach growling as the smoke changed direction and wafted up the hill. How was it possible to be both queasy, and also hungry? She pulled out a handful of dried, roasted acorns and took a swig of water out of her goatskin bladder. The soft cracking of nuts somewhere off to her left clued her that Dadbeh did the same thing. They watched, not daring to move, while the Uruk ate their meat, and then packed up their belongings and headed south towards the Uruk village of Akshak, a village which had in her grandfather's generation belonged to the Ubaid.
 
   They waited until the last Uruk cleared the hill before they dared creep out of their hiding spots. Gita crept out carefully, mindful that all it would take was one Uruk to peek backwards, and scurried up the hill to the place where the enemy had hidden belongings too heavy to carry.
 
   "What did they leave behind?" Dadbeh asked.
 
   Gita pulled out the first bag and rummaged through it. It was largely trinkets, small goods that endeared the Kemet to the young people and women as they traveled from village to village. 
 
   "Nothing particularly valuable," Gita said.
 
   Dadbeh pulled out the next bag, Gita the third, until they'd rummaged through them all. Most were things the Uruk had only taken to fatten the camel's packs and made them look like Kemet traders instead of robbers. 
 
   "This looks promising," Dadbeh said. He pulled out a small bag that was heavy. Inside was an assortment of fine, unchipped obsidian, the kind a flintknapper would prize to craft into a knife or spearhead.
 
   She remembered the beautiful spear Jamin had given her with the small chip in the obsidian head and lamented its loss. 
 
   "How heavy is that?" Gita asked.
 
   "Too heavy to carry all the way back to Assur," Dadbeh said.
 
   Gita stared at the obsidian longingly. If she brought back several of them, she could trade them for a fine chipped spearhead. If her uncle didn't order he captured and burned alive.
 
   "We'll take that bag and hide it someplace else," Gita said. "If things don’t work out the way we hope, we can come back for it and at least it will give us something valuable to trade."
 
   They rummaged through several more bags and picked out a few marginally valuable items. Dadbeh laughed, and then pulled something out of a bag.
 
   "I think you should take this one, Gita!" 
 
   Dadbeh held out a bracelet made of rough carnelian beads, not the kind which would be traded to a high ranking woman, but the daughter of a tradesman or journeyman, a girl whose father or lover wished to give her something pretty. Shahla had possessed many such necklaces, all finer wrought than this one, but she had never owned a single one.
 
   "I should give this back to the Kemet traders," Gita mumbled.
 
   "You gave them back their camels," Dadbeh said, "and the chance to rebuild their lives. They said we could keep anything we recover."
 
   Her hand trembled as she took the bracelet and wrapped it around her wrist. With one simple act, she had just marked herself as no longer the daughter of the lowest man in the village, but someone who resided somewhere in the middle castes.
 
   "There are more here," Dadbeh said. He pulled out a fine necklace made of blue lapis beads interspersed with mother-of-pearl.
 
   "No," Gita said. "One is enough. Any more and I shall clink as I walk."
 
   Dadbeh stuffed a few into his satchel, his expression guilty as he did so. Like her, he also came from one of the lowest ranking families in the village, although unlike her, the cause of his family's lack of status wasn't a wont of effort, but a failed crop and debt to Shahla's father. If they implicated Laum, it would free his family of the crushing debt which had kept them repressed for almost as long as Dadbeh had been alive.
 
   "For my mother," Dadbeh gave her a sheepish grin. "And each of my three sisters."
 
   "It will make them very happy," Gita said. "Take what you need, and we shall hide the rest along with the rough obsidian."
 
   They parsed out a few more trade goods, including some healer's herbs, and then reburied the rest back into the crevasse. The sun shifted past its apex and already the day had begun to turn from hot to cold. They re-hid the goods by the prudent act of simply moving them to the next available hill and hid it in an almost identical crevasse. If they got back this way again, the goods would be there. If not, perhaps somebody else would stumble upon them and thank the goddess for their bounty? They hurried after the Uruk until the signs grew fresher in the form of a still-steaming pile of human excrement.
 
   They hurried off the path and crept up over the next rocky hill. The Uruk stood beneath them, arguing. Some of the men had unrolled their satchels and begun setting up camp even though it was not nightfall, while Tizqar and the three men who had stayed with him sifted through their trade goods, packing up some items and leaving others behind.
 
   "What are they doing?" Gita asked.
 
   "It looks like Tizqar doesn't want to be seen with riffraff in Akshak," Dadbeh said. "He's bringing goods to trade. If we can creep up on him, we might be able to grab him without taking on all sixteen men. They won't come looking for him until he doesn't reappear."
 
   They crept around to the front of the men, searching for someplace to set up an ambush. Off in the distance they could see smoke rising from the cook fires of Akshak, an Uruk village. If Tizqar retreated behind its walls, there would be no getting him out again. They had to isolate him today.
 
   "This would be a good place," Dadbeh said.
 
   "How do you know?" Gita asked.
 
   "You ever hunt an auroch?" Dadbeh asked.
 
   "No."
 
   "It's too big to come straight at it," Dadbeh said. "So you lay in wait, then jump onto its back to bury your knife into its neck. After that, all you have to do is stay away from its horns until it tires enough to finish it off."
 
   "Isn't that how Jamin got gored?" Gita asked.
 
   "Yeah," Dadbeh said. "But it wasn't him who buried the knife in the creature's neck, but me. The darned fool didn't listen when we warned him it still had too much pep to try to slit its throat."
 
   "I have something better in mind," Gita said.
 
   "What?"
 
   "You lay here and wait for Tizqar," Gita said. "Me? I'm going to come at them from the rear."
 
   They split up. Gita found a space between two date palm trees, a cultivated plant that could only exist because in the dry season somebody watered this grove. Her heart pounding, she drew her knife and waited for the men to come. A short time later she heard voices. Four of them … against their two. It was still too light out! How would they miss her without the cover of darkness?
 
   'Help me, friend,' Gita prayed to the Cherubim god. 'I don't know how Mikhail did this, but his gift is not just the sword, but also the ability to creep up behind a man.'
 
   She closed her eyes and imagined she was him. Mikhail. Her mentor, her hero, the man they all wished to be. When she opened her eyes again she was still just one small, too-thin girl against four men, but her perception had changed. It was a peculiar sensation, that ancient darkness she had always sensed moving within her, but she saw through that darkness as if somebody had lit a lantern.
 
   Tizqar stood in the middle of the men, talking to another one, the last person she needed to hit. The other men straggled behind him, weighted down with bags of trade goods.
 
   'I'm a tree, I'm a tree, I'm a tree…'
 
   She waited until they passed, and then crept up behind the last man. She could see the small, black spot at the base of his skull which screamed, aim here, aim straight upwards at just such an angle. She rammed the knife without even thinking and felt no emotion as the blade met the resistance of the man's neck bones. With a low cry, the man dropped twitching to the ground, his ability to command his body to move severed.
 
   Gita pulled out her knife, her hand sticky from the man's warm blood. That old hunger cried out, eager to feed upon the blood of men. The second man whirled to see what had startled his comrade and stared at her, as if he couldn't really see her.
 
   'I'm a tree…' Gita whispered as drove her knife straight up into his jaw, through his jugular and straight up into his brain. 
 
   The man fell, freeing her blade from the soft flesh which gushed blood onto her soil-stained Kemet robe. The two remaining men whirled and pulled their knives, shouting as they dove towards her. Dadbeh took this opportunity to leap out of his own hiding spot and, before they realized they had a second attacker, he buried his knife into the third man's jugular.
 
   Gita stepped toward Tizqar, her face and arms smeared with gore.
 
   "Do you know who I am?" Gita asked.
 
   The man stared at her as if he could not believe what he was seeing.
 
   "Do you know who -I- am?!" Tizqar bellowed, his own knife held in front of him like the seasoned knife fighter that he was.
 
   "You are Tizqar, son of Zamub," Gita said. "And if you come with us willingly to give testimony against the traitor Laum, we shall leave you alive. And if you do not, we shall feed your body to the vultures."
 
   "You are … but … a girl!" 
 
   Tizqar rushed at her. 
 
   Gita stepped aside. 
 
   Dadbeh leaped towards him and crushed a rock into the man's skull.
 
   Tizqar collapsed to the ground. 
 
   Dadbeh kneeled to check his breath and see if he was still breathing.
 
   "We got him," Dadbeh said.
 
   "We got him," Gita echoed.
 
   They tied him up and dragged the other three bodies off into the date palm grove so nobody would find them until they stumbled upon them. Gita stuffed a rag into Tizqar's mouth so he couldn't shout for help, and then dumped water on him to wake him up from the blow to his head.
 
   "Get up," Dadbeh said. "It's a long way back to Assur."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Late-January: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Mesopotamian Plain
 
    
 
   Jamin
 
   Jamin stared down the hill into the oasis where the Halifian tribe had set up their tents. Compared to what this place would look like in the summer, it was a paradise, but Jamin had visited this same spot when the sun beat down as though it was hell itself. Come summer, the moisture would retreat back into the soil and the skinny date-palm trees would be little more than sticks.
 
   "Wait here," Jamin told his friend Private Katlego.
 
   The boar-like Catoplebas curled up his snout and muttered something underneath his breath about not being good enough to woo the ladies, but it was a good-natured jibe, one given between friends. 
 
   Ostensibly this was a layover on their way back from subduing Nineveh, but Jamin wished to find out what the people of the desert knew about Mikhail's resurrection from the dead. With all sky canoe flights grounded except for trips out to gather critical supplies, he hadn't been back out to see Marwan since the day they'd cooked up a plan to lace the wells with Hellebore.
 
   Oh, who was he kidding? This was the first excuse he'd found to visit Aturdokht, the woman he hoped would fill that aching void left in his chest by Ninsianna.
 
   "Looks like we've just been spotted," Katlego pointed down the hill.
 
   "There are a lot more tents here than just Marwan's family," Jamin said. "Hang back so our presence isn't perceived to be a threat, but remain visible so the extended tent-groups don't get too aggressive. Political alliances shift constantly amongst these people."
 
   "Maybe we should have parked the shuttle right smack dab in the middle of them?" Katlego oinked. He pointed to the ever-present sand which always found a way to seep into their boots. "Could have done without the extra walk."
 
   Jamin gestured to the hills dotted with sheep and goats which foraged on the hills, currently green with the winter rains.
 
   "If you fly in too close, it stampedes their herds," Jamin said. "It's not a fortuitous way to begin a political alliance with these people."
 
   Katlego sighed. "That's what fences are for."
 
   Jamin laughed.
 
   "These people scorn anyone who is settled," Jamin said. "I have convinced them your people are more like their people because you send your sons on quests to procure riches for your tribe. Remember that if you ever have to interact with them directly."
 
   "Their inability to unite weakens them," Katlego said.
 
   "Their refusal to submit to any force, whether natural or manmade, makes them the strongest people I have ever met," Jamin said. He slapped Katlego on the back. "They will ally with you so long as it suits them, and not a moment longer."
 
   "What use are such allies?" Katlego asked.
 
   "Because -I- understand what suits them," Jamin said. 
 
   A small delegation of men rushed out while the women herded their children into the tents. Jamin waited until they had settled at the foot of the hill before signaling Katlego to restart the magic carpet laden with goods seized from Nineveh. The engine roared, offensive to Jamin's ears which had grown up accustomed to no sound but the calls of nature, but it was a necessary evil if he was to impress these people.
 
   "Kasib's going to be pissed you pilfered supplies out of the tribute," Katlego said.
 
   "Who's going to tell him?" Jamin asked. "You?"
 
   Katlego laughed and waved his four-fingered, hoof-like hands in front of his chest in a universal sign of 'not me, brother!'
 
   "Just make sure you bring back something nice for Private Rushd," Katlego said. "He's one of Kasib's toadies, but he's not immune to gifts. He will keep his mouth shut if you bring him back a bribe."
 
   Jamin nodded and then adjusted his long, black trenchcoat. The magic carpet kicked up an offensive cloud of dust. The decline was rocky and unsteady, causing him to be thankful for the 'modern' Angelic boots he had once cursed as uncomfortable.
 
   Nusrat was in the group, as was his ill-tempered eldest brother, Zahid; but the third man gave Jamin pause. It was Yazan, Aturdokht's former father-in-law. Did Yazan know they had set up his half-brother to die? 
 
   "Nusrat," Jamin extended his weapons-hand, forearm to forearm. "I see your family has grown larger since last we met. Is your father well?"
 
   "Our father has recovered as much as the lizard people promised," Nusrat said. "No more and no less." The son of a lesser-wife glanced furtively to where Zahid stood next to Yazan, entirely too friendly, and lowered his voice. "Step carefully, brother. For Zahid engages in intrigues of his own."
 
   Yazan's eyes bored in Jamin like twin, hateful black serpent's eyes. Jamin touched the tiny microphone embedded into his trenchcoat.
 
   "Katlego?"
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "Be ready to give a demonstration of power."
 
   A boar-like oink was his only response. Demonstrations of power were something Katlego did infinitely well. Jamin slid his hand down to unclip the safety strap which kept his pulse rifle secure in its holster.
 
   "What do you bring for us, little chieftain?" Nusrat said, loudly enough this time for all of the men to hear.
 
   "The lizard people send this bounty to their allies as a gesture of goodwill," Jamin said.
 
   "The serpents speak with forked tongues," Yazan hissed at him.
 
   "The lizard people have forked tongues," Jamin gave Yazan an insincere smile. "But they are a truthful people who keep their bargains."
 
   "Says he who has been enslaved," Yazan spat.
 
   Jamin glanced over at Nusrat. Outside of Marwan's immediate tent group, this information was not supposed to be widely known. He glanced over at Zahid's cold gaze and needed to look no further to know who had been the culprit.
 
   "It is not slavery when you derive much benefit from the exchange," Jamin said. He pointed up the hill, to where Katlego and the small platoon of mixed Sata'anic species had amassed on the crest of the hill. 
 
   "They are settled," Yazan spat.
 
   "My Sata'anic brothers wander not just the desert," Jamin said, "but the very stars in search of fertile pastures to graze their flocks. Tell me, Yazan? How far have you traveled? Have you traveled north of Anatolia to the cold lands beyond the Taurus Mountains? Have you traveled east to the great grasslands which belong to the Magian tribe? Have you traveled west across the Akdeniz Sea to the unspoiled lands beyond? And have you traveled south, beyond the places where even the Kemet travel, to the lands where the trees grow so large that the land beneath their canopies never sees the sunlight?"
 
   The men who belonged to Yazan's family-group snorted with disbelief.
 
   "You claim to have seen these things?" Yazan asked.
 
   "Aye," Jamin nodded his head. "I have." He pointed up the hill at his brothers-in-arms who he knew had his back. "And if I serve them well, they shall grant to me my heart's desire."
 
   Zahid leaned forward, his eyes filled with hostility.
 
   "You cannot have her," Zahid said. "For you have not fulfilled her bride-price. The winged demon still lives!"
 
   Jamin's cheek twitched. So. It really was true?
 
   "And where is your father?" Jamin asked
 
   "He awaits your visit from the sanctuary of his tent," Nusrat said. He glanced furtively to the side. "Your friends saved his leg, but the loss of his toes pains him greatly."
 
   From the way Nusrat's hazel eyes glanced cautiously from man to man, Jamin figured out what had happened. Marwan had not conveniently died, so his impatient eldest son conspired with to usurp him.
 
   Jamin scanned the colorful banners which fluttered atop some of the larger tents, symbols marking which tent belonged to which tribe. It was a peculiar Halifian custom that a high-ranking shaykh kept a separate tent from each of his wives and would visit each one a different night, or make the rounds if he was a particularly vigorous husband. He spotted a tall tent with a red and yellow flag on the top, the same color as Yazan's robe.
 
   Jamin whispered into the tiny microphone in his collar.
 
   "See the tent with the red and gold flag at the top? Tell Specialist Iyad to aim the pulse cannon at it."
 
   "Kasib will be pissed we wasted a second shot on a tent," Katlego said.
 
   "You got something a little less destructive?" Jamin asked.
 
   "Yeah," Katlego said. "Don't worry. It'll be a surprise."
 
   "I'm going in," Jamin said. "Be prepared to cover me if I call for help."
 
   Jamin made a great show of gesturing towards Nusrat.
 
   "Come, brother! I wish to share this bounty with your father."
 
   Jamin pressed the knobs on the control box which made the magic carpet start its engine. Katlego had taught him how to steer the thing after they'd taken down an auroch on a hunt. He maneuvered it between the tents, feeling a perverse sense of satisfaction as the Halifians skittered out of the way. He understood the 'magic' was of a kind men could master called tek-no-lo-gee, but they didn't know that. To them, he must appear a powerful magician.
 
   "What kind of device is this?" Nusrat asked as he followed beside him.
 
   "The lizard people call it a hover-cart," Jamin said. "But I like to call it a magic carpet, for that is the size and shape of the device."
 
   He bent closer to Nusrat and whispered in his ear.
 
   "Send someone you trust to Yazan's tent and make sure none of his wives or children are inside."
 
   While Aturdokht's brother had never seen any Sata'anic technology other than their sky canoe taking off and the magical little flatscreen, Jamin had told him of their ability to direct lightning from the sky. Nusrat whispered something to a tall, slender boy who could have only been his son, and then straightened as the boy ran off, his expression pleased.
 
   Jamin paused the cart in front of the tent marked with Marwan's colorful banner.
 
   "This magic carpet is not worthy to enter your father's tent," Jamin said. "It is offensive to the ears, and it kicks up dust which might exacerbate your father's poor health. Pray, brother. Might you prevail upon your kin to carry the goods into the women's tents so it can be evenly distributed amongst them?"
 
   "I see your time with my father has made you clever," Nusrat grinned.
 
   "Aye," Jamin said. Marwan's first wife was still alive and held much influence over Zahid. By making sure that she got a share, it would brand Zahid a traitor if he openly tried to kill him.
 
   Marwan's other sons, including Lubaid, whom Jamin had disarmed one day and taken his knife, began to unload the magic carpet. The not-too-bright younger son of a lesser-wife glared at him.
 
   "Lubaid?" Jamin said. "That small package on the bottom wrapped in a tapestry of azure threads? That package is for you."
 
   Lubaid grabbed at the package and unwrapped it. His eyes filled with delight as he grabbed the gold-and-lapis enhanced hilt of a blade carved from the finest obsidian and set in the horn of a stag. Jamin had meant it to be a gift for Marwan, but given the precarious nature of the desert shaykh's control over his family, it behooved him to make amends with the lesser-son he'd prevented from killing him.
 
   "It's magnificent!" Lubaid exclaimed. He held the blade up to the sunlight. "Where did you obtain such a prize?"
 
   "It is from Qishtea, chief of Nineveh," Jamin said. "He doesn't need it anymore, so I took it to repay you for the kind loan of your blade."
 
   Nusrat's lower-ranking brothers and cousins glanced from one another.
 
   "The chief of Nineveh sent us a gift?"
 
   "No," Jamin flicked his hand with disdain. "Of course not. He angered me, so I took it from him … after I ordered the lizard people to take down his walls and bashed his face in with a rock."
 
   "The chief of Nineveh is dead?"
 
   "What do you take me for?" Jamin laughed. "A barbarian?" He slid his hand into the pocket of his long, black trench coat and pulled out the hair and beard he had shaved from Qishtea's head, still braided with gold beads. "I simply sheared him like a sheep in front of his men so he would understand that he lives or dies according to the whim of Shay'tan."
 
   Jamin noted the way Nusrat suppressed a grin. His crafty father would approve of the way he had distributed the 'gift.' Thanks to Ninevian spoils, there was plenty to go around. Kasib would be livid if he found out, but Jamin had ordered the Sata'anic soldiers to empty the village, fattening their personal pockets while still carrying home more than enough tribute to satisfy General Hudhafah.
 
   He stepped inside the tent, thankful the place now bore the clean, astringent odor of Sata'anic disinfectant. Marwan lay upon his cushions, his leg still propped up and protected by bandages, but the stench of infection was gone, along with four of the desert shaykh's toes.
 
   "Salam," Jamin greeted. "Father, I have come home."
 
   "Ahh, Jamin," Marwan grinned at him. "And you have made a good impression upon my kin?"
 
   "Some of your kin," Jamin said. "As for the others, I believe they shall slit my throat the first chance they get."
 
   "Such is life amongst the people of the desert," Marwan sighed. He gestured for Jamin to take a seat by his side. "Come, my son. Tell me of your adventures, and how it came to be you have still not been able to deliver my daughter's bride price?"
 
   While the words were spoken as a gentle scold, Jamin could detect the desert shaykh's frustration. Aturdokht was adamant she did not wish to return to Yazan's tribe, who had dishonored her after the winged demon had killed her husband and Yazan's only son. What had started out as a cruel taunt … against him … had become her only hope for a life free from Yazan's influence. Marwan insisted his widowed daughter had the right under their law to condition her bride-price upon revenge, but Zilhan took a different view, only caring that the tribe secured water rights to the Buranunam River to their west.
 
   "How did this happen?" Jamin turned to Nusrat. "Your Uruk allies swore the rogue Angelic was dead."
 
   Nusrat's expression was unapologetic.
 
   "The men who fled the shaman's house must have lied," Nusrat said. "You heard what they said as well as I did. They swore they had buried a knife into his body, and slit his throat, and hacked his head off to be certain he was dead."
 
   "And what of the gold my lizard allies paid to Tizqar?" Jamin asked. "They will not be happy to hear their treasure was not spent wisely." 
 
   "We heard rumors the Angelic had risen from the dead," Nusrat said, "so we sent an emissary to consult with Tizqar in the Uruk village of Akshak. His larger raiding party camped outside the village, but Tizqar never made it. His men claimed they have no idea what happened to him, but someone stole the camels with which they had made the raid."
 
   "He double-crossed you!"
 
   "Aye," Nusrat said. "He did.
 
   Marwan cleared his throat. Jamin turned to his prospective father-in-law, as did Nusrat. Their disagreement was not with each other, but rather one of shared frustration.
 
   "Tizqar values safe passage through Halifian lands," Marwan said. "If the deed was not finished, it was not because it was his doing, but because the men beneath him were too cowardly to tell him they botched the job."
 
   "Goatshit!" Jamin hissed beneath his breath. Marwan was right. Tizqar had been all too eager to help him. His enthusiasm had been too genuine to be faked.
 
   "Which brings us to my biggest concern," Marwan said. The deep scar which ran from the corner of his mouth to his ear puckered into an expression that mirrored the concern on his real mouth. "If the winged demon is still alive, it means you have not paid Aturdokht's bride-price."
 
   Jamin glanced back to the curtain which separated the area of Marwan's tent where the women came to cook and wait on him from the main part. Was Aturdokht listening to him make excuses? What did she think of him, a man who had proclaimed the job done, and then had the people she scorned come back and try to force her back into the tribe which had shamed her.
 
   "I will do whatever is necessary to win her hand," Jamin said.
 
   "Alas, son," Marwan said. "As you can see, even though you lizard friends have saved my life with their magic, they have not been able to salvage my position within the larger tribe, nor even, for that matter, within my own family. Because I can no longer fight, my own people view me as ineffective. It shall not be long before one of my own sons buries a knife into my back, and then Zahid will do as he wishes, whether or not Aturdokht wishes to comply."
 
   "You know I shall not let that happen," Nusrat interrupted. He grasped his father's arm. "I shall bury a knife into the heart of any man who tries to betray you, even if it is my own brother."
 
   Marwan patted Nusrat's hand and sighed.
 
   "It is the way things have always been," Marwan said. "The old lion weakens, the young lion harasses the old lion until he is too tired to fight, and then he kills him, and then he kills the old lion's cubs so he can fill the lionesses wombs with his own cubs instead of rearing the cubs of his predecessor."
 
   "But you are Zahid's father," Jamin said.
 
   Marwan gave him a weary smile.
 
   "You are sheltered, young chieftain," Marwan said. "Settled. And when you are settled, your people can be more forgiving of an old lion that has lost his teeth."
 
   "Dirar is dead," Jamin said. "Who does Yazan wish to marry her off to now?"
 
   "Yazan has three younger cousins," Marwan said, "each more brutish than the last. When Roshan died, he took with him Yazan's only lawful heir. He will give Aturdokht to the first man who can begat upon her a son, which he shall claim as Roshan's son. It is our way, for the nearest blood relative to begat offspring upon the widow of a great man in his name and call it his, and raise that child as if he was the lawful heir. This is the only way Yazan can ensure his own wives and daughters will not be cast out into the desert when he dies."
 
   Jamin remembered how terrified Marwan's lesser wives had been when it had appeared the desert shaykh might succumb to his snakebite. Marwan, at least, had many heirs. Too many…
 
   "And what of Aturdokht?" Jamin asked. "What happens to her after she has given Yazan what he needs?"
 
   Marwan's lips turned downwards.
 
   "Aturdokht has given them much trouble," Marwan said. "Whoever he picks to marry her off to, once she has produced a son in Roshan's name, he will give her to him to do as they wish."
 
   "There is a reason the mercenaries have no wives," Nusrat added softly. "It is a harsh life, with no regard for a woman with an unwanted daughter. Balquis shall be dead within a few weeks, no doubt made a burnt offering to procure a favorable trade, and most women die out on the trail."
 
   "Aturdokht will resist him," Jamin said.
 
   "Aye, she will," Marwan said, his brown eyes lighting up with pride. His smile turned into a grim expression that let Jamin know exactly what he thought would happen to any man who tried to take his daughter against her will. Some night, they would find a knife buried in their back, and the next night, some angry brother would slit her throat in return.
 
   "I will do what I must to pay her bride price," Jamin said.
 
   "See that you do," Marwan said. "But I think, perhaps, you will not achieve this task unless you ally with someone more powerful even than these lizard people."
 
   "There is no one more powerful than they," Jamin said.
 
   "Then why are they so reluctant to take him on themselves?" 
 
   Jamin held his tongue. As much as he adored Marwan, he understood the desert shaykh might sell him out if forced to choose between his own survival and Jamin's. The lizard demon's only advantage was no one realized they were critically short on supplies.
 
   "Shay'tan is a beneficent god," Jamin said. "He wishes to give people the choice, to choose prosperity, not simply because he is a powerful god. The lizard people are cautious in their use of power, for they see all men as a single, great nation, and not a bunch of squabbling tribes."
 
   "Then I suggest you find someone who does not share their restraint," Marwan said. "Someone powerful enough to counteract the propaganda of the winged demon."
 
   "Who?"
 
   "I suggest you seek out the one who helped you cut him down in the first place," Marwan said, "and implore him to help you set another trap." 
 
   If only Lucifer hadn't abandoned him to work things out for himself! But Marwan didn't know that, nor was he aware of the complex arrangement Lucifer and the fat lizard king had negotiated on the side. Perhaps someday he would discuss the matter with the desert adder once he had married Aturdokht and a tie of blood precluded betrayal? If anybody could figure out what the hell was going on, it would be Marwan.
 
   "And what if that benefactor has initiated a long journey across the heavens?" Jamin asked. "And will not be back for several months. What would you advise in the meantime, to seize back control of my tribe?"
 
   "I heard you smashed down Nineveh's walls?" Marwan said.
 
   "Aye," Jamin said.
 
   "Then do it to all the other villages you threatened with retaliation," Marwan said. "It will undermine his support until he finds himself standing alone, for a lion that does not fend off an attack from another lion soon finds himself without a pride."
 
   Marwan gestured for Nusrat to help him up. While the lizards had been able to save his leg, Marwan had not yet regained full use of his foot and needed assistance to get around, the reason his own people now believed him weak.
 
   "Stay here," Marwan said. "I perceive you might be hungry."
 
   Nusrat helped the old desert lion hop out of the tent. As soon as the pair stepped outside, the curtain which separated the main part of the tent from the woman's section slid over and out glided Aturdokht, clad from head to toe in her colorful robe with the green headscarf which brought out the green in her hazel eyes.
 
   Jamin's pulse sped up. She was a beautiful woman. For more than a year he had rutted after Ninsianna like a boar in heat, but lately, a new dream had taken up residence inside his heart, that maybe, someday, the beautiful desert flower would forget her poor slain husband and find a little bit of love for him?
 
   "Figs?" Aturdokht extended a small wooden platter that contained dried figs, roasted acorns, a bit of goat cheese and few slices of flat bread.
 
   Jamin met her gaze, the veil which covered her face accentuating the beauty of her eyes.
 
   "Any food you serve becomes a delicacy in your hands."
 
   She poured him a cup of water, her hands shaking as she avoided his gaze. It was a far cry from the first time she had given him water, when she had dumped it onto his lap and screamed she wished he'd die. That same fierce spirit which had attracted him to her would get her killed if Yazan got his hands on her again.
 
   "Thank you," Jamin said.
 
   Aturdokht bowed her head, and then she turned to leave.
 
   "Wait!" Jamin reached for her hand. "Sit with me. Please. Don't make me eat this meal alone."
 
   Aturdokht kneeled in front of him, the plate of food held between them like a chaperone. Jamin was amazed Marwan had left his daughter with him unsupervised, although he suspected that Nusrat stood just outside the tent, ready to bury a knife into his belly if he acted inappropriately. The old desert adder was crafty, but Jamin had become just crafty enough to know what Marwan was up to. He wished to inspire him to try harder to win her hand. It was no longer a matter of simply winning water rights for his tribe. The shaykh wished to secure the future for those members of his family who would not fare well once Zahid seized control.
 
   He need not have bothered…  At this point, whether or not Lucifer ever came back with Ninsianna, he would marry Aturdokht anyways. It was the Halifian's way, to take on many wives, and it was the Sata'anic way as well. Ninsianna had lost her chance at monogamy when she had spurned his affections for someone else.
 
   "I am sorry," Jamin said. He took her hand and turned it over, pushing up her sleeve to expose the scars from the day her father had tied her up and she'd taunted him by screaming she'd only marry the man who brought her the winged demon's heart. Aturdokht trembled as he ran his thumb over the imperfections.
 
   She pulled her arm away…
 
   "I feel like no matter what I do," Aturdokht's voice trembled, "that I betray Roshan. I betray my husband because he would want me to return to Yazan's tent-group and give him an heir. But it would not really be Roshan's son! And it would not be him who begat it upon me! It makes me cringe, and it makes me want to run away."
 
   Her eyes filled with tears, making them appear all the greener.
 
   Jamin put a finger underneath her chin.
 
   "So you do not wish to marry me after all?"
 
   "I do not wish to marry anyone," Aturdokht said. She looked away, and then she sighed. "But at least with you, we would have an understanding."
 
   "An understanding?"
 
   "That in my heart, my one true love would always be my husband, and that if the shaman's daughter was to ever to return once the winged demon's spell has been lifted from her eyes, that all I ask is for my own tent; to not be cast out into the desert or Roshan's daughter killed."
 
   Her eyes were beautiful, and green, and filled with longing for a man who was not him…
 
   Emotion clenched Jamin's chest, though whether it was because Aturdokht feared what would happen if she married back into Yazan's tribe, or that she feared she would never love him, he could not be certain. The latter, he was certain. 
 
   He remembered a story his mother used to tell him each time she encouraged him to put a momento into the treasure box.
 
   "My mother used to tell me a story," Jamin said. "She said, if I was lucky, that someday I would find somebody who loved me more than life itself; that when you love somebody that much, they will wait for you on the threshold of the next world." He swallowed, his cheek twitching as he asked the dreaded question. "Tell me, Aturdokht. Can you honestly say that is the way you felt about your poor, slain husband?"
 
   Aturdokht's eyes crinkled up in a sad smile. Tears slid down her cheeks, tears of grief. 
 
   "Yes," she whispered. "All I dream of is him."
 
   An odd sensation crushed Jamin's heart, dashing his hopes, even as he was grateful to her for being forthright. His own father had never remarried after his mother had died, nor had he, to anyone's knowledge, ever lain down with a concubine. 
 
   Jamin slipped his fingers beneath the corner of the veil which hid her face and tugged it so it came undone, exposing her perfect, beautiful face with its speckling of freckles which danced across her nose. 
 
   "I will carve out the heart of the winged demon that broke your heart," Jamin said. "And then I shall marry you, and I shall love Roshan's daughter as my own, and when you are ready, perhaps someday you will give me a son or daughter? It is all I ask of you, to give me beautiful, green-eyed children who are just as smart as you."
 
   Aturdokht nodded and wiped her cheek with her sleeve. She would perform her marital duties, whether or not she was ever able to give him her heart. It was what was expected of her.
 
   He leaned forward and touched his lips to hers. It was a cool kiss, marred by a sob as she broke away from his grasp. It left a curious, empty feeling. Aturdokht rose to her feet before he could grab her.
 
   "Perhaps you might do better to forget me?" Aturdokht said.
 
   Before he could think of a suitable retort, she disappeared back behind the curtain.
 
   Jamin stared at the delicacies she had brought for him, no longer tempting. Would she ever grow to love him? Would anyone? He glanced up, expecting to find Shahla standing there, laughing at his misfortune. 
 
   He grabbed the figs, a bribe for Private Rushd who was addicted to the delicacy, and then rose to his feet, glancing at the curtain where Aturdokht had disappeared. He considered going after her, kissing her soundly until their natural attraction overrode her longing for her husband, but he suspected now was not the right time, not with her former father-in-law standing outside the tent, trying to force her father to stop insisting his daughter had a right to choose her own bride price.
 
   His distraction almost caused him to walk right into Zahid, flanked by Yazan and a three rough-looking men who were no doubt these 'suitors' who wished to curry favor with their uncle by beating into submission Yazan's wayward daughter-in-law.
 
   "Yazan," Jamin said cautiously.
 
   "Because of you," Yazan hissed, "my brother is dead."
 
   There was no sign of Nusrat, or Lubaid who might be well-favored towards him since he'd given him such a magnificent gift. He suspected Yazan had arranged for them to be sent on a fool's errand, or more likely, Marwan had not expected Aturdokht, given her desperation, to be so brutally honest and flee his affections.
 
   "Dirar knew what he was up against when he chose to go after the winged demon," Jamin said. "As did every other man who tried to collect the bounty. All along I warned you he was a demon."
 
   Yazan leaned forward, his eyes almost bloodshot with hatred.
 
   "You knew the bastard was immortal," Yazan hissed like a cobra. "And you did not warn us we tried to kill a god?"
 
   Jamin rose to his full height, which even before Lucifer had given him the combat boots was taller than the man by a good palms-breadth.
 
   "It was a slender girl who cut him down," Jamin said. He gestured towards the entrance of Marwan's tent. "And as you saw with your own eyes, the sky people possess a wondrous ability to heal many wounds, but they can also die, for we had to bury five good lizard men. It is the same with Mikhail."
 
   While Zahid merely stood with a hostile, cold expression, not quite ready to directly disobey his father, the three men who stood behind Yazan drew their knives. Jamin's heart beat faster. Time slowed down as every ounce of training he'd received first as an elite warrior of the village, and then as a soldier in Shay'tan's armies, whispered that this was the moment he had feared.
 
   "Don't do this," Jamin warned.
 
   The first man rushed towards him, blade held straight out. Jamin shoved the man's arm out of the way and stepped aside, causing the man to go stumbling right into the entrance of Marwan's tent. The second man was on him in a second, but Jamin kicked him in the stomach, the added leverage of his combat boots enabling him to deliver a far more powerful kick. Jamin slammed down a double-fisted hammer punch onto the back of the man's head and immediately whirled towards his third attacker, Lucifer's knife was already out of its holster as he sliced the man's cheek and kicked him to the ground.
 
   "Katlego!" he shouted into the microphone embedded in his collar.
 
   "Yeah, buddy!"
 
   Yazan rushed at him. Jamin dodged the blade.
 
   "I need that demonstration of power we talked about!" Jamin shouted. "Now!"
 
   He sliced down into Yazan's wrist, the one which held his blade. Yazan screamed. Jamin kicked the back of his knee to knock him off-balance and then pushed him to the ground, forcing himself to rein in his temper and not do something as stupid as kill the man.
 
   A 'pfoompt' sound from the ridge.
 
   Jamin grabbed Yazan by the beard and twisted his head to face his tent.
 
   "Behold the power of Shay'tan!"
 
   Whatever Katlego had lobbed at them, it flew down with a whistle and, the moment it hit the tent, exploded into a conflagration of fire.
 
   The Halifians screamed. 
 
   Jamin laughed. He had not yet seen whatever tek-no-lo-gee this particular weapon was, but he liked it. He liked it very much.
 
   "I am not responsible for your brother's death, fool!" Jamin kicked the man. "But if you pull a stunt like that again, I can guarantee I will be responsible for your death, along with every member of your tribe!"
 
   He whirled and faced Zahid.
 
   "And you should have more respect for your father!" he jabbed his finger at Marwan's upstart heir.
 
   He straightened his trench coat. Katelego's voice came into the tiny speaker in his ear.
 
   "You alright buddy?" Katlego asked. "Or do you need another demonstration of power."
 
   "I'm good," Jamin answered.
 
   Ignoring the wails of the women, Jamin stormed out of the encampment, pausing only long enough to pick up the control box for the magic carpet. He leaped onto the slender platform and jammed forward the tiny knob, almost dumping himself unceremoniously back onto the ground. He did not fall off, however, but held onto his seat as he rode the magic carpet back up the hill to where Katlego stood waiting for him with a pair of binoculars.
 
   "Guess you showed them, huh?" Katlego said.
 
   "Guess I did," Jamin sighed.
 
   As soon as the shuttle leveled off to cruise back to the Sata'anic base, he shut his eyes and imagined the little treasure box which sat on the tiny table next to his bed. In his dreams he kept searching for something his mother had told him was hidden inside the box, but he could not find it. It was as empty as his heart…
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 78
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   February: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Mesopotamian Plain
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   He sat across the chessboard from the small, dark-winged Angelic. Beside them a timer counted out the seconds until the boy had to make his move. The boy did not speak, but then he never did. 
 
   "Tá sé do bhogadh, Gabriel," Mikhail said. He pointed to the timer. "Tá tú beagnach as am."
 
   Those sullen blue eyes were angry because he did not yet understand the game. With a chubby little hand, he picked up his black bishop and made an L-shaped move across the chess board to capture Mikhail's white queen.
 
   "Mo banríon!" Mikhail pointed to the black bishop. "Ní sin an tslí go bhfuil píosa fichille ceaptha a bhogadh."
 
   He stared at the timer ticking at the side of the chessboard, counting out the seconds until he could crush his opponent. The boy's lower lip quivered as he projected an image of him being -mean- directly into his mind. With a chubby arm, the boy stood up and swept the chess pieces onto the floor. 
 
   There was a knock upon the door.
 
   "Mikhail?' 
 
   The dream faded, leaving him only with the memory of those sullen blue eyes. 
 
   "Son? There is a messenger at the door."
 
   His mother-in-law stood in the doorway, the white streaks of her hair appearing blonde in the faint, yellow glow of the tallow lantern. He rolled upright and grabbed his boots, suppressing a groan as the too-tight scar tissue over his chest screamed in protest at the exercise he'd put himself through yesterday. Ever since they'd gotten word the lizards had attacked Nineveh, he'd taken to sleeping in his combat fatigues.
 
   "Thank you, Mama," Mikhail said. He rubbed his eyes, still disoriented from his dream. He remembered having the dream before, but what it meant he had no idea. It was frustrating to remember so much more about his past, and yet have no memory of who he was except other people telling him who he was because he, himself did not remember his childhood history.
 
   He tucked his wings wearily against his back and stumbled down the stairs, regretting he'd pushed himself so hard yesterday, trying to rebuild his endurance. He did his best to appear pain-free as he approached the warrior who stood in a not-too-terrible semblance of Alliance attention.
 
   "What is it?" Mikhail asked.
 
   "Sir! The signal fires have been lit. Gasur has been attacked!"
 
   Needa cried out with dismay. Gasur was where she had grown up and her parents still lived there. 
 
   "Did they kill anyone?" Needa asked.
 
   "We don't know, Ma'am," the warrior said. "All we know is that Gasur has lit the signal fires to invoke mutual aid."
 
   "Has the Chief been notified?" Mikhail asked.
 
   "We sent a second sentry to inform him, Sir."
 
   Mikhail glanced to see if Immanu had come home last night, but there was no sign of his father-in-law, only the weeping Needa, worried that she might have lost her parents.
 
   "Chief Jiljab was advised to hide his excess stores and when the lizards came, to pretend to capitulate and let them take their tribute," Mikhail reassured Needa. "He's a smart man. He won't let the hotheads give the lizards an excuse to destroy his village."
 
   "If they were attacked," Needa said, "they may need fresh medical supplies. I'll put together a package for you to carry."
 
   Mikhail didn't have the heart to tell her that, in his still-weakened condition, it would be all he could do to fly there, much less carry packages. Thank the goddess he had lost nearly a third of his body weight, or wouldn't be able to get off the ground! 
 
   Schooling an unreadable expression so the Assurians wouldn't see his fear, he trudged through the darkened village. As usual, his little prodigy had beaten him to the central square. Pareesa pranced in front of her B-team, barking orders like a miniature drill sergeant. Her manner was bossy, the bounce in her step enthusiastic and youthful, but beneath it all, he could see she handled her command with the confidence of a much older person. She came bouncing up to him like an eager little dog.
 
   "We're almost ready to move out, Sir!" Pareesa saluted.
 
   He stared down at his young savior and marveled at how so much spirit could be contained within the form of such a slender girl? But sometimes, as he'd found out the hard way, it took more than bravery to defend those you loved, but also cunning, especially when dealing with an enemy as devious as the Chief's son, who knew just how to hurt them without ever hitting them directly.
 
   "This could be a trap," Mikhail said. "These attacks are too deliberate to be anything but an attempt to bait us into rash action."
 
   "Siamek will stay behind to guard the village!" Pareesa's eyes glittered with eagerness. "He said you should have somebody you trust to watch your back."
 
   Mikhail glanced over at the tall, silent warrior who had refused to discuss anything but military tactics since his odd outburst about the girl who had committed suicide. His conversation with Yalda and Zhila had left him with no answers, only questions. Such as why, if he could not remember anything about the girl, then why, when he shut his eyes at night, was it not Ninsianna he reached for in his sleep, but the source of that song he kept hearing in his dreams?
 
   The warriors parted to allow his father-in-law and the Chief to make their way to the center. 
 
   "As we anticipated, the enemy has hit another ally," Chief Kiyan said. "They are toying with us, circling closer to let us know we are next."
 
   "You mean Jamin is toying with us," Pareesa muttered from behind his left wing, her voice muffled by his feathers.
 
   A ripple of agreement moved through the warriors. Yes. Jamin toyed with every village he attacked, undermining their frail alliance with a combination of promises of good things and outright terror. Qishtea had just barely survived his beating, and only the fact he was a hothead prevented him from doing the sensible thing and ordering his village to submit to Sata'anic rule. 
 
   The Chief stood in front of him, his bandages now off, but with ample evidence of still-healing burns. 
 
   "I would feel better if you let her tag along," Chief Kiyan said, his voice low. He pointed at Pareesa.
 
   Mikhail's jaw clenched, irritated at his change-in-duties from people's champion to pampered pet.
 
   "She is too young to be saddled with such responsibility."
 
   "That may be," Chief Kiyan said. "But she is the best natural warrior I have ever seen, and only she can speak to that Cherubim god of yours to hear warnings about the enemy about to pull a fast one."
 
   Mikhail didn't mention that he wished he could hear the Cherubim god, too. His little protégé had surpassed him in every way, including learning skills which had exasperated Jingu when he had mastered his lessons without ever hearing the 'voices of the gods.'
 
   "You must remember that it is your knowledge we need, son," Immanu added. "Not your abilities as a champion. If any one of these young men and women die, it will be a loss, but if you die, we shall not find another who knows how to get back my daughter."
 
   Mikhail gave his father-in-law a grim nod. Siamek was right. Pareesa, he trusted with his life, and right now, with his body still far weaker than at any time he could remember, he was easy prey if somebody decided to single him out. He would position her behind the line of scrimmage, where he could put that deadly aim of hers to work. 
 
   Mikhail signaled the warriors to circle around.
 
   "You know the plan," Mikhail said. "Our intelligence indicates the lizards carry the tribute to a staging area. I shall fly the perimeter to locate this area, and then we shall creep around them and lay in wait for the next shuttle to fly in so we can steal it."
 
   Attempt to steal it. He'd stolen enemy spacecraft before, but it was never easy, especially given the lizard's tendency to close up the hatches and take off the minute trouble started. Three times already his men had failed to get there in time. If he didn't capture it this time, he feared what was left of the Ubaid alliance would throw their support behind the Sata'anic Empire for real.
 
   The warriors jogged to Nineveh's enormous river barge, loaned to them by Qishtea to enable them to ferry the warriors in a single group. Gasur sat just east of the juncture of the Zab River, which this time of year was navigable, but the men would need to push the barge up the Little Zab using poles. 
 
   Mikhail pounded his wings to pull himself away from gravity's bosom. The wind whistled a cold, winter tune through his feathers, singing a song of freedom, of open skies and limitless journeys. He leveled off in a weak updraft and veered up over the hills which separated the two villages with a great distance on foot, but not so far for a creature of the air.
 
   Cresting the hills and slipping back down the other side, he spotted a bonfire which was not in line with two lines of signal fires stretching towards Arrapha and Assur. He banked his wings, changing course as he spread the long primary feathers on one wing and tightened them on the other to glide with as little effort as possible. Already he felt exhausted. If he pushed himself too hard, he risked passing out in the thin air of the high altitude of the mountains.
 
   He knew the lizards would watch for a shadow in the sky. He dropped down to the ground so he could cover the rest of the distance on foot  He tucked his wings against his back and crept towards the anthill of activity which rumbled around a flat spot, the perfect place to land a shuttle even though none was currently parked here. He crept as close as he dared to assess the situation.
 
   He counted the enemies trailing in and out until he had a rough estimate of their numbers. Three units, not quite an entire platoon. There were sentries carrying pulse rifles on each quadrant of the staging area, guarding the baskets of emmer, einkorn, and barley stolen from Gasur's granary. Mikhail assessed what cover was available to creep up behind each sentry position. Not a lot of cover, but some. 
 
   He crept backwards, his entire body screaming in protest at this extra exertion when he still hadn't recovered from yesterday's brutal workout, and then found a spot where the hill dropped off about five cubits, just enough that the pounding of his wings wouldn't alert the Sata'anic soldiers that an Angelic had flown into their midst.
 
   The wind fought against him, and by the time he found the river barge, also fighting its way upriver against the strong current of the Little Zab, he panted as though he'd just run a marathon. Winded wasn’t the right word for how he felt right now. Beat? Ready to keel over? Dead? 
 
   Okay. Maybe not dead. He had come a little too close to dead twice already to ever bandy that term around loosely again. But who’d have thought a measly flight to Gasur would have exhausted him so badly? 
 
   He dropped down onto the overcrowded river barge.
 
   "Mikhail!" Pareesa exclaimed.
 
   Mikhail greeted his little protégé and the real leader on this expedition, Varshab, the Chief's man enforcer. 
 
   "I found them," Mikhail said. "About a league north-east of here." A league was about how far an average human could walk in an hour. 
 
   "In what state is Gasur?" Varshab asked.
 
   "I saw no buildings burning or other signs of distress," Mikhail said. "Both sets of signal-fires were lit, so hopefully reinforcements are on their way from Arrapha as well."
 
   "What is the most efficient way for a man on foot to get to this place we can ambush the lizard people?" Varshab asked.
 
   "I found a shepherd's path from the foothills down to the river to water their flocks," Mikhail said. "It is only a little further upriver. Follow me, and I will set your feet upon the path."
 
   Pushing back his fatigue, he leaped into the air once more, straining to get airborne and shivering as his body punished him by giving him chills. He flew a short distance upstream and waited for the barge to force its way against the current. Had he been in better shape he would have flown dragging the barge with a rope, but he was in no condition to do so. 
 
   He did not wade into the cold river to grab the rope the way he normally would have done, but waited for them to tie off the barge, mindful of the chief's admonition that they needed him to fly, not act as a draft animal. The warriors lined up as Pareesa shoved them into line, tongue-lashing anyone who got sloppy with her biting words. She pranced up to him, eager to be on her way.
 
   "We're ready for action, Sir," Pareesa said.
 
   As they trudged up the path into the hills, he tried to discreetly hide the fact he held a side stitch. Despite his best efforts, he panted like an old woman carrying a loaded basket. He hadn’t felt this exhausted since … since … he couldn’t remember ever feeling this out of shape. He hung back as Pareesa led the warriors up the path, trying to decide if it would be more pragmatic to stick with the group or fly ahead?
 
   He glanced at Ebad who gave him a knowing grin. Now he knew how the B-team felt when the soft, out-of-shape sons of craftsmen and merchants had begun hard physical training for the first time in their lives. He could practically hear She-who-is laughing at the rude justice of not automatically excelling at everything he did. This was even worse than milking the goat! 
 
   He almost bumped into a large, bear-sized form which had dropped to the side to fall back to the rear of the line.
 
   “Are you okay?” Varshab asked.
 
   Mikhail sized up the Chief's most trusted man, a man at least fifteen years older than he was, barely winded from his jog up the hill.
 
   “Been better,” Mikhail gave him a grim look. “But I’m not going to keel over, if that's what you're worried about. I just don’t know how much good I’ll be when I get there.”
 
   “You’re not doing too badly for a dead man,” Varshab said. He gave him a warm grin in the moonlight. “Chief Kiyan sent me along to make sure you don't get yourself killed a third time. If it was up to him, he'd let General Needa drag your fluffy tail feathers off to bed where most men who'd spent six weeks at death's door would sensibly stay.”
 
   “It’s been over a month,” Mikhail said. “It’s time to get back to work.”
 
   “Without you," Varshab said, "all of this falls apart." He pointed to the top of the hill, where Pareesa's silhouette could be seen against the starlit sky. "Why don't you fly ahead? I have traveled this pathway before. When we get close, I shall let out a call like a startled jackal. That will be the signal to creep back and tell us conditions in the enemy staging area."
 
   With a nod, Mikhail took to the air and circled around once, just to make sure no enemy crept up on his men the way that they intended to sneak up on the lizards, before making the short flight back to where he'd originally hidden.
 
   The Sata'anic soldiers loitered around baskets and urns full of pilfered items, joking and slapping one another on the back as they rummaged through the spoils of war. An uncustomary sensation of anger percolated in Mikhail's gut and touched that dark hunger he hadn't felt since the day he'd woken up from the dead. As he watched, two blue-skinned Marid came out of the shadows, hauling something large and dead upon their burly, over-developed shoulders. Mikhail sniffed the air. Blood. A deer. He noted the two Sata'an-Marid soldiers carried spears.
 
   Spears? Since when did the lizard people arm their men with spears? And hunt while on a scavenging mission?
 
   He scanned the camp, searching for similar weapons. Yes. A pig-like Catoplebas also had a spear, while a lizard-soldier carried a bow and arrows. It was common for Shay'tan to order his armies to live off the land, but to do so with primitive weapons? That didn't make any sense.
 
   A whistle in the distance warned him the shuttle was returning to pick up its final load. He counted the number of soldiers versus the number of baskets stolen from Gasur. By his estimate, if they packed the shuttle tightly, all of the men and loot would fit onto a single shuttle.
 
   Mikhail glanced in the direction where he had left Varshab and their troops. According to his estimate, they would not be here for another twenty-five minutes. He turned back towards the ship, cursing the fact these attacks were unpredictable enough that they never knew what village the lizards would hit next. If his men didn't get here soon, they would miss this opportunity just like they had the others.
 
   He flattened his wings against his back and crept closer, his earlier fatigue forgotten as his heart sped up and began to pump oxygen to his tissues, preparing him for what would come next, sprinting towards the shuttle and fighting his way in, disabling the guards, finding the door control, and disabling the pilots, all while in a weakened condition and far slower than he'd ever been. Damantia! The last time he'd pulled something off such as this he'd been in peak condition and damned near gotten himself killed. There were four times as many soldiers milling about between him and that ship, and unlike the last time, he didn't have a Special Forces unit backing him up.
 
   He cursed no one in particular as basket after basket of grain was loaded onto the shuttle. It was already halfway loaded, and by his estimate Varshab wouldn't be here for another fifteen minutes.
 
   He drew his sword and crept closer to the shuttle like a stalking lion, his wings stretched out behind him. In peak condition, he was an even match for a lizard soldier, more than a match when you added flight and the element of surprise, but only yesterday none other than Ebad had thrown him to the ground.
 
   That dark hunger gnawed at him to do something so badly it caused his muscles to tremble, eager to spring into action at the slightest provocation.
 
   A tall, dark shape caught his attention at the ramp. He wore Angelic combat fatigues and a Sata'anic trench coat, his face scraped clean of its beard and his hair cropped short into an Alliance crew cut. A cold, dead hunger settled into Mikhail's tissues and whispered the name of the man he wished to kill.
 
   "Jamin."
 
   Thought escaped him, for so badly did he want to kill the man that nothing else mattered, not the mission, not his own life, not even his quest to rescue Ninsianna, for this man had hurt him, had hunted him and tormented him and stolen from him everything he loved, and he intended to kill him, to carve out his heart and watch his face as the light faded from his eyes and he opened up his veins and watched the blood drain out and violate the soil as he hacked him to pieces again and again and again.
 
   That dark hunger which had been with him for as long as he remembered whispered to him:  'Get him. Go and get him, and make him tell you where he has taken your Chosen One…'
 
   With a growl like a rabid animal, Mikhail sprinted towards him, half in-flight, half running, as he streaked past the lizard soldiers, oblivious and uncaring, his eye on the prize, on the only prize that mattered, getting even with the man who had taken his wife.
 
   Jamin's eyes widened as he saw the dark-winged shape streaking towards him, and then he gave him a sadistic grin.
 
   "Jamin!" Mikhail screamed, but his words came out an inhuman howl.
 
   A spear was thrown past him. Somebody fired a pulse rifle. But it was as if Mikhail was in a long, dark tunnel, for the only thing he saw was the man who had taken away the woman he loved. His feathers flew as his wing pounded down on the pile of stolen grain and almost tripped on it, and then regained his flight and streaked once more towards his quarry. He meant to get him. He meant to get him and kill him.
 
   Jamin laughed, and then reached down to his hip, a practiced move, a move which had been rehearsed many, many times. Out of a holster the Chief's son slid out a Sata'anic pulse rifle, long and black and bristling with an infra-red targeting scope. 
 
   Mikhail's wings pounded and he took fully to the air, an eagle diving towards a prey animal it meant to devour for supper.
 
   The deadly red laser-beam slid up, aiming right at him, aiming to kill.
 
   Mikhail banked his wings and rolled.
 
   Jamin fired and missed.
 
   Mikhail screamed his name.
 
   Jamin fired again.
 
   Pain burned into his wing as the pulse rifle caught him mid-flap and took out some of his long, primary feathers along with a chunk of flesh.
 
   Jamin laughed.
 
   Mikhail shrieked with frustration as the sudden loss of aerodynamic balance caused him to crash into two lizard soldiers who scurried into the shuttle with loaded baskets.
 
   Mikhail slammed into the ground.
 
   The two lizard soldiers drew their swords and pointed them at his throat.
 
   "Drop it," the lizard said in the hissing Sata'anic language. "Drop the sword, or I will cut you down where you lay."
 
   Mikhail let go of the hilt. They kicked it away from his hand.
 
   Jamin stepped down the ramp, his combat boots clanking against the steel as he stepped towards him, wearing a victorious grin. He aimed the red dot of the laser-pointer straight at Mikhail's head.
 
   "Where is she?" Mikhail hissed. He slid his hand down towards his pulse rifle, ready to use its single, lonely shot, but he was surrounded by the lizards, and they all had swords and pulse rifles aimed at him.
 
   The Chief's son stared at him with a mixture of bemusement, naked hatred, and some other emotion that if Mikhail didn't know better, he might think was regret.
 
   "I don’t have her anymore," Jamin said. His expression changed. He gave Mikhail an evil grin. "I made a gift of her. To your own Príomh-Aire."
 
   It took a moment for it to register that Jamin had just spoken to him in Galactic Standard.
 
   "My ... Príomh-Aire?" Mikhail recited like a dumb parrot.
 
   "Yes," Jamin said in heavily accented Galactic Standard. "Your own god moves against you, for Lucifer himself came to collect your wife to be his own."
 
   An odd sense of vertigo caused the lizards that surrounded him to suddenly dance and become blurry. The third ship Pareesa had described as belonging to the Evil One, slender and white, with a shape like a raptor and a great, bulbous eye on the underside which she had blinded with a spear. The white-winged Angelic, more beautiful on the outside than even him. No! It could not be! Why would the man he had spent his entire life defending turn on him and take away his wife?
 
   And how in Hades had he gotten here … when no one, not even Hashem, had any idea where he had crashed?
 
   The Sata'anic soldiers twittered, great guttural guffaws, cracking jokes that it was about time he had fallen into their trap. One of the boar-like Catoblepas kicked him and asked Jamin how they would split the reward money?
 
   "And now," Jamin smirked at his lizard friends. "It is time to find out if you really are immortal, or if a few shots of this pulse rifle will put you out of my misery once and for all."
 
   Jamin aimed the pulse rifle straight for his heart.
 
   "This is payback for ripping out my heart," Jamin said softly in Ubaid, his eyes burning black with hatred as he met his gaze.
 
   Mikhail rolled, yanking up his wing so it took the brunt of the shot. It knocked Jamin off balance.
 
   Jamin pulled the trigger.
 
   The shot went awry. Mikhail shrieked as Jamin burned a hole into his wing.
 
   The whistle of an arrow split the air.
 
   "Hashem's bushy eyebrows!" one of the Sata'anic lizards shouted.
 
   Mikhail rolled towards his sword.
 
   "We're under attack!"
 
   More arrows.
 
   Shouting, human and lizard, as all hell broke loose. Humans rushed into the light of the bonfire, eager to take on the lizards, not only win back Gasur's life-giving grain, but also to get a coveted Sata'anic sword.
 
   Mikhail rose to his feet and looked frantically for the location of Jamin.
 
   "Fall back! Fall back!" one of the Sata'anic soldiers shouted.
 
   The lizards backed up in a perfect square, firing occasionally at the humans, but for some odd reason the pilot of the shuttle did not aim the on-board pulse rifles at the center of the group the way that they normally would.
 
   "To Mikhail!" Pareesa shouted. 
 
   Mikhail swung at a burly pig-man who struck back at him with a newer version of the very sword he carried. Their swords rang as they hacked at one another, two experienced swordsmen, though Mikhail was better because he had trained under the Cherubim.
 
   He hit the boar-man in the shoulder. Had he been at peak strength, he would have cut the man's arm off, but in his weakened condition, all he managed to do was to incapacitate him.
 
   The pig-man stumbled backwards. Another soldier stepped in to take his place. Mikhail hacked at him, too, this time getting lucky when the lizard left open his midsection for a split second, just long enough for Mikhail to stab him. The lizard cried out and fell to his knees. Mikhail kicked him out of the way, only caring about one thing. Where was Jamin? He had to get him! He had to find out what he knew!
 
   He heard a death-cry as a human found their death at the end of a Sata'anic sword, and then another as the humans took on species bred to be far larger and stronger than they were.
 
   "Shoot them!" Pareesa screamed.
 
   Mikhail spotted the Chief's son standing back at the exact same spot where he had seen him in the first place, at the top of the ramp of the shuttle, pulse rifle drawn and aimed right at him. With his other hand, he had his palm poised over the power switch which would shut the door, denying Mikhail his means to escape this world and summon the armies of Hashem.
 
   "Fall back!" one of the lizards shouted in their language.
 
   Mikhail crouched, ready to attempt another sprint at the shuttle, the only way he would find Ninsianna. 
 
   The Sata'anic soldiers backed up the ramp in a well-organized square. One of the pig-men fell. One of the other lizards grabbed the man and dragged him up the ramp.
 
   Jamin slammed his hand down upon the close button, and then made a Sata'anic prayer gesture of his hand to his forehead, his lips, and his heart as the door closed.
 
   The shuttle fired up her engines, spewing forth a great cloud of burning hot air and dust as it lifted off and headed into the sky.
 
   Mikhail streaked after them, his heart pounding as he frantically flapped his wings, trying to keep up as the shuttle sped up and gradually pulled away.
 
   "No!" he screamed as the shuttle outpaced him.
 
   That adrenaline which had kept him focused, kept him fighting long after his body should have given out, finally reached its limit and abandoned his system. The darkness closed around him until all he could see was the shuttle as a pinpoint, a point of light in a long, dark tunnel as glorious unconsciousness crept up and claimed him as its own.
 
   He fell. He fell from the sky, the earth reaching towards him as it sought to claim him for herself. That voice he had heard in the darkness, the voice that sang the song, cut into his fog from that other place.
 
   'Mikhail! You are fallen! You must fly!'
 
   Strength flowed into him as the song which had kept him alive poured into his veins and whispered to him to flap his wings. 
 
   The ground sped towards him.
 
   He beat his wings, disorganized, messy, missing feathers and reeking of cooked flesh, unable to pull up as he slammed into the ground. Darkness reached up to claim him, but as it did, a single memory flitted through his mind as he drifted in the song. A hand. A voice. A black-eyed girl wearing a crown of stars.
 
   'You are not alone,' she had whispered as he'd stood at the threshold of death.
 
   He reached for her and called her name.
 
   Amhrán
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Galactic Standard Date:  152,324.02 AE 
 
   Haven-2
 
   Supreme Commander-General Abaddon
 
    
 
   Abaddon
 
   She was a valiant ship, eager to take on their enemies despite the crushing damage to her wing. Now-General Abaddon, if he was still even officially a general, pressed his hand against the wall and whispered to the ship which had been his first great love.
 
   “Soon, gorm beag,” he whispered to the Jehoshaphat. “Soon I shall let you pay back the dragon for the damage he has wrought to you.”
 
   As if she had heard him, the Jehoshaphat trembled beneath his touch, eager with anticipation of the foreplay to come. He caressed the wall, attentive to her every sigh. They were two old warriors, him and her, both scarred and in less than top condition after their recent scuffle with Shay’tan. But just as Sarvenaz had refused to let him go, so would he not let the engineers who complained they were short on supplies, or time, or authorization from Parliament to make repairs, dissuade him from getting his Little Falcon back into fighting condition. 
 
   The trembling grew louder, and then it settled into a rhythmic hum. His comms pin chirped.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Yes, yeoman?”
 
   “The antimatter induction ports have just been realigned.”
 
   “I know,” Abaddon said. He caressed the wall. “Will it hold?”
 
   “I have no idea, Sir,” the Flight Engineer said. "She should go forward just fine, but if we need to maneuver in battle, I can't promise the supports we jury-rigged to stabilize her hyperdrives will hold.
 
   Abaddon closed his eyes and focused on the way the vibration rumbled through his rapidly regenerating feathers. Slow. Steady. Reliable. Bloodthirsty. Yes. The Jehoshaphat would fight.
 
   "We only need to go in one direction, yeoman," Abaddon said to the engineer. "Straight ahead."
 
   "Yes, Sir," the Flight Engineer said.
 
   Abaddon glanced up at the officers who had gathered in his war room, both in person, and also on flatscreens all around the room. They were good men. Men he would trust with his life. 
 
   "The moment we cross over the border," Abaddon's expression was grim, "there will no going back. Not just for me, but for any of you. If you have any doubts at all that this course of action is the right one, now is the time to bow out and join Re Harakhti's fleet. As you all know, Lucifer is dead, Parliament is a mess, and the Emperor has not had the magairlí to seize back control of his empire."
 
   Abaddon watched the faces on the screen, searching for signs of doubt or fear. He found none. Most of these commanders had human wives of their own, and of those who didn't, they had lower-ranking members of their crew who either did, or desperately wished they did because they were the last of their bloodline.
 
   He glanced over at Captain Shzzzkt, his Mantoid communications officer and third in line to take control of the bridge. The Mantoid species had absolutely no problems reproducing.
 
   "You sure you want to do this, Shzzzkt?" Abaddon asked softly.
 
   Captain Shzzzkt touched his voice modulation box.
 
   "When I was born, there was no Emperor," Shzzzkt said. "Only a Parliament which refused to grant our planets admission. All the time our planet has belonged to the Alliance, it was Lucifer we looked to represent us, not the Emperor or Parliament. And he looked to you, Sir, to uphold the letter of his law."
 
   The Mantoid lifted his hard outer wings to expose the soft, gossamer wings below which enabled their species some semblance of flight, not true-flight, but close enough that they'd been able to take up some of the slack caused by the Angelics dropping numbers.
 
   "The newer sentient crewmen all took a vote, Sir," Shzzzkt continued. "We will serve the Emperor and Parliament as much as we can, but as far as we're concerned, until somebody can produce Lucifer's body, we shall follow your orders, Sir, and not the petty bickering of politicians."
 
   A lump rose in Abaddon's throat. He had been less than enthusiastic when a young Lucifer had proposed the audacious plan to allow the newer sentient races to earn their Alliance citizenship by serving in the military. Only recently had their homeworlds been granted full Alliance status, Lucifer's plan all along. The snub was recent enough that the newer races held no illusions that they were anything but second-best citizens.
 
   "Thank you, Captain Shzzzkt," Abaddon's lip twitched with suppressed emotion. He turned towards the other commanders. "I presume the same is true on all of your ships?"
 
   "Yes, Sir," the other ship's commanders all answered.
 
   "You all know the plan, then," Abaddon said. "Re Harakhti has amassed a sizeable flotilla of Leonid and Centauri battlecruisers along the border closest to the place where Shay'tan ambushed this fleet. As we speak, he has authorized his fighter pilots to fly sorties along the edge of Sata'anic territory, just enough to antagonize the dragon and keep his attention there." 
 
   He pointed to a holographic map of the Milky Way galaxy. 
 
   "So far as we can tell, Shay'tan is completely unaware we've amassed this second fleet in a stellar nursery at the opposite end of his empire," Abaddon said. "The radiowave disturbances caused by the dust cloud renders our navigation equipment useless for jumping into subspace until we get at least 300 light years inside the Sata'anic border, but it also means Shay'tan won't see us until we drive right past him."
 
   "Why here, Sir?" the young Leonid First Lieutenant who commanded the tracking ship Invincible asked. "Why are we crossing the border here?" 
 
   The Invincible was a small ship with a large deep-space radar, exactly the kind of ship Abaddon needed to calculate these jumps. It was piloted by a vigorous young Leonid who wasn't entirely certain he wanted to tag along on this mission. How could he convince his men that a small, non-descript bird had landed on the Eternal Tree while he'd been dead and sang a mournful song for a broken seed which had become lodged in a branch which looked remarkably like the Orion-Cygnus spiral arm?
 
   "This is the last place the Eternal Light was seen before it disappeared into points unknown," Abaddon told them the only truth that might make sense. "Somehow, the Emperor knew humans still existed before Lucifer pulled his coup d'etat, and somewhere in the galaxy, there are 99 ships under the command of the former Supreme Commander-General's lover, most likely searching for the same planet that we are."
 
   "What should we do when we run into Shay'tan's forces?" one of the Angelic commanders asked.
 
   "We hit them hard and keep on going," Abaddon said. He pointed to the place where their instrumentation would enable them to use the Invincible's deep-space radar to calculate a jump beyond the borders of the Sata'anic Empire, into territories which were almost completely uncharted. "But while we're on our way through, if we do hit Shay'tan hard, it would not aggrieve me to cut the dragon back down to size."
 
   He flared his wings, prickly looking with their immature grey pinfeathers, but already the quills had begun to flesh out. If he kept progressing at the same rate of healing, by the end of the week he should be able to fly once more.
 
   The other commanders gave him a salute and grinned. What doubts they might have harbored had been dispelled by none other than his own miraculous recovery from the dead. They viewed it as divine provenance of She-who-is, but Abaddon knew it was the remnants of his Seraphim genome, his latent ability to heal restored thanks to the unpolluted potential in Sarvenaz's human genes. 
 
   Abaddon resisted the urge to scratch his arms and legs. His face had been the first to slough off the scar tissue and leave him looking no older than before, but every other square inch of his body peeled healing skin like a Sata'anic lizard molting their skin. The itching was driving him nuts!
 
   "You know the drill," Abaddon told the commanders.
 
   "Keep low, move fast, kill first, die last," they recited the familiar Angelic battle prayer. "One shot, one kill, no luck, pure skill."
 
   Abaddon gave them a hawkish grin.
 
   "Just follow my lead."
 
   He killed the flatscreens, and then signaled Captain Shzzzkt to go and carry out his orders. There was only one last order he wished to relay, one he had discussed with Sarvenaz just minutes before he had come up here to launch this latest mission.
 
   "Major Pharzuphel," he said. "One moment please?"
 
   His  second-in-command paused, her eyes red-rimmed from crying. He had survived because her lover had risked his life to run into the collapsing cave and shove him into an ancient cryo-chamber. Lieutenant Valac hadn't been so lucky. While he had survived by diving underneath the cryo-chamber, his legs had been crushed by a falling stalactite and the lack of oxygen in the cave had caused significant brain damage. 
 
   "Sir?" Pharzuphel spoke with a disheartened voice.
 
   “How is he, Major?”
 
   Pharzuphel’s snow-white wings drooped with dejection.
 
   “He still hasn’t woken up, Sir,” Pharzuphel said. “And even if he does, the doctor fears he may never regain full use of his legs.”
 
   Abaddon’s expression softened.
 
   “Keep talking to him,” Abaddon said, "even if he cannot answer you. Because on some level he can hear you, and so long as he knows you haven’t abandoned him to die, he will fight to stay with you. He will fight until he doesn’t have a choice, and even if he loses that battle, know that he will wait for you just but on the other side.”
 
   “How can you know that, Sir?” Pharzuphel sobbed. “How can you know the legends are not a lie?”
 
   “Because I have seen that place,” Abaddon said, "and because I have, I do not fear death, for whether or not I am killed, someday my wife will reunite with me there.”
 
   “But if Valac does not fear death,” Pharzuphel said. “Then how can I convince him to stay?”
 
   Abaddon gave her a rare smile.
 
   “Tell him that if he pulls through, I shall join your hands together in marriage myself,” Abaddon said. “And not only shall I declare you husband and wife if that is your wish, but I shall order you be assigned quarters together, to raise your son together the way a family should be raised.”
 
   Pharzuphel's expression brightened for the first time since she and Sarvenaz had pulled them out of the ice cavern. 
 
   “Valac would like that. I will tell him as soon as we have achieved this objective.”
 
   Abaddon strode out onto the bridge and settled into his commander’s chair, scanning the men and women who had served under him for many long years. Major Pharzuphel trailed behind him and took her mate's former station, the weapons console, the first person who would fire upon an enemy ship.
 
   Abaddon tapped his comms pin to make the announcement to the crew to engage, and then thought better of it. He settled his almost-healed wings against his back and pointed at his former peace-dove of a second-in command, the member of his crew who had always ordered restraint.
 
   "Would you like to give the order, Major?" Abaddon asked.
 
   Pharzuphel nodded, her blue eyes still red-rimmed from tears. She pressed the broadcast button on the fleet-wide intercom.
 
   "Attention all crew," Pharzuphel said. "Let's go grab the dragon by the tail."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 80
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   February: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Uruk Territory
 
    
 
   Gita
 
   Avoiding detection by the roving bands of Uruk who searched for Tizqar, son of Zamub, chief of the village of Akshak, wasn't easy this deep into Uruk territory, especially since they were unfamiliar with the landscape. Gita finally gagged the man to cease his threats using a strip torn from his own, elaborate robe. Only the fact the desert was flush with moisture from the winter rains prevented them from dying of thirst. Tizqar glared at them with dark, hateful eyes. 
 
   Gita pressed the point of her blade into the Uruk mercenary's throat.
 
   "I will release your gag so you can eat and drink some food," Gita said. "But if you cry out, I shall cut your throat. Do you understand?"
 
   Tizqar nodded. After he had tried to escape the second time, Dadbeh had hobbled his feet with a twisted strip of cloth so he could only take small steps without falling on his face. That had slowed them, but at least there had been no more escape attempts.
 
   Gita lifted a waterskin to his mouth. Tizqar suckled on the end like an eager kid goat, heedless of the moisture which dribbled onto his robes. At last the waterskin grew flaccid. He smacked his lips and bared his teeth at her, trying his best to appear intimidating.
 
   "My father will find you," Tizqar hissed in broken Ubaid. "And when he does, he will flay you alive for taking his son and heir."
 
   "You are a third son," Gita said. "I remember that much from the times you visited Laum's house. The reason, I suppose, you have chosen to prey upon helpless travelers?"
 
   "And what do you know of commerce, daughter of a drunk and a whore?" Tizqar asked.
 
   Gita resisted the urge to slap him. She focused instead on carving strips of raw flesh off the carcass of a hare Dadbeh had shot earlier with his bow. She fed it to him uncooked because they did not dare start a fire.
 
   "What do you know of my mother?" Gita asked.
 
   "That she was a temple prostitute at Jabel Mar Elyas," Tizqar sneered, "who would spread her legs to any man who paid the temple money."
 
   Gita’s hand made a sharp ‘crack’ against his cheek.
 
   "My mother was a priestess! And she was far better person than you." 
 
   She pressed her knife against his throat, but Tizqar was not intimidated because he knew she wanted his testimony far more than she wanted vindication for the reputation of a mother who was long since dead and in the grave. The man had no idea that she had engaged in a bit of sacred prostitution herself to win back the life of the man he had tried to kill. To shut him up, she dug the knife in just a little harder than was necessary; just enough to make him wince; just enough to draw a little bit of blood.
 
   "Gita!" Dadbeh's voice was a sharp distraction. "If you kill him, you shall never clear your name."
 
   Gita removed the knife. Tizqar stared at her victoriously. 
 
   "We should kill him and go join the Kemet," Gita said.
 
   "We have no trade goods," Dadbeh said. 
 
   "We will if we take the pack he carries on his back," Gita said.
 
   "That gold belongs to the Kemet," Dadbeh said. "We already reached agreement on this. We shall only take enough to pay an appeasement to She-who-is at the temple for Shahla's soul, and then we shall hold the rest until the Kemet travel through again next year."
 
   Gita averted her gaze. She didn't have the heart to tell him that, no matter how much appeasement they paid, Immanu would refuse to perform the death ceremonies.
 
   "Is that what this is all about?" Tizqar taunted? "You want vindication for the soul of a girl who was a whore?"
 
   "You seem fixated on everybody being a whore," Dadbeh said. His words were crisp as he spoke.
 
   Gita heard the warning in his voice. Tizqar, unfortunately, was more accustomed to a man who blustered and ignored the warning.
 
   "Laum's daughter was a whore," Tizqar laughed. "Her mother gave her to Yazan's brother before the girl had even had her first menstrual cycle; and for a ripe price, too! Dirar always had a taste for the brutal and the young."
 
   "That makes her a victim," Dadbeh's mismatched eyes turned green and black, respectively. "Not a harlot."
 
   "Were you aware that Shahla was carrying Qishtea's child?” Tizqar taunted. “Not Jamin's?"
 
   Dadbeh's cheek twitched as his eyes took on a look that was stricken. Gita noted the way his hand slid down to caress the hilt of the knife tucked in at the belt of his Ubaid kilt.
 
   "The child Shahla carried was mine," Dadbeh said. "And had she not been killed, I would have married her. Even after she miscarried the baby."
 
   Tizqar laughed, an obnoxious, raucous sound.
 
   "Shahla lost that baby because her mother gave her waters of bitterness every single day since the girl first got her moon-blood cycle," Tizqar laughed. "Laum gave it to every woman in his brothel because no man wants to fuck a woman who is heavy with some other man's child."
 
   The hairs stood on the back of Gita's neck. She remembered the disgusting tea Shahla's mother had insisted she drink three times each day, and how, towards the end, Shahla had grown clever and begun to pour it into a goatskin she carried under her shawl.
 
   "Why would Laum do such a thing?" Dadbeh's voice sounded anguished. "Why would he do such a thing to his own daughter?"
 
   "Daughters are useless!" Tizqar spat upon the ground. "He told Shahla to seduce one man, and then she took it upon herself to seduce many others!"
 
   "You lie!" Gita sputtered. "Shahla would have told me if she'd been forced!"
 
   "She didn't tell her mother she was with child," Tizqar said. "Not until it was too late for the silphium to work. But Laum, he was looking for an excuse to entrap one of the chief's sons so he could expand his trading network, he didn't care if it was Assur's chief or Nineveh, so he went to them both and tried to convince each of them child was theirs. And when that failed, he came to me to procure some tincture of ergot."
 
   “Tincture of ergot?” Gita said. “But tincture of ergot is a poison.”
 
   Tizqar laughed. 
 
   "Shut up," Dadbeh hissed.
 
   "She convinced you to marry her,” Tizqar said, “and the child was not even yours!"
 
   "I said shut up!" Dadbeh pulled his knife.
 
   Gita placed her hand over Dadbeh's arm.
 
   "Do you know what this testimony means?" Gita said.
 
   "It means this man is responsible for my child's death," Dadbeh hissed.
 
   "The child wasn't yours!" Tizqar said. "And even if it was, the last thing Laum wanted was for his prize bargaining chip for a favorable trade married off to the son of a landless tenant-farmer."
 
   "I wanted the infant," Dadbeh shouted. "Whether or not it was mine! And I wanted her! Because I loved her! With or without her father's money!"
 
   Tizqar laughed.
 
   "That baby was as good as dead before Jamin even beat it out of her," Tizqar said. His eyes were filled with contempt. "He just did her father a favor by focusing the blame on him so he would have a mechanism to extract recompense from the Chief via the tribunal!"
 
   A cold, empty feeling settled into Gita's gut like an old, hungry wolf which had gone too long without a feeding. That dark gift whispered to her, whispered all the places she could bury her knife into the man and watch him suffer. Slowly. Painfully. She would cut out his entrails and feed them to him alive.
 
   Dadbeh's hand moved to cover hers. So focused had she been on answering the hunger which cried out for this man's sacrifice that she hadn't even noticed her hand had moved to carry out the daydream.
 
   "We should kill him and feed his body to the hyenas!" Gita hissed.
 
   "Yes," Dadbeh said. "But we won't. Because everybody knows that ergot causes madness and hallucinations. If he testifies to that, perhaps they will stop blaming Shahla for being the puppet of her father?"
 
   His tears glistened in the faint light of the crescent moon. Even now, now that she was dead, Dadbeh still loved the girl, and he would do whatever he could to clear her name. 
 
   A cool chill touched her head and caressed it as though somebody brushed her hair. Gita glanced up and saw Shahla, still carrying the rag-doll. Gita’s eyes met Dadbeh's. He saw her, too. Shahla was trapped between, and if they did not help her, she would be condemned to live in limbo until at last her spirit grew tired and disappeared.
 
   "Gag him," Gita said. "And if he tries anything, bury your knife into his heart. For I'd like nothing better than to watch him suffer the way I had to watch Shahla suffer in the end."
 
   Dadbeh shoved the gag back into Tizqar's mouth, and then they tied him face-down into the dirt with his legs bent up behind him and his feet tied to his hands. This way, even if he did manage to break his bindings, he would be so stiff afterwards that his movements would be slow.
 
   They moved a little way off so that they could speak without Tizqar overhearing their words.
 
   "Don't listen to him," Gita said. "This only proves Shahla wasn't in her right mind."
 
   "I know," Dadbeh sighed. He gave her a lopsided grin, more wistful than cheerful. "You saw her just then, didn't you?"
 
   "Yeah," Gita said.
 
   Dadbeh nodded.
 
   "Towards the end, Shahla swore Ninsianna was messing with her mind," Dadbeh said. "I guess it was all part of her hallucinations?"
 
   "Perhaps," Gita said. She thought of how successfully Immanu had turned the other villagers against her, so much so that they'd agreed to throw her alive upon the bonfire. Perhaps Dadbeh might feel better if he knew that some of Shahla's ramblings had been real? Just as her ramblings about the white-winged Angelic had been?
 
   No… What use was it defiling her cousin's name? No evidence that Tizqar had given so far cleared her of her part in Ninsianna's kidnapping, and until her cousin was safely returned, there would be no safe haven for her anywhere in Ubaid territory.
 
   Dadbeh touched her arm.
 
   "It's understandable, you know?" Dadbeh said gently. “No one can fault you for doing what they asked.”
 
   "What?" Gita asked. She stared into his earnest, mismatched eyes.
 
   "That you fell in love with him," Dadbeh said. “Had you not loved him, he never would have mistaken you for Ninsianna.”
 
   Gita averted her gaze.
 
   "Get some rest," Dadbeh said. He jabbed a thumb at their prisoner. "It's going to be another long day tomorrow."
 
   Gita moved back just close enough to Tizqar so she could hear him move, but not so close that he could roll towards her and do something to her in her sleep. She dozed off listening to the chirp of the insects and the gentle song of the wind, wishing in her dreams that she was back in Mikhail's arms. She drifted, happy in the song, until her dreams changed and became chaotic with movement.
 
   Pain. She cried out as she fell.
 
   Lizard demons.
 
   Jamin stared down at her, but his expression was filled with hatred; not the friend she missed.
 
   She rolled.
 
   Chaos.
 
   More pain shot into her wing. She sped after the sky canoe, but she could not catch it.
 
   Tired. So tired.
 
   "Mikhail! You are fallen! You must fly!"
 
   A hand shook her awake. "Gita!"
 
   She sat bolt upright, shrieking the warning which had come to her in the dream.
 
   Her heart racing, it took her a moment to realize it was Dadbeh who stared at her and not Jamin or the lizard demons. She took deep breaths until her racing heart subsided, her body chilled and damp with sweat.
 
   "Are you alright?" Dadbeh asked.
 
   Tears welled in Gita's eyes, but she forced herself not to cry.
 
   "It was just a nightmare," Gita said.
 
   Dadbeh checked their prisoner's bindings, and then he settled in for a nap, turning the watch over to her. As soon as Dadbeh's chest began to rise and fall in a gentle rhythm, she pictured Mikhail where he had fallen, and then she began to sing.
 
   Far off in the desert, the hyenas joined her song with harmonies of their own, their song a laughing one, too far off to be a threat.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   February: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Zagros Mountains
 
    
 
   Pareesa
 
   It was the familiar tickle at the crown of her head that alerted Pareesa they were out of time.
 
   "Hey, Pareesa?" Ebad asked. "Is that what I think it is?"
 
   The potter's son pointed off in the distance, where a blinking red star moved closer to where they hauled up the hill.
 
   Pareesa broke into a run. "Varshab! I think that's a sky canoe!"
 
   The Chief's man turned and barked orders at the warriors under his command. That included her, technically, although ever since the incident with Mikhail she'd been given great leeway to direct the actions of her B-team. While not a steep hill, the pathway wove up a rocky path, and there were many places the forty or so warriors had to walk single file or help one another up.
 
   "Let me go to him," Pareesa begged Varshab.
 
   "Mikhail was very explicit that it is your aim he wants on this mission," Varshab said. "Not your sword arm."
 
   Pareesa gave a muffled curse and fell back into line. She hated being told what to do, especially when she was far faster and a better swordsman than any person here! She considered disobeying orders and running ahead anyways, but while that familiar tickle the old god always gave whenever he wanted her to pay attention urged her to hurry, the moment she tried to veer off the path, it left her mind scrambled and she stumbled and almost fell.
 
   'Damantia,' she muffled the Angelic curse-word. The old God of War wanted her to practice what she preached and act as a single military unit.
 
   "C'mon! Move!" Pareesa shoved into the back of big old poky Ipquidad.
 
   "What's your rush?" Ipquidad grumbled. "Mikhail said he'd fly back here if the situation on the ground changed."
 
   "Pareesa just wants to be the boss," Yaggitt said. The wheelwright's son gave her a broad grin and winked at her.
 
   "You know darned well Mikhail isn't going to wait for us if the opportunity presents itself to grab that sky canoe," Pareesa said.
 
   Her entire B-team sped up, easily passing Varshab who ran at a steady, though slower pace, the speed of a middle-aged warrior and his men. The moment she tried to surpass him, that curious sensation of being disoriented blurred her vision again.
 
   'Will you knock it off?' Pareesa cussed at the god of war. 'How am I supposed to get anything done with -you- slowing me down?"
 
   If gods of war could laugh, she imagined he did so now. At last they crested the hill and began down the other side. The blinking red lights glided over to the place where the hill hit bottom and then started back up a second hill, in clear sight, but so very far away. Pareesa nearly tripped when the sky canoe lit up like ten thousand suns and the vessel split open like a cracked egg.
 
   The God of War urged her to hurry, but he didn't want her getting ahead of her people. Whatever they were about to face, she sensed he wanted them to face it together, the way Mikhail had taught them.
 
   The path widened into a grassy meadow. The entire group sped up as they hit the bottom of the hill and leaped over a babbling brook, not too high, but enough that water soaked into her pampooties. The wet leather squished uncomfortably as they began to climb again towards the staging area. At least it was flat here, with not a lot of rocks. Mikhail had explained their magical floating carpets could navigate small rocks, but not amongst larger ones without tipping their loads. It occurred to her that the lizard people must have come here prior to the attack to determine the best place to set up this staging area. 
 
   All of a sudden, the God of War urged her onwards, flooding her body with the strength she'd been begging him for the past league and a half of running.
 
   "It's about time," Pareesa muttered. 
 
   Her sense of irritation disappeared as her emotions were supplanted by cold, cool logic. From the staging area in front of them, all lit up as if it was daylight between the bonfire and the light from the sky canoe, she heard an explosion that sounded like lightning when it hit a date palm.
 
   "Move!" Varshab shouted at his men. "Get up there and help him! If we lose this sky canoe, the Chief will have our heads!"
 
   That was all the urging Pareesa needed. She ran as fast as she could, no longer just her strength, but the added strength loaned to her by the Cherubim god. As she ran, she received images, reminding her it was her shooting arm Mikhail wanted and not for her to put herself in danger. Pareesa reached back and pulled the arrow from her quiver, almost tripping as she slid her bow over her head and shoved it in front of herself to string the arrow in a practiced movement.
 
   "Ready your arrows!" Varshab shouted.
 
   Pareesa only cared to shoot one thing … whoever was firing their pulse rifle at Mikhail. In the bonfire she caught the silhouette of a huge, dark wing. She took aim and pulled the arrow back to her chin, still running as her intuition told her which target to shoot at first. She paused just long enough to perfect her aim before releasing her fingers and allowing the arrow to fly. No sooner was it out of her bow than she reached back and grabbed another one. 
 
   The thwung-thwung-thwung of the other warriors' bows prompted her forward. Mikhail was down, but his wings flailed, so she knew he was still alive. She let fly her second arrow, hitting a lizard, and then let out a ululating war cry as she cast aside her bow and pulled her sword. This time, the god of war did not deter her. She rushed into the clearing where perhaps two dozen lizard demons had Mikhail pinned to the ground.
 
   This time, it wasn't a firestick the lizard demons aimed at her, but a sword exactly like hers. A massive shape materialized in front of her, and a sharp, silver blade struck hers with the force of a charging auroch. Pareesa stepped back and cried out as the reverberation shook her to her bones. These weren't human mercenaries facing a weapon they had never seen before, but seasoned soldiers who knew how to use their weapons even better than she did.
 
   The lizard-demon lunged at her, not with the awkward overhead thrust the Ubaid had practiced amongst themselves, but a clever down-then-side cut she remembered using against the Amorites. Pareesa leaped backwards as the sideswipe cut her shawl, but left the skin beneath unscathed. That eerie sense of knowing what someone intended to do before they actually did it enabled her to get out of the way just in time to avoid being smote. 
 
   An image leaped into her mind of hitting the lizard while his momentum was committed to the downswing. Pareesa slammed her sword into his kidney. The lizard fell. Without even waiting to see if the lizard was still alive, she rushed towards Mikhail and was heartened when she saw him get back on his feet.
 
   He leaned forward like a stalking lion and sprinted towards the open door of the sky canoe.
 
   It was then that she saw Jamin….
 
   And he saw her…
 
   With a malicious grin, the Chief's son pulled a lever to make the door of the sky canoe close shut like a crocodile's jaw closing around its supper, but not without first aiming another shot of his firestick at Mikhail!
 
   They were too late! She ran towards the vessel, but a huge lizard man stumbled in front of her. She stabbed him with her sword and kept running past him, desperate to catch up with the sky canoe before it ascended back into the sky. It blew debris and dust into her face, causing her to choke. It took off, but a dark-winged blur sped off after it, chasing after it as it tried to escape.
 
   "Go get it!" Pareesa cheered.
 
   She stood for a moment, wishing she had hung onto her bow as the two specks of darkness disappeared into the starry sky, and then realized a battle of sorts still waged all around her. She heard human cries of pain, and inhuman ones that sounded more like snorts and growls. The warriors surrounded the clearing and pushed inward, their expressions hateful as they picked up fallen swords or simply aimed their bows or spears at the lizard demons and other creatures that had been abandoned by the sky canoe to die.
 
   Varshab? Where was Varshab? She realized that was him lying on the ground in the center of the circle of enemies, along with several enemy dead and wounded. An enormous lizard bent over Varshab’s body, poking at a gash in his belly with its claws.
 
   Pareesa stepped forward and pressed the point of her sword against the lizard demon's throat.
 
   "Get away from him," she hissed.
 
   The lizard blinked its enormous gold-green eyes at her as though it was surprised, and then it tasted the air with a long, forked tongue that looked remarkably like a serpent's tongue.
 
   "Please don't hurt me," the lizard spoke in passably understandable Kemet, the language of trade. "My name is Doctor Peyman, and I am a pabeeb, what you would call a healer."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   February: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Mesopotamian Plain
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   He glided above the fertile fields searching for her, the ear-grasses grown high and the lush orchards of úlla and piorraí grown heavy with fruit. He fluttered down to the ground next to an elderly lizard-man bent over a lattice filled with curcurbit vines.
 
   "Are you looking for your beartaithe, little master?" the old lizard asked.
 
   "Have you seen her?" Mikhail asked.
 
   The lizard-man laughed.
 
   "You know the rules," the lizard man said. "The Abmáthair will banish me to shovel out the animal pens if I help you cheat. If you want to find her, you will have to find her on your own."
 
   Mikhail trudged through the orchard, remembering the lessons his seanmháthair had taught him about how to find Amhrán no matter how well she hid. He closed his eyes and focused on his heart, how close she was and in what direction he could find her.
 
   He looked straight up and found her fathomless black eyes staring down at him from the very tree he stood beneath.
 
   Amhrán giggled.
 
   Haah-ha-ha-haah! Haah-ha-hah-ha-hah-haah!
 
   She spread her ebony wings and fluttered to the ground, clutching the awkward carved statue he had made for her as if it was the most beautiful gift in the world.
 
   Hah-hah-hah-hah-hah-hah!
 
   Something tugged at his wings.
 
   Mikhail groaned and opened his eyes, squinting into the sun.
 
   Hah-ha-haah-ha-ha-hah-haah!
 
   A spotted hyena squinted back at him, its dark muzzle and large, round ears tilted forward with curiosity. It tugged at his wings again.
 
   He lurched upright and swatted at the creature.
 
   "Hey! Get on out of here!"
 
   The hyena ran to join its pack-mates, giving its laughing call that sounded to be a gathering of children but not for the fact the creatures were deadly scavengers. Hyenas tended to shy away from man, years of experience having taught them that most men carried a knife or spear, but a single man alone, and wounded, was easy prey for the opportunistic pack hunters. He stood up and flared his wings to show the creatures he would not make a willing meal.
 
   The hyenas gave their laughing call, and then moved away, off to hunt for an easier meal.
 
   Mikhail spread his wings and examined the spots where Jamin's pulse rifle had burned some of his long primary feathers. The man might have deadly aim when shooting at a stationary target, but lucky for him, Jamin couldn't hit a moving target worth a hill of goat dung.
 
   He distinctly remembered the plasma from the pulse rifle had grazed him, but while his feathers were charred, his skin had scabbed over and brand-new pinfeathers were already beginning to emerge. His hand found its way to his chest which had just as miraculously healed. The dream had faded, but the song he had heard while he dreamed had not. 
 
   He remembered the tiny, carved statue in the dream, a primitive thing, one of the many objects in his crashed ship that had always evoked a deep emotional response, but without his memories, he couldn't remember why. Now that his memory had been partially restored, he still couldn't remember why he had saved it, but in the dream it had seemed to have significant meaning. Ninsianna had made fun of the tiny statue, so he had hidden it away, though at the time he couldn't remember why it had bothered him enough to do so.
 
   He stretched his wings to test them for other damage and was relieved when the only pain he felt was exhaustion and fatigue. It felt as though somebody had taken a steel support rod and beaten every inch of his body, but other than a few scratches he was unharmed. Unharmed, that is, except for his ego. This was the fourth time he had failed to capture a ship!
 
    He scanned the horizon, trying to get his bearings. The landscape was sparse, but the scent of water blew from his east, not his west, so at some point while chasing the Sata'anic scout ship he must have crossed over the Hiddekel River and ended up on the other side.
 
   He stretched his wings to get airborne, but his lingering muscle atrophication paired with exhaustion from last night's failed mission left him unable to get off the ground. Adrenaline had enabled him to make up for the loss of aerodynamics caused by the hole in his long, primary feathers, but not today. Today, he was just a creature of the earth.
 
   Triangulating his position by the known compass points of the rising sun, Mikhail began the long trudge back to Assur. 
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   February: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Sata'an Forward Operating Base
 
    
 
   Jamin
 
   General Hudhafah was a burly lizard, over five cubits tall, with broad shoulders and the deep chest of a bull. Every single manû of that lizard towered over Jamin now, his gold-green eyes emerald with fury as the general chewed him out for last night's debacle.
 
   "You were supposed to bring back tribute," Hudhafah snarled. "Just tribute! Not continue your feud with the rogue Angelic!"
 
   "You told me put an end to his trouble," Jamin said.
 
   Hudhafah grunted a disgusted snort.
 
   "I told you to kill the man! Not to toy with him!"
 
   "Well if you gave me the proper weapons to do it," Jamin said, "instead of expecting your men to play with our crude, native weapons, he'd be dead by now instead of making our lives miserable. Wouldn't he?"
 
   General Hudhafah's claws extended, not used to this type of backtalk from his men.
 
   "Then why didn't you hit your own village of origin first," Hudhafah growled. "When there was still enough power to fire the pulse cannon?"
 
   Jamin's cheek twitched. Yes. Why had he gone after Nineveh first?
 
   "At the time, our allies had told us the Angelic was dead," Jamin said. "Assur is the second most powerful Ubaid village in the grain-growing region. Not the first one. You told me to bring the entire tribe into compliance with Sata'anic rule. Nineveh is, and always has been, the key to all trade in the region."
 
   A dangerous growl rumbled in Hudhafah's chest, but the fierce lizard general knew he was right. They had discussed this plan before Jamin had blasted down Nineveh's walls, and until last night, the general had been pleased with how readily the subsequent villages had all capitulated despite the fact the Angelic was still alive.
 
   "We lost six good men," Hudhafah said. "Including our doctor. The other men were only skull-crackers. But Peyman … he was the one man on this base we couldn't afford to lose."
 
   Only skull-crackers? Jamin's black eye's flashed with anger. Private Katlego had been seriously injured and Specialist Iyad was missing and presumed dead. His friends always joked that they were insignificant cogs in Shay'tan's army, but to hear his friends' sacrifices spoken of so dismissively caused his hackles to rise.
 
   "Taking Peyman along wasn't my idea," Jamin said. He pointed at Lieutenant Kasib, who stood with his tail tucked up tightly along his right side as he tapped away at his flatscreen. "Kasib said we were being too brutal; that along with the stick of Sata'anic law, we needed to add the temptation of good things to come."
 
   "Me?" Kasib chimed in. "You told me your own healer was trained in that village! Doctor Peyman wished to make contact with them and teach them how to immunize their children." 
 
   "If it had been up to me," Jamin said, "the good doctor would have stayed in his house of healing. Not wasted precious healer's supplies. Even we know enough not to drag our healers into battle!"
 
   The small, slender lizard stepped forward, his tail bobbing back and forth emphatically. 
 
   "Vaccines are the only medical supply we aren't running out of because Doctor Peyman hasn't been allowed to do his job," Kasib said. "We didn't anticipate he'd run out and begin emergency field triage!"
 
   General Hudhafah growled and reminded the both of them he wasn't interested in hearing the two of them point fingers at one another.
 
   "The other soldiers testified you had the Angelic in your gunsights," Hudhafah said. "Why didn't you kill him?"
 
   "Maybe if you let me practice with this thing instead of carrying it around as a hip-weight," Jamin caressed his pulse rifle in its holster, "perhaps I might have been able to kill him instead of just burning a hole in his wings."
 
   Hudhafah stroked his dewlap between his thumb and forefinger.
 
   "You have been a useful ally, little chieftain," Hudhafah said, "but I think your hatred of this Angelic has clouded your thinking. Your game of cat and mouse has to end."
 
   Jamin suppressed the urge to kick something, anything, scream, punch a desk, and knock over the too-tall pile of folders on General Hudhafah's desk. Hudhafah was right. He'd looked Mikhail in the eye and had hesitated to pull the trigger to taunt him.
 
   "Let me hit the Assurians directly," Jamin said softly. "I'll level the walls and strip them of what they need to survive unless they submit and earn it back, just like I did with Nineveh. We've undermined the Angelic enough that it should be the last straw."
 
   Hudhafah grimaced, and then pointed at Kasib who watched the exchange with his usual hyper-vigilant anxiousness.
 
   "The fuel we use to run our shuttles is critically low," Hudhafah said. "Our resupply armada is months overdue, and our network of smugglers had to be disbanded due to security breaches. That's why we didn't kill Lucifer when he showed up here with Ba'al Zebub. We thought he might know why it's been delayed."
 
   Jamin remembered Marwan's words, his hoped-to-be father-in-law who was beginning to look more and more like just another daydream.
 
   'Make yourself indispensable to the lizard people, and perhaps one day they will repay you…'
 
   "What do you need me to do to help?" Jamin asked.
 
   Kasib looked relieved. Hudhafah, on the other hand? He looked like he always did. A very busy lizard with far too many responsibilities and not enough time or resources to get it all done.
 
   "The same thing you have been doing," Hudhafah said. "Teach our men to live off the land without irreparably harming our ability to ally with the local population and bring them under Sata'anic rule."
 
   "What if your armada never arrives?" Jamin asked.
 
   General Hudhafah gave Kasib a worried look.
 
   "Let's just hope it does."
 
   Jamin gave the appropriate salutes, and then moved out into the larger base, this place that was home even though it didn't feel like home. He kicked a pebble out of the way. Should he go visit Private Katlego in the house of healing, where he was recovering from nearly getting his arm chopped off by Mikhail's sword? Or should he go do something else? Organize a hunt. Be a distraction? 
 
   He stared out across the Akdeniz Sea. He'd grown up next to a river, but never had he seen anything as large as the sea which lapped at the shores upon which the base had been built. He trudged through the downed sky canoes, which couldn't fly even if they wanted to, to the place where the Sata'anic soldiers had buried the only friend he had left. 
 
   It was ironic. Back in Assur, Shahla had always been viewed as self-centered and flighty, but to the lizard people, she was the first female they'd ever seen walk right up to an Angelic and stab him in the chest. In their minds, Shahla was a martyr. Her grave had become a pilgrimage for many of the soldiers, which was why they thought he visited her every night. He had omitted telling them that, before she had died, Shahla had gone crazy and he had been the cause.
 
   He ran his hand along the cold, grey stone. Today there were fresh gifts of woven grasses, the seed of a mango carried here from far-off lands, a stag's horn, and two different feet from different rabbits, placed alongside the gift he had made to her of Qishtea's shorn hair. 
 
   "Hello, Shahla," Jamin said softly. "I see I haven't been your only visitor today."
 
   The never-ending breeze carried in from the salty ocean had blown in and knocked off the other gifts. He picked them up and weighted them down with rocks so they wouldn't blow off again. What did they pray for, these men who brought gifts for the girlfriend he had spurned? Did they pray for a safe return home? Bravery in battle? An honorable death, as they viewed her death to have been? Or did they pray for more mundane things? For increased rations and success during a hunt? Was this how the legends of She-who-is had begun? 
 
   He plopped down on the rocky soil and pressed his back against the stone, staring at the tombs of the five lizard men who had failed to protect her. Their graves, too, had picked up small trinkets from the men they had served with, but not as many as Shahla, who the longer he was stationed here had begun to acquire the reputation of a goddess. He was partially at fault for that perception. He couldn't bear to tell them how very flawed she had been, for to do so would be to admit he was flawed as well. In his own mind the stories had begun to acquire the ring of truth, and he repeated them often, wanting to believe them even though he knew they were false. 
 
   "I had him," Jamin confessed into the air. "I had him in my sights, and instead of pulling the trigger, I decided I wanted to taunt him."
 
   He picked up a pebble and threw it down the hill, listening to the soft clink against the backdrop of the ever-present bustle of activity of the base.
 
   "The funny thing is that when I looked into his eyes," Jamin said. "I realized I had been so busy trying to carve out his heart for taking Ninsianna, that I had failed to notice that I had gone and carved out my own heart instead."
 
   He picked up a small, woven wreath of grass that one of the Sata'an soldiers had left, he had no idea which one, and smoothed it out. It was, he suspected, a fertility symbol; a soldier's prayer to receive a wife as very few men on this base had yet been deemed heroic enough to receive. Here he'd had a baby on the way, maybe it hadn't been his, but it could have been his, and to these men, that female would have been precious because she was fertile. Why had he been so stupid and not just married Shahla like Dadbeh had been willing to do? Maybe that's why he felt so protective now of Aturdokht and her unwanted baby girl?
 
   "She told me she will never love me the way she loved her first husband," Jamin said. He took aim and threw another pebble towards a tiny, dead flower clinging to a bush. "She loved her husband dearly, and though she will marry me because she has no other choice, she will never love me the way that she loved her husband."
 
   He caressed the small, grass wreath, woven carefully by a soldier with far too much down-time.
 
   "At least she was honest with me," Jamin mumbled. "Not like Ninsianna, who led me on because I was the best option she had until a man fell from the heavens and gave her a better one."
 
   He placed the wreath down gently back upon the tombstone. He did not wish to contaminate whatever magic the person had woven into it with his own, accursed fate.
 
   "I guess that should make you happy," Jamin said. "That me, the most eligible man in the village, can't find somebody to love me because I treated you so wrong?"
 
   He hoped Shahla would appear as she had so many times when he had visited her here, but even when she did appear she never gloated over his misery, only appeared sad, clinging to the rag-doll as she searched for her poor, dead baby. He hadn't seen her since the day he had spared Qishtea from death. Either she had abandoned him, or at last she had found peace. He hoped it was the latter. If there was any person who deserved entrance into the dreamtime, it was Shahla, who had only committed wrong because he had set her to it.
 
   "If I kill him, Aturdokht will marry me," Jamin said. "She scolded me, you know? She said I should have married you, and then married her. She was willing to share me because the poor woman is in not such a different a predicament as you were."
 
   He picked up Qishtea's hair. Someone had tied it together with several strands of the same woven grass which had comprised the wreath. The Sata'anic soldiers believed he had made a great gift upon her tomb of the hair of a vanquished chief because she had granted his wish for greatness. They had no idea of the real reason he had spared the man.
 
   A small white bird peeked its head around one of the Sata'anic lizard tombs and gave its lonely, greebling cry. A reply was made from somewhere down the hill. It flew off with a whir of feathers, down to where a duller member of the same species poked its head out from some shrubbery, casting off a small, white feather which landed at the foot of the tomb. The second bird was a female by the way the male danced around it. Why was it that men always thought the world evolved around them when, in reality, it was the female who decided which man would procreate and which would sink into the abyss of time, forgotten by evolution?
 
   He picked up the feather, and then reached into his pocket and pulled out the small, dark treasure box that had been left to him by his mother, the one his father had hidden from him most of his life. He ran his fingers along the lid, along the cool surface that was neither wood nor any of the substances the lizard people kept around the base. On the lid was an eleven-pointed star, and around the edges were carved symbols. He opened up the lid and pulled out trinkets he had hidden there as a little boy.
 
   'Close your eyes,' Mama had said, 'and make a wish.'
 
   'What should I wish for, Mama?'
 
   "Whatever your heart desires,' Mama's black eyes had sparkled, 'and if you wish for it fervently enough, someday the goddess will make your wish come true.'
 
   He had opened the box and turned it over, searching for the means to make the magic box work.
 
   'But it's just a box,' he had said. 'How can a box grant me a wish?'
 
   His Mama had smiled at him, her smile so very like his own.
 
   'You just believe it,' Mama said. 'And act -as if- it will come true, and before you know it, it -will- be true.'
 
   'What did -you- wish for, Mama?'
 
   Mama had laughed and tussled his hair.
 
   'I wished for your father, silly,' Mama said. Her black eyes had crinkled around the corners in a happy memory. 'I lived at the temple then, but times were unsettled so my mother said I had to leave. She gave me this box, the way that I have just given it to you, and told me to put a symbol in it for every wish I want to come to fruition, and if I examined it every single day, one day my wish would true.'
 
   Had that been where he'd gone wrong? Had it all gone wrong because he'd lost the box and forgotten about it, so all of his dreams had gone awry?
 
   'What symbol did you use for my father?' he had asked her.
 
   Mama had laughed. 'I'll never tell! But I wished for him, and then the goddess sent him when I least expected it, and then he gave me -you-.'
 
   Oh, gods! How he missed his mother! How might things have been different had she been there growing up? Telling him not to tease the other boys? Reminding his father to spend time with them instead of worrying about his treasury? Warning him that Ninsianna's eye had not been on him, but on how much her own position would improve if she married the Chief's son?
 
   He sniffed and wiped his cheek. His hand came away wet, glistening in the setting sun of the burning sky. What would have happened had his mother been there to teach him not to use a woman for sex and then cast her away like refuse?
 
   "I'm sorry," he spoke to the corpse in the tomb. "I'm so very sorry for what I did to you and your baby. Even if it wasn't mine."
 
   He pictured Ninsianna, the way that he had always seen her. Beautiful. Callous. Lover. Betrayer. Just like any other human woman; beautiful, flawed, manipulative. First he had loved her, and then he had hated her. But now? Now, he just wanted her to stop taking up space inside his heart.
 
   He toyed with the little treasure box, noticing the way the bottom was so much thicker than the lid. His mother had told him the box could only be passed down to a son or daughter of their bloodline. What would he wish for now, if he still believed in the power of the box?
 
   "I wish somebody would love me the way that my Mama loved my father," Jamin said. "And Aturdokht loved her husband." He thought a moment, and then he added softly, "the way that Mikhail loves Ninsianna, enough to die trying to rescue her from me."
 
   He placed the small, white feather into the treasure box and snapped it shut. The eleven pointed star shone back at him as the last dying rays of sunlight reflected off the lid. He leaned back against the tomb and shut his eyes.
 
   A faint, silver star, shining from a distant prison…
 
   An eagle…  
 
   His mama, singing to him as the Amorites had carried him across the desert after the Halifians had sold him into slavery, dying from a fever…
 
   A woman, clutching him to her breast, pleading with him to do something...
 
   Cold, blue lips touching his…
 
   'Circumspector…'
 
   Fire. So much fire. It was coming for him. And he needed to embrace it…
 
   The sound of boots woke him up. Jamin opened his eyes to stare up at a dark silhouette backlit by the last dying embers of the setting sun.
 
   "I'm sorry," the lizard soldier said to him. "I didn't see you."
 
   The lizard man hid the small gift of flowers he had brought to place upon Shahla's grave behind his back, embarrassed to be caught making this pilgrimage to the tomb of the warrior woman. Jamin couldn't help but grin. He resettled his own offering of Qishtea's hair back upon the top of the cold, flat tombstone and weighted it down with a rock.
 
   "She likes flowers," Jamin said. "If you want your wish to come true, you should bring them to her every single day."
 
   He glanced back as he walked away, pleased to see the lizard man did just that, sat as he had sat as if in doing so, it gave his wishes power? Why not honor Shahla now that she was dead? She would like that.
 
   Feeling lighter than he had in a very long time, he made his way to visit Private Katlego in sick bay.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   February: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   It was dim in Varshab's house, the house of a bachelor, a house where had once lived a wife and several children, but now only he lived here. Mikhail squeezed the Chief's top enforcer's forearm. He glanced up at his mother-in-law, her expression grim.
 
   "There's nothing more I can do for him," Needa said. "Unless he finds a way to heal himself as you did, I fear he shall not last through the night."
 
   Pareesa pressed herself into his side and sniffled. His little fairy had refused to leave the elder warrior's side ever since he had been cut down by the lizards. 
 
   "It's my fault," Pareesa sobbed. Moisture trailed down her cheeks as she buried her face into his chest. "He told us to stick together, but then I rushed ahead and wasn't there to watch his back."
 
   Mikhail stood woodenly like a tall, stupid tree, unsure how to handle a grief-stricken thirteen-summer-girl. He glanced at his mother-in-law for guidance, but she was too busy attending to her patient to notice he needed help navigating the intricacies of human interactions. He finally gave Pareesa a small hug, and then stepped away, peeling his sobbing prodigy off of his chest like a man distancing himself from a too-friendly dog. Even though Ninsianna was no longer here, in his mind, he could hear her fit of jealousy.
 
   "If you hadn't let fly your arrow when you did," Mikhail said, "Jamin would have shot me full in the chest with his pulse rifle, uhm, firestick, and that is a wound there is no healing from."
 
   Pareesa sniffled until she composed herself, and then knelt back at Varshab's side. Needa had bandaged up his gut as best she could, but she had only ever successfully treated one such wound … Jamin. Mikhail's mouth tightened into a grim line. The only thing they could do was comfort Varshab until either blood loss, or septicemia, killed him. 
 
   "Are any of his children still alive?" Mikhail asked. It was funny that he'd never really gotten to know the man even though the Chief had relied upon him to get all of his dirty work done.
 
   "We sent a message to his daughter," Needa said. "She married a man from Dur-Katlimmu, our furthest Ubaid ally. It will take many days to get their and back." She lowered her voice. "I don't think he has that long."
 
   "Maybe you could get there in time, Mikhail?" Pareesa asked. "And carry her back? So he doesn't have to die alone?"
 
   Her eyes were too bright and hopeful, his little fairy who had never known the real meaning of defeat. Mikhail lifted his wing which, while the skin had miraculously healed, his feathers would take much longer to regrow. Even he had limits to what he could do.
 
   "I shouldn't have even been able to get off the ground," Mikhail said, "but even if I wasn't still a ninety manû weakling, there is no way I could safely carry a second passenger."
 
   Ipquidad, one of Pareesa's B-team, stuck his head inside the door.
 
   "Mikhail … the Chief is asking for you."
 
   Mikhail squeezed Varshab's arm one last time. A lump rose in his throat as he stared down at the great bear of a man who had always kept order in the village and protected the Chief so that he was free to focus his attentions elsewhere. It was a job nobody wanted, being the enforcer, being the one to carry out the letter of the law. With Varshab gone, would the task fall to him?
 
   "I've got to go, my friend," Mikhail said. "I have to interrogate the prisoners you captured. I'll stop by to check on you later, okay?"
 
   He didn't say, 'If you still happen to be alive.'
 
   Varshab grimaced and mumbled something not quite audible. 
 
   Mikhail turned to Pareesa. "Sit with him. He deserves to be surrounded by his friends."
 
   Pareesa nodded, her eyes filled with tears. She was no fairy general today, just a teenage girl, uniquely vulnerable despite her uncanny abilities as a warrior. It reminded him of all the reasons he needed to get back to full strength quickly, because despite the human capacity for bravery, his species had been bred to protect her species, and not the other way around.
 
   Needa intercepted him at the door.
 
   "If that lizard healer hadn't helped him," Needa said, "he wouldn't be alive. Is there anything he can do for him?"
 
   Mikhail stiffened. 
 
   "Even in a hospital," Mikhail said, "this wound would be a challenge to treat. Sata'anic doctors usually euthanize their patients when they get this bad, rather than watch them suffer a wound they cannot heal."
 
   Needa gave him a grim nod. The Alliance considered euthanasia an abomination, but hemlock was one of the herbs Needa kept in her healer's arsenal. It was an easy death, she had explained, involving paralysis and then a gradual slowing of the heart. 
 
   He stepped out into the sunlight, still cold although the temperature was not freezing. An unruly crowd had gathered at the pits where five Sata'anic soldiers had been shoved down into the holes and covered with a rock. The sixth prisoner had died. How could he sate the Assurians blood-lust when he, himself, wanted to disembowel them to make them tell him where Lucifer had taken Ninsianna?
 
   If that was even true…
 
   No. It couldn't possibly be true! Since when did the Emperor's adopted son consort with Shay'tan? Jamin must have lied!
 
   How? How had Jamin even known who his Prime Minister was unless someone else had told him?
 
   The lizards. The lizards must have put him up to it. It was all part of their game of psychological warfare to make up for what he suspected was a serious crimp in their supply lines.
 
   Chief Kiyan stood next to Immanu, but their bodies pointed away from one another, arms crossed, Immanu's wild, salt-and-pepper hair jolting out of his forehead like a god of thunder. Mikhail had always found the Chief to be a little too pragmatic for his tastes, but ever since he had awoken from his coma, he found himself drifting towards the reliability of a man driven by practical concerns rather than the whims of a man who relied upon a goddess who was fickle.
 
   "Please don't do this," Mikhail said. "These men are mere foot soldiers. You cannot execute them for following orders unless they personally committed genocide."
 
   "We are not part of your Alliance, Champion," Immanu spoke with a voice that was not entirely his. "These prisoners will tell me where my Chosen One is, and if they do not, we shall flay them all alive."
 
   The iridescent golden eyes which stared out of his father-in-law were all too familiar. That dark power which always swam just beneath the surface of his body whispered for him to be patient with HER, made excuses for HER, begged him to appease her and to understand SHE acted vicious out of worry, but Mikhail was not that dark power, and he forced it to recede until he could think on his own.
 
   "How is it that you don't know where she is?" Mikhail asked softly enough so that the other villagers would not hear him. "And yet you expect five mortals to tell you what you, yourself do not know?"
 
   Immanu's eyes turned reddish-gold, the color of fire when it consumed a log. Yes. He was right. SHE could no longer speak through Ninsianna, so she had found a voice through the vessel of her all-too-desperate father. 
 
   "You question me?"
 
   "I question a parent who is just as desperate to find Ninsianna as I am," Mikhail said. He tucked his wings respectfully against his back, understanding that the line he walked was a razor thin one. "If you wish me to help you, you have to let me do it my way."
 
   "Then you shall lose her," She-Who-Is-Immanu said.
 
   "I have already lost her," Mikhail said. "And not even you, with all of your power and premonitions, were able to stop it."
 
   "You have no choice."
 
   "There is always a choice," Mikhail said. He thought of something the Cherubim queen had once told him. His mouth twitched into an involuntary smirk. "That is your law if I remember properly, isn't it? Your way of making sure that, despite your temperament, you will never turn into your father?"
 
   The visage-behind-the-visage softened.
 
   "North," She-Who-Is-Immanu said. "You will find their base to the north. Beyond that, I cannot see where the Evil One has taken her. He is invisible, even to me."
 
   The fire faded from Immanu's eyes, leaving only a grief-stricken shaman whose behavior had alienated him from his wife and friends. Mikhail suppressed the urge to curse at him. North? North-what? Due north? Northeast? Northwest? How many days travel? What distance? Were they even on the same continent? Having gotten similarly vague directions from the Eternal Emperor in the past, he resisted the urge to shake his father-in-law and demand directions from a deity who was clueless about distance as perceived by a mortal.
 
   Immanu blinked, as if unsteady, and then swayed into the Chief who caught him and held him upright.
 
   "Wh-what just happened?" Immanu asked.
 
   "We were just discussing the terms of the First Galactic Convention Outlining the Rights of Prisoners and Civilians," Mikhail said. "If you violate that treaty, when I summon the armies of heaven, the Eternal Emperor will refuse to help you."
 
   It was a lie; an outright, bald-faced lie, the first lie he could remember ever telling. But if he had his way it would be the truth, because there was nothing he despised more than mistreatment of men who were only following orders, even if they were soldiers of the enemy.
 
   "What are we supposed to do with these prisoners, then?" Chief Kiyan asked. "We have no cage capable of holding them, and if we let them go, who knows what intelligence they will spill to our enemies?"
 
   He didn't add, 'Or prevent the villagers from lynching them.'
 
   "The Galactic Convention says that all prisoners of war must be treated with a minimal level of care," Mikhail said. "You must put them in a house, and let their physician treat them as best he can. You must give them adequate meals, sunlight and exercise, and you must allow them their prayers, even if you find them to be offensive."
 
   The crowd had pressed in upon them, eager for the spectacle of a public flaying, especially an enemy so fantastic as three lizard soldiers, a Catoplebas, and a blue-skinned Marid.
 
   "Why should we give such creatures mercy?" the Chief asked. "When amongst our own kind, we would never guarantee such protections."
 
   Mikhail's mouth tightened into a grim line.
 
   "The Convention is not to protect them," Mikhail said. "It is to protect you. And me. And any creature who gets caught between the anvil of the Eternal Emperor and Shay'tan's hammer. The two old gods made this agreement millennia ago. So long as you follow the letter of the contract, the old dragon will reciprocate rather than burn your planet into ash."
 
   He may have lacked Ninsianna's gift to make others see whatever she pictured within her own mind, but something in his demeanor must have been convincing, because the fear which rippled through the village was almost palpable. He had described the old dragon to the warriors one night, and now those tales proliferated through the village.
 
   "Bring up the one who claims to be a physician," Chief Kiyan said. "Set three warriors to guard him with swords. If he gives his word he will not escape, I would appreciate it very much if he tried to save my friend."
 
   "Varshab's wounds are far more serious than he could treat here," Mikhail said. "What will you do if, despite his best efforts, Varshab dies?"
 
   "Then we have lost nothing," the Chief said. He gestured oh-so-subtly to the crowd. "The captives get a little more time, and Varshab gets a chance to live."
 
   Mikhail read what had not been said. The Chief had little hope for Varshab. He simply purchased time for the villager's bloodlust to wane.
 
   Siamek let down a rope and stepped back as the lizard doctor climbed out of the hole. The villagers gasped. Doctor Peyman's green, scaled head darted back and forth like a prey animal surveying the grass for a lion, and then settled upon Mikhail, his gold-green eyes wide and guileless.
 
   "So you are the one who's been causing us so much trouble," Doctor Peyman spoke in Galactic Standard. He tucked his tail up tightly against his right side, a Sata'anic gesture of respect.
 
   "Why are you annexing this planet?"
 
   "If I tell you, you know Shay'tan will put a bounty onto my head."
 
   "If you don't tell us," Mikhail said, "the Chief of these good people will order them to flay you alive."
 
   "Flay me?" Doctor Peyman said, his expression perplexed. "Why would they do that? Didn't I offer them vaccinations and knowledge of healing?"
 
   "You brought them slavery," Mikhail said, "and force them to pay tribute to a distant god."
 
   The lizard tasted the air with his long, forked tongue. He tilted his head, genuinely curious.
 
   "And what of you, Angelic," Doctor Peyman said. "Your species is dying, and yet your Emperor drives you to extinction."
 
   Anger tore into Mikhail's gut. It must have shown by the way he flared his wings, because the warriors moved to stand firmly behind him.
 
   "I have found my one true mate," Mikhail said through clenched teeth. "And you took her from us."
 
   "It was not I," Peyman said. "But your own Prime Minister. He showed up three months ago and demanded we hand over the mate of the last living Seraphim."
 
   A warning ripple swam just beneath Mikhail's subconscious, but whatever it was, it had nothing to do with the lizard standing before him now, and everything to do with a memory which kept refusing to come to the surface.
 
   "You took her from me," Mikhail said. "Where is she?"
 
   Doctor Peyman blinked, his gold-green eyes carrying that earnest fire that all good healers had.
 
   "We don't have her anymore," Doctor Peyman said. "You were a problem. Lucifer offered to take that problem off our hands. We gave him the woman in exchange for giving us these grain growing fields."
 
   "In case you haven't noticed," Mikhail said, "these fields are already occupied."
 
   "We don't want these people to leave," Peyman said. "Quite the contrary. Shay'tan has ordered that humans are to be integrated into the Empire as full Sata'anic citizens."
 
   "These are our ancestors!" Mikhail said.
 
   "And you cared so much about them that you lost them," Peyman said. The lizard sighed and then patted some dirt off of the front of his uniform. "Listen. You want them. Let your Emperor make a deal with Shay'tan. Those two always have some intrigue up their sleeves. Don't take your problems out on these people. We've become quite fond of them, you know? The ones who have already integrated into our city."
 
   City? A clue…
 
   "And which city would that be?" Mikhail asked. A city … to the north. Someplace. Those were two clues he hadn't had before.
 
   The lizard fiddled with his buttons and then tasted the air.
 
   "Perhaps I should be quiet now," Doctor Peyman said. "I believe you have several patients who are in need of my skills?"
 
   "You stabbed him," Mikhail said.
 
   "I didn't stab anybody," Peyman said. The doctor blinked using his clear, inner eyelid, indicating he was perturbed. "I am a physician. My job is to heal people, not kill them. That's the skull-crackers' job." He pointed to the other four pits which still had stones over them to prevent escape.
 
   "We have no facility to hold them," Mikhail said. "Until we do, they're just going to have to stay down in the hole."
 
   He directed the lizard to follow Siamek back to Varshab's house. As he did, the Chief ordered the crowd to disperse, leaving only guards to make sure the prisoners didn't push the rocks off of their holes. The rocks were heavy, but the Sata'anic soldiers were strong. 
 
   He signaled for Homa and Gisou to wait. The two girls were part of his original eight archers, healers-in-training who had helped Needa care for him when he'd been sick. They were both just a few months older than Ninsianna, and when they spoke, they came off as giggly girls, just the kind of woman who would lull the earnest doctor into thinking they were too bubble-headed to pump him for information. 
 
   "Do you both understand what you need to do?"
 
   "Yes, Sir," Homa and Gisou said together.
 
   He glanced at their shawl dresses, tied high around their like warriors.
 
   "The more feminine you appear," Mikhail said, "the less he will realize you are clever. He will recognize Needa is intelligent enough to be a threat, but you two? The more you act like silly little second-wives, the less wary he will be when you ask him innocuous questions about what landmarks are near the base and hints about the climate and terrain."
 
   "Wouldn't it be easier just to torture it out of them?" Homa asked. 
 
   Yesterday morning's dream filtered back into the edge of his subconscious, not complete, but the image of an elderly Sata'anic man toiling in the fields. In the dream, that man had been a friend.
 
   "The lizards are just people," Mikhail said, "not so very different than you or I. That doctor was captured because he ran out of his ship to help his enemy. When you try to hate him, remember that. He is here because he made the mistake of trying to help us."
 
   Suitably mollified, the two girls adjusted their shawl-dresses into long, feminine drapes and made their way to Varshab's house, scheming about what kind of clues they hoped to elicit from the lizard man. Was the base near a river? Or was it near the sea? Was it on one of the other continents? He doubted it was incredibly far. Everything indicated the lizards were operating at the crimped end of a very lengthy supply line, one which had made them reluctant to waste their energy coming after him, but had caused them to go through mercenaries. 
 
   "Gisou?" Mikhail called out at their disappearing backs.
 
   "Yes, Mikhail?"
 
   "Bring him a cooked fish and tell me if he eats it," Mikhail said.
 
   They gave him a curious look.
 
   "Tell him we are low on grain, but there is abundant fish in the river. If he eats the fish right away, come and tell me."
 
   "Should we bring him a rabbit or some roasted goat?" Homa asked.
 
   "He won't eat it," Mikhail said. "They can't digest it. Their stomach lacks some sort of enzyme. But he will eat fish if he has no other choice, though he will gag the first few times he takes a bite as they loathe the taste. Let me know if he refuses to eat it even though he is obviously hungry, or simply grimaces and swallows it down without complaint."
 
   Homa and Gisou looked at one another and grinned. These were the sort of intrigues the two girls were quite good at, although usually their mischief had to do with matchmaking one of their friends. 
 
   They skipped off together like two little girls, leaving him to stare at Pareesa's nine-year-old brother, Namhu, who had taken to following him around like a second shadow. He actually smelled Namhu before he saw him, reeking of animal excrement and the musty stench of cave.
 
   "Hello, Namhu," Mikhail said. "I take it you found another bat cave?"
 
   "We did," Namhu said. He held up a stinky bucket. "It's about a quarter-day march from here. But why do you need so much bat poo?"
 
   Mikhail gave him a rare grin.
 
   "Let's just say we find ourselves in a really crappy situation," Mikhail said. "And if you understand how to refine that crap, you can get a few surprises out of it."
 
   "Refine bat poo?" Namhu asked. "Into what?"
 
   Mikhail bent down so he was eye-level with the boy he suspected would someday be every bit as gifted as his sister.
 
   "Magic," Mikhail whispered conspiratorially. "But don't tell anyone. Its forbidden knowledge. But if you and your friends bring me back thirty baskets, I will make it into something which will frighten even the lizard demons."
 
   "Out of bat poo?"
 
   "Out of bat poo," Mikhail said.
 
   Namhu gave him a mischievous grin that was so much like his big sister's that it made him think of the first time Pareesa had ever shot an arrow. Those had been good days, happy times, with him trying to win Ninsianna's heart. Oh, how he missed her, but for the first time in a very long time he had hope they might finally have a lead … if he could keep the bloodthirsty villagers from killing off the men who held the clues.
 
   Namhu skipped off, determined to help him on his secret mission. He, of course, left behind his next younger sister, what was her name? Pareesa had so many brothers and sisters that they all jumbled into a blur.
 
   "Hello," Mikhail said.
 
   The little girl stared up at him, every bit as unafraid of him as her bigger brother. He remembered this one's name was Zakiti.
 
   "Hello," Zakiti said.
 
   "Aren't you supposed to be home with your granny?" Mikhail asked. "We've got lizard people in the village now."
 
   "I'm not afraid of him," Zakiti said. "Rebsie will scare him away."
 
   "Who?"
 
   "Rebsie," Zakiti said. "You want to see him?"
 
   "Sure," Mikhail said. "Where is he?"
 
   "Here," Zakiti said. She held out a covered basket about the size of Ninsianna's sewing box.
 
   Mikhail settled his wings loosely against his back and kneeled so he wouldn't tower over the child. With Ninsianna missing and the village falling down his ears, he was desperate for any kind of normalcy he could get, even if that meant getting his feathers plucked by a five year old girl. Rebsie, he assumed, must be a kitten or a mouse, one of the animals children frequently kept as pets.
 
   Zakiti grinned and pulled the lid off of her box.
 
   'Rebsie' jumped at him.
 
   Mikhail catapulted himself skyward with a shriek that sounded most un-Angelic. He fluttered, just out of jump-reach of the creature, his heart racing, until he realized he'd just been made the butt of a joke.
 
   Zakiti burst into laughter, a childish giggle that bore just the hint of malicious mischief.
 
   "Don't ever do that again!" Mikhail scolded her.
 
   The almost cubit-wide camel spider scurried away, a harmless arachnid with a non-venomous bite, but one which nearly every sentient species in the galaxy had an instinctive fear of.
 
   An idea began to percolate in his mind.
 
   "Do you think you could get me more of those?" Mikhail asked.
 
   "What will you give me if I do?" Zakiti asked.
 
   Oh. This was that little sister. The one Pareesa cursed because she was forever blackmailing her to not tattle to her mother.
 
   "I could get you some honey cakes," Mikhail suggested.
 
   Zakiti pouted up her sweet little mouth and shook her head.
 
   "A pretty bauble for your hair?"
 
   Unh-huh…
 
   "A bucket of goats milk to give your mother?"
 
   "No," Zakiti said, giving him a calculating stare that was far too old for her tiny, five-year-old body. "Besides. Everybody knows you're terrible at milking the goat."
 
   "Well what do you want, then?" Mikhail asked. He knew she refused because as the next-to-youngest of seven siblings, the child had learned to drive a hard bargain.
 
   The child pointed up into the air.
 
   "You want me to give you the sun?" Mikhail asked.
 
   "No, silly," Zakiti gave him an unabashedly sweet smile. "I want you to carry me into the air."
 
   "Your Mama would never approve," Mikhail said.
 
   Zakiti picked up the lid of her basket and tapped it lightly back onto her box.
 
   "Then I guess you'll have to make sure she doesn't find out!"
 
   Zakiti skipped off in the direction the camel spider had just run off in. It wasn't hard to track the thing. Shrieks of terror wafted from the crowd. What was it with Pareesa's brothers and sisters that they were all far more precocious than their years?
 
   He rubbed the hole in his chest where Shahla had tried to carve out his heart. Oh, gods, he missed Ninsianna. Without her, this village was falling down around his ears! Why couldn't he have been born gifted as she had tried to teach him? To close his eyes and see where she'd been taken? What he wouldn't do now to have such a gift, but whenever he tried to do it, all he ever saw was images of an empty desert and an endless wind which sounded like a song.
 
   With an unexpected strategy under his belt, Mikhail made his way to the widow-sister's house where, for the first time today, perhaps he would be able to feel he was at home?
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Yalda
 
   Few within the village were old enough to remember when Yalda and Zhila's husbands had died. Both sisters had loved their husbands dearly, but with small children to raise, neither had possessed the luxury of willing themselves to die from grief. They had turned to one another, two women who had always been close as sisters growing up, but who had become closer still once they'd combined their households to finish raising their children.
 
   The children had grown up, their sons had been killed in the same war which had brought Immanu and the Chief to power, and their daughters had married men from far-off villages, but the widow-sisters stayed together. After they'd grown too old to labor in the fields, they'd turned to an old family patron-goddess to help them ensure they would always have the things they needed. The widow-sisters came from a long line of fermenters and bakers, and the goddess who blessed them was Ninkasi, the goddess of bread and beer.
 
   Yalda reached into her beehive oven to peel off the hot, fresh flat breads plastered to the inner wall and plop them onto a wooden platter. She limped over to the table and plunked it down in front of their favorite guest, the man they adored as if he was a son or grandson.
 
   "Here you go!" Yalda said to Mikhail. "That's your last one! I'm all out of dough."
 
   The ridiculously tall Angelic glanced up at them with an expression akin to a little boy who'd just been given a treat for being good.
 
   "Thank you, Yalda," Mikhail grinned. It was an expression he rarely wore outside the confines of this house. "Are you sure I haven't eaten through the stores of barley I brought you?"
 
   Yalda reached out with fingers still strong from a lifetime of kneading bread and squeezed his arm like a roast she tested for doneness. While Mikhail was no longer emaciated, he was far thinner than he'd been before and he tired easily, no matter how hard he pushed himself to regain his strength.
 
   "You're still too thin," Yalda said. "To get bigger, you must eat! You won't fatten up on Needa's cooking, that's for sure!"
 
   Mikhail raised one dark eyebrow, too polite to speak ill of his mother-in-law, and yet he looked amused. 
 
   "Stop baiting him!" Zhila called from the back room where her younger sister produced the yeast which made her breads rise. Zhila liked to call it her Temple of Ninkasi, but rather than icons and flowers, she filled the room with tall, narrow-necked ceramic vats of beer, of mead, of fermented fruit juices, and just about anything else you could ferment.
 
   Zhila carried in a cook-pot sized vat cradled to her chest the way one might carry an infant. As she walked, she held one hand out in front of her, for Zhila was almost blind, her iris's blue from cataracts. Despite this disability, Zhila was otherwise healthy, and it had been she who had first taught Mikhail how to throw a spear, back when he'd first come to their village. Zhila plopped the vat onto the table in front of him.
 
   "It's a special brew, just for you," Zhila said. 
 
   Mikhail's expression instantly grew wary.
 
   "Oh, no, I couldn't," he said.
 
   Zhila cackled like an old broody goose.
 
   "What? Are you afraid I'll give you another hangover?"
 
   The widow-sisters had seen Mikhail fight dozens of enemies. They'd seen him survive not just one injury which should have killed him, but two. They'd even seen him survive repeated humiliation by Immanu's recalcitrant dairy goat. The one thing he was reluctant to take on, however, was a hangover, especially as his species seemed to nurture a woefully low tolerance to alcohol.
 
   "I put honey in it to increase the yeast," Zhila said. "It should fatten you right up!" Zhila patted her stomach.
 
   Yalda placed a long, slender straw made out of a river reed in front of him. As much as the Angelic claimed to eschew all forms of alcohol, he enjoyed their company, so while she and Zhila sampled their latest brew, Mikhail sipped politely as an excuse to linger. His in-laws marital problems had caused him to flee their house. He came over here most nights, and sometimes he avoided going home.
 
   They talked about the latest developments within the village until the big Angelic's wings developed a carefree spread. He was a serious chap, but around them he dropped that unreadable expression he used to protect his feelings. They talked about how dearly he missed his wife, what he would do once he found her, and interesting tidbits about things he remembered now that his memories had been restored. 
 
   Yalda fiddled with her sip-straw. There was one topic of conversation on her mind today, and it was one which had been a significant drain on their meagre purse. Merariy, Gita's drunken father, had been blackmailing them for bread and beer, aware of how very protective they were of Mikhail's good name, especially given the earlier scandal involving Shahla. If the man blabbered the accusation to the larger village, they feared it would undermine Mikhail's campaign to retrieve his wife.
 
   And Mikhail was completely unaware of all of this…
 
   "Here," Zhila slipped a fresh vat of beer under his nose. "Try this one. I made it especially for you."
 
   One thing a disciple of Ninkasi learned was that food and alcohol, when combined with a sympathetic ear, tended to loosen the tongue of even the most reticent man. They waited until Mikhail began to slur before they began their interrogation.
 
   "What do you remember about the night you woke up?" Yalda asked.
 
   "Nothing," Mikhail mumbled. "I woke up and Ninsianna was gone." 
 
   His eyelids were heavy, his demeanor sleepy, and at any moment, she knew he would fall asleep. It was the perfect time to ferret things out of his subconscious. Zhila patted his wings in a soporific rhythm while Yalda continued her questioning. She hadn't earned her place as the lead-juror on the Tribunal simply because of her age. 
 
   "Do you remember our coming to visit you?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Do you remember the attack by the Uruk tribe?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Do you remember anything at all?"
 
   Yalda took his hand the exact same way she had seen Gita do. Mikhail looked up, his unearthly blue eyes far away as he stared not at her, but into a past which Yalda needed to know. 
 
   "Each day she held my hand, and as she did, I dreamed of her."
 
   "Dreamed of who?" Yalda asked. She glanced at Zhila. The last time they had tried this line of questioning, the moment they had mentioned the girl's name, Mikhail had become agitated, though he couldn't say why. They'd been forced to abort their questioning.
 
   "The other one," Mikhail said at last. "That last night, she came to me in a dream."
 
   "Ninsianna?" 
 
   "No," Mikhail said. His wings drooped. "Amhrán. She was my bhean chéile spiorad."
 
   "We can't understand you if you speak in the language of heaven, son," Yalda said gently. "What is an bhean chéile spiorad."
 
   Mikhail's cheek twitched. Yalda nodded to her sister. Zhila pushed the vat of beer towards him and they waited until he'd taken several sips before they resumed their questioning.
 
   "A bhean chéile spiorad is the woman who is meant to be your mate," Mikhail said. "I don't remember much about my childhood, but I do remember her."
 
   "Amhrán?" Yalda asked.
 
   "Yes," Mikhail said. "We were married."
 
   Zhila began to cough. "M-married?"
 
   Yalda gave her a dirty look to signal her to shut up.
 
   "We had gone through the ceremony of an chéad phósadh," Mikhail said. "First marriage. It's similar to what you would call a betrothal ceremony, only to the Seraphim, it means much more. My people ... we were expected to find our mate while we were still very young, but I didn't find mine until I was nine years old."
 
   "So you were betrothed to marry someone?" Yalda asked. "And then, for some reason, you didn't follow through with it?"
 
   Mikhail's black-brown wings drooped all the way to the floor. When he met her gaze, his unearthly blue eyes were filled with tears.
 
   "She died," he whispered. "Someone came and killed every last Seraphim except for me."
 
   Zhila gasped. Yalda signaled her to shush. Even when Mikhail could remember an event from his past, he was always reluctant to discuss it, as though it brought him terrible pain. This information was interesting, but it was not the subject of the accusation Merariy had made against him, the one which could destroy what little unity this village still possessed.
 
   "The night before you woke up," Yalda said. "We held a funeral. And yet, come dawn, we found you risen from the dead. What happened?"
 
   "She came for me," Mikhail whispered. 
 
   "Who? Ninsianna?" Yalda asked.
 
   "Amhrán," Mikhail said. 
 
   Trills of energy tingled down Yalda's spine the way the song of a nightengale might excite one when heard in the darkest night.
 
   "What about Ninsianna?" Zhila interrupted.
 
   Yalda glared at her.
 
   Zhila glared back.
 
   Mikhail's head nodded forward, the effects of too much alcohol and the soporific effects of bread. Past experience said the big Angelic was about to nod off, and once he did, nothing short of a lizard demon bashing down the door would rouse him from his sleep.
 
   "It wasn't Ninsianna who met me at the threshold of the dreamtime," Mikhail said at last. "But Amhrán. Just as she'd sworn she would do the day we were betrothed." 
 
   His head tipped forward and his breath became heavier, causing his wings to rise and fall. Their questions were at an end, but they knew what they needed to know.
 
   "Help me ease him over to the sleeping pallet," Yalda said.
 
   She and Zhila coaxed the big Angelic up and helped him stumble over to the cot, and then covered him up to let him sleep it off. 
 
   Zhila kissed him on the forehead like a little boy.
 
   "Sweet dreams," Yalda said.
 
   Mikhail rolled towards the wall, and then gathered up the blankets until they were shaped like someone sleeping in his arms. Who did he dream of, Yalda wondered? Ninsianna? Or the woman who had come to him in his dream? His lips curved up into a content smile, giving him the appearance of a child.
 
   "What do you dream of, little angel?" Yalda patted his wing.
 
   "Song," Mikhail mumbled. "Her name means song."
 
   Song? As in singing a song? Or as in an ancient word for song, so ancient that only a few elders still knew the meaning of the word. Still trembling, Yalda finished covering him, and then dragged her sister into the brewing room and shut the door behind her.
 
   "You know what this means, don't you?" Yalda whispered so her voice would not carry.
 
   "Yes," Zhila said. 
 
   Her sister's eyes were haunted. They had been forced to make many terrible choices in their lifetime, but this ... this had to be the hardest.
 
   "We can't do this," Yalda said. "We have to do the right thing. We have to help him remember the truth."
 
   "Ninsianna carries his child," Zhila hissed. "And the other one is dead. What use would it be to shame him over something he cannot change?"
 
   "He would want to know," Yalda said.
 
   "He already blames himself for her death," Zhila said. "How do you think he'll react if he believes she was this bhean chéile spiorad?"
 
   "He would want to know," Yalda said. "And he will never forgive us for not telling him once we figured it out."
 
   "There is nothing he can do to change the way things are," Zhila said. "According to that lizard doctor, Lucifer wanted Ninsianna alive. This village is lost without her. Everything is falling down around our ears. The other one ... she is dead. Hasn't the man suffered enough without adding something he cannot change to his misery?"
 
   Yalda sighed.
 
   "You are right," she said. "The girl is dead. That means we shall have to deal with that other problem."
 
   "We shall deal with it first thing in the morning," Zhila said.
 
   Zhila began rummaging through the supplies she used to brew her beers, and then frowned, her wrinkled lips pursed in concentration, as she measured out some herbs she kept carefully segregated into a small, covered jar.
 
   Yalda moved out to flag down one of the villagers to go tell Needa that Mikhail wouldn't make it home tonight. There were always children or grown men lingering near their door, eager to run an errand in exchange for a bit of bread or beer. 
 
   Her mind whirring, she took the spent grains from Zhila's fermented beer and kneaded it into a large, wooden bowl filled with ground barley, einkorn, and emmer, added a pinch of salt, some water, and then kneaded it to the tune of a song she had made up to honor Ninkasi so it would be rise with the dawn. Covering it with a damp cloth so the precious yeast would not dry out, she went to bed and had fitful dreams about the terrible choice they had made.
 
    
 
   *****
 
   Come morning, Mikhail was gone as soon as the sun peeked over the horizon. It was Zhila who woke Yalda up, urging her to hurry.
 
   "We must get there before he rouses himself from his slumber," Zhila said.
 
   Yalda groaned as she forced limbs seized with arthritis and age to move far faster than they wanted to go, especially on a cold winter morning. She stoked up the embers in her beehive oven, still warm from last night, until it grew hot enough for her to bake the bread. While it baked, she dressed in her finest outfit, lay her best linen cloth out into a woven basket, and then filled it with a tiny urn filled with roasted acorns, some dates, some figs, and a bit of precious nut-oil. At last the bread was cooked and she wrapped them in a second napkin, and covered the entire basket with a thick, quilted cloth to keep it warm.
 
   Zhila came out of her brewing-room, cradling a vat of beer.
 
   "Are you ready?" Zhila asked.
 
   "No," Yalda said. "But it must be done."
 
   They made their way to the lowest levels of the village, avoiding the lower well so as few people as possible would see. Still, they had made this journey every day since just after Mikhail had awoken, and it had cost them dearly, procuring Merariy's silence.
 
   They knocked upon the delapidated door, so rotted it was a wonder the ropes which bound it kept it on its hinges. As usual, he did not greet them, and they had to make their own way into the hovel where Gita had been raised. Merariy was passed out on the kitchen table, face down in a bowl of pumice. The entire house stank of unemptied chamberpots, stale alcohol, and unwashed body. Merariy himself had not changed in days, a state of dishevelment they had encouraged by keeping the man too drunk to bother causing trouble.
 
   Yalda placed the basket down in front of him and pulled up a rickety wooden stool.
 
   Zhila placed down her vat of beer, and then pulled over a crate sturdy enough to support her weight.
 
   They waited for Merariy to raise his head. The shaman's brother opened his eyes, jet-black like his daughter's, but other than the jaundice to his skin he was the spitting image of Immanu. The man grimaced, and then pinched the bridge of his nose.
 
   "Are you early?" Merariy asked. "Or did I oversleep?"
 
   "We are right on time," Zhila cut him off curtly. "And we have brought you the things you wanted."
 
   Merariy's expression brightened considerably. He tore into the basket, his hands trembling already from alcohol withdrawal,  and began to shove torn-off chunks of hot bread into his mouth, pausing only long enough to dip the pieces in the precious oil.
 
   "I'm glad you came to your senses, Yalda," Merariy said. "So? When will the trial be? I want to nail the bastard for adultery." He rubbed his hands together in anticipation.
 
   "We shall make the announcement at suppertime," Yalda said, "when most villagers gather at the central well to draw their water. He will be tired after laboring in the training field with his warriors, and they will easily be able to take him into custody."
 
   "Are you certain he won't resist?" Merariy gloated.
 
   Zhila looked like she wanted to pick up the nearest stick and spear the man through the heart. Yalda shot her a stern look. Zhila cast her cataract-riddled eyes downward to avoid meeting Merariy's gaze.
 
   "Mikhail values the workings of the law," Yalda said. "He will obey the Tribunal, whether or not he remembers what happened."
 
   "Are you certain you can bribe the other Tribunal members to order he pay me the damages?" Merariy asked.
 
   Yalda leaned back, appraising him with a serpent's gaze.
 
   "I bribe no man," Yalda said. "If you wish to convince the tribunal that the reason Mikhail rose from the dead was because your daughter inherited a gift from her mother, and used that gift to heal him, then you must give me evidence which is convincing. Tell me, Merariy? If her mother was as you claim, how did she end up giving you a child?"
 
   "It was the duty of every Ghassulian woman to travel to the Temple at least once in their lifetime and have sex in the name of the goddess with the first man they met there who would offer them money," Merariy said. "The proceeds were then turned over for the running of the temple. If any child was born of that union, they were to be given over to the temple to be reared as future priests and priestesses of Ki."
 
   "And this is where you met Gita's mother?" Yalda asked.
 
   "There were many women there," Merariy said, "but I was the eldest son of an important shaman, and my father had told me how to entrap a woman who was something more. Gita's mother was not in the courtyard where the sacred prostitutes usually plied their trade, but inside, praying at a statue of the goddess."
 
   "She-who-is?" Zhila cut in.
 
   "Ki," Merariy said. "Mother-of-prostitutes. Mother of She-who-is."
 
   "What happened next?" Yalda asked.
 
   I startled her, but when I looked into her eyes, I knew she was the one my father had foreseen. He told me I must get her any way I could, for the priestesses has prophesized that one day a priestess would give birth to a child who would be a warrior-shaman far more powerful than even my father. Lugalbanda wanted that son to be of our bloodline, for he had foreseen that child would come to live in our village."
 
   "So you raped her?" Zhila looked at the man with disgust.
 
   "Rape?" Merariy laughed. "No! I simply dragged her out into the courtyard, and then offered her the money my father had given me to buy her in front of all the women who had come to sell their bodies. It was a ridiculous sum, far more money than all the other men offered combined. Once there, Zanubiya had no choice but to consent."
 
   He stared down into the vat of beer he sipped.
 
   "I didn't anticipate she would be a virgin," he whispered. "Or that she would weep when I took her. Or run away after I was done." He took another sip of beer, his expression thoughtful. "She cursed me, you know? She said that from that day forward, people would see me the way I truly am. And after that day, no woman would have me unless I paid them money for the pleasure."
 
   Yalda noted the way Zhila's mouth tightened in anger. It was a good thing they weren't at home, within easy reach of Zhila's spear, or she suspected her younger sister would have used it to impale the man.
 
   "And so Gita was born?" Yalda prompted.
 
   Merariy snorted. "Yes. After all that, the woman couldn't even produce the prophesized-for son."
 
   "What did you do?"
 
   "My father accused me of gambling away his money," Merariy shrugged. "So I hired out myself as a mercenary amongst the Amorites. A great chief rose to stand against us, and he prevented us from seizing the valley which the Temple oversaw." 
 
   He took another sip of beer. "That valley was the crossroads to all trade in the region. Without it, we were forced to take to the hills. Eventually we ambused him and he almost died, but then we heard rumors he had been resurrected from the dead by one of the priestesses of Ki."
 
   That sensation of something tickling down her spine made Yalda shiver. This was all familiar. It was all so familiar to what had happened here.
 
   "Why was the temple of Ki destroyed?"
 
   "The Temple stood against the Amorites," Merariy said. "Especially Gita's mother. Once I left there, Zanubiya rose in power. The common people, they had silly superstitions about a distant god and winged beings who would one day return to embrace them. So the Amorites raided the temple, and that was when I found out why they really wanted her dead."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Zanubiya was heavy with child," Merariy said. "Whenever a priestess of Ki brings back an injured from the dead, she does so through a ritual of sacred union. She offers her life for her beloved, and if the goddess feels their love is worthy, she will heal them and bless them with a child. If, on the other hand, they are not worthy, both the priestess and the injured will die." Merariy sighed. "Zanubiya ... she refused to go with me because she had foreseen that one day she would heal a king."
 
   "Why did the Amorites want her dead?"
 
   "My father sent me to take her because he believed her gift would grant me immortality," Merariy said. "He didn't understand that there was more to bonding with a high priestess than mere consent to copulate. But when Gita's mother made love to the king, she wanted to be bonded to him, and so she was. She was bonded to him unto death."
 
   "Those stories are nothing but fairy tales," Zhila cut in.
 
   "That's what I thought," Merariy said. "But my Amorite employers? They paid me to claim that she and I had been lawfully married; and then she had left me and taken as a lover somebody else. They held a mock trial, and then they declared she was an adulteress and instituted the penalty for adultery, which is death by stoning."
 
   "You stoned to death a pregnant woman?" Yalda said. 
 
   "This wasn't about adultery," Merariy said. His words were slurred, his eyes bloodshot. He grasped clumsily at the straw, and then resumed his drinking.
 
   "What was it about, then?" Yalda asked. "And what does all this have to do with Mikhail?"
 
   "They buried Gita's mother in the ground," Merariy said. "And then, under the law, the aggrieved, that was me, had to cast the first stone."
 
   "So you killed her?"
 
   "The Amorites wanted to draw out her death as long as possible," Merariy said. "They wanted her to feel it. They wanted her to beg, and plead, and feel every stone, and suffer for it, and anticipate it, to make her death as long and painful as possible."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because once you form the bond of Ki with another human being," Merariy said, "if they are sick, you feel it. If they are injured, you can heal their wounds. But if they are killed, the person who is bonded has no choice. They will feel the injury which killed their beloved as surely as if it happened in their own body, and when their beloved dies, they will usually die as well."
 
   Yalda and Zhila looked at each other in horror.
 
   "But Gita is dead!"
 
   "I have told you all along," Merariy's head nodded forward. "Gita is still alive."
 
   "How can you be certain," Yalda asked.
 
   "So long as Mikhail lives, I know that she lives too."
 
   Merariy tried to move his arm, and then realized he couldn't.
 
   "This is good beer," he mumbled.
 
   "Yes, it is," Zhila said. "It is a special brew I made just for you."
 
   Yalda pressed the straw into Merariy's mouth and urged him to take another sip.
 
   "Gita said it was you who finally bashed in her mother's head," Yalda said. "Why?"
 
   "I could not bear to watch her suffer anymore," Merariy said. He began to weep. "They intended to keep her alive for days so they could make their enemy leader suffer without ever having to defeat him in battle."
 
   "You made your daughter watch this," Yalda said. "And then you dragged her back to Assur. Why?"
 
   Merariy looked at them, his expression haunted.
 
   "The Amorites intended to make a burnt offering of Gita in front of her mother," Merariy said, "so she would transmit that terror to this Ghassulian king. But she was my child. I knew it the moment I lay eyes upon her and saw she had the same black eyes as my father. So I killed Zanubiya quickly, and then kidnapped Gita and dragged her back to Assur."
 
   Yalda and Zhila passed each other a look. It was almost done now. All they needed to do was wait.
 
   "Hey? How come I can't move my legs?" Merariy mumbled.
 
   "You drank too much too fast," Yalda said. "Come, my friend. Let us help you to your bed. And when you awaken, it will be time to bring your complaint before the Tribunal."
 
   "I can't wait to see the look on my brother's face," Merariy mumbled, "when he learns that his daughter could not heal him, and my daughter did."
 
   They helped Merariy into bed, his weight heavy as he could barely move his legs, and then they covered him up and waited until the hemlock finished its job. It was a pleasant death, far more pleasant than such a hideous man deserved.
 
   They gathered up the evidence of their crime, and then left stealthily, careful to exit when there was no one there to see them leave.
 
   "Did we do the right thing?" Yalda asked. "You know Mikhail would have taken responsibility for the girl, whether or not Merariy ever produced any proof. Mikhail knows something is amiss, and it wouldn't surprise me if he figures it out on his own."
 
   "It had to be done," Zhila said. "Mikhail's quest to retrieve his wife is the only thing keeping this village together right now."
 
   "Mikhail would rescue her no matter what," Yalda said. 
 
   "It is Ninsianna he loves," Zhila said. "Not Gita. She is not this girl from his childhood, what was her name? Amhrán?"
 
   "Song," Yalda said. "The girls name meant Song. I do not think it a coincidence that that is what Gita's name means as well."
 
   "Ninsianna will leave him if she finds out he survived because he bonded to another," Zhila said. "You know that as surely as the sun."
 
   "Aye," Yalda said. She thought about Ninsianna's well-known jealous streak. "Maybe that would be for the best?" 
 
   "What about our village?" Zhila asked. "Would you follow a man who asked you to sacrifice your life to help him rescue one wife, but while she was captured, he went and found himself another one?"
 
   "He was near death."
 
   "Do you honestly think Ninsianna will care?"
 
   "I suppose not," Yalda said. "But he would want to know."
 
   "The girl is dead," Zhila said, "no matter what Merariy says. What harm does it do, letting Mikhail be at peace? It is Ninsianna he loves, not the daughter of the village drunk."
 
   Yalda fiddled with the corners of her shawl-dress, her guilt weighing heavily upon her. She remembered the tear which had slipped from those sad, blue eyes, at the memory of a little girl who had not lived long enough to be his wife.
 
   "I will go along with this because I want what is best for him," Yalda said. "He has suffered enough. But if, as Merariy claims, the girl is still alive, then the minute Mikhail comes back from his great quest to rescue his wife, I shall sit him down and tell him the truth. I shall let him decide what he's going to do about it. Are we agreed?"
 
   "We are agreed," Zhila said.
 
   The two sisters locked their arms at the elbows, one who could barely walk, the other who was nearly blind, and made their way back through the village, carrying the basket of beer and bread they'd just used to kill a threat to their beloved adopted son.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   February: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Sata'an Forward Operating Base
 
   Lieutenant Kasib
 
    
 
   Kasib
 
   Lieutenant Kasib stuffed the second sack of grain into his satchel and made his way past the sentries, mindful to keep the bag tucked into his armpit to make it appear smaller. Luckily the larger sack obscured anything he carried, but he hunched over anyways, determined to appear inconspicuous.
 
   "Lieutenant," the two Sata'anic privates saluted who were stationed to guard the gate.
 
   "A-a-as you were," Kasib stuttered. He tucked his tail up and returned the men's salute even though both men were subordinates. He caught his error and pulled his hand down quickly.
 
   "What's in the bag?" one of the private's asked.
 
   Kasib stiffened. He decided to bluster his way out of his dilemma.
 
   "I am on an important mission for General Hudhafah," Kasib said stiffly. He forced his long, forked tongue to stay inside his mouth so as not to tip them off he was nervous, though if they tasted the air, they would scent the fear pheromones pouring out of his pores.
 
   "My apologies, Sir," the guard tucked his tail up against his right side. "It's just the bag, Sir? It's dripping blood down your back. I thought you might want to know so you can rinse it off before it stains your coat."
 
   "Th-thank you, Private," Kasib said. "It is deer. The young chieftain obtained it for a gift to give the human leaders in the village beyond. They like the revolting substance."
 
   All three lizards grimaced and glanced over at a small gathering of Catoplebas and Marid soldiers who loitered in front of the mess hall, some still holding the primitive weapons the young chieftain had been teaching them to use to hunt. Because of the young chieftain, they had been able to remain on friendly terms with the village beyond without resorting to instituting martial law. The young chieftain was an arrogant little peacock, but he was a smart, arrogant little peacock.
 
   "Sir," the two sentries saluted him a second time.
 
   Kasib scurried out of the gate. 
 
   "May Shay'tan forgive me for what I do." 
 
   The old dragon would be the last person to forgive him if he found out that he, a lonely logistics officer, was pilfering from his tribute. He made his way through Ugarit until he got to the house of the host-family who had agreed to put him up in exchange for a weekly measure of grain. For many weeks, all he'd had to give them was wood, but last week and now today he had grain and a haunch of deer. The only problem was that the young chieftain had given him one haunch of deer, but he needed to divide it equally between two households.
 
   He slipped into an alley and slid the large sack off of his back. Eww! Eww! Eww!!! The sentries had been right. The bag had leaked and now his trenchcoat reeked of blood! He tasted the air and pulled his tongue back in disgust, revolted that he even had to touch a dead animal. He pulled his knife out of his belt, even though in his position he rarely encountered actual combat, and sawed through the haunch of deer, nearly cutting off one of his claws in the process. How could humans eat this stuff?
 
   He patted the two sacks of grain. Now that was a meal fit for a king. Even Shay'tan liked porridge, though rumor had it that once upon a time the old dragon had devoured entire worlds. He prayed his emperor would forgive him for pilfering some of the tribute the angry young chieftain had brought in from the outlying villages. 
 
   He stopped first at the house where he spent most nights and gave his housemother the grain and deer. His sleeping arrangements assured for another week, he then made his way to his real destination, Nipmeqa's house, the merchant who had been safekeeping Taram.
 
   Nipmeqa's wife answered the door. Kasib averted his eyes so as not to dishonor her.
 
   "Kasib," Donatiya said. "Please. Do come in." She immediately snatched a scarf kept next to the door and wrapped it around her head, the only concession she would make to his 'curious' Sata'anic inhibitions.
 
   "I have brought to you the promised payment," Kasib said.
 
   "Good," Donatiya said. She gave him a pleased smile. "With eight mouths to feed, we can always use more. Please. Come sit by the oven. We are out of porridge, but I have a bit of bread and cheese left over if you would like a snack?"
 
   The house smelled of bread and pomegranate, both foods he could eat. His stomach growled. While food rations had been low, he'd taken to skipping meals so he could sneak more to Taram's host family. He was already a slender lizard by Sata'anic standards, not one of the burly, higher-ranking men who were usually deemed worthy to gift a wife. It did not behoove him to appear weaker than he already was within the hyper-masculine Sata'anic culture.
 
   "I would like some bread, please," Kasib said. He could digest milk if he had to, but it gave him flatulence, so he avoided it if he could. It was not the most auspicious way to endear himself to his friends.
 
   He set his satchel upon the table and slid out the second sack of grain; and then lay the bigger bag upon the table. 
 
   "You will want to stick this in a cook pot right away," Kasib said. "It was caught this morning, but I cannot vouch for its storage conditions, so you will want to cook it thoroughly."
 
   Donatiya peeked into the bag and smiled.
 
   "Why thank you, Kasib," she said. "I will just hang this outside. It should be good for a couple of days."
 
   Kasib winced as the door shut behind her. Human food storage methods were barbaric at best, but he'd quickly learned he won no gratitude by harping on the matter. He just prayed Taram didn't suffer from food poisoning, or worse, parasites, from anything he brought her. It was regretful that Taram had not qualified for the Sata'an Female Finishing School. She would have learned about pathogens and parasites, first aid and how to make some lucky man a very beautiful wife. 
 
   Nipmepa came down from reading his children a bedtime story and sat next to him near the oven.
 
   "Good evening, Nipmepa," Kasib said. "I just gave your wife the settlement for the week."
 
   "Taram will be down in a minute," Nipmepa said. "She likes to brush out the girl's hair and braid it each night before bed."
 
   Kasib glanced over at the lush, white carpet Taram had woven with her own hand. It was finished now, the only dowry she had.
 
   "Can she stay then?" Kasib asked.
 
   Nipmepa cleared his throat.
 
   "She is a delightful young woman," Nipmepa said. "And she is always welcome to visit us. But she is already past the age that most young women marry. You are not doing her any favors by delaying."
 
   His voice trembled as he asked the next words.
 
   "Have you found for her a suitable husband?" 
 
   Nipmepa ran his fingers through his trimmed, light-brown beard.
 
   "She is blind, Kasib," Nipmepa said. "And Ugarit is not a village with an abundance of young men who would welcome a bride who cannot see. The best I have been able to find is an older man whose wife has a cross tongue. He has three consorts scattered throughout the village and twice that many children begotten upon them. Taram has caught his eye. He is willing to provide for her so long as she continues to please him."
 
   "But that is disrespectful!" Kasib blurted out. He shot to his feet, inadvertently whipping over the basket of clean laundry with his tail.
 
   "Ahh, Kasib," Nipmepa said. "Don't be upset. I have discussed this thing with Taram, and she understands she is a woman without many options. In her home village she lived with her sister, but her sister is gone now, taken as a wife for these creatures you call Angelics. It is not cruelty. Taram is pleasing, without the sharp tongue which dooms so many consort relationships. This could be a good thing for her."
 
   "She has agreed to this?" Kasib asked. His voice trembled as he spoke.
 
   "We have reached an understanding," Nipmepa said. He lowered his voice. "Unless you wish to consider the other option."
 
   "It is forbidden," Kasib said.
 
   Nipmepa shrugged. "It is your choice." He stood and gathered up the grain. "I leave you to discuss the matter with her. But I suggest you reconsider."
 
   The tradesman made his way out to chatter with his wife, the two of them making themselves conspicuously absent during his visits. A few moments later, he heard the children upstairs wish Taram goodnight. She climbed down the stairs, into the multi-purpose room, her hand out in front of her to feel her way through the gauntlet of the room, but she had long ago memorized where things belonged.
 
   "Kasib," Taram said. She touched his arm, and then slid her fingers up his shoulder to his face, 'seeing' with her fingers what her eyes were incapable of seeing.
 
   Kasib trembled as her fingertips slid down his skin to touch his snout. In Sata'anic culture, such contact was only reserved between a husband and a wife, and it did things to him, jumbled up his thoughts and made it hard to think straight.
 
   Satisfied with her 'seeing,' Taram sat down on the bench next to him, far closer than was permissible had they been on Hades-6.
 
   "Our problem with our supply line has been alleviated," Kasib said. "I was able to bring Donatiya plenty of grain to feed the children."
 
   "I am grateful for your efforts," Taram said. Her lips turned downwards in a sad quiver. "Nipmepa said he was going to talk to you?"
 
   "He did," Kasib said.
 
   There was an awkward silence.
 
   "Is that what you wish for me to do?" Her lip trembled as she spoke, and tears welled into her eyes.
 
   A feeling akin to having his chest crushed in the hydraulic door of a shuttlecraft stole away his words.
 
   "I wish for you to be happy," Kasib finally managed to squeak out.
 
   Taram ran her fingers up to his sensitive ear-holes.
 
   "Don't you like me, Kasib?" Taram asked.
 
   "I-I-I like you very much," Kasib stuttered. "I have grown very attached to you."
 
   "Then why must you send me away? To a man I do not love?"
 
   Her hand upon his cheek did things to him, forbidden, awkward things that made it feel as though he might molt right out of his skin when it wasn't even the molting season yet.
 
   "Who will care for you after Shay'tan orders me to leave this planet?" Kasib asked.
 
   "Can't you stay?" Taram asked. "I thought you said our world would be part of your empire?"
 
   "Someone will stay," Kasib said. "But my fate is attached to that of General Hudhafah. He is a very important man. Shay'tan won't leave him stranded on this planet for long."
 
   "Couldn't you just ask to be assigned to someone else?"
 
   Ask to be assigned to somebody else? Who would he be assigned to? A lesser man? Yes. A lesser man. There were no greater men than General Hudhafah for a modest lizard such as himself to be assigned to, so it would have to be a lesser man.
 
   No. His superiors would suspect something. Nobody asked to be assigned to a lesser man. Only to a greater one. What would Shay'tan do to him if he … if he…
 
   "Don't you understand?" Kasib said, his voice anguished. "What you propose is forbidden!"
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because I am not worthy to take a wife," Kasib said. "My family is nothing and I am not brave or powerful."
 
   "And I am not worthy to take a husband," Taram said. She nestled closer to him and lay her head upon his shoulder. "That makes us two of a kind, doesn't it?"
 
   "But all cross-species marriages are forbidden," Kasib said.
 
   "Why?"
 
   Kasib stared up the stairs, to where Nipmeqa's eight children slept, not a large brood by Sata'anic standards, but very large by human ones.
 
   "Because all cross-species marriages are sterile," Kasib whispered. "And the purpose for marital relations is to bear offspring to perpetuate the glory of the Empire."
 
   Taram sighed.
 
   "I guess you are right," Taram said. "I would not want to deny you the chance to have children of your own."
 
   "It is not me I worry about," Kasib said, "but you. What will you do, if you can never become a mother?"
 
   "I would love somebody else's children," Taram sighed. "Just as I do right now."
 
   Kasib hesitated, and then put his arm around her, allowing her to lay her cheek down upon his chest. She snuggled into his side as if he was her hero. Her scent was intoxicating, the pheromones he had learned to interpret as human contentment.
 
   "What do you want to do?" Kasib asked at last.
 
   Taram lifted her head and stared at his mouth, the source of his voice as she could not see him speak. Her fingers moved up to touch his lips. Not for the first time, he wondered why she wasn't revolted by his appearance the way the other human females were.
 
   "I would rather take however many days I can get with you as my husband," Taram whispered. "Then spend an eternity in comfort with a man I do not love."
 
   Kasib blinked, knowing that he had already made the choice a long time ago. It had just taken him this long to realize he was really quite brave.
 
   "Our marriage would not be blessed by Shay'tan," Kasib said.
 
   "We have tons of gods," Taram giggled. "Pick one!"
 
   He kissed her then, the first time he had ever kissed a woman. And then he called Nipmepa, and asked him to summon a priest.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Galactic Standard Date:  152,324.02 AE 
 
   Monoceros Ring: Eternal Light
 
   Former Supreme Commander-General Jophiel
 
    
 
   Jophiel
 
   There were few stars this far from the supermassive black hole which stabilized the center of the Milky Way galaxy, and what stars did exist were largely red giants, ancient stars which were on the verge of collapse. The Eternal Light was an easy target out here in the sparse stellar matter beyond the outermost spiral arms, so Jophiel ordered her crew to skirt the slender Monoceros Ring which wrapped around the entire galaxy. It provided little cover should somebody deliberately search for her ship, but this was the last place anybody would come looking for them. According to Hasdiel's testimony, this was the location of the ships which had disappeared carrying much of the Alliance's wealth.
 
   "Sir?" Major Klik'rr said. "We are picking up a transmission."
 
   "Subspace?" Jophiel asked.
 
   "No," Klik'rr said. "It appears to be a shortwave radio transmission."
 
   "Shortwave?" Jophiel asked. "You mean high-frequency?"
 
   "No, Sir," Klik'rr said. "Shortwave. As in eleven meters."
 
   A tingle rippled through Jophiel's feathers. She lowered her voice, even though they were still inside her ship.
 
   "From what direction?"
 
   Klik'rr tapped his command console and displayed the star charts they'd documented so far on one of flatscreens which lined the bridge.
 
   "It appears to be coming from just on the other side of this red giant, Sir," Klik'rr said.
 
   A sun…
 
   Solar activity…
 
   Could be used to as a natural amplifier for eleven meter frequencies, and nobody, not even a civilian ship, would be looking for a broadcast that low in the frequency bands because nobody used such primitive broadcast technology anymore…
 
   "All stop," Jophiel said.
 
   "All stop," Klik'rr called down into the engine room. 
 
   The bones of the ship gave a low, moaning shudder at the sudden cessation of their subspace engines. Stopping a command carrier was no easy matter, and it continued to hurtle towards the red giant which was their only cover even though the Eternal Light no longer ran under power. 
 
   "Order the crew to cease all radio communications within the ship," Jophiel said. "I don’t care if it's a personal music player. Tell them to turn it off and use the analog system."
 
   "Yes, Sir," Klik'rr said.
 
   Jophiel watched the flatscreen for hints of what was broadcasting that signal. It was unlikely a casual enemy scan would pick up the weak signal they used within the ship, but with so little radio wave distortion caused by the stars which would have surrounded them had they been inside the galaxy proper, it was not worth the risk. The same factors which had enabled them to pick an eleven meter signal out of the solar noise meant their internal signals might be picked up as well.
 
   "What's on the other side of this red giant?" Jophiel asked.
 
   "We sent out a probe," Klik'rr said. "There is a small black hole in the Magellenic cloud between this red giant and the next star."
 
   "Any planets?"
 
   "None," Klik'rr said. "Not even an asteroid."
 
   "How close did the probe get?"
 
   "Not very close," Klik'rr said. "With little prospect of resupply, I did not wish to sacrifice a probe."
 
   "Send it again," Jophiel said. " Have it make a closer loop to the black hole, and then return for manual download. -If- it doesn't get caught up in the event horizon."
 
   "Right away, Sir," Klik'rr said.
 
   They waited while the probe was launched, and then twiddled their thumbs, ate lunch, and did all the usual things sentient creatures did to pass the time when pulling duty on a boring deep space mission. At last the analog wall-speaker informed her the deep space probe had returned. She went up to the war room to brief Klik'rr and her other officers who had remained loyal to her after she had fled the Eternal Palace.
 
   She pointed to a peculiar object the probe had photographed orbiting just outside of the event horizon.
 
   "What is that?" Jophiel asked. The image was grainy, but the cluster of objects which ringed the event horizon like a string of beads was most definitely manmade … and massive.
 
   "We ran it through a database of all known technologies," Klik'rr said. He tapped his hard armored green finger on the tabletop. "Sir? What this is couldn't possibly exist."
 
   "What do you believe it to be?" Jophiel said.
 
   "I … er…" Klik'rr stammered. "I took the liberty of summoning one of our stellar engineers. He dabbles in theoretical physics as a hobby."
 
   Her second-in-command pressed the call button. A moment later, in hop-walked a small, thin Delphinium man wearing the bars of a master-sergeant. There was no doubt in her mind the man worked in the engine room as his coveralls were crumpled and streaked with grease, but he had the air about him of a scientist, despite his un-scientific pursuits..
 
   "Sir," he saluted. "Master-Sergeant Kaku'el reporting for duty, sir."
 
   Jophiel saluted him back. "At ease, Master-Sergeant. Major Klik'rr tells me you have a theory about what this thing is?"
 
   The Delphinium's frog-like face lit up with a cheerful grin. "It's a wormhole bridge!"
 
   "A wormhole bridge?" Jophiel stared at the blurry image on the screen, wracking her brains to dig out tidbits of science she'd never given a second thought since the day she'd graduated from the youth training academy. "I thought M-Theory was discredited?"
 
   "Discredited?" Kaku'el said. "No. Not discredited. For some reason, right after the Emperor disappeared, all funding for M-Theory research was cut off and the scientists reassigned to other projects. My grandfather was one of those scientists, which is why I'm so familiar with it."
 
   Jophiel pointed at the screen. "So tell me what this is?"
 
   Master-Sergeant Kaku'el pulled up an image onto the small holographic projector in the center of the conference table. It contained a model of two funnels with a bridge between them.
 
   "This is the event horizon in this universe," Kaku'el said. "We know there are more than four dimension, though how many, exactly, is still the subject of much debate. We also know there are alternate universes, but according to the Emperor, we are cut off from those universes because it is the will of She-who-is. If, even for a moment, a black hole here can be induced to make contact with a black hole in an alternate universe, the sub-atomic particles which touch will form super-strings which remain attached. Those strings can be spun to make a natural tunnel between the two which, if it can be stabilized, can be used as a bridge to pass objects back and forth between the two universes."
 
   Jophiel tapped her finger on her lip.
 
   "Kind of like what the Emperor does when he fades out in one place and reappears in another?"
 
   "Only the Emperor does that on what we hypothesize is the tenth dimension of this universe," Kaku'el said. "But this bridge. It is likely connected someplace else entirely."
 
   "Why make contact with an alternate universe?" Jophiel asked.
 
   "Why not?" Master-Sergeant Kaku'el asked. "It would be little different than traveling from planet to planet, only in an alternate universe, who knows what structures have arisen?"
 
   "Theorizing it was possible to build such a bridge," Jophiel asked. "How much would you say it would cost to fund such a project?"
 
   "Based on how much we were spending just before Lucifer cut off funding," Kaku'el said. "More than the budgets of all four branches of the military combined. That was the excuse Lucifer used when he asked us to direct our scientific curiosity elsewhere."
 
   A trill of knowing rippled through Jophiel's feathers.
 
   "And how would such a bridge be opened?" Jophiel asked.
 
   "In layperson's terms?" Kaku'el said.
 
   "In layperson's terms," Jophiel said.
 
   "Well," Kaku'el said. "Picture that all sub-atomic particles are really just resonances or vibrations of tiny strings which correspond to musical notes. The universe is essentially nothing but a symphony of vibrating strings. As a string moves in time, it can warp the fabric of space around it to produce black holes, wormholes, and other exotic phenomenon which we only peripherally understand."
 
   Jophiel remembered the small, black book the Emperor had given her; the one she had tucked into Uriel's needle when she'd sent him away. 
 
   "A song?"
 
   Kaku'el's broad mouth curved up into a grin.
 
   "Yes, Sir," Kaku'el said. "That is how we visualize it. Order is brought to chaos by the singing of a song."
 
   Song of Ki. The Song of Creation. According to Uriel's black book, it claimed the mother-goddess of She-who-is had sung He-who's-not into creation, and that She-who-is had then used that primordial soup to shape the universe.
 
   "And what if you wanted to uncreate something?" Jophiel asked.
 
   Kaku'el frowned.
 
   "I've never really considered such a theory," Kaku'el said. The frog-man's brow furrowed in thought, as if he was running mathematical calculations in his head. "But yes, if one set of strings vibrating in the right order can cause stellar bodies to coalesce, then yes, if that song was sung disharmoniously, I do believe the same principles would govern it. You could rattle the strings apart rather than encourage them to join."
 
   Jophiel gave him a polite nod, and then ordered him to wait outside. She turned to Klik'rr.
 
   "We have to get in closer to that object."
 
   "We can't put you at risk, Sir," Klik'rr said. "You are the Supreme Commander-General."
 
   Jophiel gave him a coy smirk.
 
   "I am the lowest ranking person on this ship," Jophiel said. "E-fuzzy, not even a Private Second Class. It will be me who goes on this mission, a pilot, and that clever young flight engineer."
 
   "I insist we send two men to guard you," Klik'rr said.
 
   "From who?" Jophiel said. "There isn't anyone out here."
 
   A half hour later, their shuttle was off, sling-shotting around the red giant so they could use its gravitational field to burn a minimal amount of fuel, lessening the chances they'd be detected. Someone was there, or otherwise they wouldn't have picked up a radio signal despite the black hole which, as far as black holes went, was small and well-behaved.
 
   They coasted in amongst the Magellan cloud which floated along the edge of the event horizon feeding it, a baby as far as black holes were concerned, merely twenty kilometers wide. At last they came to the first of the objects, a large, pyramidal apparatus which glowed with a putrid green light. 
 
   "How does it work?" Jophiel asked.
 
   "It would take a massive power source to stabilize a black hole," Kaku'el said. "Even a small one such as this." He pointed to what appeared to be the antimatter induction port of an FTL drive. "That appears to be some sort of feedback loop. Once you start this thing, the black hole will organize the stellar dust it feeds upon to progress it inward in a more orderly fashion, enabling this pyramid to capture some of that matter and use it to fuel the stabilization field, which in turn keeps stabilizing the black hole so even more matter will continue to feed it."
 
   "So it's some kind of self-perpetuating machine?" Jophiel asked.
 
   "Apparently," Kaku'el said. "But I'd love to see it in action."
 
   They fired off their inertial dampeners to push the shuttle towards the next object in the line rather than risk firing the engine and being detected by the bridge-builder's instruments. The next object was the same, as the next one, as the next one, and the next several objects after that. They had explored the twelfth one when the pilot alerted them they were not alone.
 
   "Sir," the pilot said. "You're not going to believe this."
 
   "Company?"
 
   "Lots of company, Sir," the pilot said. He pointed to a cluster of dots sitting just outside the event horizon, perhaps eight or nine pyramids beyond where they were now. "Look at them all! I've never seen so many Sata'anic ships in a single place. It's an armada!"
 
   "How many?"
 
   "At least a hundred, Sir," the pilot said. "Some of them are battle cruisers, but most of them are merchant vessels, the kind Shay'tan uses to ferry tribute back into the Hades cluster."
 
   "We had intelligence about missing ships," Jophiel said. "We suspected Shay'tan had sent an annexation fleet to wherever Earth is, but what is it doing all the way out here? This is far beyond where Mikhail's signal could have been broadcast from."
 
   "If Shay'tan wanted to avoid detection, he might have ordered the fleet to come the long way around," the pilot suggested.
 
   Jophiel scrutinized the grainy image of the ships. They were too far away to get a clear image without using their long-range scanners, something this armada would likely detect.
 
   "We need to move in closer," Jophiel said. "How are we doing on power for the impulse thrusters?"
 
   "We can get perhaps two pyramids closer," the pilot said, "but after that, it would force us to use our hyperdrives to break away from the event horizon."
 
   "Get in as close as you safely can," Jophiel ordered. 
 
   They had moved past the first of the additional pyramids when the greenish glow of the wormhole bridge began to grow greener and shoot bolts of lightning between each pyramid in the bridge. The pilot adjusted their flight path so they would not fly into the unknown energy source. The shuttle trembled as a sensation Jophiel could only equate to how it had felt to experience uterine contractions during labor squeezed the shuttle and made it feel as though time and space distorted.
 
   Jophiel gripped the control panel of the shuttle in terror.
 
   Master-Sergeant Kaku'el thrummed nervously in his throat-pouch.
 
   The pilot sent up a prayer, not to the Eternal Emperor, but to an ancient native god who most Mantoids still worshipped alongside their Emperor.
 
   Green lightning shot out of the center of the black hole, and then it disappeared. Where, only moments before, there had been nothing but the faint stellar jets of a black hole consuming matter, now sat two ships unlike anything she had ever seen. In the middle was a third ship which was most definitely familiar.
 
   "Well I'll be damned…" the pilot whistled.
 
   Damnation was the least of their worries as Jophiel stared at the unmistakable shape of the Prince of Tyre.
 
   "Lucifer's alive," Jophiel whispered.
 
   An odd sense of relief was her first sensation, followed by a desire to kill the man all over again. 'What the hell are you up to, you sneaky bastard?'
 
   The six ships moved to rendezvous with the Sata'anic armada.
 
   "Look, Sir," Master-Sergeant Kaku'el said. "In the middle of the Sata'anic ships. Aren't those Tokoloshe dreadnoughts?"
 
   All three of them visibly blanched, herself included, and she was not ashamed to admit it.
 
   "What is Shay'tan doing consorting with the Tokoloshe?" Jophiel asked. There were not many things in the universe which Hashem and the old dragon agreed on, but containing Tokoloshe expansion was one of them.
 
   They floated, not daring to maneuver closer or fire their engines to return to their ship, until at last the entire armada began to move away. They waited until the fleet had disappeared beyond the next red giant in the Monoceros Ring before using their impulse engines to get as far away from the event horizon as they could. The moment they got within line-of-sight with the Eternal Light, Jophiel dared use a high-frequency radio channel to send a data burst to Major Klik'rr ordering him to analyze the data on the fleet they had seen, including the two unknown ships.
 
   Klik'rr met her in the launch bay, his hard outer wings flared as his inner gossamer wings hummed with nervous energy.
 
   "What were they?" Jophiel asked.
 
   "You're not going to believe this, Sir!" Klik'rr said.
 
   "What were they?"
 
   Klik'rr shoved his portable flatscreen under her nose. Jophiel stared at a historical registry of ancient ships and species. The ships weren't identical, for the ones they'd see were far more advanced in technology, but the organically-inspired architecture was unmistakable.
 
   "Nephilim," Jophiel said.
 
   "I thought they were extinct?" Master-Sergeant Kaku'el said.
 
   Jophiel snorted.
 
   "Sata'anic propaganda," Jophiel said. "Shay'tan exterminated them right around the time of the destruction of Nibiru, but most of their planets evacuated and disappeared. We've found no sign of them before today, but there have been stories out in the uncharted territories about explorers having run-ins with what they called 'transdimensional aliens.'  Shay'tan swears he ran them out of the galaxy, but with so many unexplored planets, Hashem was always skeptical that some might remain."
 
   "Maybe it wasn't where they disappeared to," Master-Sergeant Kaku'el said, "but what universe? If they figured out how to move between the dimensions, even Shay'tan would have a hard time detecting them."
 
   Jophiel nodded. In light of the wormhole bridge, this theory made sense, but she was out of her scientific league. It was time to notify the one man in the universe who was capable of figuring it all out.
 
   "Ready my needle," Jophiel said. "Download everything we've got onto a database, along with our exact position. It's time to inform the Emperor."
 
   Major Klikrrr's incessant wing-hum grew even louder.
 
   "We can't, Sir."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "About the time that wormhole bridge opened," Klik'rr said. "Your needle became agitated, and then it disappeared. The needle-handler tried to command it to stop, but it circumvented the control collar and hasn't answered a signal since."
 
   "Where did it go?" Jophiel asked.
 
   "It leaped between dimensions," Klik'rr said. He tilted his heart-shaped green head. "Sir. This far from all known bases and signal amplifiers, we have no way to reach the Eternal Emperor."
 
   Jophiel cursed, something she never did.
 
   "What do we do now, Sir?" Klik'rr said.
 
   Jophiel pulled up a map of the Monoceros Ring and pointed to the next red giant on the chain.
 
   "We follow that armada," Jophiel said.
 
   "But they'll see us!" Klik'rr said.
 
   Jophiel laughed.
 
   "Not if we stay one solar system back from them at all times and hide in the cover of each sun," Jophiel said. "I learned a thing or two about stalking prey from Colonel Mannuki'ili. It's time to go hunting, boys!" 
 
   She turned to the pilot. "You. As soon as you can refuel that thing, you're going back out. You'll be point man. Creep up behind that armada and see what you can find out."
 
   She turned to Klik'rr.
 
   "Set up a line of shuttles behind him. As long as we use direct-beamed transmissions relayed line-of-sight from shuttle-to-shuttle, they shouldn't pick up we're here. Small ships as point-men will lessen the chance of the lizards looking in the rear-view mirror and noticing they've got an Alliance command carrier tailing them, and it will give us time to bug out of here if they do spot us."
 
   "Yes, Sir," the pilot and Klik'rr said.
 
   She went back to her war room and analyzed the data until, several days later, they got a relayed transmission from the pilot who was the front-man.
 
   "Sir?" the pilot said.
 
   "What?"
 
   "Lucifer's ship and the two Nephilim vessels disappeared."
 
   "You mean they broke off from the Sata'anic armada?" Jophiel asked. 
 
   "No, Sir," the pilot said. "I relayed the actual video footage. Look for yourself."
 
   Jophiel watched the video. The Prince of Tyre and the two Nephilim ships spaced out, a bright white ship that was similarly sized and shaped like the nut-brown Nephilim ones, although the Prince of Tyre had a traditional hull while the Nephilim ones appeared to be almost organic structures, and then one by one, all three ships blinked out of existence.
 
   Jophiel stared, her mouth open.
 
   "Where did they go?" Major Klik'rr asked from beside her.
 
   A sickening feeling settled into Jophiel's gut.
 
   "Earth."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   February: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   Mikhail selected a long, black-brown primary feather that had sustained some damage from the pulse rifle and tugged at it, suppressing a wince, until the sturdy quill slid reluctantly into his hand. He justified the selection of a less-than-perfect feather by reminding himself it was a fitting momento, given the circumstances, and not for the more pragmatic reason that he was running out of primary feathers to get himself airborne. He placed it carefully into Varshab's cold, lifeless hands, crossed peacefully in eternal rest. 
 
   "May She-who-is grant you safe passage into the dreamtime," Mikhail whispered in the clicking Cherubim language, "and if there is a Hall of Heroes as our little protégé insists, perhaps someday I shall meet you there? For I know of no man more worthy than he who had the thankless task of keeping the peace."
 
   Immanu sprinkled water over Varshab's forehead, invoking a prayer to She-who-is. Thankfully SHE decided not to make an unwelcome intrusion into the small, intimate death ceremony, attended only by the Chief, himself, Pareesa, and of course the shaman and the healer. Was this how he would end his days if he did not find Ninsianna? An enforcer? A strong-man who was respected and feared, but never really liked, because it was his duty to enforce the law? Perhaps he should have tried to fly to Dur-Katlimmu, if for no reason other than to notify the man's only surviving child that her father was about to die?
 
   Needa refused to meet his gaze. She had not told them whether she had helped Varshab's death along with the hemlock she kept on a special shelf inside the house, but by the way the man had cried out in pain the last few hours of his life and then suddenly been gone, he suspected she had. The Sata'anic doctor had been shoved back into the hole, but thankfully there was no more talk about flaying the prisoners alive. The doctor had done his best, and Needa had made it known any man who lay a hand on them would receive no healer's help for the remainder of their lives.
 
   "We return your body to the bosom of the goddess," Immanu chanted a sing-song prayer. "And pray your family will greet you at the entrance to the great beyond." 
 
   As the sun set, Mikhail helped them push the dirt back into the hole, the men silent as Pareesa wept for the man who had been a mentor. That task done, they picked up the yellow rocks they'd spent half the day gathering, even before Varshab had died, and used them to build a cairn around his body so no scavenger would disturb his peace. 
 
   It was the second grave they'd dug today. The first grave had been for the father of the girl who had committed suicide. It had been Siamek who'd found him and dug the grave. Immanu had refused to say the death ceremonies, but Mikhail noted the way his father-in-law's eyes darted to the second cairn. 
 
   Varshab's burial was much the way things were conducted amongst the Emperor's armies, nameless, faceless soldiers who expended their lives on behalf of the naturally evolved citizens who never truly appreciated their sacrifices. Had Mikhail not spent time amongst a people who wept and grieved, it might not have ever occurred to him that he should feel bothered that Varshab's passing had gone almost unnoticed. But it did bother him. It bothered him that this man who had given so much to bring order to their village was being buried without so much as a single family member in attendance, and nobody, not even him, had cared enough to go and tell the only family member he'd still had left alive.
 
   Immanu recited the rest of the prayers, and then they all trudged solemnly back up the hill and into the gates, the warriors silent except for Pareesa's sobbing. It occurred to him that perhaps she needed a hug, as that's what most humans expected under these types of circumstances. While he wrestled with the appropriateness of such a gesture, ever mindful of Ninsianna's reaction, the whispers of the village gossips, and how his own in-laws might perceive the act of comforting his student, Ebad intercepted them and alleviated him of the responsibility by gathering Pareesa into his arms. Mikhail wasn't certain whether to be glad or sad. Despite her tender age, Pareesa was one of his most trusted friends. Perhaps he should have acted with more certitude? Quickly? The way he would have reacted had the assault to Pareesa been a physical wound rather than an emotional one?
 
   They passed by Immanu's house on their way to the central granary, where the Chief and Immanu had taken up residence since one's house had burned down and the other had developed a marital disagreement with his wife. Needa paused, her expression lonely as she stared at her husband and then turned to enter the door. 
 
   Immanu turned to go. It was time for Mikhail to make his first attempt at being a gracious host, a task he had no experience performing.
 
   "Please," Mikhail said. "Come inside. All of you. Yalda and Zhila sent over some bread and beer to make a toast in Varshab's name."
 
   Needa eyed him warily. He had not consulted with her, fearing she would have told him no. Immanu had been given no warning, either, for it was likely he would have refused. The Chief, thankfully, intuited what Mikhail was trying to do and spoke up.
 
   "Yes," Chief Kiyan said. "As I no longer have a house to hold a suitable gathering for one of my oldest and dearest friends, I am most grateful that you would open up your own house to toast the memory of a great warrior."
 
   Mikhail relaxed his wings, thankful the Chief would obligate his in-laws to go through the motions of pretending they were still husband and wife. Homa and Gisou hurried in, laden down with a basket of fresh, hot bread and a jug of fine mead, the best of Yalda and Zhila's pantry. Actually, this entire plan had been Yalda's and Zhila's idea, their answer to his announcement he was considering returning to his ship.
 
   The men and Pareesa sat around the rough, wooden table which had been set out in the courtyard with a bench. It was cold out, but the girls had gotten here first and lit the mud-brick oven they used to cook outside. Mikhail gave the girls a grateful nod. It had felt odd, to conspire with two giggly girls and two cackling old women to match-make a couple who already should have lived happily ever after. He watched their reactions carefully; the way Immanu sat on the bench closest to the street and Needa tried to escape into the kitchen; but when one thought the other wasn't looking, each person's eyes darted to the other.
 
   A lump rose in Mikhail's throat. Varshab's death saddened him, but the death of Immanu and Needa's marriage made him want to crawl inside a cave and weep.
 
   The Chief raised his mug towards the stars.
 
   "To Varshab," the Chief said.
 
   "To Varshab," they all echoed with disheartened voices.
 
   They nursed the mead in silence. Mikhail grabbed the basket of bread and passed it awkwardly to his father-in-law. Immanu refused to meet his gaze. Things had been bad ever since Mikhail had woken up, but ever since he'd refused to let his father-in-law flay the Sata'anic prisoners, the man refused to speak to him at all.
 
    It was brave Pareesa who finally dared rouse the angry crocodile sleeping in the center of the courtyard.
 
   "Mikhail?" Pareesa asked. "If She-who-is is the goddess of All-That-Is, then why can't she tell us where the Evil One took Ninsianna?"
 
   All eyes turned to him.
 
   "I am not the demi-god your legend spoke of," Mikhail said softly. "As you all now know, I am nothing but a man. A man who is a little different than you are, taller, with different features and wings, but I am still mortal. I can be hurt. I make mistakes. And if I get hurt badly enough, I will die the same as you."
 
   "But you rose up from the dead," Pareesa said.
 
   Mikhail took a sip of his mead, stalling for time. He had given the matter some thought, but the best explanation was one which had been given by an old woman in a garden to an overly curious boy.
 
   "The Eternal Emperor made us," Mikhail said, "because he had a need for soldiers." He stared up at the stars, the stars from whence he had come. "He wished for our species to protect your species, and others like you, so he made us a little stronger, a little faster, he gave us traits our species didn't originally possess. One of those traits is a better ability to heal."
 
   "Why didn't he do that for us?" Pareesa asked. Her brown eyes glittered with questions.
 
   "Because he considered you perfect the way you already were," Mikhail said. "And then he lost you. So he had no more chances to make sure everything had turned out all right."
 
   It was Immanu who asked the next question. He did so staring into his cup of mead instead of meeting Mikhail's gaze.
 
   "Why, then, can't She-who-is tell us where to search for Ninsianna?"
 
   Mikhail took Pareesa's hand.
 
   "Pareesa … this is your hand. Do you know what I am doing to it?"
 
   "Of course," Pareesa giggled. "You are touching the tips of my fingers."
 
   Mikhail ran his hand up to her wrist and turned it so it faced upwards. He traced his finger along a blue vein.
 
   "What about now. Can you feel what I'm doing now?"
 
   "Of course," Pareesa said. "You're touching my wrist."
 
   "Wrong," Mikhail said. "I was touching your veins."
 
   Pareesa peered at her wrist in the light cast off from the beehive oven, its lid left off so the fire danced and warmed their little group.
 
   "But how was -I- supposed to know what you were thinking?" 
 
   "That's my point," Mikhail said. "Now close your eyes and picture your blood as it runs through your veins."
 
   Most Ubaid only had a rudimentary knowledge of the human circulatory system, but he'd been surprised to learn they knew far more than he would have expected for a Stone Age culture. Humans hunted animals, slaughtered livestock, got injured, and died in battle. They knew where to hit a creature so it could be hurt or killed, and had tended enough battle injuries that most men understood that blood flowed through their veins and air needed to flow from hearts to lungs.
 
   "I'm not sure how that's supposed to work," Pareesa said.
 
   "Picture sipping mead through a river reed," Mikhail said.
 
   "Pareesa shut her eyes. "I think I can picture it."
 
   "It's your blood," Mikhail said. "How do you not know what it is doing?"
 
   "I … I don't know," Pareesa said. "I never thought of it that way."
 
   "Now what if I were to tell you that your blood was not a solid liquid, but it was made up of billions of tiny little animals we call ceallas," Mikhail said, using the Galactic Standard word for cells since there was no equivalent in the Ubaid language.
 
   "I'd say that was pretty peculiar," Pareesa said.
 
   "Well it's true," Mikhail said. "Your blood is not liquid, nor is any other part of your body truly solid."
 
   Immanu leaned forward, his tawny beige eyes intently curious.
 
   "Sometimes when I travel into the dreamtime to cure an illness, this is how I have perceived the information," Immanu said. "I see spirit animals, and they usually run in herds."
 
   "What you see is likely the truth," Mikhail said. "Your mind tries to create order, so it will look for patterns, and then it will tell you the next nearest pattern to help you recognize what that thing might be."
 
   "This is fascinating," Chief Kiyan leaned forward as well. "Tell me, Mikhail. You say you remember more about your past now. What is it like to walk in the house of a god?"
 
   The shadows moved. Mikhail glanced up and saw that Needa had moved closer to their little group, intently curious about what he had to answer. Mikhail lowered his voice, so that it would force his mother-in-law to move even closer.
 
   "It's not so different from going to meet a chief," Mikhail said. He flared his wings just enough so that it made him look bigger. "And like a chief, the Eternal Emperor sometimes bickers with the other gods. Sometimes he even makes mistakes; and like She-who-is, he frequently doesn't know what's going on within his own empire."
 
   "But aren't the gods all-powerful?" Pareesa asked.
 
   "Yes," Mikhail said, "and no. Think of how powerful the Chief is, and then picture the size of Assur and all its fields. Chief Kiyan does a pretty good job of keeping track of what goes on within his village, but sometimes, that's not enough. He is only one man, and there are many things which could go wrong."
 
   "I never thought of myself of having something in common with a god," Chief Kiyan said.
 
   "If what your son told me is true about the identify of this Evil One who came to snatch Ninsianna," Mikhail said, unable to help but flare his wings to their full extension, "then you're also not the only one who has a problem with getting his son to behave!"
 
   They all fell silent and sipped their mead. Needa slipped closer and sat down on the bench next to her husband, about as far apart as they could possibly get and still sit on the same seat, but they were closer. Mikhail decided he'd better continue the story. He pointed up at the stars. 
 
   "Now picture that half of those stars belong to the Eternal Emperor Hashem, and then the other half belong to Emperor Shay'tan. Think of all the things that could go wrong, and how very hard it would be for just one man, even a god, to keep track of everything that is going on."
 
   "How does he keep track of it all?" Needa asked this time.
 
   "Watchmen," Mikhail said. "He sends out people like me to keep an eye on things and report back to him if something seems amiss."
 
   "Does She-who-is have Watchmen?" Pareesa asked.
 
   "She most certainly does," Mikhail said.
 
   "Are you her watchman?"
 
   "No," Mikhail said. He stared down into his cup of mead. "Ninsianna was. And it was my job to keep her safe."
 
   "You did everything you could to prevent her from being taken," Chief Kiyan said. "No man worked harder to train our village to fight the lizard demons."
 
   Mikhail ran his finger along the tip of his cup, nursing the mead and sipping it slowly so his well-known intolerance to alcohol wouldn't turn him into a sobbing drunk in front of his friends.
 
   "The enemy who came at me was someone I did not expect," Mikhail said. "And I still can't figure out why Lucifer would take away my wife."
 
   "Do you think he hurt her?" Needa asked.
 
   Mikhail stared up at the stars. He shut his eyes, and then focused on the song which had taken up residence inside his heart ever since the night he had woken up from the dead, the night he had dreamed not of Ninsianna, but of a little girl long dead and in the grave.
 
   Perhaps he had known Ninsianna before?
 
   "Lucifer's grandmother came from the same planet as I did," Mikhail said. "The Emperor was obsessed with forcing me to take a wife. If Lucifer took Ninsianna, it was because he hopes to gain some leverage over his father either using her, or using our child."
 
   "So you think he kept her alive?" Immanu asked.
 
   Mikhail stared back up at the stars, where the sparks from the fire danced upwards towards the heavens.
 
   "I am positive of it," Mikhail said.
 
   They finished up the bread, and then started eating the acorns which Needa had thrown into the fire to roast while they had talked. Immanu plucked out the acorns into a wooden bowl, and then offered some to his wife, his expression a blend between wariness and hopefulness. Mikhail held his breath. So did everyone else in the little group. Needa reached out and took the nuts from Immanu's hand.
 
   Mikhail met the Chief's gaze. It was a start. 
 
   They chatted some more until all of a sudden Pareesa stood up and pointed towards the western horizon.
 
   "Look! A shooting star! Make a wish and maybe it will come true!"
 
   "I wish for my daughter to be returned," Needa said.
 
   "I wish for the same," Immanu said.
 
   The couple leaned against one another, Needa's head resting on her husband's shoulder.
 
   Mikhail stared at the shooting star and froze. He stood up, nearly knocking his friends over with his wings, and then ran into the house to grab a pair of binoculars he'd retrieved from his ship at some point in the past.
 
   "What is it, son?" Immanu asked.
 
   Mikhail focused the binoculars on the horizon. The power cell had run down, rendering the infra-red and infrared heat capacity of the device inert, but the old-fashioned optical portion worked just fine.
 
   The image was blurry, but the shape was too distinct to be mistaken for a star.
 
   "That's a space shuttle making reentry," Mikhail said. He realized he had spoken in Galactic Standard and translated the words into words his friends could understand. "Somebody just descended from the heavens. When they do that, it makes a ring of fire."
 
   "Could it be this god of yours come to find you?" the Chief asked.
 
   Mikhail traced the ship until it disappeared on the horizon. 
 
   "North-north-west," Mikhail said. "Just where She-who-is said we would find their base." 
 
   The reentry trail gone, he focused the binoculars up into space, searching the thermosphere for a ship circling in low-Earth orbit. He'd taken to watching the S.R.N. Jamalan orbiting far out in geosynchronous orbit, where they parked battle cruisers when they did not wish to waste fuel fighting Earth's gravity, but a new ship that was sending down a landing party would definitely pull up as close as the troposphere.
 
   "There," Mikhail said. "I see it."
 
   "Is it the enemy?" Chief Kiyan asked. 
 
   Hope blended with that old, dark rage as the bright, white form of a ship he'd vowed to defend with his dying breath came into focus within his binoculars. 
 
   "Yes," Mikhail said. "That ship is the Prince of Tyre."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Galactic Standard Date:  152,324.02 AE 
 
   Earth: Prince of Tyre
 
   Special Agent Eligor
 
    
 
   Eligor
 
   Eligor leaned back in his bunk, his white wings flared carelessly behind him as he studied the tiny image being projected live to his hand-held personal data device. Every orifice on this ship had cameras embedded into strategic places, but nobody bothered monitoring the bunk room where Lucifer's wives lived. He'd taken to watching the goings-on in the room rather than disturb the women with his presence, especially since the deceased Colonel's wife had taken an intense dislike to him.
 
   He watched her now, a dark-haired beauty whose every move reminded him of Lucifer's mother. Oh, not that she was Asherah reborn or anything! No. There were differences, the biggest of which was Ninsianna was far more ruthless. It was one of the reasons Eligor watched her from out here, away from her mind control. He knew Lucifer could fuck with his mind and how to avoid it, but when you found a female attractive, it added a whole new layer of fuck-with-your-emotions. He'd learned the hard way it was better to avoid such drama.
 
   Lucifer's evil twin brother had held out the widowed beauty as an enticement…
 
   No. Eligor wasn't that fucking stupid. Whatever had prompted Lucifer to cross the galaxy and snatch the woman from his father's personal watchdog, it wasn't to give the woman to him. 
 
   Or her child…
 
   The child of the last living full-blooded Seraphim…
 
   He watched Ninsianna get the women seated around the banquet table, looking every bit like a scene of normalcy. She'd even gotten them to use the silverware! What could he say to convince Ninsianna to try her mojo on the good twin? Healer, shaman, witch doctor or psychotherapist; he didn't care what she called it, the woman had a knack for reaching into a fucked-up mind and making them not so bat-shit crazy. He'd broached the subject with her several times, but the mere mention of Lucifer's name sent her off on a tirade, so he'd taken to watching her secretly, trying to figure out what the hell she did. 
 
   Was it the words she said? Or the way she sang as she brushed the women's hair. He wasn't about to brush Lucifer's hair for him. Fuck, no! But physical touch seemed to be a part of her gift, unlike Lucifer or Zepar who could just beam shit directly into his mind like a radio antenna. Perhaps it was because she approached her enemies as if she was nice, though he'd discovered beneath her veneer of pleasantness lay a ruthless spine of steel that would give even Lucifer, the good-twin version of him, not the evil twin who was just plain psychopathic, a run for his money.
 
   His comms pin chimed and disturbed him from his musings.
 
   "Eligor," Zepar's voice said.
 
   Eligor clicked off the video feed and tapped his comms pin to reply.
 
   "Sir?"
 
   "Report to my office right away," Zepar said.
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor said.
 
   He tucked the device in his pocket, stretching his wings as he moved through the sterile, white corridors of the Prince of Tyre. He passed a delegation of Nephilim who chattered in their strange, almost silent language. He tucked his wings against his back and filled his mind with nonsensical ship's duties, all sorts of trivia, and an X-rated movie he'd gotten off on, before knocking on Zepar's laboratory door.
 
   "Enter," Zepar called.
 
   Eligor stepped inside, nearly crashing face-first into Pruflas' wings, pulling a cart that was covered with a tarp. Zepar's office was always pathologically neat, but where he'd been building the robot, his tools were strewn about and in the room lingered the scent of machine oil. The robot was gone, but the thing on the cart had the same general shape, only in pieces, dissembled for transport. Curiosity would get him killed, so Eligor schooled a bland expression.
 
   "You called me, Sir," Eligor said. 
 
   "Yes," Zepar said. The dirty-winged Angelic turned to Furcas, the other goon who loaded up a second cart with what appeared to be the torso. "Be careful with that! That's the most important part!"
 
   Furcas gave his usual grunt. Had Eligor ever heard either man speak? Yeah, he had, but they spoke very little, as if the act of stringing together syllables was too much work.
 
   Zepar turned back to him, his expression annoyed. He shoved the familiar box into Eligor's hands.
 
   "Go inject the princess with this," Zepar said. "Don't wake him. Just jab him in the neck and wait for him to wake up on his own."
 
   Eligor frowned. The good twin kept receding deeper into the psychopathology that was the evil twin brother's personality. If he didn't draw him out at least once each awake cycle, he feared the good twin would one day disappear completely.
 
   "He does better if I fill him in on what's going on," Eligor said. "He always takes his shot. He just doesn't like to wake up and find that weeks have passed."
 
   The good twin had surfaced while they'd been down in the wormhole, negotiating with the Nephilim about some ancient artifact they believed was buried on Earth. Zepar had some explaining to do when the good twin had acted surprised to discover the Nephilim still even existed. Had he known they were headed to the wormhole bridge, he would have briefed the good twin. Lucifer, even disoriented, had become apathetic enough about his illness that he would have looked to Zepar to cover for him. Why was the puppetmaster trying to eradicate the good twin rather than simply explaining shit to him?
 
   Eligor felt the intrusion shove into his mind. Death. Dismemberment. Being turned over to the Tokoloshe to be devoured alive. His mind had grown strong enough to prevent somebody from reading his thoughts, but he was helpless to prevent such punishment, especially when he was supposed to pretend he wasn't aware his masters possessed such abilities.
 
   Eligor's hand shot up to squeeze the bridge of his nose.
 
   "Sorry, Sir," Eligor mumbled. "Not up to me to ask questions."
 
   Zepar flared his wings like a raptor and shoved his finger into Eligor's face.
 
   "His migraines have become unmanageable," Zepar snapped. "He doesn't want a repeat of the other day's fiasco!"
 
   "Sir," Eligor gave a noncommittal answer. He forced himself not to think about how he'd been decreasing the dosage, just enough so the evil twin could make his appearance, not so much that the good twin poked through and muffed things up like he'd almost done down in the wormhole. He hoped to find the correct dosage to get a good twin, without migraines, but so far that hadn't happened.
 
   Zepar shoved the box into his hand.
 
   "Make sure you give him all of it!" Zepar snapped. "Today's meeting is critical! We don't want a repeat of what happened three days ago!"
 
   "Sir," Eligor said. 
 
   He felt Zepar's intrusion into his memories, but he'd become an old hand at thinking of things just risqué enough so the puppet-master would think that was what he tried to hide. It scared the shit out of him, the fact he was dealing with not just one psychopath who could read his mind, but two of them, three if he included both versions of Lucifer, no, four if he also included Ninsianna, though at least Ninsianna was sane.
 
   "What are you waiting for?" Zepar asked. "You're dismissed."
 
   "Sir." 
 
   Eligor turned to leave and almost tripped over a long, bovine tail which trailed on the floor from beneath the tarp. He flared his wings to keep his balance, and then kicked the thing out of the way.
 
   "Pick up after yourself!" Eligor grumbled to Pruflas.
 
   The cold-eyed Angelic's nostrils flared, but other than that, it was the closest the goon came to acknowledging he'd even heard him.
 
   Eligor was unable to help but gasp for breath the moment the door shut behind him. He moved through the ship, passing lizard-people, mercenaries, broad-faced Nephilim dressed up in colorful religious garb, and a whole bunch of Angelics bustling around, readying the ship for its return to Earth. Any time now they'd be exiting hyperspace, and once they did, it would be up to him to fly Lucifer back to the planet.
 
   He punched in his encryption code and stuck his face into the lens so the security system could scan his iris. The door popped open. Zepar had kept Lucifer doped up ever since he'd woken up down in the wormhole, which was just as well because Eligor didn't like the way the man looked. When the evil twin was in residence, he had a way of making it look like Lucifer was virile, but the moment that illusion faded, the puppet prince looked like shit. Eligor was pragmatic enough to not wish his meal-ticket to drop dead and leave him unemployed. 
 
   "Sir?" Eligor called into the darkened room. "Mister Prime Minister, Sir? It's me. Eligor. I'm here to help you get ready."
 
   Zepar had told him not to wake the man, but fuck him! Eligor flipped on the light and gently shook Lucifer's snow white wings. Lucifer groaned. Eligor opened the box and held the syringe up to the light. Motherfucker! Zepar had doubled the dose … again. Eligor's hand tightened on the syringe. Lucifer had been disoriented in the wormhole, but he hadn't been a raving looney-bird. 
 
   Eligor pointed the needle up towards the ceiling and squeezed. He'd given him 45cc going into the wormhole. This time, he stopped squeezing when it got to 50cc. Just a bit more so he wouldn't go all good twin in front of General Hudhafah, but not so much that whatever remained of the good twin wasn't drugged out of his noggin.
 
   "Eligor," Lucifer groaned.
 
   "Sir."
 
   "How long have I been asleep?"
 
   "Three days, Sir."
 
   Lucifer pushed himself upright, his feathers crumpled from three days without preening. His eerie silver eyes reflected in the faint light from the bar, but he seemed coherent today, likely because he'd gotten sleep without anybody shooting him up with the concoction Eligor held in his hand. His coloring was a little better, but the man still bore the bluish cast that the elderly often got when they reached the end of their lives.
 
   "Where are we?" Lucifer asked.
 
   "We're about to exit hyperspace just outside of Earth orbit," Eligor said.
 
   Lucifer's eerie silver eyes trailed over to the trophies on the wall, some of them older, but a few of them new. The query which touched upon Eligor's mind was light, not overpowering the way it was when the evil twin was in residence. 'Where have I been, and did I do anything that I should know about?'
 
   "You've been asleep since you became disoriented in the wormhole, Sir," Eligor said. "You didn't sign any treaties, you didn't do anything to be ashamed of, and the Nephilim you blocked from your memory are old allies of your father, Sir."
 
   "The Emperor claimed they were extinct," Lucifer said.
 
   Eligor couldn't help but smirk, though he quickly suppressed it because it wouldn't behoove him to have his boss know he thought he was clueless.
 
   "You paid an emperor's ransom to get them to share the secret to operating the wormhole bridge," Eligor said. "And they agreed to finally give it to you because there is something on Earth they really want."
 
   "What?"
 
   "According to them," Eligor said, "it's just a religious artifact, but I don't trust them. They're religious zealots. And they're still pissed off at Shay'tan for driving them out of the galaxy. I wouldn't put it past them to double-cross you and stiff you out of the secret to the bridge."
 
   Lucifer sighed.
 
   "It would be better if I could remember these things," he said. He rubbed his temples, wincing as the crushing migraine pressed into his brain. Eligor was no empath, but he could almost feel how much it hurt by the way Lucifer took deep breaths, as if he might vomit even though he hadn't been drinking, and shielded his eyes from the light.
 
   Eligor considered telling him he might have found someone who could help him, but he didn't know how much the evil twin could eavesdrop on the good twin. The whole point of dropping the cc's was so the two sides of Lucifer would start talking to one another again, the ruthless politician and the softer side that reminded him of Asherah. Lucifer had always been a hard ass, even before he'd gone bonkers, but the side of him which had emerged since the Tokoloshe had joined their ranks made even him want to run off to join a nunnery.
 
   "Go ahead," Lucifer mumbled. He lowered his wing so Eligor would have easy access to the meaty tissue next to his neck. "Do it."
 
   Eligor glanced at the syringe. Yup. Just 50cc's. The dosage at which the evil twin seemed to keep control. He plunged the needle into Lucifer's flesh, noting the way the man didn't even flinch, and pushed the syringe until the vile, green liquid had been injected into Lucifer's nervous system.
 
   Lucifer stared at the trophy wall as they waited for the medication to kick in.
 
   "Last time we were here," Lucifer said, "I met a man. He was smart, like me, and I think we had a lot in common."
 
   "The angry young chieftain," Eligor said. "He tried to kill you, but you prevented him from doing it, and then you taught him how to shoot a pulse rifle."
 
   Lucifer stared at the fringed, linen shawl folded neatly on the shelf. Both versions of Lucifer seemed to be obsessed with the little chieftain, which gave Eligor hope that someday the two sides might reconcile.
 
   "All I remember is that I started to fall, and that he caught me," Lucifer said. His eerie silver eyes met his. "Why is it, that your memory and my memory of the event are so very different?"
 
   "It's not different," Eligor said. "What you remember is real. It's just out of context, that's all. I think by then you had won him over?"
 
   Lucifer's eyes glazed, and then the good twin was gone. The evil twin ran through his morning routine of stretching, as if his body was an unfamiliar suit, and then focused on Eligor with his icy silver eyes.
 
   "Good morning, Eligor," Lucifer said.
 
   "Good morning, Sir," Eligor replied.
 
   "What were we just talking about?"
 
   Eligor felt the intrusion into his mind, much more powerful and less subtle than when the good twin did it.
 
   "You asked me about the angry young chieftain."
 
   "Ahh, yes," Lucifer's lips curved up into a predatory smile. "I had plans for him, but General Hudhafah forced me to leave him behind. Quite a loss, really. I always did like the ones who were fearless."
 
   Eligor didn't dare ask 'what kind of plans.'  It was none of his fucking business, but given what had happened with the last human male he'd pulled out of Lucifer's room, he had a pretty good idea. 
 
   Lucifer's grin broadened, showing his perfect, white teeth.
 
   "When you've existed as long as I have," Lucifer said, "you find novel ways to amuse yourself."
 
   'You mean a pet…' Eligor thought to himself. 
 
   Lucifer's smirk faded.
 
   "You woke me up before giving me my medicine," Lucifer asked. "Why?"
 
   His expression was watchful, a cobra watching a mouse. Eligor felt the intrusion into his mind. He told the truth.
 
   "Because I don't trust Zepar," Eligor said. "The dose he gave you is far higher than it normally is. Before I shoot up the Prime Minister of the Alliance with anything questionable, I want to hear it from his own lips that it's what he wants."
 
   Lucifer laughed, but it had a raucous, sharp edge. Not humor, but the laugh of a victor to the conquered.
 
   "Why Eligor," Lucifer said. "If I didn't know better, I'd think you cared."
 
   "Just doing my job, Sir," Eligor stated blandly. He forced himself to think menial thoughts and not pick at his fingernails until he felt the intrusion leave his mind.
 
   "Very well," Lucifer said. "Ready my shuttle. I'll meet you down there as soon as we exit hyper-space. Set a course for the Sata'anic Forward Operating Base."
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor said.
 
   Lucifer glanced at his trophy wall.
 
   "On your way down there, stop by engineering and procure two extra FTL cores," Lucifer said.
 
   "Two?" Eligor said. Warp cores were worth an emperor's ransom this far out in the uncharted territories. Carrying an extra as backup was prudent, but two of them? When they were just setting down on the planet?
 
   "Two."
 
   "Yes, Sir."
 
   Eligor left Lucifer to do whatever psychotic, mind-reading, split-personality Prime Minsters did to get ready to meet with one of their enemy's highest-ranking generals. He retrieved the FTL cores, and then headed down to the flight hanger to prepare the shuttle for launch. In the spot next to him, two Nephilim loaded whatever was on the carts onto a brown Nephilim shuttle.
 
   The flight hanger grew deathly quiet as Lucifer made his entrance, white wings flared, dressed in an outfit suitable for addressing a head of state. He moved as though the entire universe was his plaything, and in a way it was, this man who had outsmarted not just one god, but two of them. The goons fell into line behind him, intimidating bookends, and joined Ba'al Zebub and his guards. The six of them tromped up the ramp and buckled themselves into the shuttle, the two highest-ranking officials from enemy empires, both now renegades, both of them eager to carve out a piece of the galaxy for themselves.
 
   "We're about to drop out of hyperspace, Sir," Eligor said. He flipped the switches to fire up the engines.
 
   "The moment we do," Lucifer said, "I want to be out of here. I've waited long enough to implement this plan."
 
   Eligor nodded, and then focused on his pre-flight procedure to fill his mind with nonsense. There were plenty of things to think of when taking off and landing, it was those lengthy shuttle runs which always worried him with Lucifer able to read his mind.
 
   The Prince of Tyre dropped out of hyperspace. The moment it did, Eligor announced to the Captain they were taking off. Within minutes, they had cleared the second set of airlocks and were free of the ship, floating above the prettiest blue orb of a planet that Eligor had ever seen. Its oceans were the same color as Asherah's eyes had been, and over the southern continent a hurricane had spawned off the coast. 
 
   "Earth," Eligor said. "Refuge of the last bastion of humanity."
 
   The radio crackled, a challenge from the Sata'anic battle cruiser Jamaran orbiting the planet. "This is restricted airspace. Return to your ship or you will be fired upon."
 
   "This is Special Agent Eligor from the Prince of Tyre," Eligor replied in fluent Sata'anic. "We have Lord Zebub on this shuttle along with two of your men. Ba'al Zebub demands passage to meet with General Hudhafah."
 
   "Prove it, Angelic," the lizard hissed.
 
   Eligor glanced back to the three lizards in the passenger section. Ba'al Zebub hissed with irritation, and then leaned forward, causing his chair to groan in protest.
 
   "This is Ba'al Zebub," the corpulent lizard hissed. "Who is this? And who do you serve under?"
 
   "Specialist Tasleem, my Lord," the lizard hissed. "Sir? How do I know it is really you?"
 
   "You will know it is me when not only are you denied the opportunity to take a wife," Ba'al Zebub growled, "but every one of your brothers."
 
   There was a tense moment of silence.
 
   "Tyre shuttle-1," the lizard finally hissed. "You have been given permission to fly straight to the base, but if you veer off-course, General Hudhafah has given us authorization to blow you out of the sky."
 
   Eligor closed the heat shields over the windshield, relying upon instrumentation to make this part of the descent. The shuttle grew warm as atmospheric friction glowed red into the tiny side-portals, coloring Ba'al Zebub's green skin to make him look like a gigantic, purple dinosaur. At last they hit the stratosphere. Eligor opened the heat shield so he could see where he was flying. It was nighttime on this part of the planet, pitch black without the light-grids of a civilized world. Lucifer was right about one thing. If the Eternal Emperor ever got his hands on this planet, he'd declare it off-limits in a heartbeat. These people hadn't even invented iron weapons yet!
 
   He set down in the Sata'anic Forward Operating Base. Even with his limited formal military experience, he could see that things on the FOB were not well. The lizards lit up a flight circle for him to land, but beyond that the base was curiously dark. What lights existed were bonfires and torches, and all of the Sata'anic shuttles were lined up, wing-to-wing, not out on missions the way they usually were whenever Shay'tan annexed a new planet. Eligor had no idea why the supply armada had lingered at the wormhole bridge, but it had, and the Sata'anic base appeared to be the worse for it.
 
   'Good…' he thought. Just because he didn’t hate the lizards the way some of the enlisted men did, didn't mean he liked them, either. They were enemies of the Alliance, and the only use he saw for them was when Lucifer needed to bamboozle them into helping him fend off and even bigger threat. Like the Tokoloshe…
 
   The ones embedded with the armada which was hot on their tail…
 
   Yet one more reason to get this over with so he could get the puppet prince back someplace where a doc could shrink his head.
 
   Ba'al Zebub heaved his girth up out of his seat and waddled to the hatch. Eligor glanced back to make sure Furcas and Pruflas had positioned themselves to defend the door in case this thing headed south. The dead-eyed goons gave him a subtle nod. Eligor scanned the perimeter of the ship using his eyeballs and the cameras. It was hard to see with the runway lit up so poorly, but neither the infra-red nor the heat-seeking sensors picked up anybody standing anyplace other than where they were supposed to be. 
 
   He released the door latch. The ramp slid down. This was a fairly sizeable shuttle, complete with a cargo hold, a bunk room, a full bathroom and a miniature kitchenette for long-haul runs, but when Ba'al Zebub walked, he was so obese it made the entire ship shudder. Eligor secured the cockpit, and then hurried aft to provide a third gun.
 
   "General Hudhafah!" Ba'al Zebub hissed in the Sata'anic language. "As I promised, I have returned."
 
   "Where's my armada?" the burly lizard general growled, straight to the point as always. His sturdy tail hung behind him, not tucked up as was normally the case when a subordinate spoke to a superior.
 
   "It's about three weeks behind us," Ba'al Zebub said. "They experienced delays coming around the Monoceros Ring, but now they're on their way."
 
   "The armada is nearly five months behind schedule," Hudhafah hissed. "Do you have any idea what deficiencies my men have suffered because that idiot positioned his ships to cut off my supply routes?"
 
   Eligor didn't realize he'd been holding his breath until that point. Okay. Hudhafah still didn't know that both Lucifer and Ba'al Zebub were considered renegades by their respective empires.
 
   "General Hudhafah," Lucifer purred with mock charm. He flung out his arms in a magnanimous gesture as though he embraced the entire galaxy. "It's so very nice to meet you again."
 
   "I don't know what you're up to, Angelic," Hudhafah growled. "And I don't like it."
 
   "It's not up to you to like it," Ba'al Zebub hissed smoothly. "Only to obey, Shay'tan be praised."
 
   Hudhafah and the entire contingent of lizards who'd come with him made the prayer-gesture to their foreheads, their snouts, and their chests, repeating the familiar adulation. If ever Eligor needed any proof the gods weren't omniscient, it was the fact these men praised Ba'al Zebub.
 
   Lucifer glided down the off-ramp, white wings extended so they picked up the light from the bonfires and made it appear he radiated sunlight from his feathers. Yeah, sure, Eligor had white wings too, but when Lucifer did that, he always looked so … regal.
 
   "Come, General," Lucifer's expression was that of a father speaking to a son. "Let's not quarrel. We have excellent news! But not out here. Let us meet someplace secure, and then I would appreciate a tour of your female training academies."
 
   Eligor trailed behind them, pretending not to listen, until they disappeared into a crude stone building. He leaned against the rough-hewn stones, surveying the landscape as he got his first-ever look at an ongoing Sata'anic annexation that wasn't fighting to fend off them. Two burly Marid guards had been assigned to babysit him. The blue-men stared at him in silence, neither hostile nor friendly. 
 
   A small, slender lizard scurried out of the building. A short while later, he came back with a tall, swarthy-complexioned human male wearing a combination of Sata'anic and Angelic clothing. It took Eligor a moment to recognize that the man beneath the short-cropped hair, his face shaved and wearing an abundance of modern weaponry, was none other than Lucifer's angry young chieftain, the one who had tried to bury a knife into his chest.
 
   Lieutenant Kasib stopped in front of Eligor.
 
   "Your master requested that you search this man for weapons this time," Kasib said in Galactic Standard.
 
   "What? He doesn't trust you after the last time you dropped the ball?" Eligor asked. He turned to the man. "Okay. Tell him to spread 'em so I can frisk him for a knife."
 
   The man responded without being asked.
 
   "I see you've got him trained," Eligor chuckled.
 
   The olive-skinned man met his gaze, his obsidian black eyes filled with a hint of anger.
 
   "I … no … stupid," he spoke in halting Galactic Standard. "You want search? Search. I no make …trouble … for Alliance … Príomh-Aire."
 
   Eligor raised an eyebrow. So? Lucifer's pet had picked up a bit of Galactic Standard since they'd left him? Had Kasib taught him just that phrase? Or had was he fluent like Ninsianna was?
 
   "Take off your coat," Eligor ordered. "Now spread your arms and legs. I'm going to pat you down."
 
   The man did as he was told. Eligor told him to remove his pulse rifle, which by the green indicator was fully charged. Recognition niggled at his brain as he pulled a knife out of a belt-holster and recognized the bejeweled handle.
 
   "Where did you get this?" Eligor asked.
 
   "Príomh-Aire ... give ... to me ... when I give him ... wife," the man said.
 
   "Ninsianna?" Eligor asked.
 
   Emotions danced across the black-eyed man's face, anger, sadness, and then a grim expression.
 
   "Shahla," the man said. "She die..." He struggled to find the words. "She ... lure ... Mikhail ... into trap." He pointed to the other side of the tarmck. "She buried ... over there."
 
   Oh. Her. He'd forgotten all about her until Ninsianna had mentioned her, the one who'd suffered from the same mental ailment as Lucifer. It was just as well she'd died before setting Lucifer's seed. That's all the Alliance needed was an heir with two nutso parents. 
 
   "No matter," Eligor said. "You can't take the knife into the meeting."
 
   The black-eyed man's jaw tightened in a grim line. He might have been shorter than Eligor, but the authority he carried reminded him of Lucifer.
 
   "She ... matter," the man hissed. He pointed at Lieutenant Kasib. "They ... say ... protect her. She die. Lucifer ... he answer ... questions. Or else. He give me ... back ... Ninsianna."
 
   Kasib nervously tasted the air, but curiously, the lizard did not contradict that accusation. Nor did the black-eyed man use the hissing Sata'anic language even though it was obviously the more comfortable of the two languages for him to speak. 
 
   "I'm still not letting you take in a knife," Eligor said. He noted the man's hostile stance. "You can't blame me, after what happened the last time. You'll get it back as soon as you're no longer in the Prime Minister's presence."
 
   The black-eyed man relented and let him take the knife. He then followed Kasib into the building, leaving Eligor to twiddle his thumbs. A short while later, his comms pin chirped.
 
   "Sir?" Eligor asked.
 
   "Eligor?" Lucifer's voice was filled with false warmth. "Could you do me a favor? Go back to the ship and retrieve those two FTL drive cores I asked you to bring?"
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor said. The two Marid guards followed him back to the shuttle and watched him like a hawk as he retrieved the two FTL cores. They disappeared with them the moment they verified they weren't booby-trapped. He waited at the ship until Lucifer came back, sans Ba'al Zebub, with Furcas and Pruflas in tow.
 
   And another person. The black-eyed man...
 
   Eligor watched their reflection in the windshield as Lucifer spoke warmly to the man in a language he couldn't understand. A few moments later, the lizards appeared with seventeen human females, the maximum number the shuttle could accomodate. The human male spoke to them in yet another language, ordering them to buckle up, as Eligor spooled up the engines to return to the Prince of Tyre.
 
   The shuttle vibrated as he prepared for liftoff. It suprised him when Lucifer moved up to the empty co-pilot's seat and buckled himself in beside him. Eligor filled his mind with thoughts of the flight procedures necessary for liftoff.
 
   "So, Eligor," Lucifer gave him a grin that reminded him of a predator about to hunt its lunch. "Which one do you favor?"
 
   Eligor glanced back at the seventeen women, perhaps not as breathtaking as the tall, statuesque Angelic women, but each striking in their own, exotic way. He did not state, the Colonel's widow. He'd known all along that that one was not up for grabs. So, absent that wish, the question wasn't which one he favored, but which ones would end up getting their minds broken when Lucifer took them to his bed.
 
   "I want a smart one," Eligor said. He met Lucifer's gaze. "Not one of your left-overs. I hate fucking something that is stupid."
 
   His petty rebellion seemed to amuse Lucifer rather than piss him off. Had it been the good twin, Lucifer would have been annoyed, but the evil twin seemed to enjoy a bit of verbal sparring.
 
   "Furcas and Pruflas get first pick," Lucifer said. "After that, I shall let you pick a favorite. We'll have a little Eligor in the oven in no time."
 
   "And what if she doesn't like me?" Eligor said.
 
   Lucifer's cold, hard gaze reminded him of a man about to enjoy a tasty meal. He glanced back, not at the women, but at the black-eyed human male who flitted between the women, reassuring them they had nothing to fear.
 
   "Then that is the one that I want," Lucifer said. "I always prefer the ones who fight. It makes their submission so much sweeter."
 
   Eligor fired the engines and blasted them all back into the troposphere.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 90
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   Galactic Standard Date:  152,324.02 AE 
 
   Victor Sector: HMS Beylan
 
   Leonid Major Orias
 
    
 
   Orias
 
   The commander of the HMS Beylan was a fierce lioness, protective of the colonies her pride of Leonids and their Spiderid brothers defended, and even more protective to the Alliance ideals those colonies wished to live by. She was not, however, naïve enough to follow Parliament blindly, especially when it came over the news that General Abaddon had taken a sizeable chunk of their fleet and disappeared.
 
   Orias sighed and passed the salt to her daughter, Habibas.
 
   "If only Lucifer was still alive," Orias rumbled deep in her chest.
 
   Habibas' golden, furry ears jutted forward in surprise.
 
   "You're kidding," Habibas asked. "Right mother?" 
 
   "Why, no…" Orias said. She flexed her claws. "Why?"
 
   Habibas showed her fangs.
 
   "Babajidas told me what Lucifer did to him to break him before he turned him over to us," Habibas growled. "He still bears claw marks down his back."
 
   "He tortured him?" Orias picked at her claws. Torture was against Alliance law, but occasionally the Leonids enjoyed taunting informants with the threat of dismemberment.
 
   "What Lucifer did to him was much, much worse," Habibas said. Her whiskers jutted forward. "Mama … he is so ashamed that he says he can never face his own people again."
 
   "What did Lucifer do, leon beag?" Orias asked.
 
   Habibas told her.
 
   Orias' jaw dropped, leaving her tongue lolling out of her mouth like some stupid wild animal.
 
   "Lucifer did what to him?"
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   February: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Mesopotamian Plain
 
    
 
   Jamin
 
   Jamin crept through the tall, Mesopotamian grasses, stalking the lion which was his prey. It was a magnificent male, as big as any he'd ever seen, with paws as large as his face and a red mane which framed its head like the rays of the sun.
 
   "Shhh…" Jamin gestured for Lucifer to creep forward. "Tuck your wings against your back. We're downwind, but if he sees you, he will attack."
 
   "That's what this is for." Lucifer's handsome features curved up into a grin. He pointed to his golden pulse rifle, the one he had used to teach Jamin to shoot.
 
   Jamin met his eerie silver eyes.
 
   "You said you wanted to hunt lions like a native," Jamin said. He held up his spear. "Now prove it."
 
   "You are so passionate about everything you do, little chieftain," Lucifer laughed. He flopped down carelessly upon the ground, his wings strewn out beneath him like a white, fluffy blanket. "When I said I wanted to hunt the lion ancestor of our Leonids, I had no idea you meant to do so with a primitive weapon."
 
   Jamin snorted with disgust.
 
   "In my culture, a real man hunts lions using nothing but a knife!" 
 
   "And how many of these lions have you killed with such methods, little chieftain?"
 
   "With a knife?" Jamin said. "Just one."
 
   "Why kill one when you could kill as many as you like?" Lucifer asked. He studied Jamin as though he found him fascinating.
 
   "I have killed many lions," Jamin said. "As well as hyenas, auroch, and crocodiles. But I have only killed one lion with a knife, and that is the one which marks me as a man."
 
   Lucifer reached out and touched his chin, turning his face from one side to the other, studying it. Jamin jerked back his head. He didn't know what to make of the Alliance Príomh-Aire, but he suspected he was a man who favored other men.
 
   Well he'd teach Lucifer what it meant to be a real man.
 
   "Come," Jamin said. "We need to get closer."
 
   Keeping his spear low, he crept forward, closer to the lion that was their quarry. Whatever Lucifer had given Hudhafah to release him from his slave-bond, he owed him. If the man wanted him to repay him by teaching him to hunt lions, then that is what he'd do. Lucifer rolled over and crept up behind him, stalking a different prey, he suspected. Jamin pushed the thought out of his mind. 
 
   "How would you like to kill him," Jamin asked. "The spear would be safer. There is no shame in using the spear. For you, it would be like for me to kill him with a knife."
 
   "I want to see you kill him," Lucifer said. He stared at him with a hungry look, a spectator eager to witness a blood sport.
 
   "I thought you wanted to hunt the lion?" Jamin said.
 
   "I did," Lucifer said. "But in my years, I have taken on far fiercer creatures than this. It is how you do it which fascinates me."
 
   Jamin stiffened. "Is this a test?"
 
   Lucifer sized him up, the alpha-predator, the brightest and most beautiful of all the Angelics. 
 
   "I wish to see if you are as fearless as you seem, little chieftain," Lucifer said softly. "Everywhere I go, I find myself surrounded by lesser men. When you've lived as long as I have, when you see somebody who reminds you of yourself, you learn to hang onto them, for those spirits are few and far between."
 
   There was a great loneliness in Lucifer's words. This time, when he touched Jamin's face, Jamin did not pull away. 
 
   "Show me. Show me you are brave enough to fight a dragon," Lucifer said. "And I shall lay this world at your feet for you to conquer."
 
   Jamin swallowed. Lucifer projected an image into his mind of walking down the gangplank of a sky canoe, the Ubaid cheering as he returned to them laden down with gold and lion skins. In the image, his father embraced him and told him he'd been wrong to cast him out. In the image, Ninsianna ran up and told him that she loved him.
 
   It was that thought which kicked him out of the daydream.
 
   "Ninsianna only loves her husband," Jamin said.
 
   "Then I shall kill him for you," Lucifer stated flatly. "His Seraphim sub-species was an abomination to this universe."
 
   Lucifer showed him what he meant. He had wiped out the Seraphim like a man pouring boiling oil down a nest of ants, no mercy, none had escaped. They sat, crouched in the grasses together, eyes locked, until Jamin shook off the image. It was a softer image which Lucifer projected next. Ninsianna, heavy with child, her demeanor, submissive. Only this time, it was his child she carried. Jamin tried to attach an emotion in the image. To love her. To hate her. But he no longer possessed the will...
 
   "You don't want her anymore?" Lucifer's voice lilted with surprise.
 
   "If you handed her to me I would not refuse her," Jamin shrugged. He stared at the lion. "But no, not really. She hurt me, and there is no way I'd ever let that woman back into my heart."
 
   "I could kill her for you," Lucifer laughed. "Just think how your enemy will react with that news? That you've killed his mate?"
 
   "No," Jamin said.
 
   "But isn't it what you've always wanted?" Lucifer asked. "To watch him suffer?"
 
   "I want Ninsianna to love me," Jamin said. "But she never will. I've learned to accept it, and I'm ready to move on."
 
   Lucifer caressed his cheek, a lover's touch.
 
   "You … don't fear me."
 
   "Should I?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "I've lost everything," Jamin shrugged. "If I die today, nobody will mourn my loss."
 
   Lucifer's voice cracked.
 
   "I know what it's like to be betrayed by a woman. They are evil creatures. Out to castrate us and turn us into herd animals."
 
   "I thought you were only recently married," Jamin said.
 
   Lucifer retreated back behind the twin, glossy mirrors of his eerie silver eyes. The vulnerability disappeared, replaced by the ruthless conqueror of worlds.
 
   "Go and kill that lion for me, little chieftain," Lucifer said. "For I want to see it. And then we shall go attend a party."
 
   "With a knife?" Jamin asked.
 
   "With your bare hands if you could."
 
   Jamin pushed the image of him strangling a lion out of his mind.
 
   "I'm not that strong," Jamin said. "But I will kill him with a knife. Just for you."
 
   He lay down his spear and unclipped his pulse rifle from his belt to lay it on the ground next to Lucifer. Hunting lions was a sacred act, one which required meeting the lion claw-to-claw. He pulled the golden knife Lucifer had given him, and then crept closer. 
 
   The lion's head jerked around, alerted by the rustling of grasses. In this hunt, the lion had every advantage except for one. Although the creatures were smart, humans were smarter, and Jamin was a better hunter than most … when he didn't get cocky like he'd done the day he'd gotten gored by the auroch.
 
   The creature stared at him with its beautiful, golden eyes, two males who were both used to being the kings of their dominions. One of the things that had always attracted him to Ninsianna was her tawny-beige eyes, the eyes of a lioness, even before she'd been Chosen by She-who-is. Everything about the lion had been designed to kill, but with that strength came one single weakness. Lions were used to hunting men, and not the other way around.
 
   Jamin's nostrils flared, sucking in the life-giving air, praying to the goddess who no longer heeded him to give him strength. In the eyes of his village, he was already cast out and dead. If he died today it would be a good death, an honorable death, a noble death. If he died today, perhaps it would inspire Lucifer to be merciful to his people?
 
   He felt Lucifer enter his mind, eager to experience the kill
 
   His heart sped up.
 
   His muscles exploded as he sprinted towards the lion.
 
   The lion roared.
 
   He closed the distance, his knife held out in front like a sharp claw.
 
   The lion wheeled to face him and bared its fangs.
 
   Jamin darted at the last minute to the right, and then leaped forward again, aiming his knife straight for the creature's ribcage.
 
   The lion batted at him with his enormous claws. Jamin danced out of the way. The claws caught on the calf of his cargo pants and nearly tripped him. Jamin yelped as claw met flesh, but it was a grazing wound, and he tugged free before the lion could knock him down.
 
   The lion ran after him.
 
   Jamin turned to face him.
 
   The lion did not stop.
 
   Jamin waited, and then veered to his left. The lion passed so close he felt its whiskers brush his arm.
 
   The lion stumbled, momentarily clumsy as it turned.
 
   Jamin gripped his knife ready for an upwards thrust. This was it. Either he would kill the lion. Or the lion would kill him.
 
   "Come, lion," Jamin whispered. "Come and give to me your heart."
 
   The lion was the king of these grasses, king of the beasts, and king of the men who forever lived in fear of his pride. The king did what kings always did whenever a lesser lion came up to it and tried to prick it with a petty claw. The lion reared up, determined to tear his head off with its powerful jaws.
 
   Jamin sprang forward, into the lion's embrace.
 
   The lion's arms closed around him, pulling him closer, pulling him to his death. The lion embraced him, so close it could no longer effectively use its claws. 
 
   Soft fur brushed against his face. He pressed his ear against the lion's chest, so close he could hear its heart beat. The soft, musky scent of the lion, so powerful, so male, filled his senses as the lions fangs missed his head and bit into his shoulder.
 
   Ecstatic pain wrenched his shoulder-joint. Teeth. Fangs. Death. He slid his hand down the powerful, rippling muscles, down the soft golden fur to the creature's abdomen, a sensitive spot only a lioness could reach.
 
   The lion tore a chunk of flesh out of his shoulder.
 
   "Hiyeah!" Jamin shouted. He thrust the knife upwards, through the creature's abdomen, straight up into its heart. 
 
   The lion roared with agony and tried to pull away.
 
   "Come, lion," Jamin whispered. "I wish for you to be mine."
 
   He shoved his knife as hard as he could, still locked in a deadly embrace as the lion fell on top of him.
 
   The creature bit him again, but this time, there was little strength to its bite. It held onto him, still locked together in their lethal dance, as Jamin buried his fist into its diaphragm.
 
   The lion screamed. Its breath grew jagged as the knife found its heart, and then it breathed no more.
 
   Jamin extricated himself from his slain lover, his left arm hanging uselessly at his side. His blood spilled onto its golden pelt, mingling with the lion's blood. He kneeled at its head and placed his hand over the creature's forehead.
 
   "Thank you, brother, for giving to me your strength," Jamin said.
 
   The tall grasses swam before his eyes.
 
   Hands touched him from the rear and gently lay him down upon the ground. Eerie silver eyes stared into his, but behind them was a warm, golden flame.
 
   "You are injured," the Devourer of Children said.
 
   "My price for freedom was a lion," Jamin shuddered in pain. "I gave it to you. Now it is time to let me go."
 
   "Never," Lucifer whispered.
 
   Lucifer closed his eyes, and when he opened them again, his eyes were no longer silver, but fiery red, the creature Jamin had sensed lurked beneath the surface all along.
 
   "This will hurt," Lucifer said.
 
   Pain burned into his shoulder. Jamin screamed. He passed out. When he awoke again, he was in a primitive round hut, and judging by the slant of the sun shining through the window, most of the day had passed him by. Lucifer sat on a rickety wooden stool. His wings drooped wearily towards the ground, and he looked like a man who lingered at the brink of death.
 
   "Leave us," Lucifer said to the two cold-eyed Angelic guards who perpetually followed him about.
 
   Jamin met his gaze. Whatever stared back at him, he sensed it no longer wished to hide from him.
 
   "What are you?" Jamin asked.
 
   "I am the alpha and the omega," it said. "It is I who created the forces which underlay All-That-Is, and as my thanks, my wife betrayed me. She stripped me of my physical form and left me a fragment of my prior self."
 
   What stared out of those fiery red eyes terrified him, but all of his life choices had led him to this, to embrace the origins of fire.
 
   And he was not afraid…
 
   He realized his shoulder no longer bled. The pain had subsided, leaving him with only fang-marks to mar his flesh, the scar completely healed.
 
   "I left you with a trophy," Lucifer said. "To mark your bravery."
 
   Jamin sat up and flexed his shoulder. Full range of motion had been restored, not just from this injury, but from the earlier one where Aturdokht had shot him. Lucifer looked like he had aged three dozen years overnight. No. Not aged. His skin had a bluish, papery appearance about it even though it was free from wrinkles, his feathers had become listless and dull, and his hand trembled like a much older man. He appeared as though the very life-force had been sucked out of his body.
 
   "You don't look well," Jamin said.
 
   "Healing you cost me," Lucifer said. "My powers are limited by the abilities of my mortal vessel."
 
   "You are not Lucifer," Jamin said.
 
   "Lucifer is a descendant," the creature said. "And not a very worthy one. When I finish with him, I will take up another. It is only a matter of waiting for the next vessel to mature."
 
    He realized Lucifer had left the knife lying next to him on the table, still stained with the lion's blood.
 
   "I could kill you," Jamin said.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "It wouldn't matter if I killed you, would it?" Jamin said.
 
   "No. I am older than the universe itself."
 
   "Why did you heal me if it weakened you?"
 
   "It has been a long time since I sensed a kindred spirit," Lucifer said. The deep, bluish sockets of his eyes reflected the flames which emanated from his irises, giving him the appearance of a corpse. "It gets lonely, being the only one of your kind."
 
   "Will healing me kill you?" Jamin asked.
 
   "No," Lucifer said. "I shall feed, and then I shall heal my vessel."
 
   "You already fed," Jamin said. "When you watched me kill the lion. Didn't you?"
 
   "Yes."
 
   "And you wasted that strength to heal me?"
 
   "Yes, but it takes far more energy to heal the fragile, mortal vessel of another. Possession exacts a heavy price upon the possessed. I must feed upon the life energy of many just to keep this vessel alive."
 
   "Do you need me to kill another lion?" Jamin asked.
 
   Lucifer gave him a weak grin.
 
   "In case you haven't notice, it cost me more to heal you than I received."
 
   "Then why did you do it?" Jamin asked.
 
   Lucifer gestured to a group of women who had been bound and gagged, tied up into the corner. There were thirteen of them, fair-haired, fair-skinned, people from the lands far north of Anatolia.
 
   "I have brought you a gift," Lucifer said. "A gift which will give me what I need."
 
   "Who are they?" Jamin asked. The chill in the air was different from the climate where he had just killed the lion. It was cold in this house, with a roaring fire to keep it warm.
 
   "Don't you recognize them?" Lucifer asked.
 
   "No."
 
   "Look again, little chieftain," Lucifer said.
 
   Jamin walked over to the females. His eyes played tricks on him, because every single one of them looked like Ninsianna.
 
   "This isn't real," Jamin said.
 
   "Isn't it?" Lucifer said. "Tell me, little chieftain. What do you dream of when you dream of Ninsianna?"
 
   "I have let her go," Jamin said.
 
   "Have you?" Lucifer said. "When I bedded Shahla, I peeked into her mind. And do you know what she showed me?"
 
   "What?"
 
   He beat her. He beat her because she was willing, but she was not the woman he wanted. He took her. He took her rough. He rammed his cock into her and roared in anger and grief as he'd fucked her and beaten her and closed his hands around her throat and squeezed her just hard enough that she'd grown fearful and fought to get away. And as he had spilled his seed into her, his eyes had rolled up into his head and he'd whispered Ninsianna's name…
 
   Jamin gasped as the experience poured into his loins and made him harden. Anger. Rage. Ecstasy. Grief. Tears sprang into his eyes. In that moment, he had been blindsided by news of Ninsianna's betrothal to Mikhail, and he had acted badly; he'd taken it out on somebody who hadn't deserved it.
 
   "Stop it," Jamin said. "I told Shahla I was sorry."
 
   "But you weren't sorry, were you?"
 
   "I am sorry that I hurt Shahla."
 
   "But are you sorry for the fantasy?" Lucifer asked. His expression was hungry, his smirk bemused. There was no point in telling him anything less than the truth.
 
   "No."
 
   "How many times did you dream of that fantasy?"
 
   "Every single night."
 
   "Now that you have Ninsianna where you want her?" Lucifer said. "Wouldn't you like to know what it feels like to experience it for real?"
 
   "No."
 
   "No?"
 
   "No," Jamin said. He gestured towards the thirteen women who all looked like Ninsianna. "First there was love, and then there was hate. But now? Now there is nothing. She is irrelevant to me."
 
   Lucifer tilted his head, his expression puzzled as he probed Jamin's mind.
 
   "How can you let such a heinous offense go unpunished?"
 
   "I don't know," Jamin said. He thought back to the moment he had looked into Mikhail's cold, blue eyes and recognized that killing him would never solve his problem. He had no answers, so he asked a question.
 
   "What about you? Do you still want your woman back? The one who hurt you?"
 
   "Yes," Lucifer's eyes glowed brilliant red.
 
   "Why?"
 
   "I want to show her that I'm better than she is."
 
   "I know that feeling," Jamin said.
 
   "I know," Lucifer's eyes glowed redder. "I want to tear down everything she has ever built; and wish for her to suffer until she begs for me to end her existence. Only then shall I be satisfied."
 
   A deep sense of recognition resonated in Jamin's gut. He knew this feeling. He knew it so well that, for a while, it had been the only emotion that had existed for him.
 
   Lucifer stood up, molting listless white feathers as he towered above him, taller than Mikhail, although Lucifer was far more slender. He tilted Jamin's chin up and probed his mind, those fiery red eyes searching deep into his psyche until he found the trigger he needed.
 
   "There is one you have been unable to forgive," Lucifer said. "One who usurped you. One who took your rightful place."
 
   The image of the woman in question danced into Jamin's brain. Anger burbled in his veins.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Look now," Lucifer said, his voice dripping with seduction. "Look now, and tell me if you still feel nothing."
 
   Jamin followed Lucifer's gesture to the thirteen tied-up women. It was no longer Ninsianna's tawny-beige eyes or luscious curves which whimpered though their bindings, but the brown eyes and slender figure of the young woman who had taken his place.
 
   "Pareesa," Jamin hissed.
 
   He felt Lucifer magnify his hatred, feed it and fuel it as though he shoved wood unto a fire. The flames ignited like a bonfire fed a diet of bitumen and tinder, fiery hot and burning red, its flames so hot it felt as though his body might be consumed in the conflagration.
 
   "This woman stole your village from you," Lucifer said.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "She replaced you in your father's heart."
 
   "Yes."
 
   "She had you banished," Lucifer said. "A nameless, stateless criminal; a man without a home."
 
   "Yes," Jamin said. Tears of anger slid down his cheeks. "She shot me in the hand in front of the warriors."
 
   "She castrated you," Lucifer taunted him. "And then she thwarted you when you went to kill your father for revenge."
 
   "Yes," Jamin whispered. He remembered the arrow which had pinned him to the wall, the way she had sunk into the fire, and yet somehow she had survived.
 
   "What do you want to do to her?" Lucifer asked.
 
   "Kill her."
 
   Lucifer leaned forward so that his nose lay almost against his neck, and then he sniffed, as though he found something delicious.
 
   "If you simply kill her," Lucifer said. "You cannot make her suffer."
 
   Jamin strode over and grabbed the nearest woman by her bindings. She looked like Pareesa. She struggled like Pareesa, even though, in his mind, he knew she bore no resemblance to her at all.
 
   Lucifer's breath tickled his ear. Warm. Seductive. He pressed his lips against Jamin's neck and kissed it.
 
   "There is only one thing a woman is good for," Lucifer whispered. "Isn't there?"
 
   An image danced into his head. Take her. Take her…
 
   "Yes." Jamin's breath was a guttural cry.
 
   "Take her, little chieftain. And put her back into her place."
 
   Jamin dragged her to the sturdy table where only moments before he had lay and shoved her down, his rage so real it felt physically palpable. The room grew hotter. Every aspect of his being resonated with the rage he felt emanating from the creature which inhabited Lucifer's body, and as he felt it, some part of his spirit cried out and rejoiced, for this anger was familiar, and it was his.
 
   Lucifer gripped his hands and placed them around the woman's neck.
 
   "When you see Pareesa again," Lucifer said. "What shall you say to her? What shall you say as you watch the light leave her eyes?"
 
   "You took my village," Jamin said.
 
   "Say it like you mean it," Lucifer said.
 
   An image of being cast out of his village, all of his warriors, even Siamek, turning their backs on him, almost made him weep.
 
   "I want my village back, you bitch!" Jamin shouted. 
 
   The woman fought him, unable to scream because a gag had been shoved into her mouth. His erection grew larger, so big it hurt to press against the constricting, foreign pants.
 
   Ungag her," Lucifer's voice was warm and gentle in his ears. "Ungag her, so you can hear her tell you that you are the one she shall submit to, and if she does not, you can listen to her scream."
 
   Jamin fumbled with the gag. The woman screamed, but it was not her scream he heard, but Pareesa taunting him. He could see it. He could see the memory as if it happened now.
 
   Pareesa wrinkled her nose and pantomimed his words, rolling her eyes and crossing them as she mocked him. He aimed his spear inches from the little snit's foot and hurled it into the ground. It quivered with unspent energy, his message clear.
 
   “Foot!” Pareesa called. In one seamless move, she reached into her quiver, strung her bow, and let an arrow fly. It landed in the ground against the edge of his footwear.
 
   “Goddamn you, girl!” Jamin bellowed. “I’ll teach you your place!” He lurched towards her, intending to wipe the smirk off her face. 
 
   “Hand!" Pareesa reached into her quiver in a move so fast it was barely visible and let fly a second arrow. 
 
   Some portion of his mind noted the twang of the bowstring -after- the sharp pain registered in the hand he’d been about to use to strike her. 
 
   Jamin shrieked, holding his hand as he stared with disbelief at his palm. The old scar bled, the wound which had limited his ability to use a weapon for months until it had healed.
 
   The twelve captive women sniggered, only now they looked like children from his village. They taunted him and egged on Pareesa to shoot him again. 
 
   "She humiliated you in front of your own warriors," Lucifer caressed his cheek. "You lost your village because of her. What do you wish to do about it?"
 
   "I shall go back into Assur," Jamin said, "to blast down its walls and kill her."
 
   Lucifer pressed into his back, his torso aligned with his. His white wings curled forward, enclosing the table in their spread.
 
   "Why wait when she lies beneath you now?"
 
   It was no longer a stranger who lay upon the table in front of him, but Pareesa, her shawl belted high around her waist like a man's kilt. It had fallen open to display the soft, furry folds between her legs.
 
   "Take her," Lucifer's voice tickled his ear. "Take back from her what she took from you."
 
   His cock grew hard as images flooded into his mind. Sinking his cock into her softness. Fucking her until the life fled from her body. 
 
   "She is just a little girl," Jamin groaned. 
 
   Hope, anger, envy, and hunger trembled through his body like the cord-string of a bow, unable to control the maelstrom of emotions that Lucifer had released.
 
   "Look again, little chieftain," Lucifer said. "While you were away, your nemesis has grown up."
 
   The same woman fought beneath him, kicking, crying, trying to escape, but her features had grown older. She wore a five-fringed kilt, and around her neck sat his father's golden torque.
 
   Hatred burned through Jamin's body like fire.
 
   "That's my torque!" He clutched at her throat and tried to twist it off, but his hands came up empty.
 
   Lucifer's voice filled with power. He could feel the shade which inhabited Lucifer feed upon his anger.
 
   "It is time to remind her of the only thing a woman is good for," Lucifer said. 
 
   He reached around and undid the front of Jamin's pants. Jamin was transported back to the moment when Pareesa had shot him.
 
   “Bitch!!!” He yanked his spear out of the ground and swung it up to thwack her off the side of her head, ignoring the stab of pain which streaked up his other arm. He'd survived worse wounds than the insignificant toy sticks!
 
   Lucifer caressed his manhood. Jamin gasped, but he was not here, but there; back in the moment in Assur. Lucifer ran his hands along the shaft until it throbbed beneath his hands like a hungry animal. He shoved Jamin towards his quarry, laid out upon the table like a feast.
 
   “Heart!" Pareesa grabbed a third arrow and drew her bow, aiming straight for his heart. Her eyes took on an icy stare that was familiar. 
 
   "Impale her, my sweet prince," Lucifer kissed his ear. "Impale her with your spear." 
 
   He grabbed the woman's legs and yanked her towards them, spread-eagle, and pushed Jamin's rump until his cock sat between the folds of her feminine mysteries.
 
   Pareesa wrinkled her nose and pantomimed his words, rolling her eyes and crossing them as she mocked him. 
 
   Laughter from the other women.
 
   Laughter from the villagers as she had pranced into the square, carrying four ducks, and presented them to his father.
 
   His father had hugged her, and then nearly broken his arm when he'd told him to go inside the house!
 
   Jamin rammed his cock into the woman's cunt. His eyeballs rolled upwards as a sensation more powerful than any he had ever felt turned his knees weak and rippled powerful currents throughout his body.
 
   Lucifer groaned behind him. He ground his pelvis into Jamin's back, aiding his thrusts with swoops of his powerful white wings, feeding his hatred with the images he projected into his mind. 
 
   "Teach her. Teach her that she cannot do this to you again."
 
   Jamin clenched his hands around her neck until her eyes bulged and her lips began to turn blue. He felt Lucifer's cock slip between the crack of his ass, but it felt so heady that he wanted it in this moment. Oh, gods, he wanted this feeling of power to never end!
 
   Lucifer spit onto his hand and slid the spittle between his cheeks. Jamin trembled as he thrust into the little bitch, his cock lubricated with her juices and her blood. His balls clenched as Lucifer squeezed the base of his cock, prolonging the sensation of sitting on the edge. He was so close his eyes rolled back into his head, the most overwhelming sex he'd ever felt.
 
   "Focus on your anger, little chieftain," Lucifer's voice cracked with hunger. "And do not be afraid of what you see."
 
   Lucifer bit into the back of Jamin's shoulder like a stallion mounting a mare. Jamin trembled like a virgin. The warriors always had joked about what it meant to be a kadesh, a man who lay down with other men, but they had never told him what it would feel like to want it.
 
   "Do it," Jamin whispered.
 
   Lucifer's cock slid into his tiny sphincter. Jamin cried out. It hurt! It hurt! Lucifer gripped him tighter, blocking his escape as he bit down upon his shoulder and buried his cock up to its hilt. A curious ripple of sensation, like the pleasure one experienced when taking a dump, only deeper, dampened the pain with pleasure.
 
   "We shall take her together," Lucifer said. 
 
   Lucifer rammed his pelvis so that he rammed him into the woman who was now unconscious upon the table, again and again, clawing at him like that lion he had just killed until his flesh bled, but he could not stop the images which played upon his mind. It was no longer his anger he saw, but Moloch's, and he knew his name, and he saw him as he had been before the goddess had stripped him of his body. 
 
   Lucifer roared an inhuman, animalistic roar. He pounded his wings and the air flew around them like a storm. The sparks from the fireplace filled the air, but he was not burned by it. The fire was drawn to them, eager to consume whatever lay in its path, for fire was Moloch's natural element. Jamin could see the power. He could taste it. He could feel it. And he wondered … what would it be like wield such power for himself?
 
   Lucifer showed him what he wanted to see.
 
   Entire worlds sprang from the primordial goo with a twist of his hand, endless stars and the universes which birthed them, planets, oceans, animals and people. He showed him what it felt like to create two species and pit them against one another just to see which one would be the victor. He showed him species he'd shaped exclusively to hunt, for the hunt amused him, and others he'd shaped as prey. Entire universes grew, but he hungered for more until the building blocks had been consumed. He ate the galaxies. He ate the stars. He ate the planets. And he ate the creatures he had created to give him an endless supply of food. 
 
   A low shudder rumbled in Jamin's loins. It rippled through his body, ultimate power, and he did not shrink from it, but stared into the fire unflinchingly as Lucifer found his release.
 
   Lucifer collapsed on top of him. Jamin realized he was no longer fucking the woman on the table, but some time ago they had moved away from that one to fuck the other twelve. All thirteen of them lay unconscious, and some appeared as if they might not be breathing.
 
   Jamin wept, for the withdrawal of power made him feel like an empty shell. Lucifer caught his breath, his expression tender as he withdrew his cock, dripping with spent seed.
 
    “My dear sweet prodigy,” Lucifer crooned, gentle now as he caressed the claw-marks on his gouged abdomen. “You are everything I have ever searched for in a mate."
 
   He led him over to a bed which had been set up in the corner and lay him down into the softness of his snow white wings.
 
   "This vessel requires sleep," Lucifer said. "But come morning, we shall go back to your village and take what is rightfully yours. Would that please you, my dear sweet boy?”
 
   “Yes,” Jamin sobbed.
 
   "Sleep, then," Lucifer said.
 
   And it was so, for Jamin had neither the strength nor anger to fight the command which took hold of his mind.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
   The Amorites carried him across the desert, wracked with fever from the infection caused by Aturdokht's arrow. He pleaded with the goddess of his mother to take him, and give to Shahla back her baby, for he was sorry, and he wanted to make amends.
 
   'Jamin.'
 
   He nestled closer into the warm flesh and soft, white wings which surrounded him. He felt so weak, he could hardly move.
 
   Cold, blue lips touched his, returning to him his former strength. As they did, he remembered the promise he had made to Ki in the desert.
 
   'Circumspector...'
 
   Jamin opened his eyes and gazed upon the sleeping Angelic who lay completely vulnerable in his arms. He was still naked, although at some point Moloch must have healed the gouge marks he'd inflicted. His knife had been cast off someplace within the room. He shifted, trying to escape Lucifer's grasp so he could find it.
 
   'Chol beag,' Lucifer whispered. In sleep, his features were not ruthless like the creature who had led him into the fire, but tender, almost feminine in its beauty, the face of a boy whose features had been squared off by manhood. He cradled Jamin in his arms like he was a precious lover and tucked him further into the warmth of his wings.
 
   Jamin spotted the knife. He reached for it, his hand patting along the floor until at last he felt the familiar hilt slide into his hand.
 
   Lucifer opened his eerie silver eyes.
 
   Jamin froze, praying Lucifer would not intuit what he was about to do. If he was to kill him, he wanted to kill him in his sleep, so quick that Moloch wouldn't realize it until it was over.
 
   "It is you," Lucifer's voice filled with awe. "The man within my dreams."
 
   Jamin's hand trembled. This was not, he understood, the version of Lucifer who had fucked him until he'd bled. This was the vessel. The one Ki wished him to free before Moloch could finish consuming his spirit, for a dead spirit could be reborn, but a consumed one? Jamin had seen in his vision what Moloch did to those he begat for food. 
 
   Lucifer touched his face as though he was the most beautiful person in the world. He spoke in Galactic Standard, not Ubaid as the Devourer of Children had done, but Jamin had learned enough that he could just, barely understand the words.
 
   "Each night I have dreamed of you," Lucifer said. "I dreamed I fell, but then you caught me and I was not frightened anymore."
 
   Jamin stared into those beautiful silver eyes.
 
   A beautiful, silver star, imprisoned and betrayed…
 
   A silver star, surrounded by fire which threatened to consume it…
 
   Morning star…  
 
   A small, white feather caressed his cheek. He looked into the treasure box, into which he'd placed his wish…
 
   "I promised I would not hurt you while you were weak," Jamin said. His hand trembled with the knife. "I cannot do it. I have committed so much evil that I find I no longer possess the stomach for it."
 
   Lucifer tilted his head forward and hesitantly kissed him.
 
   Jamin felt the image project into his mind, but it was not a violation, but a question.
 
   'Can you see me? Can you look into my eyes and see my soul?'
 
   Jamin trembled, and then he kissed him back. 
 
   "Yes," he said. "I can see you are a different man."
 
   The song he had heard in the desert grew louder, but it was not the goddess who made his heart sing this time, but Lucifer. The real Lucifer. The shattered remnant of Ki's twice-devoured son.
 
   This time, it was he who made love to Lucifer, gentle as he caressed him up to an orgasm. Lucifer arched his back and cried out as Jamin helped him find release, and as he did, he felt the soft, white light of his soul reach out and cradle him, wishing to make him his. As their spirits intertwined, Jamin saw it. He saw what Moloch had done to his offspring and was repulsed by it. If that was the cost of power, he rejected it. He would not let Moloch do that to Lucifer again.
 
   Sweaty and spent, he collapsed onto Lucifer's beautiful, flawless flesh. Tears welled in Lucifer's silver eyes and slid down his cheeks like a cleansing rain. 
 
   "If this is a dream," Lucifer said, "then please, never let me wake again."
 
   He enveloped them both into the shelter of his wings and fluffed his feathers until they were both warm. It was now dark outside, and they had many hours until the dawn.
 
   "Sleep," Jamin whispered to him. "Sleep, and I will bide my time until the next time you awaken."
 
   He curled up in Lucifer's arms and stared into the darkness. What should he do? Kill him now, when the man had found a little peace? No. He could not do it. He'd been given a mission and twice he had failed. If he could not put the man out of his misery, then he had to protect him … but how? How could you protect someone from a mind-reading demon who could seize possession of your body?
 
   Jamin drifted off to sleep.
 
   Cold, blue lips touched his.
 
   'Oblitus…'
 
   In his dreams, he tucked the memory of what had just happened into the treasure box and shut the lid, just like his mother had trained him to do since birth.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 92
 
    [image: ] 
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   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   He sat across the chessboard from the small, dark-winged Angelic. Beside them a timer counted out the seconds until the boy had to make his move. The boy did not speak, but then he never did. 
 
   "Tá sé do bhogadh, Gabriel," Mikhail said. He pointed to the timer. "Tá tú beagnach as am."
 
   Those sullen blue eyes were angry because he did not yet understand the game. With a chubby little hand, he picked up his black bishop and made an L-shaped move across the chess board to capture Mikhail's white queen.
 
   "Mo banríon!" Mikhail pointed to the black bishop. "Ní sin an tslí go bhfuil píosa fichille ceaptha a bhogadh."
 
   He stared at the timer ticking at the side of the chessboard, counting out the seconds until he could crush his opponent. The boy's lower lip quivered as he projected an image of him being -mean- directly into his mind. With a chubby arm, the boy stood up and swept the chess pieces onto the floor. 
 
   The whistle of an impulse engine as it shifted from forward-thrusters to VTOL cut into his subconscious. 
 
   There was a knock upon the door.
 
   "Mikhail!" Mama called, her voice filled with terror. "Tá muid faoi ionsaí! Tóg Gabriel agus é a fháil amach anseo!"
 
   The door crashed open.
 
   Mama screamed...
 
   Mikhail woke up from a dead sleep. Those were Alliance impulse engines! He rolled out of bed. A lifetime of training caused him to grab his boots, his pulse rifle and his sword as he headed for the door.
 
   "Needa!" he shouted at the top of his lungs. "We've got to go!"
 
   He burst into her bedroom and dragged her out of her bed, not even pausing to wrap her up in her shawl-dress, but picked her up and carried her, naked beneath her blanket as he bolted towards the stairs. The walls of Immanu's house shuddered as the ships flew overhead. Needa shouted and hit at him, thinking he was an assailant. He leaped down the stairwell, wings flared instead of taking the steps, and thumped down onto the floor, dropping his mother-in-law into a heap.
 
   "Get out of here!" He shoved her towards the front door. "Now!"
 
   He heard the hum of a pulse cannon charging as it prepared to fire. Needa yanked the door open.
 
   "Mama!" 
 
   He leaped towards her and tackled her out the door, flapping his wings as hard as he could to get some distance between him and the house. Blue-white light from a pulse-cannon shot through the sky and vaporized what used to be Immanu’s home. The shockwave from the explosion knocked him out of the air. Instinctively, he covered Ninsianna’s mother with his wings to shield her from the flaming debris.
 
   They both lay there, staring at the sky. 
 
   “My gods….” Needa whispered, too shocked to move. The spacecraft maneuvered to the next house and begin to surgically take out similar targets all over the village. “You spoke of it … but….”
 
   Mikhail patted out a small fire which had taken spark on some of his feathers, and then grabbed his pulse rifle, the one he'd been saving for a rainy day. He took aim at the small, civilian Alliance transport vessel nicknamed a ‘devil cruiser’ because of the single pulse cannon included in its design, and aimed for a spot he knew such ships were vulnerable. Devil cruisers were not gunships per se. They were not hardened targets. Wealthy merchants used them to fight their way out of a tense situation if they got jumped by pirates.
 
   Clicking a prayer for clear headedness and true aim, he waited until the devil cruiser banked towards his position, exposing the underbelly. He took aim at a spot immediately before one of the engines where he knew a stream of plasma ran just under the hull, and fired. The pulse rifle’s blast was moderate, just barely punching through the metal plating and whatever lay underneath it, but the punctured stream of plasma feeding the engines was enough to knock that engine out of commission. 
 
   The ship began to spin out of control. An explosion rocked the wounded engine as the pilot shut the engine down and used the second engine to limp out of there. In space, the devil cruiser would have been able to keep maneuvering on just one engine, but in the gravity of a planet as large as Earth, it was all it could do to remain airborne. Lucifer would not risk his own personal devil cruiser to cover a Sata’an invasion. That vessel was done fighting for the day.
 
   Needa stared at the modern weapon she had watched her son-in-law carry for a year without using with an awestruck expression while he checked the power charge. There was, he prayed, enough for one or two more shots. He took aim at a second, smaller Sata’an ship armed with a rail gun and fired for a spot he knew that class of ships was vulnerable.
 
   That ship, as the first one, could not maneuver effectively within a planet's atmosphere on only one engine. Sata’an protocol was to abandon the ground troops to fight to the death or win rather than allow a key asset to fall into enemy hands. The second ship moved away from the village, also done for the day.
 
   Needa gave an ululating war whoop.
 
   “Don’t cheer yet!” Mikhail shouted. “Get to the Chief and tell him to start the notification tree! This is just shock and awe! The real threat comes just before the dawn! Siamek knows what to do!” 
 
   Needa nodded. She hurried up towards the central square, wearing nothing but her blanket clutched precariously to her torso. Mikhail found his combat boots and paused long enough to yank them on before leaping into the air. Just outside the village flew a third, much larger Sata'anic vessel which flew a formation he recognized as providing air support to whoever was about to raid their village.
 
   Most spacecraft didn't watch for a biological life form to drop out of the sky and onto the top of the hull of the ship. Mikhail banked his wings and sped up on the vessel's blind side, his heart pounding as he gave thanks for pushing himself so hard to regain some semblance of his former strength. This is what his species had been bred for. He was an elite soldier. Angelic Special Forces. And he remembered his training now that most of his memories had returned. 
 
   Clicking the Cherubim battle meditations to fully ascend into the killing dance, Mikhail crept up the hull as quietly as he could as the ship hovered, aiming at key strategic targets which had obviously been specified beforehand. He found a plasma cutter which had been jury-rigged to act as a mining laser. He twisted the wire that was feeding energy to the weapon until it shorted out. A moment later, he sabotaged a particle beam weapon on the other side of the ship which was about to take out Pareesa’s house, and then several smaller defensive weapons.
 
   He needed to get inside the ship to take out its crew, but unless they were nice enough to open the hatch, there was no way to do that without a plasma cutter to slice through the hull. The red light blinked at him from his pulse rifle. He was almost out of power. Theoretically, he could blast small holes in the hull until he created a hole large enough to crawl inside, but he not have enough power to do this. There was only one shot left. He needed to make it count.
 
   The ship lurched to one side. They were onto him! It rocked and rolled, trying to shake him off the hull, and then bolted towards the south. 
 
   The wind tore through his feathers. At these speeds, his wings were a liability, catching at the wind and threatening to tear him off. He pressed his wings along his body, flat to the ship, to stay attached as it banked and flew through the air. He could just simply let go, but there were other weapons systems he hadn’t knocked out yet. The lizards would simply circle around and continue to provide air support for the troops he knew would launch an invasion into the village right behind the shock and awe fireworks designed to subdue them. 
 
   His muscles shuddered as he fought the g-force of the accelerating ship to hang on. Hand over hand, he reached for each handhold and painstakingly moved back along the hull towards the engines. This ship had two engines, but he only had one shot left in his pulse rifle. The lizards wouldn’t limp home like Lucifer had done. If he only took out one engine, they would go back to Assur and provide whatever air support they could with the engine and weapons they had left, which were still formidable against a people wielding nothing but sticks and stones. Somehow, he needed to take this ship out with one shot. It was possible, but only at point-blank range.
 
   “Kyō wa, shinu yoi hidesu,” he muttered in the clicking Cherubim language as he crept along the last few feet. Today is a good day to die. He turned the power up as high as it would go, pressed the barrel of the pulse rifle directly against the hull where the plasma conduit for one of the engines should be directly underneath, and pulled the trigger.
 
   His mind registered the hull melting beneath his hand as the explosion caused a chain reaction which brought down the ship. He never saw it. His mind succumbed to blackness as they crashed into the Pars Sea.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   February: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Pareesa
 
   Pareesa lived in a smallish house with far too many people and not enough room for them all to spread out. She slept in a bed with her grandmother and her little sister, and only inches away snoozed four of her younger brothers. As she breathed deeply in the carefree sleep of a thirteen-summer girl who'd spent the previous day training, she ignored the frantic warning buzz which tried to rouse her from her happy dreams of swordplay and alert her that the rumbling sound which shook their house was not her granny snoring in her ear.
 
   "Pareesa?" her little sister Zakiti whimpered. "I think the house is falling down."
 
   An explosion reverberated through the village.
 
   Pareesa shot upright and threw off her covers. She crawled over Zakiti to rouse her next younger brother from his sleep.
 
   "Namhu! Wake up!" Pareesa shouted. "This is it. The day Mikhail said would come."
 
   All six brothers and sisters scampered out of bed and helped granny down the ladder to wake up their parents and bundle up their seventh, baby sister for evacuation. Pareesa slung her quiver across her back and then motioned for her eldest siblings to do the same.
 
   "You know what we have to do," Pareesa said. She grabbed her knife, her spear, and a bundle of extra arrows she'd fletched only this past week, and then she strapped her sword around her waist.
 
   Granny retreated with Zakiti and the screaming baby into the grain-cellar, the part of their house most likely to survive all but a direct hit from the terrible weapons Mikhail had said the lizard-demons could use to annihilate them. Both of her parents grabbed their weapons and then stopped their offspring from running out into the street.
 
   "Only Pareesa is old enough to fight," her Mama looked terrified. "The rest of you are to all stay here and defend each other."
 
   "Yes, Mama," both Namhu and Akiya said without an argument.
 
   Mama and Papa hurried out the door, Mama with her atlatl and Papa with his spear. The moment the door shut behind them, Pareesa gestured for Namhu and Akiya to follow her to the goat shed. They stepped out the door and stared upward. Namhu's mouth dropped, as did her next younger brother, Akiya. Neither of them had ever seen a sky canoe flying through the air before even though she had described it to them. The one which sat over their house like a fat, squat toad was different from the one she had taken out the eye of, but it was a harbinger of death just the same.
 
   With a whirr, an enormous, grey arm rotated around and then tilted downwards towards their house. Crackles of blue electricity began to build between the fingers at the end of the arm. Pareesa realized she was staring at the weapon which had taken down Nineveh's walls.
 
   "Granny! Zakiti" Namhu shouted. He ran back towards the house even as Pareesa shouted 'No!'
 
   A small blue ball of lightning sped upwards from somewhere on the ground and hit the sky canoe in the rear. Fire erupted out of the back, showering them with sparks and bits of debris.
 
   "Look!" Namhu whooped. "The gods have sent lightning to smite our enemies!"
 
   The roaring wind which had awakened her took on a different sound, from galloping auroch to a high-pitched whine as smoke poured out of the sky canoe. 
 
   "That wasn't lightning," Pareesa said, her tone scornful because she was afraid. "That was Mikhail's firestick."
 
   The whining grew louder, and then the sky canoe began to wobble like a man who had visited the widow-sister's house and imbibed in too many fermented beverages. A clump of fiery sky canoe fell off and crashed to the ground only inches from where they stood. Pareesa shrieked and dragged her two brothers back into the goat shed. For a moment she feared the sky canoe would drop out of the sky onto their house, but then it crept away, spewing smoke and debris in its wake.
 
   "We are saved," eight-year-old Akiya said.
 
   "Mikhail saved us," Namhu cuffed him on the back of the head.
 
   "Silence!" Pareesa snapped at the both of them. She pointed up at the roof. "Take up a defensive position. If any lizard-men come to take granny and the babies, I want you to shoot them right through the heart."
 
   Pareesa filled her quiver with arrows from the shed. Her brothers took the rest and carried them up onto the roof. She hurried into the pre-dawn murkiness, past terrified villagers who ran from their houses and cried out that the end was nigh, until she got to the house where Mikhail lived. The house was completely destroyed.
 
   Amidst the shattered mud-bricks and fiery wood, Immanu kneeled on the ground, his arms held towards his devastated house as he keened an ululating cry of grief. The flames highlighted every wrinkle, making him look far older than his age.
 
   "Why have you forsaken me?" Immanu wailed. "When I have devoted my entire life to serving you?"
 
   Pareesa ran up to Ninsianna's father, daring to adopt an authoritarian tone with an elder who was far her senior.
 
   "Immanu," Pareesa said. "You don't know that they were in there."
 
   "I should have been there to protect her!" Immanu doubled over, clutching his gut as he sobbed. "I should have been there! Not in the Temple of She-who-is." 
 
   Pareesa swallowed her own tears. This was Mikhail's house, too. But she was certain he was not dead. She was not so certain about Needa.
 
   "Immanu," she touched his shoulder. "Somebody shot blue lightning at the sky canoe and then it flew away and left me alone. That had to have been Mikhail. If he got out, you know he would not have left until he'd gotten Needa out as well."
 
   Immanu blinked at her as though he wasn't certain what she'd said.
 
   "They got out?"
 
   "The old god says yes," Pareesa said, even though the old god told her no such thing. She tugged Immanu to his feet. "I'm on my way to see the Chief. If I were Mikhail, that is where I would have sent Needa."
 
   "Mikhail never got there," Immanu said. "I just came from the Temple of She-Who-Is."
 
   "Then Needa is probably frantic," Pareesa said, "searching for her husband."
 
   "My wife no longer cares if I am alive or dead," Immanu said softly. It struck her how very vulnerable he looked right now, the man she'd spent the past three moon cycles cursing for his irrational behavior.
 
   "I doubt very much that is true," Pareesa said. She dared jab her finger in his face as though she was the adult and he the child. "But you have much to atone for your behavior lately! So go find her and tell her you are sorry. And then you need to tell us about how to work this great magic Mikhail had us working so hard to complete."
 
   Immanu set off without her, his stance determined as he pushed aside the panicked villagers and made his way back to the central square. Pareesa trotted after the man, not certain if his newfound determination was a good thing, or bad, given how erratically he'd been behaving ever since Ninsianna had been kidnapped.
 
   The shaman broke out in a run. With an ecstatic cry, he embraced a disheveled woman wearing nothing but a blanket. He sobbed as he kissed Needa and told her how very thankful he was she was still alive. Pareesa stood awkwardly in the circle, searching for her B-team. She spotted Ipquidad first, taller than any man except for Mikhail, not all that stocky any more, but still looking lost as the 'real' warriors bustled around him.
 
   Somebody touched her on the shoulder.
 
   "Ebad?" Pareesa said. She threw herself into his arms. He was safe! Though of all the people for the lizard people to target, she had to admit that her B-team probably ranked last on the lizard people's list of people they wished to smite.
 
   "Have you seen Mikhail?" Ebad asked.
 
   The other B-team members huddled around them, including Yaggitt, Ipquidad, and the other members who made up her little group of rejects.
 
   "I saw blue lightning hit that sky canoe," Pareesa said. "And then it went away."
 
   "Which one?" Ipquidad said. "I counted two of them."
 
   "Three," Yaggitt said. "I counted three sky canoes."
 
   "Three? You saw three?"
 
   "Just like there was the day Mikhail was ambushed."
 
   "All I know is that one of them came to hover right over my house," Pareesa said, "and then someone shot it down. That had to be Mikhail."
 
   The Chief kept shouting for them all to be quiet, but without Varshab here to enforce order, nobody stopped to hear what the plan was.
 
   "Where's Siamek?" Pareesa asked.
 
   "Needa came and got him," Ebad said, "and then he disappeared. That's all I know."
 
   "Mikhail has a plan," Pareesa said. "I don't know every part of it, but the first part is to defend the outer wall just long enough for Siamek to set a trap."
 
   "But how will we fight if Mikhail is not here?" Yaggitt said.
 
   "Are you certain there were three sky canoes?" Pareesa asked.
 
   "The first one shot at Immanu's house," Yaggitt said. "I didn't see the sky canoe actually fire the lightning, but I ran out of my house just in time to see Mikhail lift up that firestick the elite warriors always said could summon bolts of lightning, and then he did it. He called down the lightning, only it was smaller. And blue. It was definitely blue."
 
   "You're not being very helpful," Ipquidad said. "Which way did he go?"
 
   "Well then he saw the sky canoe that was floating just above your house, Pareesa," Yaggitt said. "So he did it again. He summoned the lightning to smite it. And then he flew into the air and I have not seen him since."
 
   "Where did the third sky canoe go?" Pareesa asked. "I don't see any flying over the village now?"
 
   "I don't know," Yaggitt said. "But I think maybe he landed on top of it."
 
   One of the elite warriors came up behind them and grabbed Pareesa by the arm. It was Firouz, one of Siamek's seconds, and a rather lonely second ever since his best friend Dadbeh had left the village.
 
   "He needs you," Firouz said.
 
   "Who?"
 
   "The Chief," Firouz said. "He told me to come and fetch you."
 
   Pareesa gestured for her B-team to stick together as they forced their way through people who'd all taken up their arms, ranging from now-11 swords to the simple digging sticks they used to hoe the fields. Such weapons were paltry defense against the kind of attack that could come from the sky.
 
   Siamek appeared. He barked an order and the warriors spread out amongst the crowd, jabbing people and telling them to shut up so they could hear what the Chief had to say. Pareesa smiled. She'd become good friends with Siamek ever since Mikhail had fallen, and it was good to see him take command.
 
   Pareesa stood awkwardly next to Chief Kiyan, doing her best to appear fierce and adult-like even though, right now, she felt like a little girl. The Chief adjusted his shawl to sit regally on his shoulders, and then climbed up to stand on top of the rocks which lined the central well so he would stand head and shoulders above the crowd.
 
   "From the day the winged one came to our village," Chief Kiyan said. "Ninsianna prophesized that one day the Evil One would come with sky canoes from whence would pour all manner of demons to raze our village to the ground."
 
   "No!" some of the villagers cried.
 
   "Where is Mikhail?"
 
   "How can we fight without him?"
 
   "He flew into the air to take down the sky canoes," the Chief said. He pointed towards the brightening horizon. "Three of them came to destroy our village, but now there are none, he has evened the odds as much as he can. The rest now is up to us."
 
   Chief Kiyan gestured for Pareesa to climb upon to the wall and stand next to him. 
 
   "Me?" 
 
   Pareesa looked behind her to see if he was pointing to somebody else. Seeing Yadiditum, who she was certain was not the person he gestured to, she stepped up onto the stones and balanced precariously on the edge, hoping she wouldn't fall into the well.
 
   "Mikhail taught us how to fight as a single people," Immanu said. "He has done everything he could to prepare for this day."
 
   The Chief turned to her, his expression worried.
 
   "Siamek has set in motion the magical defenses Mikhail taught to Immanu and our flint knapper," Chief Kiyan said. "I need you to take the female archers and take up positions along the outer wall."
 
   "But my B-team has not trained to act as an archer squad!" Pareesa said. "They are marginal shots, at best. You'd have better luck asking Yadiditum!"
 
   "Your B-team has been reassigned to Siamek," Chief Kiyan said. "It was Mikhail's wish that you not be put at risk again."
 
   "But I am the best swordsman you have!" Pareesa said.
 
   "You are," Chief Kiyan said, "but you are also a thirteen summer girl going up against lizard demons. Now that I have seen them up close, I must agree with him. I will not order children to fight against hardened warriors."
 
   Pareesa was so angry she wanted to spit, but all her life she'd been trained to defer to the chief. She noted how very tired he looked, how worried he appeared about their prospects for survival. He leaned closer to speak more softly so the ordinary villagers would not hear.
 
   "The lizard demons will try to breach the south gate while the rising sun is behind their backs to blind our aim," Chief Kiyan said. "You are the best shot we have. I need you to hold them off as long as you can to buy our men time to set up the inner ring of defenses. When you can hold them off no longer, fall back so Immanu can perform his magic."
 
   Pareesa swallowed. So? She wasn't just being shunted aside because she was a woman?
 
   "What about my sword?" Pareesa asked.
 
   "I pity the poor fool who tries to part you with the weapon," Chief Kiyan said. He grimaced. "Our swords and spears are useless until the lizard demons run out of magic. Mikhail believes they haven't come after us directly before because they are as low on magic as he was. Harass them from the rooftops to trick them into firing their weapons at the shadows. If Mikhail is right, by the time they reach our second line of defense, we will be on equal footing, hand to hand the way men were meant to kill one another."
 
   Pareesa's lip trembled. She'd come to rely upon her B-team as much as they relied upon her. She glanced back at Ebad, who had already been commandeered to stand in line between Firouz and Tirdard, two elite warriors he looked up to, something which had always been his dream. Who was she to tell him that he and the other B-team members were not worthy to fight along with the best? She gave her B-team a salute and forced herself to give them a false smile.
 
   The sky had grown greyer. She beckoned to Yadiditum, the worst archer of Mikhail's original eight, and together they found Kiana, Homa, Gisou, Orkedeh, and Alalah and silently carried their arrows to the southern wall. One by one they scurried up the cedar-trunk which had been leaned against the house which doubled as Assur's outermost wall and crept up to the roof, mindful that if the sky canoes returned, they would be clearly visible from the air. 
 
   Beneath them, men scurried into the houses and dragged out tables, benches, sleeping pallets, and anything else which could be used to barricade the front gate. On either side of the alley which allowed access into the village, Immanu oversaw the installation of clay pots on the edge of the roof, magic which was the secret knowledge of the gods.
 
   "What hope do we have against lizard demons in sky canoes?" Yadiditum asked, her features wide and fearful.
 
   Pareesa's eyes slid down to the bulge around the voluptuous beauty's midsection. Married only a few weeks after Ninsianna, the young woman showed she carried Tirdard's child.
 
   "You shouldn't be here," Pareesa said softly. "Go back to your house and make sure you keep your baby safe."
 
   "If we lose this battle," Yadiditum said, "there will be no safe place for me to raise my baby. We shall all end up wandering the desert like the Halifians." The young woman seized her hand. "Tirdard must fight those monsters hand-to-hand. The least I can do is provide cover fire so my husband comes home to see the birth of his son!"
 
   Orkedeh touched her shoulder, one of the older archers in their midst.
 
   "Let's sort these arrows by size." Orkedeh pointed to the piles which had been pre-positioned here for general defensive emergencies. "Set the best-fletched ones aside for direct shots and the worst ones for cover fire. And then pick the ones you think will work best for you."
 
   They set aside the arrows with bent sticks, which were poorly weighted, had chipped arrowheads which had been used one too many times, were poorly fletched, or been pieced together by an apprentice who had little idea what they were doing. 
 
   "These are all warped," Homa complained.
 
   "Mine are fine," Gisou said.
 
   "That's because you're such a lousy shot," Homa ribbed her friend.
 
   "Focus!" Alalah snapped. Pareesa might be the best shot, but Alalah was the brutal taskmaster who kept them all in line.
 
   They finished sorting the arrows, and then each began to test their length by placing the fletching between their breasts and extending their arms to see which arrows were long enough to reach their fingertips. Lengthy arrows were passed along to archers with longer arms. Short arrows were set aside for the smallest member of the group … her. 
 
   "There!" Yadiditum pointed towards the low rise which rose a few leagues south-east. "I see movement over there."
 
   The late winter sun rose south-east, where the river bowed outwards and left the enemy with plenty of cover. Pareesa pulled out the brand-new bow Mikhail had commissioned especially for her, one made not of a single, sturdy branch, but thin slivers of wood stuck together with a glue made of boiled swim bladders from fish and reinforced at the ends with horn. There had been no time to build a second one. 
 
   Was this the real reason why Chief Kiyan wanted her assigned to defend the south gate? She prayed she didn't betray his confidence in her abilities.
 
   "Stay low," Pareesa said. "The mud-bricks at the edge of the roof are an inadequate shield against a firestick. Remain invisible, and we shall have a brief window of opportunity in which we shall have the advantage."
 
   "They said Jamin shot down the walls of Nineveh from nearly half a league away," Alalah said.
 
   "And that the wall just crumbled," Kiana said.
 
   "And their best archer was maimed when she fell," Yadiditum said.
 
   "Their weapons can make a direct shot from a breathtaking distance," Pareesa said, "but unlike an arrow or spear, they can only shoot at us in a straight line. We shall have a small window of opportunity to inflict damage while we shall have the advantage, and then we must retreat and fall back to the second ring of rooftops."
 
   Immanu shouted up that they were ready. Alalah and Orkedeh took Homa and Kiana as they gathered their arrows and scurried down the cedar pole to go up the other side. Gisou and Yadiditum stayed with Pareesa. They dragged up the cedar pole so it could not be used to creep up behind them. On the other side of the alley, Alalah and her small team did the same. When they escaped, they would need to do so laterally.
 
   "Why didn't they send more archers here?" Gisou asked.
 
   Pareesa glanced behind her to the second ring of houses. She couldn't see him, but somewhere back there the second best shot in the village, old Behnam, sat with a firepot and a pile of arrows streaked with bitumen tar.
 
   "We're just a distraction," Pareesa said. "The Chief knows we can't hold this position for long. The more of us that are up here, the more likely it is we'll be killed when we fall back."
 
   "Look!" Yadiditum said. "The sunrise!"
 
   Foul golden rays reached above the horizon like spears, casting forward a brilliant light which would blind even the sharpest eyes and force them to squint. Pareesa covered her eyebrows with the flat of her hand and wondered if that, perhaps, was the original meaning behind Mikhail's perfect Alliance salute? Pink shadows reflected off the sky. Never had a sunrise looked so vulgar.
 
   "Listen," Gisou said. "Do you hear that? It sounds like they're chanting battle songs."
 
   "Mikhail calls this shock and awe," Pareesa said. "First they send the sky canoes to soften up the enemy, and then they send in their skullcrackers to frighten us and make us fearful enough to surrender."
 
   "Why don't we surrender?" Gisou asked.
 
   Pareesa gave her a disgusted look.
 
   "Hey, I was just asking," Gisou said. 
 
   "When they get close enough to see," Pareesa said, "I will creep to the edge and take a direct shot at their commanding officer."
 
   "How will you know which demon is the commander?" Yadiditum asked.
 
   "Mikhail made me memorize the insignia," Pareesa said.
 
   The earth moved on the horizon as though it was a dark shadow. Pareesa squinted, unable to differentiate one dark shadow from the other. They moved in that peculiar motion of one group running forward, and then a second group came up from behind them. Pareesa couldn't help but be impressed at how smoothly the dark, formless shadows leapfrogged one another to move closer, their firesticks aimed at the rooftops. Why couldn't their men move that smoothly? It was a pity she and the other women were the only people to see the lizard demons move.
 
   The enemy dipped down into the small brook they'd used to hide and ambush the mercenaries. Pareesa tightened her bracer and slipped her finger-grip onto her index and middle finger.
 
   "Wait," Pareesa urged her squad mates.
 
   She aimed her bow at the sharp angle which would give her arrow the most height and make it more likely that the lizard demons wouldn't see it coming at them, though they had the advantage due to the direction of the sun. The other archers did the same. She pulled the sinew back to her cheek and waited, her arm shuddering with the tension.
 
   "Let 'em fly!" Pareesa hissed.
 
   She let loose her arrow.
 
   So did the other women.
 
   The arrows whistled through the air.
 
   Several animalistic cries came out from the invading lizard demons. Bolts of lightning slammed into the wall, spraying the women with debris. Gisou shrieked that something had gotten into her eye.
 
   "Shoot at will!"
 
   Gisou recovered and strung her bow along with the others. The indeterminate mound of shadow-lizards paused in a defensive line which was one of the formations which Mikhail had taught to them. The archers let fly another volley. The lizard demons shot lightning back at them, but they seemed to do so one carefully calculated shot at a time, not in the disorganized way they'd hoped they'd do when they first encountered people wielding weapons they considered to be inferior. Had Mikhail miscalculated their tactics? Or perhaps this was a good sign? That the enemy was being careful and therefore they must be low on magic to make the lightning work?
 
   A barrage which disintegrated a chunk of the outer wall answered her question for her. No. They'd simply taken a moment to assess where, exactly, the cover fire was coming from. It was a good thing they hadn't been at the edge of the roof, but had practiced for many weeks now how to fire an arrow to exactly where the lizard demons now crouched.
 
   "I'm running low on the bad arrows," Gisou complained. "Pretty soon I'll need to start shooting the good ones."
 
   “These things barely shoot straight,” Yadiditum said. She took a stick with crumpled fletching hastily shoved it onto her sinew and shot it upwards into a reasonably decent cover-fire arc.
 
   “They’re not supposed to shoot straight,” Gisou said, ducking down as just lightning erupted on the other side of the rooftop crenellation they were hiding behind. "Just rain down like death."
 
   “Keep your head down!" Pareesa hissed.
 
   “We’re fighting gods who fly through the sky and command lightning. With sticks!” Yadiditum shot another stick at the oncoming enemy and ducked as pieces of gravel from the wall spattered over them. “What kind of chance is that?”
 
   “And a winged creature of legend has come into our midst,” Pareesa said. "And taught us how to fight back against the enemy." She reached back into the pile of ‘expendable’ ammunition to fire another less-than-optimal shot.
 
   “Where is he, by the way?” Gisou let fly another arrow.
 
   “He took out two of the sky boats with a bolt of that lightning stick he said he’s been saving for a rainy day,” Pareesa said. “It finally started raining hard enough for him to use it, I guess.” 
 
   Several bolts of lightning erupted from the enemy weapons and blasted dust out of the remainder of the wall. The women squealed as they felt the roof destabilize. The enemy had gotten close enough that it was time to risk taking direct shots. 
 
   Pareesa grabbed one of the good arrows. She popped her head up to take a real shot at the enemy, and then dropped back down behind the safety of the wall as soon as she’d let the arrow fly. The wall exploded in a shower of rubble only a half-heartbeat after she got to safety. She lay there, panting, her heart racing at her close call. The enemy had reached the point that the Chief had ordered them to fall back.
 
   She glanced over at the rooftop across the alley. Alalah led the others to scurry down to the place they were supposed to get down.
 
   "Did you kill their leader yet?" Yadiditum asked.
 
   "No," Pareesa said. "The sunrise is making it hard to see.""
 
   "I think maybe that's their point," Yadiditum said.
 
   "We're supposed to retreat now," Gisou said.
 
   “Wait until they get a little closer,” Pareesa said. “Maybe we can risk taking some more direct shots."
 
   "Their numbers are not as large as I'd feared," Yadiditum said. "I count perhaps only threescore men. Why so few?"
 
   "It’s the firesticks which we can’t beat," Pareesa said. "Hold your fire until they get a little closer. Let them think we've already retreated."
 
   “If they get any closer,” Yadiditum said, “they’re going to sit down and have breakfast with us. And why the hell do they have so many of those big ugly pigs?!!!”
 
   “The Catoblepas?” Pareesa said. “Mikhail says they’re mean as hell.”
 
   The enemy was so close she could hear them fart and breathe. It was time to retreat. She glanced back and saw that Alalah and her group had already taken up their position on the second row of rooftops.
 
   “This wall has had about as much as it’s going to take,” Pareesa said. “Grab your arrows and move down to the other corner. I'll be with you in a few seconds.” 
 
   "What about you?" Gisou asked.
 
   Pareesa dared a quick peek over the wall at the moving mass of men who had finally gotten close enough that the rising sun no longer cast them into shadow.
 
   "Chief Kiyan gave me one shot to take," Pareesa said. "And I'm going to take it. Or die trying."
 
   They all locked bowstring-fingers, and then her two friends scurried off the roof to safety, leaving her to take her final shot alone.
 
    
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   February: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Jamin
 
   Jamin avoided the henchman named Eligor's gaze. Did he know? Did he know that Lucifer was now his lover? And if he did, did he judge him for it as his own people would? A man who lay down with other men? A kadesh? 
 
   Those cool, blue eyes studied his reflection off the front windshield of the sky canoe like an owl staring into the darkness, unblinking, perceptive, pretending not to notice things, and yet Jamin could tell that Eligor saw too much. The man's unreadable expression, his unearthly blue eyes, reminded him of Mikhail. The opinion of the dirty-winged Angelic named Zepar did not bother him, for he suspected he was every bit as depraved as Lucifer was. But Eligor? This man, like him, was not completely under Lucifer's control. And yet for some reason, Eligor served him anyways.
 
   Jamin hid his shame the way he'd hidden all inadequacies in his life. He sat up taller and spoke of subjects that men would speak to other men. Real men who liked to hunt and fish and fight and whore. Not a kadesh… 
 
   "Sergeant Dahaka set down a company of men just beyond the south gate of the village," Jamin said in the Sata'anic language, for unlike Lucifer who seemed to understand any language, Eligor had difficulty understanding his broken Galactic Standard. "The terrain there is relatively flat, and the rising sun will make it difficult for my people to identify their targets with their arrows."
 
   Rather than answer him, Eligor pretended he hadn't been watching his reflection and spoke into the tiny transmission device which threw voices between the ships like spears.
 
   "Jamaran-1; Jamaran-2," Eligor spoke in the lizard language. "This is Prince of Tyre-1. Do you have the exact coordinates you promised for that house?"
 
   "Prince of Tyre-1, this is Jamaran-2," a voice hissed from the ethers. "The coordinates are north thirty-five degrees, twenty-seven minutes, twenty-four seconds by east forty-three degrees, fifteen minutes and forty-five seconds."
 
   Eligor looked not to him, but to Lucifer.
 
   "They have given us the coordinates, Sir. Just as they promised they would."
 
   Lucifer's eyes were silver this morning; he was back to hiding because Eligor was around, but the way his nostrils flared like a predator sniffing the air for its prey gave Jamin a thrill. His snow-white wings arched forward, a great white eagle about to dive for prey.
 
   "Wait until the other two gunships are lined up to move in" Lucifer said, "and then hit the targets we have reserved unto ourselves."
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor stated with no emotion whatsoever. 
 
   The sound of Lucifer's voice issuing the kill order was almost adequate to drive Jamin to yet another bout of ecstasy. This was his dream come true. His fantasy. Lucifer had promised to lay this world at his feet and he intended to give it to him. 
 
   The sky canoe banked to the right. Lucifer caressed his thigh, an invitation, a promise of things to come.
 
   "Soon, chol beag," Lucifer whispered. "As soon as I have given you back your village, we shall round up the trouble-makers and then we shall teach them a lesson. Eh?"
 
   Pareesa. Cast down upon the ground. Just like he'd done to the women the night before. And other women. Other men. Only the men he'd flay alive. Those who cowered before him and worshipped him would be spared. Everybody else was food for his newfound god.
 
   An odd echo of remorse whispered this was not the way he'd like to take back his village, but Jamin tucked it away, into the treasure box where Lucifer could not pluck it out of his mind.
 
   "The other two gunships are moving into position, Sir," Eligor said.
 
   "Good," Lucifer said. "Get ready to engage." 
 
   He unstrapped his safety harness and gestured for Jamin to do the same.
 
   "Come, little chieftain," Lucifer grinned. "We killed the lion your way. This time, we shall do things my way so I don't have to piece you back together."
 
   Jamin stepped up into the cockpit, a place the lizard people had never allowed him to go. Rather than meet Lucifer's gaze, Eligor focused intently on the small, circular instruments which told him things Jamin was only just beginning to fathom, such as how high they were and where they were on a map. On the ground beneath them, the outline of Assur lay in the pre-dawn murkiness so close that Jamin swore he could climb through the windshield and leap out onto one of the roofs.
 
   "We are in position, Sir," Eligor said. 
 
   "Charge the pulse cannon," Lucifer said.
 
   Eligor flipped up a small lid on the dashboard and then flipped up the knobs which sat immediately above a big, red button. As he did, with his other hand he punched in a series of numbers. Something mounted on the underside of the ship whirred. Eligor flipped up another switch. The sky canoe began to hum. The hair stood up on Jamin's arms and on the back of his neck. He'd experienced this sensation before on the lizard people's ships, but it still excited him, the weapons they could bring to bear. Eligor tucked his wings neatly against his back, giving Lucifer access to the large, red button which lay immediately beneath the levers.
 
   "She's ready to fire, Sir." 
 
   Lucifer pressed into Jamin's back and nudged him forward to the windshield. He nuzzled his neck and whispered into his ear.
 
   "Look, chol beag. There it is. The house of your enemy. Completely defenseless and unaware. Smite him while he is unwary. For while death in battle is an honorable thing, winning is even sweeter."
 
   Lucifer's erection pressed into his backside. An image danced into his mind of Lucifer mounting him, taking him right in front of his men while Jamin fired the pulse cannon again and again. And oh, gods he wanted it! He wanted to feel that heady feeling again! 
 
   "What do I do?" Jamin asked. "How do I make the weapon fire?"
 
   "Just push that red button, little chieftain," Lucifer's voice was husky with desire. "Just push that button, and the ship will do the rest."
 
   Lucifer projected the same images into his brain as he'd done that first day when Lucifer had taught him to shoot. Mikhail's eyes filled with fear. The pulse rifle tearing a hole into Mikhail's chest. Mikhail's body slipping to the ground. The light leaving Mikhail's cold, blue eyes as he recognized it had been Jamin who had killed him. 
 
   Jamin invited Lucifer into his mind.
 
   "A gift … for you," Jamin formed the thought so Lucifer could hear it.
 
   He summoned up his hatred, understanding this emotion was what his lover desired, and pushed the red button. The sky canoe shuddered as the pulse cannon released the lightning it had built up and shot a blue line towards Immanu's house. Mud-bricks exploded upwards. The contents of the house caught fire and rained down amongst the abutting houses.
 
   He felt curiously empty as he watched the conflagration. There were no blue eyes staring into his as there had been in his daydream. He did not see his enemy fall. He did not feel his enemy die in his arms the way the lion had. He did not feel exhausted, or injured, or even a sense of relief. Mikhail's death felt … anticlimactic. As if he had just killed no one at all.
 
   "No," Lucifer's voice sounded almost strangled as he reached into Jamin's mind and found nothing. "Be happy, chol beag. I have kept my promise, for your enemy is dead."
 
   Jamin met Eligor's gaze in the reflection of the windshield.
 
   "There was no honor in the killing," Jamin said flatly as he stared at sparks fly up into the sky. "As much as I hated the man, he deserved to die by my hand."
 
   Lucifer stroked him, projected images into his mind, tried to coax him into a frenzy so he could feed off of it, but there was nothing for Lucifer to grasp onto. Jamin might as well have killed a rock. 
 
   Jamin stepped away from Lucifer's embrace, eager to avoid the scorn he was certain lived beneath Eligor's hooded gaze that he was nothing but a kadesh, a men who lay down with other men.
 
   A shock rocked the sky canoe and threw Jamin into the wall. Eligor jerked back the controls and knocked him back the other way as the sky canoe banked suddenly in the opposite direction. White feathers flew as wings flapped to keep their balance. Lights dimmed. Warning alarms went off and screeched incessantly, alarms he knew meant something was terribly wrong with the ship.
 
   "What happened?" Lucifer shouted at Eligor.
 
   Eligor fought to keep the sky canoe in the sky.
 
   "We just lost our starboard engine, Sir," Eligor said. He flipped a series of switches. The sky canoe felt wobbly, but half of the warning buzzers stopped screaming. "I can get us to a safe distance for repairs, but we can't fly ground cover on just one engine."
 
   "How did this happen?" Lucifer asked. His voice dripped with contempt as he projected an image of Pareesa heaving a spear at them. "Did one of his people hit us with a primitive weapon?"
 
   "It seems your quarry had a working pulse rifle," the dirty-winged Angelic named Zepar accused. "He has betrayed you, Master. He has betrayed you just as I warned he would!"
 
   A warning bell of fear trembled within Jamin's gut. Zepar had the air about him of a mistress who'd recently been usurped.
 
   "I overheard him tell my father the magic which makes the weapon work was gone," Jamin said.
 
   He felt Lucifer probe his mind, take out the memory, turn it over, savor it, and then put it back where it belonged.
 
   "He tells the truth," Lucifer said. "Either the Seraphim found a way to recharge it, or it was not as empty as he claimed."
 
   "Sir?" Eligor said from the pilot's seat. "What do you wish for me to do?"
 
   Lucifer caressed Jamin's cheek, laying his claim on him, making it known that they were lovers and he felt no shame.
 
   "I promised the little chieftain I would give him back his village," Lucifer said. "The lizards have two gunships and are about to move in. Hover over a rooftop, and then open the hatch so my peataí can jump out and smite his enemies." Lucifer projected an image into his mind of approaching Mikhail the same way he had smote the lion. "He shall kill his enemy with his own hand. Just the way he prefers."
 
   Jamin noted the look of pity Eligor gave him at whatever term of endearment that Lucifer had just used. Peataí? It was a word he had not yet learned to translate from the Galactic Standard.
 
   The ship wobbled as Eligor maneuvered it to hover over a rooftop on the north side of the village. Here, he would meet no resistance from armed villagers with spears. He strode back to the hatch, his heart pounding as the two cold-eyed goons opened the door and the air rushed in, deafened by the roar of the engine. His stomach clenched as he stared down at the rooftop, which was not so very close as he had hoped.
 
   'Go smite those who have done you wrong, chol beag,' Lucifer projected into his mind. 'Know that I shall journey with you. And when you are done, we shall have another feast.'
 
   He felt Lucifer take root inside his mind, just as he had when he had killed the lion. Had it only happened yesterday, that noble hunt which had marked him twice a man? Why, then, did it seem so very long ago? Or that he had suddenly become diminished?
 
   Lucifer caressed his cheek.
 
   "If you truly wish to rule this world," Lucifer said, "you must make your enemy suffer until he begs for death."
 
   Lucifer found the memory he wanted and projected the image back into his mind…
 
   "Yes," Jamin said. "I shall smite first those who ordered me cast out of the village. It shall give me the pleasure of carving his heart out twice."
 
   The wind whipped his long, black trench coat around his legs like Shay'tan's wings. His eyes still held by Lucifer's now-flaming red ones, Jamin leaped out of the sky canoe and cast himself to his fate.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   February: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: South of Assur
 
    
 
   Gita
 
   Panic interrupted the song as Gita slept before the dawn.
 
   Get out! Now!
 
   Her heart raced as she woke up screaming. Even though the sky only bore the slightest hint of pre-dawn grey, her eyes were filled with fire and destruction.
 
   "Mikhail!" Gita shrieked.
 
   Dadbeh leaped up and grabbed his spear, aiming outwards into the desert and not at her, perceiving she had screamed because of a threat. The wiry man was fierce despite his unimpressive stature, and had there been a raider, Gita had no doubt he would have done his best to keep them safe. He checked on their prisoner's bindings, and then backed up to see what had spooked her.
 
   “Gita,” Dadbeh whispered, “are you okay?”
 
   She stifled the urge to cry out. It felt as though her brain had been plunged into darkness and water filled her lungs. Sweat dampened her brow even though it was cold, and no matter how hard she tried, she could not stop the trembling of her limbs.
 
   “Mikhail,” Gita gasped. “He’s been hurt.”
 
   “How do you know?” Dadbeh asked. He noticed she was having trouble breathing and grabbed her by the shoulders. "Breathe, Gita. Did you inhale some sand?"
 
   Gita fought to shake off the darkness which threatened to overwhelm her mind. 
 
   "Tie up the prisoner," Gita said. "Assur has just come under attack."
 
   "How do you know?" Dadbeh asked.
 
   Before she could answer, lightning striking the ground lit up the sky in the direction they were headed. Dadbeh gaped, and then ran to jam the Uruk prisoner into a cave so that a lion wouldn't come along and eat him while he lay bound and helpless upon the ground.
 
   Gita gathered up their weapons, sobbing as she choked out the words to the song. She could feel Mikhail's life energy begin to fade. The longer he went without air, the less likely he would survive. 
 
    ‘Wake up, my love,’ Gita whispered into the void. ‘You are underneath the water. You must wake up and swim to the surface so you can breathe.’
 
   She sensed his limbs obey her command.
 
   ‘Swim, my love, swim,’ she called. ‘Rise to the surface so you can breathe!’
 
   She felt him struggle, not sure which way was up. At last she sensed a huge gasp for breath as he finally made his way back to the surface. Tears welled in her eyes with relief. She could feel him cough great wracking coughs and vomit salt water out of his gut and lungs. Salt? She could taste salt. Had he really travelled so far in such a short period of time? The God of War whispered that help was on the way.
 
   ‘Just float on your back in the water, my love,’ she whispered through the bond that bound them. ‘Help is on the way. Save your strength. The only thing you have to do is breathe.’
 
   She closed her eyes and focused on that feeling which connected her to Mikhail. It felt as though his arms, his wings, his entire body was being cradled and carried afloat; as though dozens of fishermen had swum out to keep his head above the water until they could guide him back into the shore. 
 
   The old god urged her to hurry to Assur, for if she did not, her chance to clear her name would be lost forever. She gathered up her things and met Dadbeh by the cave. He had rolled some rocks in front of it, burying their Uruk prisoner alive.
 
   "Taziq will suffocate if we leave him in there too long," Gita said.
 
   "It would serve him right," Dadbeh said, "for killing Tiaa's husband."
 
   "I care not if he lives," Gita said. "Only that he testifies before the tribunal before he expires."
 
   "Then we must make all deliberate haste to find out what causes the lightning to linger over Assur," Dadbeh said. "Either She-who-is has grown displeased, or the lizard demons have finally decided to visit us with a sky canoe."
 
   They broke out in a brisk jog across the sands, unable to go faster because the sun had not yet risen high enough to illuminate the barren land. As they ran, Gita sensed a second source of strength, a darker power, familiar, the one which had helped her use a sword the day the Uruk had broken into Mikhail's bedchamber. 
 
   The sky turned blood red, but as it rose, the sun chose not to shine upon the wraith that had learned to use the darkness to hide.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Galactic Standard Date: 152,324.02 AE 
 
   Zulu Sector: Jehoshaphat
 
   General Abaddon
 
    
 
   Abaddon
 
   "Sir? We're being hailed."
 
   General Abaddon flared his hawk-grey wings like a raptor which had just spotted a mouse. For several weeks now they had traversed the fringe of Zulu Sector, searching for radio signals which might indicated where Brigadier-General Raphael had gone to, along with his hundred missing ships. Could this be them?
 
   Abaddon leaned forward in his commander's chair.
 
   "Who is it?" 
 
   Lieutenant-Captain Shzzzkt listened intently into his headphones. His dual green antennae tilted forward with surprise.
 
   "She said her name is Derketo,” Shzzzkt said, “matriarch of the Sabawaelnu pod. They live upon the merchant vessel, Mi'kmaq. She claims she has information which may lead you to your quarry."
 
   Abaddon's gunship grey eyes narrowed like a raptor spying its prey. "Separatists?"
 
   "So it would appear," Shzzzkt said.
 
   "Separatists, Sir?" his Logistics Officer asked.
 
   "Separatists," Abaddon said. He leaned forward and pinched his chin between his forefinger and thumb. "Pull up an image of that ship on the long-range scans."
 
   The image was little more than a speck, but there was enough resolution to betray it was a mangy-looking vessel, the kind used by smugglers, mercenaries, and aspiring colonists to evade both Alliance and Sata'anic patrols. Such ships were used by the people who chose to live their out their lives in the wild frontier, and in their wake they usually left a trail of criminal activities.
 
   "If you don’t mind my asking, Sir?” his Logistics Officer asked, betraying her inexperience, “what is a separatist?”
 
   Abaddon rustled his feathers with annoyance at the breach of decorum, but no. It wasn’t her fault the Emperor had ordered all talk of such things be edited out of Alliance history books.
 
   "The first thing the Mer-Levi Confederation did upon winning independence from the Alliance," Abaddon said, "was vote to free the Merfolk from the Emperor's edict that all non-naturally evolved species must serve a minimum of 500 years in the military."
 
   "Slavery!" his third officer, Lieutenant-Captain Shzzzkt hissed under his breath. The Mantoids on his crew made no secret of the fact they found the Emperor's policies reprehensible.
 
   "Some of those Merfolk then chose to take that freedom," Abaddon said, "and abscond with their families into the borderlands rather than intermarry with the Leviathans."
 
   "But why reject the society which just freed you?"
 
   "Why, indeed," Abaddon said. He turned to Lieutenant-Captain Shzzzkt. "Run a background check on that ship, and in the meantime, put them through so I can hear what they have to say."
 
   Abaddon had still been a junior officer, working his way up the ranks when a deep space reconnaissance expedition had stumbled upon an FTL-drive signature and, in the process, discovered the Leviathan homeworld. Although he was old enough to remember a time when genetically engineered Merfolk, and not the naturally evolved Delphinium frog-men, had still been the fourth branch of the Alliance military, it still took his breath away when on his front viewing screen appeared an image of a full-blooded Merfolk matriarch.
 
   "Supreme Commander-General Abaddon," the woman said. "I am Derketo, matriarch of the Sabawaelnu pod, and I am pleased to make your acquaintance."
 
   Derketo was an older woman, nearly as old as he was by the discreet lines around her eyes and mouth. Her wet hair carried the trademark brilliant auburn which many Mer-Levi still carried in their gene pool, but by its uniformity and brightness, he guessed that color had been augmented from a bottle to color the grey. She wore a civilian wetsuit, but everything about her screamed she had, at one point, pulled a lengthy stint with the military.
 
   Abaddon leaned forward, intrigued.
 
   "And of what service can I be to our Mer-Levi brothers?" Abaddon asked. 
 
   A frown of contempt marred Derketo's otherwise breathtaking human features before she composed herself back into the unreadable expression all Alliance military personnel were taught. That, alone, gave Abaddon a clue that her military service had been Alliance-based and not with the expressive Mer-Levi Navy.
 
   "I have information you need," Derketo said. 
 
   "You may brief me," Abaddon said.
 
   Derketo gave him a stern look. "It is not that easy, general. We do not answer to you, so if you wish to know what we know, we shall need to open a dialogue."
 
   Abaddon flared his hawk-grey wings.
 
   "We are on a mission," Abaddon said, "and don't have time for colonist intrigues."
 
   "Very well then," Derketo waved her hand. "You will just have to find the Light Emerging on your own."
 
   The transmission cut off. Abaddon turned to Lieutenant-Captain Shzzzkt and snarled, "Why did you terminate the transmission?"
 
   "It wasn't me, Sir," Shzzzkt said. “The termination came from their end.”
 
   “Bah!” Abaddon shouted. “Get them back on the horn!"
 
   It had been a while since he’d let his temper get the better of him, but the past few weeks had been trying and he wasn’t used to anybody daring to treat disrespectfully. Ever since Shay’tan had ambushed him, it seemed like everybody, from the lowliest cadet to Parliament itself felt they had leave to speak down to him as though he was an imbecile.
 
   In the background, Lieutenant-Captain Shzzzkt spoke into the microphone. At last he announced, “the Mi'kmaq has answered our hail, Sir."
 
   Abaddon opened his eyes. The separatist matriarch stared back at him, every bit as stern and unflinching as he was. He remembered her now. They’d both participated in a campaign to subdue Shemijaza’s Third Empire, back before Lucifer had even been born. If memory served him correctly, she had been granted a medal for valor.
 
   “Was that really necessary?” Abaddon’s expression softened.
 
   “You would not tolerate that tone of disrespect,” Derketo said. “Don’t expect that I will, either. We are not your Alliance minions. In my dominion, no matter how small that dominion might be, I am the matriarch, and my pod defers to me.”
 
   “Touche,” Abaddon said. He swiveled around in his commander’s chair to face the holographic-projection table. “So … what do you have for me?”
 
   “First I want to verify that the person you married is truly human,” Derketo said.
 
   “You have my word for it,” Abaddon said.
 
   “It is not your word I doubt, Sir,” Derketo said, “but Lucifer’s. Shemijaza spent his entire life trying to retro-engineer a human ancestor. How do we know that what you have is real, and not merely a by-product of a mad scientist?”
 
   “What proof do you wish to have?” Abaddon said.
 
   “Your wife was quite articulate when she stood before Parliament and advocated for her people,” Derketo said. Her expression softened into one of suppressed eagerness. “I just wish to find out a little bit about her world. What are they like? How did they get there? Are they really the purest strain of humanity to exist since Nibiru was destroyed?”
 
   “How do I know this is not a trap?”
 
   “You don’t,” Derketo said. “But you served with me once, so you must remember how I lost my fin." 
 
   She turned to display where part of her fin had been sliced off her back and a replacement fin transplanted into its place, living tissue, but by no means a perfect match. Like him, this woman wore her battle scars like medals of honor. Yes. This woman had nearly been killed rescuing airmen from an Angelic Air Force battle cruiser which had been shot down over a colony’s ocean. She had saved dozens of men that day.
 
   “We have no facility capable of hosting you in an aquatic environment,” Abaddon said. “You will need to come over in a wheelchair.”
 
   “I wish for you to bring her here,” Derketo said, “to address my pod.”
 
   "Out of the question," Abaddon said. "I will not put my wife and child at risk."
 
   "You have an armada," Derketo said, "and we are just one ship. What harm will it do to bring your wife to meet us?"
 
   "I just got my ass handed to me by Shay'tan," Abaddon growled. "I'm not about to make the same mistake a second time!"
 
   "Very well, then," Derketo said. She moved her hand to signal whoever was in charge of broadcasting the transmission to cut it off.
 
   "Wait!" Abaddon said. He leaned forward in his chair, studying the Merfolk matriarch. Amongst a species whose bloodline was matrilineal, they would not defer to him, but his wife.
 
   "She means everything in the world to me," Abaddon said.
 
   "You may send over an entire brigade to guard her if you like," Derketo said. "And encircle the Mi'kmaq with your armada. This ship contains my entire family. They wish to see her in the flesh, and until they do, the elders will not vote to aid you in your mission."
 
   "Give me a moment," Abaddon said. He gestured to Lieutenant-Captain Shzzzkt. "Pause transmission." He waited until the screen had frozen. "Give me some good news. What do you have on that ship and commander?"
 
   Shzzzkt tapped on his console with his hard, exoskeleton-clad finger and pulled up several images, all displayed around the room.
 
   "Lieutenant-Colonel Derketo, received a silver star, absorbed into the Mer-Levi Confederation shortly after that, granted full citizenship and an honorable discharge based on permanent disability a few days later. She contested it, demanded she was still fit to serve, and took the matter to the Mer-Levi highest court. The court decision states here that, unlike in the Alliance, all Mer-Levi citizens, both Merfolk and Alliance, have no obligation to serve beyond 20 years and she had served at that point over 250. She left the Leviathan homeworld shortly thereafter and joined a group of smugglers."
 
   "Smugglers?" Abaddon asked.
 
   "Just small stuff," Shzzzkt said. "Mostly contraband run between the two empires. Several citations, no arrests."
 
   "What about the Mi'kmaq?" Abaddon asked.
 
   "She's been using it for the past 200 years as a merchant transport for minor water colonies out here in the uncharted territories, most of them Sata'anic defectors. She's an avowed separatist. Never forgave the Mer-Levi Confederation for thanking her service to the Alliance by immediately kicking her out of their military. She's one of around three dozen such pods of pure-blooded Merfolk still left in existence, though due to the inbreeding problem, their numbers have dwindled even more than yours have."
 
   Shzzzkt tapped on his console again. His antennae tilted forward and then trembled. He displayed the image on the screen.
 
   "Her only daughter was killed in battle against unknown pirates," Shzzzkt said more softly. "She has one grandson who she reared herself. His first wife left him because he was sterile, no offspring, currently unattached."
 
   Abaddon nodded. Derketo's curiosity was beginning to make sense.
 
   "Put her back on the screen."
 
   The red-headed matriarch reappeared. 
 
   "What is your decision, General?"
 
   "I shall escort my wife to meet with you myself," Abaddon said. "And when I get there, you will not attempt to disarm me in any way. I will bring with me a full contingent of guards, and if you double-cross me, the Jehoshaphat will blast your ship out of the sky."
 
   "We lack foot space for any more than a couple of Terran guests," Derketo said. "You'd best advise them to come prepared to get wet."
 
   Behind him, both his Logistics Officer and Lieutenant-Captain Shzzzkt audibly groaned. If there was one thing the insectoid species hated, it was getting wet. Not that it was a piece of cake to dry water out of your feathers!
 
   The Merfolk leader ended the transmission. Abaddon tapped on his comms pin to summon his second-in-command.
 
   "Major Pharzuphel," Abaddon called. "How is he?"
 
   Pharzuphel's voice sounded enthusiastic, but weary.
 
   "The surgery went well," Pharzuphel said. "Valac woke up and talked to me for almost twenty minutes, and for the first time he was able to wiggle his toes."
 
   "Is he asleep now?" Abaddon asked.
 
   "Yes," Pharzuphel said. Her voice sounded worried. "The doctor said not to expect him to awaken again for many hours."
 
   "Good," Abaddon said. "Order one of the crewmen to sit with him. I need you on the bridge."
 
   Two hours later, they rode a shuttle between the ships even though he had maneuvered the Jehoshaphat so close that his ATO had joked that perhaps he should just leap out the air hatch onto the Mi'kmaq? Sarvenaz clutched his hand. Travel in a space shuttle no longer terrified his wife, but his wrist would bear fingernail marks once she finally felt safe enough to let him go.
 
   "They just want to meet you, mo ghrá," Abaddon reassured her. "To them, you are as much a creature of legend as they are to you."
 
   Sarvenaz's beautiful, mahogany eyes met his.
 
   "You say is woman who is boss of ship?" Sarvenaz said. "Like woman who used to be boss of you?"
 
   "Yes," Abaddon said. "Their culture is matrilineal."
 
   The shuttle bumped against the Phonecia. 
 
   "The airlock is sealed, Sir," Sergeant Raum informed them.
 
   Abaddon helped his very pregnant wife heave her expanding midsection up out of her seat. Sergeant Raum and a contingent of airmen zipped up their wetsuits and prepared to storm the Merfolk vessel, but only if it was necessary.
 
   The hatch opened. His men moved out, and from beyond the doorway he could hear the sound of his men hitting the water. Pulse rifles were designed to work in any environment, even under the water, but the high-pitched whistles of greeting which met his men were friendly, and within moments Sergeant Raum stepped back to inform him everything appeared to be in order.
 
   The Mi'kmaq had a narrow walkway to load and unload goods, but the cargo area was flooded as were all chambers in an aquatic ship. Instead of electricity, most systems operated via biochemical processes. His men treaded water around a handsome, auburn-haired merman who Abaddon recognized from the images Lieutenant-Captain Shzzzkt had pulled up in his bio.
 
   "You are Nirari?" Abaddon asked the man. "Son of Derketo?"
 
   "I see you have done your homework, General," the merman grinned. Unlike his Alliance-reared mother, Nirari wore his emotions openly. He gaped at Sarvenaz, and then reared up out of the water onto his tail and bowed. "Right this way, baalat. My mother is very anxious to meet you in the flesh."
 
   Nirari crashed back into the water and disappeared beneath the surface. A second merman gestured towards a narrow catwalk which crossed over the pool for those not gifted with fins or tails. It was too narrow to pass two at a time, so Abaddon went first, while Sergeant Raum took up the rear. The rest of his men had already taken to the water, and while they could swim, without sufficient headroom to spread their wings, the appendages were little more than obstacles.
 
   As they moved, they passed tank after tank containing various kinds of sea life. It appeared Derketo and her pod still engaged in smuggling, only it was the transport of desirable species to be reseeded in various colonies.
 
   Sarvenaz gaped when they got to a tank with a narwhale. Abaddon almost bumped into her when she stopped suddenly and pointed at the distant animal relative of Leviathans.
 
   "Why that fish have horn?" Sarvenaz pointed at the tank.
 
   "For protection, I guess," Abaddon said. His habitually stern expression softened at the sight of her eyes sparkling like a little girl. "I don't know all that much about them. Only that they're even closer to extinction than we are."
 
   "They smart?" Sarvenaz asked. "Like fish-men?"
 
   "No," Abaddon said. "They're just animals."
 
   He glanced at their Merfolk escort.
 
   "We rescued her from a Free Marid medical parts dealer," the merman said. "There's a huge black market for powdered narwhale horn. She is with child, just like you, baalat. Our matriarch has been searching for someplace safe to relocate her and her calf."
 
   Sarvenaz took Abaddon's hand.
 
   "Maybe she like come to Earth?" Sarvenaz whispered to him. "She look like sea-children. Ones you say like ancestors of sea-men? Maybe they get along?"
 
   Her eyes sparkled. Having come from an island surrounded by the sea, this was Sarvenaz's way of hinting she would like the creature for a pet. When she was like this, curious like a child, it made his chest hurt … in a good way.
 
   Abaddon lifted his wing to muffle his voice.
 
   "I'll see what I can do." He snuck a kiss, and then rustled his grey feathers, pretending he had done no such thing.
 
   They passed through more corridors of cargo-pools until they got to a large central room. Dozens of pure blooded Merfolk were in attendance, although a few of them bore hints of having, at some point in the past few centuries, crossed bloodlines with the Leviathans. Most Mer-Levi didn't care which species their children looked like, but separatists liked to look the way the Eternal Emperor had created them.
 
   "General Abaddon," Derteko said, her voice resounding through the chamber. "It is a privilege to finally meet your wife, Sarvenaz."
 
   "I pleased to meet you too," Sarvenaz said in still somewhat halting Galactic Standard.
 
   "We asked you to come here for this meeting, baalat," Derteko said, "because as you know, all hybrid species are at a crossroads. We have a decision to make about our continued evolution. Shall we go quietly into that dark night, for we no longer have enough genetic diversity to survive the way we are? Do we intermarry with Leviathans and lose the genetic features that make us Merfolk? Or do we take a chance and see if we can help your husband find your homeworld, in the hopes that the human root race will allow us to remain who we are?
 
   "What you want from me?" Sarvenaz asked. Her expression was open, but wary. She was a gifted stateswoman. After all, she'd shut Lucifer up!
 
   Derteko's green eyes crinkled up into the closest thing that Abaddon had seen to a smile. He could see where Nirari had inherited his charm.
 
   "Tell us about your homeworld, baalat," Derteko said. "What are your oceans like? What are your people like? Is it true that you still have in existence on your world the aquatic mammal from which we and the Leviathans were all descended? What are they like? Are they as smart as you? Would your people like us? And if we help you, would you have a place on your homeworld for not just Angelics, but for all hybrids that choose to follow your husband?"
 
   The Merfolk gathered around Sarvenaz like little children, eager to hear as she told them about her seafaring people, the warm waters which surrounded the island she used to call her home, and the tales their people had about the sea-children who would rescue shipwrecked sailors by nudging their head above the water and shoving them towards the shore.
 
   At some point they coaxed Sarvenaz into the water, not difficult to do as she missed the warm waters of her home. The Merfolk played like children, not the hardened warriors the Eternal Emperor had bred them to be, but like the very sea-children of Earth.
 
   The matriarch called her kin to order. Only the sound of water dripping off the ceiling and the occasional fin breaking the surface broke the silence.
 
   "We shall help you," Derketo said. "But there is a price for that help."
 
   "We have some credits," Abaddon said, "but not the full force of Hashem's treasury. We are, as you probably know by now, renegades."
 
   Derketo's expression turned grim.
 
   "Several months ago all trade in this sector suddenly dropped," Derketo said. "Usually the Free Marid run contraband through here, but first it increased, and then they were suddenly all ordered to go home. About six months ago, we came across a jury-rigged distress signal on a pre-sentient planet. We found there a shipload of Free Marid smugglers. They claimed they'd been put off there by the Light Emerging."
 
   Abaddon leaned eagerly forward on the guardrail.
 
   "Do you have the coordinates?" Abaddon asked.
 
   "I shall share them with you," Derketo said. "But there is more. This sector has always been a hot spot for transdimensional alien abduction myths."
 
   "I am aware of the stories," Abaddon said. "Mostly crackpots, every single one of them discredited."
 
   "Perhaps you should not be so quick to dismiss what you do not understand," Derketo said. She held up her hand before Abaddon could contradict her. "I don't know if there are really creatures that can pass from one universe to another. All I know is that there have been some pretty strange things going on in this sector."
 
   "What kind of things?" Abaddon asked.
 
   "We were scheduled to deliver goods to a Free Marid base that was built into an asteroid," Derketo said. "When we got there, we found a memorial to the men who had been stationed there. The inhabitants were Free Marid, but the burial they'd been given was Alliance."
 
   "Burial?" Abaddon asked.
 
   Derketo gestured to a large, bulbous orb to her left. The insides of the globe glowed green, and then in the middle were images of a makeshift memorial and the words that had been hastily engraved into it by a laser cutter in Galactic Standard, the Sata'anic language, and the original Marid language as it had been before Shay'tan had annexed their group of homeworlds centuries ago.
 
   'Here lie the worldly remains of eighteen men, ritualistically murdered by the Tokoloshe for reasons we have not yet fathomed. This asteroid is hereby declared a memorial for the dead.'
 
   "It's the Marid which is most telling," Derketo said. "We researched it after we found the memorial as we were left with a large, undelivered cargo that somebody had paid for and would want. There are only a handful of men in the galaxy who would have known how to conjugate their adverbs properly in the high, temple language which Shay'tan suppressed and not the common low tongue still spoken by the Free Marid resistance."
 
   "Brigadier-General Israfa," Abaddon guessed.
 
   Derketo nodded.
 
   "Are you willing to show me where this memorial is?" Abaddon asked.
 
   "Yes," Derketo said. "But there's a catch."
 
   Yes. A catch. There was always a catch when dealing with a private merchant. It was a reality he'd long ago come to accept.
 
   "What is it?" Abaddon asked.
 
   "Once we show you where the memorial is," Derketo said. "You will take us with you. There is nothing for us here anymore. The matriarchs of the pods have all taken a vote. We want to cast our lots with the humans."
 
   "I will need to discuss this with the other ship's captains," Abaddon said. "And I want to know who is coming with us, if I can trust them, and whether or not they have any kind of criminal record which would make inclusion unwise."
 
   Derketo laughed.
 
   "We all have some kind of record. Just like you do, General. Not only has Shay'tan put a king's ransom upon your head, but now so has Parliament!"
 
   It was Derketo's frankness, more than anything else, which made him decide to trust her. She was a tough old bird, just like him…
 
   A squeal of delight brought his attention back to his wife, still swimming amongst the Merfolk. She was no longer awkward due to her expanding abdomen ripe with their daughter, but as agile as any mermaid who had grown up in the sea.
 
   "Come now," Abaddon called to his wife. "It's time to go, mo ghrá."
 
   With underwater clicks and audible high-pitched squeals that sounded like the giggles of little girls, the Merfolk who'd been swimming around Sarvenaz this entire time picked her up via her arms, her legs, her torso and her feet, and floated her back to the pool's edge.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   February: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Pars Sea
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   “Squeee.grrrr.click.k.k.rrrr?”
 
   “Eeeek.squeel.click.click.click,” a second voice returned.
 
   Mikhail felt a sub-audible series of thrums, felt more in his body than with his ears. He felt a bump, and then a second bump as someone pressed against his wings and pushed his head above the surface. The water was warm and pleasant, and the sensation was one akin to floating weightlessly in a dream, a dream from whence his mind refused to wake.
 
   “Wheeee,click.whirrrrr,” another voice spoke. The language seemed familiar, like the tune to a nursery rhyme, and yet he couldn’t quite understand the words. 
 
   Every now and again a squeak fell into place. Man. Hurt. Shore. Whoever they were, they spoke neither Galactic Standard nor Leviathan, but an older dialect, much simpler in its structure. More bodies pressed against his wings and legs. They took turns bumping him to the surface and cradling his head as they swam. He tried to get his eyes open, but he could not get his body to work.
 
   He drifted back into the darkness. A tree stood above him, heavy with fruit, while above him whirled a star-lit sky. Nestled into the shelter of his wings, the black-eyed girl sang what it would be like when they grew old enough to perform the ceremony of Grá Síoraí. As she sang, his pain subsided until it felt as though he'd been beaten up, but not irrevocably harmed.
 
   “Rumble.rumble.rumble.whirrrrrr.squeeee,” one of the rescuers said. There was only one word in that sentence he understood, but he understood it clearly. Shallow. 
 
   Within his own body, he felt the sub-audible clicks that most aquatic mammals used to gauge the depth of water, a natural form of sonar. The clicks came faster. He could hear waves breaking against a shore.
 
   “Click.click.click.whoammmmmmm." Wake up, friend.
 
   He resisted opening his eyes. As soon as he woke up, the Other One always receded until all he could remember was the night they had sat beneath a tree, singing a song about a future which never came. A lump rose in his throat and made it hard to breathe. He had lost one mate, and now someone had taken the other. 
 
   “Grrrrrrr.click.grrrrr.grrrrr.squee.squee.squee!" 
 
   Within his dream the black-eyed girl no longer sang a song of love, but the song of a huntress ruthlessly pursuing a kill. Amhrán had always warned him she must never sing in anger, but he had never understood why until he had felt her death-wound. 
 
   "Amhrán!" 
 
   Mikhail sputtered as the hands which had kept his head above the water suddenly disappeared. There was nothing like inhaling a lungful of salt water to force someone awake! One of his wings struck a surface beneath his feet. He realized the water was shallow enough for him to stand.
 
   The sun blinded him as he finally opened his eyes. All around him, the water teemed with bodies.
 
   “Eeeeek! Eeksquee.eek!” his saviors cried out with happiness.
 
   The sun was now high in the sky, perhaps mid-morning and not the moonlit sky of when he had flown after the Sata'anic gunship. A dark shape poked out of the water mere inches from his nose.
 
   “Weeek,weeeek,weeek,click.click?”
 
   His savior was neither Merfolk nor Mer-Levi, but a man-sized creature similar to a Leviathan, only smaller, with a grey, brown, and pink-speckled hide. Unlike the somewhat flattened nose of a Leviathan, this creature had an elongated jaw suitable for catching fish. While she did not possess the enlarged cranial bulge that housed the Leviathan's vast intellect, the creature which stared back at him had eyes which were still curious and intelligent.
 
   ‘Eh-ek?” the pod matriarch asked. 
 
   It was universal inquiry into his state of being. 
 
   All around them, other aquatic mammals nudged at his wings and took turns making sure he was cognizant enough to stay above the water, for even Leviathans needed to surface to breathe. Leviathan. Leviathan. It had been a long time since he'd had occasion to speak any Leviathan … if that was, as he suspected, a sister-language to what these creatures spoke.
 
   “Click.click.squeeee,” Mikhail said as best he could. If his memory served him properly, it meant, 'I'm okay.'
 
   The matriarch tilted her nose and regarded him with confusion. She repeated back exactly what he'd said, the way one might a foreigner who had just butchered your language. Self-doubt began to eat at him. Had he said 'I'm okay,' or something peculiar such as 'I'd like to eat some squid?'
 
   The creature's dark eyes sparkled with humor. She repeated what he had just said, but with the proper intonation this time. All around her, the other sea creatures stuck their head above the water and chattered like eager children, eager to take turns to see if they could make him understand. He had the distinct feeling the matriarch laughed at him, but it was not a malicious laugh, but rather one of amusement at his poor grasp of their language. At last she barked, and the other leviathan-like creatures grew silent, bobbing in and out of the water as they all watched to see what he would do.
 
   “Rumble.whirrrrrr.squeeee,” the matriarch gestured towards the shore with her long nose. Land. These creatures had brought him as close to land as they dared to swim. It was up to him now to swim the rest of the way.
 
   “I’m okay, thanks to you, my friend,” Mikhail translated into Leviathan as best he could. He then pointed to himself. "Mikhail," and then pointed to the matriarch. “Nnn.mmm.nnn.mmmm?”
 
    He had to ask the question two more times until the matriarch understood and gave him a name which meant absolutely nothing to him, but as she spoke it, the other leviathans all nodded their heads. One by one, the others did the same.
 
   “[Snort].click.rrrrrr.n.” The matriarch nudged him towards the shore. “Mk.[swallowgrunt].lllllll.” 
 
   Mk.[swallowgrunt].lllllll. The matriarch pronounced his name. She gave him a pleased grin, exposing dozens of small, sharp teeth, an adaptation to catching fish in the wild. It was time for him to save his own tailfeathers. 
 
   Mikhail thanked the creatures for rescuing him to the best of his ability. Purebred Leviathans did not fare well on dry land because they lacked the strong upper bodies and long arms of the Merfolk which enabled them to drag themselves back into the water. If they became stranded, they would be easy prey until the tide came back in.
 
   “Thank you,” he said in his best, butchered approximation of the Leviathan language, “Grrrrrr.k.[thrum]." Their language had not changed much, he suspected, because there were only so many sounds which would carry long distance beneath the water.
 
   “Squeee.click.grrrrr,” the matriarch squealed. In a show of what he could only call pure joy, the Levi-like creatures reared up out of the water onto their tails, stayed suspended upon the surface for a moment, and then dove back in, squealing with delight.
 
   Mikhail swam to the shore, dragging his soggy, leaden wet wings behind him as he crawled above the water line and collapsed, too exhausted to move another meter. He rolled over just enough to raise an arm of gratitude to his new friends and shout “goodbye!”
 
   The aquatic mammals dove into the water and were gone. Darkness took him and he went once more to the place beneath the tree.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   February: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Pareesa
 
   Pareesa's orders had been clear. Provide just enough resistance so the lizard demons would surge through the narrow alley which comprised Assur's south gate, but not so much that the creatures felt compelled to summon the lightning which could vaporize Assur's entire wall. She handed up what arrows she'd been able to salvage from the rooftop she'd just abandoned before scurrying up to rejoin the other archers.
 
   "Help her pull up the ladder!" Alalah gestured to Kiana and Homa. 
 
   The girls crawled over on their hands and knees to help her, their heads kept low to avoid being killed by one of the small blue bolts of lightning. Because the village was built upon a hill, this first-ring rooftop was slightly higher than the ones they'd just abandoned. Behind them the walls of the second ring rose above them nearly a story higher. The rings themselves had been laid out so an enemy could not simply march up the hill, but had to travel sideways before passing through a second alley.
 
   "This thing is heavy," Pareesa grunted as she labored to pull up the knobby tree trunk ladder.
 
   "Keep pulling!" Kiana hissed. "So I can get my hands on the next rung."
 
   A bolt of blue lightning flew past Pareesa's head and blew mud-bricks out of the back-wall of the house built behind them. Homa shrieked. Kiana just barely grabbed the ladder before it fell to the ground.
 
   "Goatshit!!!"
 
   "Stay down!" Alalah shouted at them. 
 
   Pareesa pressed her face into the roof-struts and inhaled the scent of moldy reeds. Sheesh that had been a close call! She gasped for breath. Her heart pounded so rapidly it was a wonder it didn't burst out of her chest and offer itself up to be an arrow!
 
   "Help me!" Kiana whispered. 
 
   Pareesa pushed herself up to her elbows, cautiously peeking over the edge of the roof. This time, they kept their heads down as they pulled the ladder up and crawled across the thick, semi-waterproof lattice of slender poles, sticks, river reeds and mud. 
 
   The outer entrance to the village had been deliberately built between two houses to force a man or beast to walk no greater than two abreast. It was a long, slender alley, with two featureless mud-brick walls on either side, perhaps 18 cubits long and 14 cubits high. Perched precariously along the crenellations sat a series of large clay pots.
 
   The lizard demon's shouts and hisses grew louder as they amassed just outside the shattered gate. The archers huddled together and strung their arrows, whispering like nervous little ducklings.
 
   "They ready themselves to come through as a group," Homa said. "Just like Mikhail said they would."
 
   "I pray they really are almost out of magic!" Gisou said. 
 
   "They don't act like they're almost out of magic," Homa said.
 
   Both women looked at her.
 
   "Mikhail said it makes no sense they have not tried to defeat us directly before," Pareesa said, "unless their magic is just as low as his."
 
   "I wish I had a firestick," Yadiditum said. The curvy beauty mimed taking aim with a firestick. "No need to even draw the bow. Just aim the firestick and boom! Let the lightning fly."
 
   "Even you could hit the enemy with one of those," Gisou teased her. Yadiditum possessed many gifts, but being an excellent markswoman was not one of them.
 
   "If they have those," Yadiditum crinkled up her aquiline nose, "I just can't understand why this dragon god doesn't give his warriors more magic instead of making them diddle around with swords?"
 
   "Mikhail says the old dragon is cheap," Pareesa said. "The firestick magic costs a lot of gold, so he expends it as little as he can."
 
   All three women snorted with macabre humor.
 
   "You mean he is just as cheap as the chief?" Homa asked.
 
   "Cheaper!" Pareesa laughed. She glanced back at the amassing soldiers and her humor disappeared. "Well, I guess cheap is relative." 
 
   Alalah crept towards them, arm over arm on her elbows like a serpent. As the eldest of this archer squad, technically she was in charge.
 
   "Remember," Alalah said. "The goal is to get them to waste their magic before they break into the second ring. Shoot erratically so they don't detect any pattern to your movements. Get them to fire at you, but don't take any chances with your lives.
 
   Pareesa strung an arrow and popped her head up just high enough to take aim at the monsters who prepared to move. The other archers did as she did, preparing to shoot blindly into the alley. If they could see the lizard demons well enough to take a direct shot, the lizard demons could see them to kill them with their lightning.
 
   There was a tense moment, and then the enemy rushed forward.
 
   "Shoot!" Pareesa shouted.
 
   All seven women bobbed upwards and let their arrows fly. 
 
   The firesticks shot back at them. Yadiditum screamed a horrible, painful cry as one of the shots burned into her shoulder.
 
   "Keep shooting!" Alalah shouted. "We can't let them get through."
 
   Pareesa hit a pig-man in the chest, and then one of the burly blue men. This first wave of enemy seemed to be other demons, all of them hideous and bizarre. Pareesa popped up again, taking her shot as soon as her eye told her where to aim. She crouched down before she could even see whether she'd hit the target. All around her, the other archers did the same, but the real line of defense had not yet begun to shoot their arrows.
 
   "Keep them in the alley!" Pareesa shouted.
 
   On the rooftop behind them crouched old-Behnam and his firepot, the eighth archer and best shot in the village, despite his age, after her and Mikhail. As an elder, he'd been charged not just with taking this special shot, but also the secret magic Mikhail had shared only with a few. With a faint whistle, Behnam's first arrow arched upwards, and then arched down again, straight towards one of the jars perched precariously on the edge of the alley wall.
 
   The arrow hit the first jar.
 
   The jar fell over, knocking its contents down into the alleyway below.
 
   "Keep shooting at them!" Pareesa shouted. "We have to distract them from taking shots at Behnam!"
 
   The women provided blind cover fire, barely glancing up to take aim, raining down arrows so the lizards shot at them.
 
   One by one, Behnam knocked the jars into the alley. Pareesa could not help him because their perch sat at the wrong angle to take the shot without exposing herself fully, but old Behnam's aim was true. It never occurred to the enemy the shards of broken pottery were a threat as they fell down onto the ground.
 
   Pareesa watched eagerly like a vulture watching a crocodile awaiting prey to come and take a drink. Behnam's last arrow flew off of the rooftop behind them, trailing black smoke as it flew towards the sticky substance left behind by the falling pots.
 
   "This is it," Kiana gripped her hand.
 
   The fiery arrow dropped into the black, sticky mixture of pine resin, burnt chalk, sticky tar from the sand, brimstone, and an extract from well-composted shit-and-piss laden bedding from the goat sheds like a small, red bird landing in a field.
 
   Hellfire erupted in the alley. The lizard demons screamed as the substance ignited into a conflagration unlike anything Pareesa had ever seen before. The Ubaid cheered. Flames licked up the walls, burning anything onto which had splattered even a few drops. The invaders rushed forward, trying to escape what Mikhail called The Kill Box.
 
   "Shoot them!" Chief Kiyan's voice was heard from the upper wall.
 
   Dozens of arrows flew off the next higher level of rooftops, killing any enemy who tried to escape the alley by running forward. The walls on either side of them blocked their escape, and behind them the liquid fire burned them alive. 
 
   The stench of smoke and cooked meat wafted their way, reminding Pareesa she hadn't had any breakfast. A blue-man rushed forward, knelt down, and leveled off his firestick at the archers on the upper wall. Pareesa popped up and took a direct shot, then dove down again. One by one, the Assurians picked off any man who tried to rush through. Mikhail claimed fire magic was a common part of any defensive strategy, but he'd hoped the lizard demons would be so cocky they would underestimate them, and so they had. 
 
   At last the flames from the clay pots began to subside. The enemy regrouped into a second wave. This time, no matter how many arrows the Assurians fired at them, it was inadequate to prevent the enemy from getting through. A fat pig-man strode forward carrying a device that looked like an enormous tube kneeled mid-way through the alley and hoisted the device onto his shoulder. 
 
   "What is that?" Gisou asked.
 
   "Trouble," Pareesa said.
 
   Both women shot at the pig-man, but he was so far back in the alley that neither arrow hit the mark.
 
   "Damantia!" Pareesa cursed.
 
   *Woompf*
 
   A big, fat fire-arrow catapulted out of the enormous tube and flew over her head, trailing smoke and sparks. It slammed into the wall just beneath the upper rooftops where the second line of archers stood. The wall behind her exploded into an avalanche of dust and rubble. 
 
   "Goatshit!" Pareesa threw her arms over her head.
 
   The men on top of that roof screamed and several fell to their death. Bits of flaming rubble rained down onto Pareesa's head.
 
   "Fall back to the second ring!" the Chief bellowed from above.
 
   The archers gathered their remaining arrows and crept along the rooftops until they came to a safe place to ascend. Homa gripped Pareesa's hand and helped her over the edge. The archers lay in each other's arms, panting with a mixture of terror and exhilaration.
 
   "Goatshit, that was spectacular!" Gisou giggled like a hyena.
 
   "What did Mikhail call that magical potion again?" Homa asked.
 
   Pareesa struggled to pronounce the unfamiliar word.
 
   'Napalm.'
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Jamin
 
   Jamin clung to the shadows as he used his knowledge of the village to scurry down from the rooftops and work his way up into the second ring. He could feel Lucifer inside his head, for the creature that lived within him had made his mark upon him, taken him for himself, and Jamin had given himself willingly to the demon, had walked knowingly into the fire to burn along his side. And yet…
 
   His hand slid down to touch the treasure box he'd slipped into the pocket of his long, Sata'anic trench coat. A thought fought to come to the surface, but no. Whatever it was, it danced right out of his mind.
 
   Instead he laid his hand upon his pulse rifle. If Mikhail had found a new source of magic for his firestick, then there was no dishonor in meeting him with such a weapon. It had been the awesome power of the pulse cannon which met with his disfavor, for as eager as he'd been to take down Assur's walls, that wall was an obstacle, an inanimate obstacle to be taken down and destroyed. The pulse cannon was a tool, like a team of men wielding stone axes or wooden digging sticks. To kill a man in his sleep with such a weapon, however, nay … that kind of killing lay ugly on his palate. 
 
   So where was Mikhail? He watched the skies, but saw no sign of a dark-winged shadow silhouetted against the dawn. Where were the gunships that were supposed to provide cover fire for his Sata'anic friends? Both vessels had simply disappeared.
 
   An explosion sounded from the south gate. With or without a gunship, the lizard people were launching their offensive. Soon, his people would submit to Sata'anic rule … or die. If they submitted, they would learn to read and increase their crops. If they submitted, they would receive medicine which would wipe out disease. If they submitted, Ubaid women would submit to their husbands, and support them wholeheartedly, instead of spurning them on a whim.
 
   The compulsion Lucifer had laid upon his mind whispered to him and taunted his self-delusion.
 
   'Go smite those who have done you wrong, chol beag…'
 
   Bitter memories rang sour in Jamin's ears, echoing until they drowned out the sound of pulse rifles being fired at the Assurians from the south gate of the village.
 
   'What is the sentence of the tribunal?' 
 
   'Permanent banishment.'
 
   'Banishment.'
 
   'Banishment.'
 
   He covered his ears and ran until the voices stopped tormenting him, the voices from his past which reminded him of his sins. He blinked and realized where he stood. The widow-sisters house smelled lightly of fermenting beer, but there was yet no scent of baking bread due to the attack upon their village.
 
   He stared at the door, an old, tired door, worn from too much use just like the two old women who lived behind it. He looked for Shahla's ghost, but she had not returned since the day he had spared Qishtea a death-blow. Where was she, this girlfriend he had spurned? And oh, how much he wished to see her again so he could remind himself that he had brought his fate down upon himself!
 
   He turned to leave, but the voices started up again, the voices which tormented his mind.
 
    “What is the sentence of the tribunal?” 
 
   “Banishment. Banishment. Banishment…"
 
   "Get out of my head!" Jamin shouted at the Devourer of Children.
 
   'If you truly wish to rule this world, you must make your enemy suffer...'
 
   He turned to leave, but as he did, he stared at his own hand, but it was no longer his hand, but the hand of an all-powerful god.
 
   Entire worlds sprang from the primordial goo with a twist of his hand, endless stars and the universes which birthed them, planets, oceans, animals and people. He showed him what it felt like to create two species and pit them against one another just to see which one would be the victor. He showed him species he'd shaped exclusively to hunt, for the hunt amused him, and others he'd shaped as prey. Entire universes grew, but he hungered for more until the building blocks had been consumed. He ate the galaxies. He ate the stars. He ate the planets. And he ate the creatures he had created to give him an endless supply of food. 
 
   Oh, gods he was hungry! But he knew not what he hungered for!
 
   He slipped his hand into his pocket and came once more upon his mother's treasure box, a small box, a black box, cool to the touch and reassuring. He slipped it out of his pocket to study the peculiar symbols carved into it which even the Sata'anic tek-no-lo-gee had been unable to translate. Something niggled at his subconscious. Something his mother had wanted him to always remember. He opened the lid and took out the small white feather which he'd placed there to remind him of his dreams.
 
   'It is you. The man within my dreams…'
 
   He remembered the promise he had made to the voice in the desert, the price he'd agreed to pay to right the wrong he'd inflicted upon Shahla and her baby. He looked up and saw that Shahla had appeared before the door, her rag doll in her hands, but there was no reproach in her eyes. She was simply here to remind him that he owed her a debt. Tears welled in Jamin's eyes, for she had not abandoned him after all.
 
   "I shall tell them," he said. For he knew in his bones that Gita was coming, and when she did, she would bring with her evidence to exonerate Shahla of her crime.
 
   He shut the box, and then he flipped it upside down to press upon the small, carved symbols in the sequence his mother had made him memorize, an elaborate sequence he hadn't remembered until now. A tiny drawer popped out of the side. Inside the drawer was a magnificent golden talisman he knew to be a key, ornately carved, held upon a lengthy golden chain.
 
   It was that key he held in his hand when he opened the door and slipped inside the house owned by the lead member of the Tribunal. Not his pulse rifle. And not his knife. But the key, held before him like an offering to She-who-is. He held the key because he understood it held the salvation of his people.
 
   He never saw the spear.
 
   Pain tore through his belly.
 
   Jamin screamed.
 
   He yanked out his pulse rifle and fired before he saw who'd killed him. With a withered cry, Zhila slid to the ground, a great, gaping hole burned into her chest, dead before she hit the floor.
 
   Yalda cried out and clutched her own chest as though she had felt her sister's death-wound.
 
   Jamin gripped the threshold as he held out the key. Blood spilled forth from his lips as he whispered the words the widow-sisters needed to know.
 
   "Bring Mikhail to the temple of Ki," Jamin said. "When the two emperor's meet, they shall both know what to do with this."
 
   The room turned blurry. When he woke up again, he still lay upon the threshold, Zhila's spear buried in his gut. He laughed with the irony as he recognized the spear which had killed him was the very same spear Zhila had kept above her mantle for 54 years, the one Mikhail had used at the harvest festival to beat him, the spear she had used to catch her husband's eye. From the blood which poured forth from his lips, he knew he would not be alive for long.
 
   'It is you. The man within my dreams…'
 
    He did not wish to die within this village, to have his body desecrated before it was brought before his father. There was no deed he could ever perform to wipe the sin from his spirit, for he was evil and he knew it. But outside the gate lay the one man who could understand him, the one man who could accept him, the one man into whose arms he wished to die.
 
   With a strangled cry, he pulled the spear from his gut and used it as a staff to heave himself up off the floor. His intestines spilled forth like a great, bluish-grey serpent, but he held them inwards, only will alone forcing him to move. The world spun, but the compulsion to get back to the man he had made love to after the Devourer of Children had left his vessel grew overwhelming, the angry young prince who'd made him realize that all the power in the universe meant nothing if you never knew what it felt like to be loved.
 
   He picked up his treasure box and tucked it back into his pocket, but he left the key, for he knew no matter what happened, he must never allow that key to fall into the Devourer of Children's hands. He glanced at Yalda lying upon the floor, panting as though it had been her he'd shot instead of her sister.
 
   "I am sorry," Jamin whispered. Blood dripped down his chin. "Tell Mikhail his wife is still alive, but he'd better hurry, for Moloch intends to use his child as his next vessel."
 
   He dragged his sorry ass out into the alley, out into the street and down the hill towards the north gate of the village. It was a desperate bid, a futile chance to escape a village being crushed beneath the forces that he had brought to bear, but he had to get out of here, get back to the one man who could understand him. He used the spear that had killed him as a crutch as he made his way back down to the place where Lucifer had dropped him off. He laughed when he reached it at the irony that Lucifer had dropped him off on top of Merariy's roof.
 
   He didn't realize he'd fallen until it occurred to him he somehow stared up at the rising sun. He wasn't going to make it. After all of this, he, the Chief's son, would die alone.
 
   He stared up at the bright blue sky, but beyond it, he thought he could see the stars. 
 
   'Can you see me?' Lucifer had asked him. 'Can you look into my eyes and see my soul?'
 
   "Yes," Jamin whispered. "I can see you, Morning Star."
 
   Cold, blue lips whispered in his ear, the goddesses' voice frantic as she pleaded with him to save her son.
 
   'Tell him. Tell him. Please tell him what you feel…'
 
   His wrist beeped. He remembered that the timepiece could also be used to communicate. He pressed the button and lifted it to his mouth.
 
   “Lucifer,” he groaned. 
 
   Nobody answered him, for Lucifer was not in residence in his body right now. Only the Devourer of Children. 
 
   He pushed the button again and panted into the receiver. 
 
   "Lucifer. I've been hit, bad. I don't think I'm going to make it."
 
   There was no sound but static, for he didn't expect the other creature, the one which used Lucifer as a vessel, to come and heal him a second time. He knew the price to be paid for such a favor, and while he couldn't remember the thirteen women he had savaged, he knew that he had raped them, and he had no stomach to do so a second time.
 
   The stars grew brighter, and beyond it he could see a tree. Beneath that tree, he could see Shahla, reunited with her baby. His mother joined her, holding his baby sister, and then a dark-winged female Angelic stepped forward to whisper something into his ear.
 
   "Yes," he said to her. "I will tell him."
 
   He lifted the communication device to his mouth, panting to remain conscious just long enough to utter the words.
 
   “Lucifer … my love,” Jamin whispered, picturing with all his heart the silver-eyed prince he had made love to in the dark. “I will wait for you, just but on the other side….”
 
   His arm slipped downwards as he lay staring up into the stars.
 
   For tens of thousands of years, his people had painted symbols of winged men carrying his kind into the dreamtime upon the bodies of the dead. Jamin smiled as he dreamt of being picked up and carried, murmuring Lucifer’s name and telling him that he loved him. As his spirit stretched towards the dreamtime, he heard a song. A beautiful song. So beautiful and joyous it felt as though his heart would burst with joy.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Mikhail
 
   Something was wrong.
 
   Puking up water, Mikhail sputtered sand out of his mouth and gasped for breath as the dream about hunting faded from his mind. Adrenaline raced through his body, forcing him awake. He clawed his body to his hands and knees.
 
   Ninsianna? He thought of her as she'd tried to teach him, but he sensed nothing. He had never sensed anything, even though he loved her dearly.
 
   The sensation hit him a second time, only this time it felt as though something burned into his chest. He fell backwards, his wings flailing as he recognized the echo of someone else's death-wound.
 
   Pareesa? He thought of his little fairy, but although he sensed she fought in a battle, the source of his distress did not seem to come from her. If it wasn’t Pareesa…
 
   This time, the sensation squeezed his heart and made it hard to breathe.
 
   He clamored to his feet and shook the water from his wings. His friends were in trouble, and it was up to him to save them.
 
   Leaping clumsily into the air, he pounded his wings until the soggy appendages got him airborne.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Gita
 
   That strange certainty which had urged Gita to hurry now whispered she should take a little diversion. For a few moments that message conflicted with the dark gift which simply wanted her to bathe in the blood of their enemies, but then the dark urge released its hold. She veered off their path to leap into a gully which headed towards the river.
 
   "Where are you going?" Dadbeh hissed at her.
 
   "There," Gita pointed. "Can't you see it? That is where the lizard demons set down their sky canoe after Mikhail shot it down."
 
   Dadbeh stared first at the multiple columns of thick, black smoke which poured from the village built upon a hill, and then to the small, unimpressive column of white which appeared to be little more than a mirage upon a hot summer day.
 
   "How can you know this?" Dadbeh asked.
 
   Gita looked right through him, this man who had pulled her from the river when she would have rather died. She crept forward without him, the knife the Uruk had stolen from the Kemet traders held before her, thankful the thick Kemet robe protected her tender knees from the jagged rocks. A small group of lizard demons lumbered around a squat, grey sky canoe which sat upon the ground like a great, hulking tortoise. She had seen the accursed sky canoe fly overhead the day they had cut down Mikhail, but it had been nighttime then, while now the sun had crept above the horizon. The infernal war chariot seemed even more terrifying in the light.
 
   Dadbeh crept up beside her on his belly, his curses mere whispers as the rocks dug into his flesh. They marveled in silence at its strange sheen and the sharp angled objects which protruded from the war chariot like the arms, the legs, the mandibles and the antennae of a dung-beetle.
 
   "Are you thinking of stealing it?" Dadbeh asked.
 
   "What would I do with it?" Gita said. "I don't know how to make it fly."
 
   Dadbeh searched for some weakness they could turn to their advantage, but there wasn't any. Their numbers were too few, and even if they somehow got inside, they didn't know how to shut the door, much less make the sky canoe ascend back into the heavens.
 
   "So why did you bring us here?" Dadbeh asked.
 
   Gita studied the way the men huddled around a part of the sky canoe which spewed some type of gassy substance which stank like something, but she could not place the odor for comparison. The war chariot was wounded, but by the way the men focused on its repair like a hive of ants repairing an anthill which had been kicked over by a naughty boy, it would not remain out of commission for long.
 
   "We have to make sure that sky canoe stays broken," Gita said.
 
   "How?"
 
   "I don't know," Gita said. She studied the enormous, fat barrel which protruded out the other side, an identical twin to the one they tended to. She pointed to it.
 
   "Maybe if we injured the other one?"
 
   "How? I count at least seven men."
 
   She watched the lizard men pick up a large, flat grey plate off the ground and press it onto the side of the sky canoe. She had seen the dead lizards which had fallen around Mikhail, but this was the first time she had seen one alive, standing, walking around and barking orders like they were humans. Gita swallowed. They seemed a lot bigger now than they had when they'd lain dead around the bonfire. Two of the creatures stepped forward and, with a small, slender poking stick, pressed against the flat grey platter until at last it remained on the side of the sky canoe. The sky canoe, it seemed, was healed.
 
   Gita scrutinized what they had just done. When she had crawled into Mikhail's sky canoe, one of the great auroch-sized beasts had its belly all ripped apart, its entrails laid out upon the floor. If this was just such a beast, could it not be disemboweled like a living creature, have its throat slit or be led for slaughter?
 
   One of the lizard men turned and wiped off a slender poking stick with a rag. Gita crawled closer, studying the implement in his hand. It had a handle made of some kind of polished antler, fitted perfectly with a long, slender little stabbing knife. 
 
   Little trills of knowing rippled up and down Gita's spine. 
 
   "There!" she whispered excitedly at Dadbeh.
 
   She reached into her satchel and pulled out the implement the old God of War had instructed her to take from Mikhail's sky canoe, the one she just instinctively knew was called scriúire. 
 
   Dadbeh glanced at the screwdriver, and then at implement in the lizard demon's hand. His mismatched eyes lit up with the same devious plan that, no doubt, that she had just concocted.
 
   "What can be repaired," Dadbeh said.
 
   "Can be broken again," Gita said.
 
   Dadbeh grinned. It was the first real smile she'd seen him give since the day Shahla had been killed.
 
   The lizard men raced around the sky canoe, picking up bits and pieces of items they had hauled out to make their repairs. 
 
   "How do we get close enough to use it?" Dadbeh asked. "You and I, we are probably the two slightest warriors in Assur. Both of us are skilled, but at some point you need strength, and strength is something neither one of us has ever possessed in great abundance."
 
   That dark gift, the one which whispered to watch for weaknesses until she could strike a death-blow, whispered it was not the recently healed beast they needed to strike at, but it's unwounded twin.
 
   "Follow me," Gita said. She grabbed Dadbeh by the arm and they crawled along the scrub brush and rocks until they reached the opposite side of the sky canoe. While the lizard men did not all stand here, neither had they left it completely unattended.
 
   "Wait here," Gita said. "I shall wield this weapon to smite their sky canoe, but if they walk upon me, I shall rely on you to place an arrow in their hearts."
 
   Dadbeh's face was solemn as he pulled several arrows from his quiver and lay them out in front of him so he could shoot them rapid fire. Neither of them questioned that she should be the one to go. Dadbeh was stealthy, but only Gita had a gift for fading, unnoticed, into the shadows.
 
   Gita stripped off her brightly colored Kemet robe and rubbed the ochre-colored dirt into her face, arms, legs and torso. Dadbeh averted his eyes. While nakedness was not frowned upon amongst the Ubaid, being hideously scrawny, with flat breasts and now an enormous scar above her heart had to be displeasing for him to gaze upon. She whispered the words of one of the prayers she had made up as a little girl to hide. 
 
   'Stick to the shadows, avoid the day, three more steps and then hide where it's grey."
 
   The lizards did not walk as if they patrolled the gates of Assur, but if she cleared her mind, she could detect an order to their movement, an order centered around getting their implements back into the sky canoe. She waited until the right moment, and then stood up and walked right past a lizard who had just turned around so closely she could have touched its tail.
 
   The moment she reached the edge of the sky canoe, she crouched beneath it, that dark gift which simply knew things warning her that one of the men was about to turn. She pressed her slender body into the rocks. The lizard demon did turn and walked to stand right in front of her. Her stomach lurched and threatened to expel the uncooked barley she'd chewed on earlier, for they'd had no time to cook a porridge.
 
   The lizard man bent and picked something up off the ground. Gita's heart pounded in her ears as the creature glanced beneath the sky canoe, directly at where she lay.
 
   'Dirt and rocks, dirt and rocks, there's nothing here but dirt and rocks...'
 
   Intelligent gold-green eyes stared right at her, their irises vertical like a cat's and not round like a human's eyes should be. Gita held her breath, silently screaming the chant in her own mind that she was nothing but dirts and rocks. The lizard man stood up and tucked the object he'd bent for into a pocket in his breeches.
 
   The lizard demon strode away. Gita pressed her face into the rocks and vomited, her queasy stomach unable to handle any more. Still filled with the dry heaves, she glanced across the clearing and met Dadbeh's mismatched eyes. An arrow was strung in his bow, the sinew stretched back all the way back to his cheek as he'd aimed the arrow at the creature's heart and not let it fly because he understood this mission could only be accomplished by stealth.
 
   Gita wiped the expelled grains from her lips, and then scrambled out from under the sky canoe, not quite certain what she should do. She held out the slender scriúire as if it was a knife. The lizard men had put their screwdriver into tiny holes drilled into the big, flat plate that was similar, only a darker color, to the shiny silver plates that had been removed within Mikhail's sky canoe.
 
   The holes and the scriúire were approximately the same size. A thought whispered into her mind. She manipulated it until she figured out that it melded perfectly into a symmetrical, cross-shaped hole sunk deep into the wall. She twisted it counter-clockwise until at last the thing came free. Working quickly, she freed several more until the metal plate began to wobble.
 
   The beast hummed, and then flames shot out of its back. Gita yelped and landed flat on her backside, staring up at the fire breathing monster. It glowered at her with an angry, red flame, but it did not move closer or attempt to smite her, at least not so long as she was not foolish enough to stand behind the place where the flame shot out. The fire remained contained as if it was in some kind of oven. So it was not a beast? But rather some kind of talisman?
 
   Dadbeh rushed up to stand beside her.
 
   "They all just went inside and shut the door," Dadbeh said. "I think this thing is about to leave."
 
   "Help me," Gita tugged at the enormous flat plate. "I think its ready to fall off."
 
   She twisted off the last few fasteners. The plate proved to be far heavier than either of them had expected and it clattered to the ground, nearly landing on Dadbeh's foot.
 
   "Aiyah!" Dadbeh yelped. "Watch it, sister! You almost took off my toes!"
 
   "Sorry," Gita muttered. 
 
   Within the beast's belly lay an entanglement of colorful worms and spiderwebs, and a big, fat reed with a bright, pink substance flowing through it that then mixed in a stomach with a green substance which then flowed into the oven which burned the flame. In this respect, it reminded her of the smote aurochs in Mikhail's sky canoe. Gita reached to touch the reeds and was surprised to discover the green one was cold, while the pink one was red but not hot.
 
   "Here," Gita said. "I think we are supposed to smite the monster here."
 
   She used the screwdriver to stab at the reed carrying the pink substance until it squirted a foul, oily liquid onto them. Dadbeh used his blade to stab the green one until it hissed with steam like an overflowing cook pot. When the fire in the oven began to sputter, Gita hooked her knife under the colorful spider webs and ripped them out, tearing every one she could.
 
   "That should do it," Gita said, but Dadbeh could not hear her for the roar of the fire-breathing monster had grown so disruptive that it hurt her ears and made her almost want to faint. The beast was angry, and she feared it might retaliate.
 
   She clutched her tiny scriúire and scurried back to the place where Dadbeh had hid only a few moments before. As she'd hoped, the fire-breathing monster coughed, and then all of a sudden the fires ceased.
 
   "Come," Dadbeh tugged her arm. "We must leave this place immediately. They will know it is sabotauge."
 
   Gita grabbed her robe and makeshift spear. They ducked back down into shallow stream bed and hurried back towards the south gate of the village. Their antics wouldn't hold the invaders for long, but it would buy the Assurians time, time for Mikhail to fly back here and tell them what to do.
 
   She closed her eyes and pictured Mikhail, the way she'd been able to feel him ever since the day she had healed him. He was on his way back. He was wounded. He was frantic. And something had him very, very worried.
 
   "Let's sneak inside the village," Dadbeh said. "Maybe we can be of help?"
 
   Gita nodded. That part of her which was angry the village had turned against her was silenced by the tiny whisper that here, here she could be close to Mikhail. The latter voice won. She fortified that sentiment with the scant breadcrumbs of kindness she had received over the years. Siamek had created a distraction for her to escape. Pareesa had stood up for her. The widow-sisters had not immediately found her guilty, but made excuses to buy her time, and before this had happened they had allowed her to work for bread. She would not fight for Assur, but she would fight for Mikhail, for Pareeesa, for Yalda and Zhila, and for the mild-mannered warrior who had pulled her from the river.
 
   They expected to be challenged as they walked across the flat ochre plain outside the outer walls, but nobody manned the south gate; not the lizard demons and certainly not any humans. The enormous outer gate lay in splinters, and the wall within was pockmarked with enormous holes. In the alley lay seven or eight creatures, all terribly burned, and one of them was still alive.
 
   Gita stared down at the dead without mercy. She pulled out the knife she had taken from the Uruk, bent down to the surviving creature which groaned as it stared at her through it's one remaining eye, and hissed through it's boar-like tusks in Kemet.
 
   "What did it say?" she asked Dadbeh, not certain she had heard it right.
 
   "It begged for you to put it out of its misery," Dadbeh said.
 
   Gita stared at the strange patterns the soot made down the mud-brick walls. What had happened here? And had this been a Sata'anic weapon? Or had her uncle drawn upon some source of magic more terrible, even, than that his warrior-shaman father had possessed? This was Immanu's doing, she suspected. The lizard demons were not so stupid as to sacrifice their own men.
 
   "I shall grant you your death," Gita said using the few words of Kemet she knew. "But know that Mikhail will defeat you."
 
   She shoved her knife into the creature's jugular, and as she did, that great, dark hunger which forever clamored to be fed grew stronger and pushed aside the newer, more reasoned voice of the God of War who protected Mikhail. She stripped off her robe and painted her body with with the blood of her enemy, and then she plastered it with dirt and soot until she blended in with Assur's walls.
 
   Dadbeh pulled the firestick from a dead blue-man's hand while Gita grabbed a dropped knife which was far finer than the stone blade seized from the Uruk. To their right, they could hear the battle rage. The enemy had seized the outermost ring, but there were two more gates to get through before they seized the heart of the village. Dadbeh pointed the firestick in a way she had seen Mikhail do many times, but Dadbeh could not get the weapon's magic to work.
 
   "Goatshit," Dadbeh cursed.
 
   "Here's a better knife," Gita said. She peeped her head around the alleyway into the street beyond. "I count maybe threescore enemy? It is not so many as we held off at the great battle which cost us so many men." 
 
   "Come then," Dadbeh said. "Your gift is stealth, while mine is cunning. Perhaps we might smite a few of them from the rear?"
 
   They crept out cautiously into the street, past more bodies of the dead, until they reached the place where the outermost ring provided an opportunity to ascend into the second ring. Pig-men, blue-men, and lizard demons all fired pulse rifles at the Assurians who shot arrows and hurled spears at them from above.
 
   And every single one of those enemies had their backs turned to them...
 
   Dadbeh's mismatched eyes turned almost murderous as he gazed upon the creatures that had taken Shahla's body. Although he was a slender man, lack of bravery had never been one of his faults. He crept up behind a blue man who had swaggered to the rear of the line, an Assurian arrow sticking out of his shoulder, and stabbed the creature straight through the heart. The sound of firesticks and the screams of men on both sides of the battle drowned out the blue man's death cry.
 
   Gita crept up closer to her enemy, welcoming that dark gift, the one which hungered for the dead. At the back of the enemy line, one of the lizard-men kneeled and paused to shove one of the little square boxes they all wore strapped across their chests into his firestick. Gita crept closer, determined to learn the weapon's secrets.
 
   'I'm invisible, I'm invisible, I'm invisible,' she chanted to herself.
 
   She waited until she saw how the little cartridge fit into the firestick, and then reached from behind to muffle his scream as she shoved her knife deep into the lizard demon's jugular, grabbing both the pulse rifle, and the cartridge, as he fell. 
 
   "Help me drag these bodies out of sight," Gita said. "We must gather these small, square objects the dead carry on the belt across their chests and hips, and any other object we find that we might not understand, but Mikhail will."
 
   Dadbeh stared up at the sky. "Where is he?"
 
   "He'll be here," Gita said. She clenched her knife in her fist, and began creeping forward to slit the next enemy throat. She could sense Mikhail was about to drop out of the sky. The last thing she wanted, after all she’d done to save his life, was to watch him get shot in the back by enormous pigs.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   February: 3,389 BC 
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Pareesa
 
   Pareesa took aim at the wooden implements which made up the second barricade. The carts, broken fence pegs torn out of the goat pens, tables and chairs and reed-woven sleeping pallets, had all caught fire, and it was the fire itself now, not the fragile barricade, which kept the lizard demons apart from the ordinary villagers who had lined up to fight them. Already the fire had begun to grow thin and die. Any moment now, the lizard demons would break through and overrun the villagers poised with spears and atlatls. Her Mama and her Papa looked so small and frail, mere human bodies, built of flesh and blood, so easily injured or killed. 
 
   She glanced up at the sky, wishing fervently that Mikhail was here.
 
   "Is he still alive?" Pareesa spoke into the air. "Or has he journeyed into the Hall of Heroes?"
 
   The whisper of the wind reminded her of the way her Mama tussled her hair when she told her not to bother her. There was reassurance in that answer, a resounding sensation of, 'yes, now please go away because I am busy.'  
 
   Pareesa prayed the lizard demons would expend the last of their magic so when they met the Assurians, they would be forced to fight hand to hand instead of spear to firestick. Several small, black balls came flying over the barricade and landed at the foot on their side. The balls exploded. Bits of flaming wood and splinters shot into the air.
 
   “Archers, ready your arrows!” the Chief shouted. "The demons are about to break through!”
 
   Pareesa pulled her bowstring back to her cheek, mindful with her aim as she'd begun to grow low on arrows. The first of the enemies stepped through. Pareesa loosened her fingers half a heartbeat before the Chief gave the order.
 
    “Let them fly!” the Chief shouted.
 
   Pareesa's arrow slammed into a boar-man's chest. All around her, other bowstrings twanged as arrows flew loose from their sinews. Explosions of blue lightning landed all around them as the enemy fired back at them with their firesticks. 
 
   *Whoomp*
 
   A big, fat fire-arrow shot past the shattered barricade and slammed into the mud-brick wall of the house next to her. The roof beneath her trembled as though in fear.
 
   Men screamed.
 
   Pareesa watched in horror as the adjacent wall collapsed. The men screamed as they fell into a hole filled with rubble and fire. There was nothing she could do to help them. She tried not to weep as she heard a human death-scream lead to silence.
 
   "Here they come!" somebody shouted.
 
   The enemy flooded through the fiery barricade like a swarm of angry bees. 
 
   *Whoomp*
 
   Pareesa slammed face-down on the roof as another big, fat arrow slammed into the wall of the house she crouched upon. The wall crumbled. The roof began to collapse inwards. Pareesa clung to it, shrieking, as a blue bolt of lightning landed precariously close to her back.
 
   A strong, brown hand reached down and pulled her up to safety…
 
   "Thanks," Pareesa gasped at Siamek.
 
   Siamek pointed at the villagers who'd rushed forward to chuck their spears.
 
   "Your Mama wouldn't let them shoot you," Siamek said. "It was she who first threw her atlatl."
 
   Siamek crept away, leaving her in numb silence to contemplate the magnitude of his words, off to give the next person orders.
 
   Pareesa glanced down, not certain what to do. Her arrows had been lost when she had dangled from the roof. The archers who hadn't been killed scrambled to the nearest adjacent rooftop, but like her, many of them had lost their arrows in the fall. Beneath them, the brave villagers let fly their spears, the people who were supposed to wait until the lizard demon's firesticks ran out of magic. 
 
   And she, stupid girl, had lost her arrows to protect them!
 
   The lizard demons moved forward in well-ordered lines, blasting the Assurians with so much lightning that few amongst them could take an accurate shot. Screams of agony assaulted her ears as the villagers beneath them were killed. Unlike the archers, the spearmen had no walls to hide behind except for their own flesh and blood.
 
   Someone shoved an arrow into Pareesa's hand.
 
   "Here. You're a better shot than me."
 
   Pareesa strung her bow. She took aim through tear-blinded eyes, unable to see where she was supposed to shoot. Where was Mama? Papa wouldn't leave her to die, would he? She spied Mama's blue shawl amongst the fallen.
 
   "Lay still, Mama," Pareesa whispered. "Lay still, please, because Mikhail said the lizard demons will not kill a prisoner who surrenders."
 
   Mama did not move. Was it because she was smart, or dead? She had no time to contemplate the question because the enemy resumed their barrage of lightning at the walls where the archers had taken up a new defensive position.
 
   A lizard demon lumbered forward with the fat tube which shot the flaming fire-arrow that exploded. He kneeled, ironically, right next to her mother. Pareesa took aim. With a whispered prayer for true aim, she shot the man, determined to give her Mama a chance to live.
 
   The demon fell, but not before he fired off another big fat arrow. With a whoomp sound, the fat fire-arrow went awry and struck a building harmlessly out of their way.
 
   "Pareesa … here!" somebody shouted.
 
   A quiver of arrows landed next to her leg.
 
   She glanced over just in time to see Ebad toss a second quiver of arrows to the young woman who had given -her- last remaining arrow, and then he disappeared back down the ladder. 
 
   "Thanks," Pareesa shouted.
 
   The arrows were blood-stained, recently used. Ebad must have led crept up behind the enemy and picked up the arrows that had already been used once today.
 
   With grim determination, Pareesa straightened the crumpled fletching and restrung her bow, determined to keep the lizard demons back. All around her, the other archers did the same.
 
   "Shoot them!" Pareesa shouted. 
 
   Their shots were much more erratic as the damaged arrows flew with less than pristine precision. The only consolation was that the lizard demons appeared to be much more judicious in their shots. Was it because they now understood where to hit them where it hurt? Or were their firesticks running low on magic as they hoped?
 
   “Retreat!" the Chief shouted from somewhere behind them. A final volley provided cover while one by one the archers climbed down off the roofs, back into the third ring which sat just beneath the central square where stood the temple of She-who-is. As with the last gateway, a barricade had been erected to slow the lizard demon's ascent, but this wall was less formidable for them to shove out of the way. It did, however, provide another chance to funnel the enemy into another narrow alley.
 
   Pareesa lined up on the ground with the other archers behind the third and final barricade. Old Behnam ran forward with a firepot, his arm in a sling, but he wore a grin upon his face like a ghoul who'd just spied a soul to steal. 
 
   "We held them off long enough for Immanu to prepare the second potion ready!" Behnam said. "She-who-is has declared an auspicious outcome if you take the shot, or so Immanu says."
 
   "Where am I supposed to aim?" Pareesa asked.
 
   Behnam pointed at the barricade.
 
   "See that cloth rag which is tied to the table-leg just off-center at the base?" Behnam said. "Look closely. Do you see that basket?"
 
   Pareesa squinted, and then she saw it.
 
   "I see it."
 
   "Hit that," Behnam said. "Mikhail promised Immanu this potion would surpass even the napalm."
 
   Behnam handed her a fresh bracer of arrows, these ones perfect and straight, their shafts already wrapped with strips of pitch-soaked linen. Behnam placed the firepot on the ground in front of her, and then scurried off, no doubt to bring into the play whatever other magic Immanu had learned from Mikhail.
 
   The chants of the lizard demons grew louder, more offensive, the sound of an invading army certain in its own victory. They had beaten them. They had beaten them badly in the second ring. But even without Mikhail here, what he had taught them had enabled them to fend off the attack far longer than they otherwise could.
 
   Pareesa dipped the arrow in the firepot and strung it onto her bow.
 
   The arrow flamed precariously close to the handle of the curious curved bow that Mikhail had had built just for her. Her arm began to tremble from the tension of holding the shot ready, and her own tears blurred her vision of the place she needed to hit. 
 
   'Akuma o seifuku suru tame ni, watashi wa anata no tsuyo kasu,' Pareesa whispered the Cherubim prayer, praying that her aim would not fail her.
 
   The lizard demons began to tear down the slender barricade. She waited until they had almost broken through.
 
   "Now!" Pareesa shouted.
 
   She let fly her arrow and held her breath for the ridiculously long moment as she waited to see if her aim would be true.
 
   With a 'bang' unlike anything she had ever seen before, the barricade blew up, taking with it anyone standing upon it or close to it, not so very differently from the way the sky canoes had taken out Immanu's house. The walls of the houses on either side of the alleyway collapsed, creating a barrier of mud-bricks and cutting off the only means of egress from this ring of the village. 
 
   "Whoo!" the elated Assurians shouted at their first use of the magical potion which Mikhail called gunpowder. 
 
   Nobody but Immanu knew the exact ingredients, but Pareesa suspected from the odd 'errands' he'd sent her little brother on, that spell included an extract of dried, filtered bat poo, brimstone from a volcano, and twice-burned wood ash.
 
   She picked up her spear and prepared to fight hand to hand. This was the last ring of the village where they could make their stand, far more defensible than the other rings due to its single point of ingress and egress, but if they didn't cut down their numbers here, there was nowhere left to go but the temple of She-who-is. If the lizard demons stole their grain, this time of year when every villagers personal pantry had grown empty of grain and all depended upon the vermin-free sanctuary of the temple to keep their food, the Assurians would starve to death, just as had been done to Nineveh.
 
   The conflagration from the gunpowder began to die down. She could see that some of the enemy lay dead upon the ground, but the demons were bigger and tougher than they were, and it appeared their clothing afforded them some measure of protection. Little by little, the invaders tore down what was left of the third barricade. 
 
   Somebody touched her shoulder and she jumped.
 
   "Ebad?"
 
   "Siamek said we should fight together," Ebad said. "Everybody knows we fight better as a team."
 
   The potter's son reached out and brushed back a strand of hair that had fallen into her mouth. On either side of him stood Ipquidad, Yaggitt, and the other members of her B-team.
 
   "What about the final preparations?" Pareesa asked.
 
   "It is done," Ebad said. "Either we shall kill them before they get there, or they shall kill us, in which case it will no longer matter."
 
   Pareesa glanced at the barricade as the first of the lizard demons broke through. She clutched her spear, readying to throw it, and checked her hip to make sure her sword was ready to be drawn. One spear throw, and then it would be hand-to-hand. She glanced at Ebad's hip, and was heartened to see that he had been granted one of their swords.
 
   "We fight together," Pareesa said. "And we die together as a team."
 
   With an ululating war cry, she hurled her spear at the first enemy to come through the barricade and then, drawing her sword, rushed headlong into the battle.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Galactic Standard Date: 152,324.02
 
   Earth: Just outside Assur
 
   Special Agent Eligor
 
    
 
   Eligor
 
   Eligor shoved his screwdriver into the melted carburetor, searching for something, anything he could jury-rig to make the engine work again. Fuck! They needed to fly back to the Prince of Tyre to make repairs! Not play toy soldiers using Shay'tan's armies as chess pieces!
 
   Zepar came up behind him, all facsimile of his usual bland expression cast aside. His unremarkable blue eyes had turned icy with anger, and his wings flared ominously like a raptor diving for the kill.
 
   "When will the starboard engine be back in commission, Eligor?" Zepar snarled. "The Master wants to participate in the taking of this village."
 
   Eligor gave the dirty-winged Angelic a deliberately bland look, the kind he knew only made him madder. The way Lucifer's obsequious Chief of Staff looked right now, going back into the village was the last thing Zepar wanted to do. 
 
   "There will be no repairs until we get back to the Prince of Tyre," Eligor stated flatly. He filled his mind with an image of the ship dropping out of the sky and the splatter that would ensue as he spoke to accentuate the message. "We'll be lucky if we can get this ship to break the planet's gravitational field."
 
   "I shall tell the Master that you have been unable to fix his war chariot," Zepar said sarcastically. "He is most insistent we fly into the village and provide cover fire for his … friend." The last word was spoken as though he spit.
 
   Zepar stormed back into the ship, flanked by the two cold-eyed goons. A moment later, Lucifer himself came out, his white wings flared softly behind him like a regnant's cape, his expression anxious, the way he had appeared the day the Cherubim had shown up to arrest him for the death of General Kunopegos' wife.
 
   Eligor focused on piecing together what he could. It was a convenient cover for his real impression at the fucked-up mess that service to the Prime Minister had become.
 
   "Eligor?" Lucifer asked.
 
   "Yes, Sir?" Eligor said, not glancing up from his repairs.
 
   "Isn't there something you can do?"
 
   His voice had a peculiar edge to it, not his usual anger or arrogance. Eligor paused. There was a hint of the good twin in that voice, the version Eligor kept hoping would regain control. For some reason Lucifer kept holding his stomach as though he was in pain.
 
   "Sir," Eligor said. "Perhaps if I show you, you will understand?"
 
   He pointed to the spot where someone, and he suspected he knew who that someone was, had taken a shot dead-aim at the place where the hydrogen and helium were mixed to power the engine. 
 
   "Look at it, Sir," Eligor said. "It's been melted. Without the proper part, there's just no way to get the fuel into the engine. Once we get back to the Prince of Tyre, I can fabricate a replacement so we can maneuver, but until then…" Eligor pointed once more to the melted engine. "If you have a way to heal that damage, Sir, please do so and I will fly this ship right into the war zone for you. But without it? We'll be an easy target, even for a human throwing a spear."
 
   He felt Lucifer probe his mind. This time he did not block the thought.
 
   'Call out your lover, Sir, if that's what has you worried. Let the lizards retake that village for him. If he cares for you, he won't think any less of you if it's the lizards who rout out the troublemakers instead of you.'
 
   Just for a moment, he thought he saw the fire that hid perpetually behind those eerie silver eyes lapse, and then it was back again, twice as strong as it had been before. The good twin wanted his lover to be safe, but the evil twin wanted the black-eyed man to be beholden to him. The little chieftain had somehow created a rallying point to pull the good twin out of his lethargy.
 
   And then there was the matter of his only having given Lucifer 40cc of medicine this morning…
 
   Eligor pushed the thought right out of his mind. Best not let either twin know he'd been fucking around with their dosage.
 
   Lucifer's eyes hardened as the evil twin reasserted full control.
 
   "This man is just a pet," Lucifer said. He waved his hand at the cooked carburetor, signaling him to close it up. "What do I care if he goes and gets himself killed? Bring us back to the ship. And if he lives, I shall go and retrieve him later."
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor said. 
 
   He watched Lucifer's snow-white wings retreat back into the shuttle. Zepar would be ecstatically happy they were leaving. Him, on the other hand? What would he say to the good twin tomorrow morning when he went to give him his daily dose of poison, and when he asked about the black-eyed man, Eligor would have to tell him he'd been killed?
 
   He screwed back on the panel, gathered his tools and went back into the ship to prepare for liftoff.
 
   "Buckle up, Sir," Eligor said. "I anticipate a rough ride back up into the troposphere."
 
   He flipped the switches and nobs to fire up the one, remaining engine. His radio crackled, not the usual channel which was perpetually tuned into the Prince of Tyre, but the other one which contained the chatter of the Sata'anic lizards who used that radio frequency to coordinate their attack upon Assur.
 
   "Lucifer…"
 
   The voice was not Sata'anic, but spoke in broken Galactic Standard. Eligor turned the volume up all the way and signaled the men in the back to shush. The black-eyed man spoke to them a second time.
 
   “Lucifer … I’ve been hit. I don’t think I'm going to make it."
 
   Eligor had seen his comrades die enough times to know when one of his men had bought it. He watched carefully the expression on Lucifer's face. Once before he'd seen that expression of puzzlement, anguish and frantic energy, the day the missing cadet's intern had come up to him and claimed his sister was missing.
 
   “He doesn’t sound so good, Sir,” Eligor said. 
 
   Lucifer's wings rustled with agitation. 
 
   Zepar jabbed a finger at Eligor.
 
   "Get this ship out of here immediately, Special Agent Eligor! Can't you see your incompetence has ruined the Prime Minister's plans?"
 
   "I'm working on it, Sir," Eligor said.
 
   Zepar hovered over Lucifer, attempting to distract him.
 
   "We have to go get him," Lucifer said. His voice had the edginess of the evil twin's voice, but even that version of him had an edge. 
 
   "He is nothing, Master," Zepar tried to reason with him. "He is nothing but a primitive. A pet. A useless nothing. He is too unimportant to risk damaging your vessel any further."
 
   His vessel? Zepar was talking about the shuttle, right? Well a shuttle could be replaced, but not a person.
 
   "Sir?" Eligor said. "Perhaps you could send one of your men into to get him?" He pointed to the two useless goons sitting steely-eyed in their seats, already buckled in for takeoff. "With their pulse rifles, they could get right in and carry him out."
 
   "Nobody is flying into a war zone!" Zepar shrieked at him. "You are paid to fly, Eligor. Not to think!"
 
   "He has a good idea," Lucifer said. He grimaced as he grabbed his belly and pinched between his eyes with his other hand. "Zepar," he said softly. "Help me. I am losing control of my vessel."
 
   Zepar raced back and began fumbling through his briefcase. Lucifer doubled over, as if he had just been stabbed, and moaned.
 
   "Send them in, Sir," Eligor spoke low so only Lucifer could hear. "Send in your guards to carry him out so Doctor Halpas can fix him. What use are bodyguards if you can't trust them to protect the people you love?"
 
   Lucifer's wings trembled like a bird which had just splattered into the windshield of an air-car. The angry young chieftain's voice came over the radio one last time.
 
   "Lucifer," Jamin said. There was a long pause with little more than static, but the channel remained open, and they could hear the angry young chieftain fight to breathe. At last he spoke again. "Lucifer, my love. I will wait for you, just but on the other side."
 
   For so long as he existed, Eligor would be able to pinpoint the exact moment the evil twin faded from Lucifer's eyes and the good twin reasserted control. With a cry of anguish, Lucifer unstrapped his seatbelt and knocked Zepar aside as he came at him with the needle. 
 
   "Lucifer!" Zepar said. "You are a sick man. Let me help you. Let me take away your pain."
 
   "He is dying!!!" Lucifer's voice sounded strangled and frantic. He stumbled for the hatchway like a blind man, more feeling than seeing as he hit the button and threw himself into the air.
 
   "Lucifer!" Zepar screamed after him. "Lucifer! Come back here this instant! What in Hades do you think you are doing?"
 
   He turned on Eligor, and it was then that Eligor saw that it was not unremarkable blue eyes the Chief of Staff possessed, but fiery red eyes that glowed with hatred.
 
   "See what you have done!" Zepar's voice bellowed like the thunder.
 
   Eligor's nostrils flared. He remembered what Shemijaza had told him, the reason he had taken him aside and trained him to deflect others from reading his inner thoughts. He did so now, understanding, at last, the true nature of his enemy.
 
   "Me, Sir?" Eligor stated blandly. He filled his mind with obsequious thoughts and pointed at the two goons still seated at the back. "I told you to send them in to get him, but no! You dragged your feet and tried to convince the Master he did not want what he wanted. That man may only be a pet, but we both know the Master likes his pets, and he will not allow them to be exterminated by some lesser enemy."
 
   "Bah!" Zepar shouted. He pointed at the console. "Lucifer is lost to us. Bring us back to the Prince of Tyre!"
 
   Eligor piloted the ship up off of the ground, and then ignored what Zepar had just said and steered in the direction that Lucifer had just flown.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Galactic Standard Date: 152,324.02
 
   Earth: Just outside Assur
 
   Prime Minister Lucifer
 
    
 
   Lucifer
 
   He wasn't sure where he was. He didn't know where he was flying, exactly. And most of all, he wasn't even certain he was even headed in the right direction. Something clawed at his subconscious and crushed his head so badly it felt as though his brain might explode, but he rammed the migraine aside and fought his way through it as though he were a man drowning in a vat full of wet concrete. All he knew was that the man in the dream was dying, and if he didn't get to him, he would never find his spirit again.
 
   The last words his mother had spoken to him echoed in his brain.
 
   'Lucifer, my love. I will wait for you, just but on the other side…'
 
   How had he known? How had the lover who had come to him in the dream known about his mother, and the last words she had ever spoken to him?
 
   His heart beat faster as he flew. This was a strange planet. With a strange lizard ship squatted off in the distance and a human village that was in the process of being invaded. None of this mattered to him. All that mattered was when he spied a lone, dark shape sprawled upon the ground and his heart rose into his throat.
 
   He descended, trembling from the sky, and prayed he was not too late as he bent down next to his lover.
 
   “Jamin?” Lucifer cried, for although his memory was fuzzy, he remembered the man in his dream's name. 
 
   Never could he recall having seen this much blood. It poured forth from his abdomen like a fountain at a waterpark, and through his clothing he could see the hint of exposed intestine. It was a horrible wound, a gruesome wound, the kind of injury even the best trauma surgeon would be hard pressed to stitch back together and heal. He pulled Jamin into his arms, for he was too late and he knew his lover was dead. 
 
   Sobs wracked his body as he pressed his face into his lover's neck and inhaled his scent, the scent he would know for as long as he existed.
 
   "Jamin!" Lucifer wept, for while their union had been brief, it had been intense. In his mind he sang the song he remembered from the dream, a song of sorrow, a song of everlasting love.
 
   Jamin stirred.
 
   Lucifer hiccoughed and wiped his cheek on his shoulder as his lover's hand trembled and then moved to touch his cheek. His obsidian-black eyes opened, exactly as he remembered them; fathomless eyes which could see straight into his soul.
 
   “Lucifer,” Jamin whispered. His eyes looked beyond him as though he were but a dream.
 
   Lucifer ran his fingers through his black hair, his high cheekbones, his olive skin, and the faint scratchiness of sandpaper on his chin, the beginnings of a beard just like the Emperor had, all living proof that what he had shared with this man had been real. In that dream, this man had made a choice, a choice not to kill him, a choice to spare his life. Now it was his turn to make a choice, but he was not certain what that choice entailed.
 
   "Don't talk, okay?" Lucifer pleaded with him. "Just hang on, and I'll bring you back to my ship.
 
   Even though Jamin was a shorter man than him, he was heavy with muscle. Lucifer staggered to lift him and could not carry his lover into the air. While he was descended from the same genetic stock as Mikhail, because of the Emperor's shipboard breeding program, his wings were too weak to carry anything except his own body weight. They were the wings of a caged bird, kept upon ships for so many generations that the gift of flight had become little more than a pretty convenience. The only thing that hadn’t become diluted was his mother’s compulsion to follow her mate into the grave. 
 
   Lucifer felt his own spirit stretching now alongside Jamin’s as the young man's spirit tried to escape the pain of his injured body. For the first time in his 240 years, Lucifer had found love, and now he was about to lose it.
 
   "Innana!" he screamed at the deity who had dumped him off at the Eternal Emperor's, daring to blaspheme her by using her given name. "Please! Tell me what to do?"
 
   No god answered his prayers, for he had forsaken them all, and they would have no pity on him, not for his life, and certainly not the life of his same-sex lover. He, and who his spirit had bonded to, were an abomination under Alliance law. Even if he hadn't rebelled against his father, the mere fact he had chosen to love another man would have been reason enough to turn the Emperor against him. His lover grew paler, until his breaths were so faint that he feared each breath would be his last.
 
   “Don’t go, mo ghrá,” Lucifer pleaded with Jamin, kissing his lips and caressing his hair. “Please. Stay with me? I need you to stay with me. Okay?”
 
   The street was too narrow for Eligor to land the shuttle, and he was too weak to fly Jamin over the walls. If he couldn’t fly his dying lover to safety, then he would carry him. Wrapping his wings around his body to protect him, Jamin’s lifeblood seeped down his clothes and covered his white wings in blood.
 
   "I thought I saw a second gate over here," Lucifer said as he staggered under the weight. "It wasn't far." 
 
   A high-pitched, feminine voice screamed, “Look!!! It’s the Evil One!”
 
   “Shoot him!!!” a second voice shouted.
 
   A barrage first of rocks, then darts and arrows, hit him in the backs of his wings, making him grunt in pain. Had he carried anyone else, he simply would have dropped the man and flown out of there, but the angry little chieftain, he realized, was more than a lover. Somehow, during their brief lovemaking, they had bonded, and while his DNA had become diluted enough that he could survive without his lifemate, he did not wish to, and for the first time in his life, he understood the compulsion which had driven his mother to abandon him for a father he had never met. So he kept his wings wrapped around his dying lover to protect him from the volley of arrows, and continued to carry him, taking arrows, and more arrows, in his retreating wings which, thankfully, protected his back from a fatal shot.
 
   It was with enormous relief he heard the devil cruiser coast in on one engine to retrieve him. With a roar, it hovered between him and the crowd of retreating villagers armed atlatls, bows and rocks, and rotated the pulse cannon to aim at the wooden gate which blocked his exit down the alley.
 
   Eligor gave the human guards enough time to run before he blasted open the gate in a fiery inferno. Lucifer tried to run, but the best he could do was hurry as his devil cruiser landed and opened up the hatch. Bits and snippets of memory warned him that while he could trust Eligor, the last person he could trust was Zepar. 
 
   All his life he had played at politics, so he understood the nature of sharks devouring a wounded ally. It was not a weeping Lucifer his adversaries must see now, nor even the jaded politician, but the leader who'd stood up in front of a rebellious Parliament and declared his adoptive father a mere ceremonial god.
 
   He staggered in and sat down, his lover cradled on his lap.
 
   "Back to the ship, now!” 
 
   “But, Sire,” Zepar protested. In his hand, he carried a syringe.
 
   “I said NOW!!!” Lucifer shouted. “And if you come near me with that thing, I swear I shall make you eat it."
 
   He turned to Eligor.
 
   "Eligor … call ahead to Doctor Halpas. Tell him we’ve got incoming wounded.”
 
   Eligor had always been a man who played his emotions close to his vest, but he could swear he saw the man smirk.
 
   "Right away, Sir," Eligor said. He jerked forward the throttle, getting them airborne again and knocking Zepar into his seat because the idiot had been so busy trying to jab him with the needle that he'd been standing instead of buckling himself in.
 
   “Doctor Halpas will fix your wings in no time, Sire,” Zepar crooned in a soothing voice. "And then we shall calm you down."
 
   “The doctor is not for me, idiot,” Lucifer went on the attack. “It's for him. He goes first.”
 
   The ship shuddered as it breached the atmosphere. Thankfully the inertial dampeners were still operational despite the loss of one of their engines. He clutched Jamin closer to his chest.
 
   "Stay with me," he pleaded. "Stay with me, lover, and I shall lay this world at your feet as my gift."
 
   "I have Doctor Halpas on the radio, Sir," Eligor said. "He asked what kind of injuries he should prep for?"
 
   Lucifer felt nauseous as he poked at his lover's entrails. 
 
   "I'm no medic," Lucifer said. "But he was stabbed in the abdomen with something large. Probably a spear."
 
   Eligor relayed the information.
 
   "Sir," Eligor said. "He wants to know if his intestines have been ruptured?"
 
   Lucifer grimaced as he poked at Jamin's belly. 
 
   "I can see his intestine," Lucifer said. He stared at the gaping wound which no longer seemed to ooze much blood. Even he knew that was a bad sign. "Yes. I am certain he's got a ruptured bowel. He's almost bled out, and I have no idea what kind of blood he even needs."
 
   Eligor relayed the information, and then added the fact that Lucifer had seven or eight objects embedded into his wings. Lucifer tilted one white wing forward and was surprised to see it was true. He'd been so focused on saving his lover that he'd perceived the weapons to be little more than bee stings.
 
   Hope flamed in his chest as the Prince of Tyre came into. He bent to whisper in Jamin's ear.
 
   "We're almost there, mo ghrá," Lucifer whispered in his ear. "See? We're almost there, and then my doctor will save you."
 
   Jamin murmured something, but his words were so faint he couldn't even hear him. It didn't matter, for he could feel what his lover felt, and he knew his lover only lingered here for him.
 
   Strong. He needed to be strong or Zepar and his men would devour him alive. But Eligor? He stared up towards the cockpit, and Eligor's eyes met his in the reflection of the windshield.
 
   “Sir,” Eligor spoke low enough so only Lucifer could hear him. “You may want to ask the wife of the Angelic you tried to kill to help you. She’s an Earth healer, and from I've seen, a very good one.”
 
   "An Angelic … I tried … to kill?" Lucifer asked. A sense of vertigo made the situation seem all the more unreal.
 
   "Colonel Mannuki'ili's wife, Sir," Eligor said. "You took her hostage. After he … I'm not sure what he did wrong, Sir. You never told me."
 
   "Mikhail … has … a wife?" He wondered if perhaps he had slipped back into his delusionary state. "But he's … Seraphim."
 
   "His wife is from the same village as your … friend," Eligor said. "It's one of the reasons, I suspect, you supported the lizards to recapture it for him. Your, uh, friend is, um … he's in tight with the lizards."
 
   So now he was a crazy … gay … rebellious … Shay'tan-supporting traitor?
 
   Jamin stirred. He opened his dark eyes, and whatever doubts Lucifer might have had were gone.
 
   "I don't care if she does a rain dance," Lucifer said. "If it will increase his chances, I want her in that operating room the moment we step foot upon my ship."
 
   “But Sire,” Zepar said, his voice pliant and helpful, “you tried to kill her husband. She will kill him, not heal him.”
 
   "Ninsianna's husband is still alive," Eligor said. "If you bring her that news and promise to free her, she will do whatever it takes to earn her freedom."
 
   "Ninsianna?" Jamin whispered. His hand shook, and then he moved to touch Lucifer's temple. Words were not necessary. Whoever this woman was, Jamin felt she could help them.
 
   “She will be no help!!!” Zepar shook with anger. “This … toy … is nothing to you. Why do you insist on this ridiculous course of action??? You are putting all of our plans in jeopardy!”
 
   “What plans?”
 
   Zepar stumbled over his own words. “N-nothing, Sire.”
 
   Lucifer glanced back at the two stone-eyed goons, the ones he didn't trust any more than he trusted Zepar. They were three against just him and Eligor, but thankfully Eligor was the only one who knew how to pilot a ship with such a badly damaged engine. 
 
   He remembered a lesson which Abaddon had forced him to learn as a little boy.
 
   "Eligor," he spoke low. "I want guards at the door the moment this shuttle sets down. Pop the hatch before you even land. Don't arrest them, for I'm not certain what's going on, but make sure there are people loyal to me there just in case we run into any sort of trouble."
 
   Eligor nodded, and then began tapping a message silently into his broadcast system. That done, Lucifer turned his attention back to the man who, even now, inspired him to fight back against the crushing migraine which threatened to plunge him back into oblivion.
 
   “Lucifer,” Jamin murmured. “How did you find me?”
 
   "I felt your death-wound," Lucifer said. "I could not leave you there to die."
 
   "You can feel me?"
 
   "Yes," Lucifer said. "A Seraphim can always feel his mate."
 
   Jamin gave him a weak smile, although what amused him, Lucifer had no idea.
 
   “I can feel you too,” Jamin said.
 
   “Hang on, mo ghrá. We shall get you fixed up in no time.”
 
   For the first time since the day his mother had willed herself to die, Lucifer prayed. He prayed to She-who-is to spare the life of his lover.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   February: 3,389 BC
 
   Earth Orbit: Prince of Tyre
 
    
 
   Ninsianna
 
   Inside Lucifer's harem, twenty women sat around a table and contentedly ate breakfast as though it was perfectly normal to eat fruit and bread with a Sata'anic lizard. Lerajie burst into the room. The Angelic with the pink-speckled wings glanced wildly around the room, and then strode straight towards her, his expression anxious.
 
   "Ninsianna! Come quick! Doctor Halpas needs you!”
 
   The other nineteen women screamed and scurried back into the cracks and crevasses of their bunks like naughty little mice who’d just been caught stealing emmer from the temple granary.
 
   "Lerajie," Ninsianna scolded him. "What did I tell you? Tuck your wings against your back so they don't think you are him!" 
 
   She glanced over at the ebony-skinned female, Lucifer's first wife, and the only woman who'd refused to come out of her shell. This morning, for the first time, she'd coaxed the woman to come sit with them at the table, and now she was back in her bunk, rocking and making finger-gestures over her head.
 
   "There's no time for this!" Lerajie said. He grabbed her elbow and tugged her upwards to get her out of her seat. "We've got incoming wounded and we need your help."
 
   Ninsianna heaved her swollen abdomen up out of her chair and splayed her hand protectively over her womb. She met Lieutenant Apausha’s gold-green gaze. The lizard’s long, pink tongue snaked out of his mouth, tasting for the tiny magical message-carriers he called pheromones which enabled his species to spy on other people’s emotions.
 
   "Wounded?" Ninsianna said. "Why would your healer want to see me? I've never even met the man."
 
   She had, however, met his medical supplies, which Lerajie and the other crewmen had begun pilfering so she could build up a respectable healer's basket. Was he angry at her? Had one of the men been caught? And if he had, would he turn her over to the Evil One for punishment?
 
   "Lucifer asked for you specifically," Lerajie said. 
 
   Ninsianna swooned. Oblivious to her distress, Lerajie strode over to her bunk and lifted up the blanket she used to hide her basket full of pilfered medical supplies. He turned around, his eyes eager, and gave Ninsianna a disapproving look when he saw that she had sat back down.
 
   "The Evil One?" Ninsianna stammered.
 
   Lerajie held out his arm so she could take his elbow. She shot Apausha a look which communicated 'help me,' but the lizard was in no position to do anything, for he was just as much a prisoner as she was.
 
   "This is great news!" Lerajie's pink-speckled wings fluttered like a butterfly which had just lit upon a flower filled with nectar. "Eligor said to make sure you understand that everything hinges on healing Lucifer's lover."
 
   “His lover?” Ninsianna spat. “Who'd he go and break now?"
 
   "That's just it," Lerajie said. He leaned closer to her ear as he tugged her down the hall. "It's not a woman. It's another man. He comes from the exact same village as you."
 
   "Assur?" 
 
   Lerajie turned a corner and practically wrenched her arm out of her socket as he jerked her to a halt, though not intentionally. Six armed Angelics, every one of them men who'd developed attachments to a woman in the harem ran past them, their expressions intense as they slipped their firesticks onto their hips. Something big was happening, and the very energy of the place had shifted.
 
   "Assur?" Lerajie said. "Oh, I had no idea what your village is called. All I know is Eligor sent the man’s name."
 
   “Who?”
 
   Lerajie shepherded her down the hall, glaring at anyone who dared get too close to her.
 
   “Eligor said his name is Jamin.”
 
   “Jamin?” Ninsianna stopped. “What's he doing here?”
 
   While Jamin had turned her over to the Evil One, since that day there had been neither sight nor mention of him. When she’d asked the Angelics, none of them had ever even heard of her former fiancé. 
 
   “They are … lovers?” Ninsianna asked. 
 
   A bit of light-headedness made her feel as though she'd imbibed too much beer. Jamin? And another … man? Not even if She-who-is had sent her a vision declaring it would be thus, not for all the universe would she have believed that eventuality would come true!
 
   "Yeah,” Lerajie said. “He dragged us all the way back to Earth to buy him out of Sata’anic conscriptment. Cost him a pretty penny, too.” Lerajie jerked her down another one of the long, labyrinthal corridors which doubled back upon itself and seemed to make no sense. “He and Lucifer are cut from the same cloth, if you ask me. Eligor said that Lucifer himself fought his way into a battle, alone, to retrieve him after he was wounded.”
 
   “What battle?”
 
   “Oh? The Sata’an Empire just invaded your village,” Lerajie said. 
 
   "Invaded?" Ninsianna sputtered. “I thought your Alliance was the enemy of the Sata’an Empire?”
 
   “I thought so, too,” Lerajie said. His brows furrowed together, perplexed. “I don’t know what to think anymore. I've just been keeping my mouth shut and looking for an opportunity to get you off of this ship.”
 
   "Wait a minute?" Ninsianna cast off his grip. "Why would I help either one of them? Jamin betrayed me, and Lucifer had my husband killed!" She backed up against the wall. There were two guards in the hallway she did not know, and they both eyed her, more curious than hostile.
 
   "Because your husband is still alive," Lerajie said excitedly. "Somebody took out the fuel induction carburetor of the subspace ramjet with a pulse rifle. Lucifer promised that if you save his lover, he will free you. He will let you go back to your village and ask the lizards to leave you alone."
 
   Little of what Lerajie said made any sense, but hope and terror blended together into a fine mess of emotions; love and hatred, freedom and apprehension.
 
   "Why? Why would Lucifer let me go?"
 
   "Because he caught him," Lerajie laughed. "Don't you see? For two hundred years every female in the galaxy has tried to catch the heart of the alpha-male, and it turns out it wasn't a she he searched for, but a he who was his one true mate!"
 
   Angelic's believed that all spirits searched for their one true mate, a spirit who would bond with them and make the journey through eternity at their side. Ninsianna was too pragmatic to believe in such nonsense, but Lerajie believed it, and so did every other Angelic on this ship. It was a belief system she'd manipulated to entice these men to feel empathy for the women in the harem.
 
   “Lucifer is incapable of love,” Ninsianna snorted. 
 
   “That's what we thought," Lerajie said, "but it turns out we were wrong. Lucifer went into a firefight, unarmed, to retrieve your young chieftain when he fell, and he took eight arrows in the wings to carry him out of there rather than fly to safety himself."
 
   Her husband would rescue her from a firefight, of course, but she had to agree that that type of behavior did not seem typical for the Evil One.
 
   "It's some sort of trick," Ninsianna said. "Jamin must hold some strategic value for him?"
 
   Lerajie sighed.
 
   “Sometimes, you just have to accept love in whatever form the goddess gives it to you,” Lerajie said. “Isn’t that what you’ve been telling us for the past few months?”
 
   Her manipulative words … come back to haunt her… 
 
   “My first instinct is to tell Lucifer to go to hell and let Jamin die," Ninsianna said. "Both have caused great misery to my people." She gave him an indignant sniff. "I shall think it over."
 
   Lerajie wheeled on her. His fingers dug into her biceps as he pressed her against the wall, his blue-green eyes sparkling with anger.
 
   "Their shuttle is due in ten minutes,” Lerajie said. “You’d better have your answer then, because I can tell you right now, Chosen One, if that man dies, the raid the Sata’an Empire has launched upon your village will be nothing compared to Lucifer's wrath when he avenges his lover's death!”
 
   “But you attacked us,” Ninsianna said. “Of course we defended ourselves.”
 
   “Right now,” Lerajie said, “the lizards are just trying to quash your husband's army so the Sata’an Empire can annex your wheat fields. Lucifer doesn't have a lot to do with that, or care, other than the fact his lover wanted his village back and Lucifer was inclined to give it to him. But I've served Lucifer a long time, Ma'am. He ain't been right in the head lately, that I’ll agree. But when he's pissed, the man pursues his payback with vengeance that not even you can fathom. If Lucifer’s lover dies, he will strip every female of child-bearing age off of your planet and then he will wipe your village right off of the map until not even a trace of it exists to remind him of his loss."
 
   They reached the infirmary. Lerajie left her at the door.
 
   "Doctor Halpas is a good man," Lerajie said. "Zepar ordered us to keep your people segregated from his patients."
 
   Ninsianna slipped inside the room. Three Angelics rushed about, all of them men, all of them with the blond hair and white wings that every Angelic possessed with the exception of her husband.
 
   Her husband…
 
   The reality of Lerajie’s words began to sink in. Mikhail was still alive? Why didn't she feel anything? Why did she, in fact, almost feel a little angry? Apprehensive? Sulky? Was it because she had let go of him and begun to move on to different goals? Goals that involved a far wider scale than the tiny village of Assur? No. She was nervous, that was all. 
 
   A white-winged Angelic approached her. He was an older man, refined, and if he'd been human she might have guessed late fifties, though amongst Angelics, she knew he must be far older to have so much gray mixed into his blond. In his hand he held heart-listener and a tray with assorted of metal implements.
 
   “Aha! You must be Ninsianna! I had no idea we had a human healer on the ship. I am Doctor Halpas. I have just spent the last ten minutes listening to Ruax sing your praises!"
 
   Doctor Halpas’ face was sincere, and his eyes were filled with that same authority she associated with her Mama. She could see why the Evil One would want to keep this man unaware of her existence.
 
   "I'm not sure what assistance I can give," Ninsianna said, "but the man who is injured? Once upon a time I knew him."
 
   "A patient’s will to live is an important aspect of any triage situation," Doctor Halpas said. "Especially in a frightening situation such as a primitive culture’s first exposure to modern medicine. I will place you at his head and hopefully it will reassure him.”
 
   He took her by the shoulders and led her into the healer’s room.
 
   “But before we begin,” Halpas continued, “we have to get you scrubbed up to prevent the spread of germs. Just follow that nurse into the washing station and we will get you changed into some surgical threads."
 
   Germs. The tiny animals which Mikhail had explained were the true cause of most illnesses, the substance she’d always perceived as a type of putrid green infection. It was the same energy she associated with the Evil One. No germs! She scrubbed her arms with the soap which burned, determined that no germs would attach themselves to her body! One of the nurses handed her a blue dress. It gave her trouble because it had not been designed for a woman who did not possess a pair of wings. 
 
   As she dressed her head spun, and in her mind she kept asking why. Why why why why why? Why had She-who-is sent premonitions she would be captured, and then done absolutely nothing to prevent it? Why send her here to heal the women? Why send her to manipulate Lucifer's men into falling in love with them? Why?
 
   Because she was supposed to -be- here, that was why. Here. She was supposed to be here. Surrounded by allies right in the middle of the Evil One’s stronghold.
 
   From the other side of the curtain the door slammed open and the room filled with the sound of raised voices as a group of people argued.
 
   "It's better if you wait outside, Sir," Doctor Halpas said.
 
   "I'm not leaving him."
 
   Ninsianna's heart palpitated at the sound of compulsion contained within that voice.
 
   "But you will simply be in the way," Doctor Halpas said.
 
   "I'm not leaving him," Lucifer said. "And you do not possess the rank to order me to go."
 
   A metallic object clattered onto the floor as the people in the room positioned the wounded where he needed to go. The sterile, white room, the bright lights and peculiar instruments, the stench of antiseptic, and the fact the healers possessed wings instead of carried spears made no difference in a house of healing. These were the sounds she had grown up with, the sounds of a band of warriors carrying in a wounded comrade, and the familiarity of those sounds fortified her in stark juxtaposition to the terror in her heart.
 
   "Very well, then," Doctor Halpas said. "But you will need to stay out of the way."
 
   Ninsianna grabbed at the curtain to prevent herself from collapsing onto the floor. Lucifer. Was here? And so was she. And they wanted her to help him? How? How could she do this? How could she face the man who was the incarnation of all that was evil?
 
   She peeked through the curtain. Lucifer stood before her, exactly as he'd looked before, impossibly tall, beautiful, and white, but instead of a sneer, the expression he wore was frantic. She could still sense that crushing darkness all around him which fed upon the emotions of others, but it could not get in. It could not get in, and it was angry!
 
   Lucifer bent and whispered something into Jamin's ear. Tears welled into Ninsianna’s eyes. His expression so tender it reminded her a bit of Mikhail. She could not see the compulsion that Lucifer whispered to his lover, but she could feel it. She could feel Lucifer channel the light of She-who-is, the light that she, herself had been cut off from, as he pleaded with his lover to live. By cutting off her ability to see the light, the Evil One had inadvertently forced her to feel her way into the dark, and with her mother's gift of empathy, she could feel that point of light, buried deep within the darkness, as Lucifer took what little light he had and gave it to his lover. 
 
   Something invisible moved against her legs. Jumping. Excited. A different darkness had followed Jamin onto this ship, had trailed him for months, and had understood that Jamin was its best chance to find her again. The Dark Lord’s shadow cat licked her legs, overjoyed to find her, and she, for once, did not cringe. As it touched her, it reminded her of the Dark Lord’s words.
 
   ‘How can you heal this wound if you fear the dark?’ 
 
   Ninsianna’s terror disappeared. She was more than just a healer. She was a shaman, descended from Lugalbanda, a warrior-shaman so powerful he could reach right out and stop the heart of his enemies, and she, Ninsianna, had been Chosen by She-who-is herself. It was not the light she must look to, but pierce the darkness to find the soul which Lucifer had sold unto the devil.
 
   Taking a deep breath to shore her resolve, she squared her shoulders and stepped out to see what she could do to help.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   February: 3,389 BC
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   Mikhail frowned as he passed through the north gate of the village and saw that the gate had been reduced to splinters. He swooped down to the gatehouse and spoke to the old man who'd appointed himself guardian, even though that hadn't been his job for decades by the wrinkled appearance of his skin.
 
   "What happened here?" Mikhail asked as soon as his feet touched the ground.
 
   "A sky canoe came and shot it with its lightning," the old man said. 
 
   "Which ship was it?"
 
   "The white one," the old man said. "It shot the gate open so the white-winged Angelic could escape."
 
   "A white-winged Angelic?" 
 
   Mikhail's mind raced. There was only one white-winged Angelic he was aware of, and both the Sata'anic prisoners, and the Chief's own son, had all claimed it was his own Prime Minister.
 
   "Yes," the old man said. He held up an ancient atlatl. "We shot at him with these, but he walked out the gate and escaped into the sky canoe."
 
   Mikhail wracked his brains. "Did you say walked?"
 
   "Yes, walked," the old man said. "He was carrying someone, but I couldn't see who it was. We got him, though. Musta shot him at least a dozen times."
 
   Was it really Lucifer, as Jamin had claimed? Or had someone seized the Alliance flagship and was travelling around the galaxy, masquerading as Lucifer to stir up an intergalactic incident? Yes. The second scenario seemed the more logical of the two, especially as the last thing he could picture was the Alliance's prima donna Prime Minister walking into an active war zone.
 
   "Which way did it go?" Mikhail asked.
 
   The old man pointed up. "As soon as he got inside, the sky canoe ascended into the heavens."
 
   "Did it go north, or west?" Mikhail asked, remembering what Dadbeh had said about the exact location of the Sata'anic Forward Operating Base.
 
   "It went up," the old man said. He pointed up, straight up, up as in breached the atmosphere up. The Alliance devil-cruiser must have returned to the Prince of Tyre.
 
   Mikhail thanked the man and leaped back into the air, hugging the rooftops so the Sata'anic soldiers patrolling below would not see him and radio the others that he'd returned. The tips of his feathers struck the interwoven reeds which made up the roofs of Ubaid houses. Whenever he passed over an archer, they gave him a thumbs-up and allowed him to pass without shouting, understanding that stealth was the biggest gift he could give them. The Eternal Emperor preferred white wings that blended into the clouds, but Mikhail had been born with dark wings, wings which blended into the muted colors of the planet which was now his home.
 
   That peculiar sense of knowing he'd had ever since he'd woken up told him he'd find Pareesa pinned down just outside the third defensive barricade. She and Ebad crouched together against a wall, using some rubble for cover, cut off when the group had retreated. The enemy had moved ahead to begin assailing the final barricade, but a unit had stayed behind to take out the human threat which fired arrows into their soldier's backs. 
 
   Mikhail spread his feathers to slow his airspeed and dropped quietly onto a rooftop to assess the situation. Three of the enemy grouped together behind the collapsed wall of a house, while off to one side, a fourth soldier shot so rapidly that Pareesa dared not stick her head up long enough to draw her bow. Mikhail's hand slipped automatically to his pulse rifle, but the holster was empty, his weapon lost when he'd fired his last shot at the Sata'anic gunship. All he had was his sword. If he simply landed, the pig-man would cut him down before he could deal with the other three.
 
   A strange sensation of rejoicing came out of nowhere as, before his eyes, the Catoblepas’s own shadow erupted from the ground, rose up behind him like a cobra, and buried a knife into its jugular. Mikhail blinked. Just as silently the shadow sank back into the dust again, unseen no matter how hard Mikhail stared. The only evidence it had even happened was the pig-man now lay upon the ground, grasping his throat as it gushed blood.
 
   What the hell had that been? 
 
   The three invaders preempted his curiosity when they began rummaging furiously through their rucksacks. One of them pulled out a pulse grenade. Before they had a chance to pull the pin, he spread his wings and leaped down to prevent the enemies from killing Pareesa.
 
   The three enemy soldiers turned on him with their pulse rifles, a weapon which would kill him if it hit him. He swung his sword to the right to decapitate his first soldier, maimed the second before he could fire, and split the skull of the third. 
 
   The second soldier, the blue-skinned Marid used his one remaining arm to raise the pulse grenade to his lips and pulled the pin out with his teeth. He sneered at Mikhail as he held the grenade out in front of him, his hand clenched around the spoon.
 
   "May Shay'tan damn you to everlasting torment," the blue-skinned Marid hissed in the Sata'anic language.
 
   His hand began to loosen off the lever, whispering as he did his death-prayer.
 
   Mikhail grabbed the soldier's hand before he could release the handle and stabbed him right in the heart.
 
   "May She-who-is grant you safe passage into the dreamtime," Mikhail said in Cherubim to the dying soldier, "and grant you peace, in the everlasting world beyond."
 
   He took the grenade carefully from the soldier's hand and allowed him to fall before bending to find the pin. Sweat beaded down his forehead as he shoved the pin back in and tucked it into the side-pocket of his combat fatigues. Oh, goddess that had been close! Not even the dampened emotions caused by the Cherubim battle incantations could slow the pace of his pounding heart.
 
   Pareesa and Ebad scurried out from behind their wall. Pareesa bounded up to him, still full of that maddening youthful energy, but her expression was serious, and she did not try to hug him.
 
   "Thanks!" Pareeesa said. “We thought for a moment we were done for.” 
 
   Mikhail noted the hint of blue which tinged her brown eyes, living proof that his student had begun to master the Cherubim battle incantations. 
 
   “The night stalkers saved us,” Ebad said. 
 
   "Night stalkers?" Mikhail said.
 
   "Yeah … over there," Ebad said. He pointed in the direction where Mikhail had seen the Catoplebas suddenly end up dead.
 
   “How’d you get so banged up?” Pareesa interrupted.
 
   “An exploding sky canoe,” Mikhail said. “What's the status of our defenses?”
 
   “The enemy appears to have more magic cartridge refills than we hoped,” Pareesa said, “but I don't think it's an unlimited supply. Since we slowed them, they have become much more judicious in their aim.”
 
   Mikhail pointed to the four fallen soldiers. "I suggest you gather their swords and any modern weapons you can find. Even if their pulse rifles only hold a few more shots, those are shots in our favor.
 
   "Where's your firestick?" Pareesa asked.
 
   Mikhail grimaced.
 
   "I lost it when I took down that last gunship," he said. "But it was out of power and not compatible with their power supply, uhm, magic square, so it wouldn't have done me any good."
 
   Ebad jogged up and handed him one of the pulse rifles he'd just retrieved. A Sata'anic pulse rifle. Not quite as powerful as an Alliance one, but in the right hands, every bit as deadly.
 
   "If only we had more of these," Ebad said. The potters son turned the pulse rifle this way and that, studying the feel of it in his hand.
 
   Pareesa simply grinned. All hint of the blue which had tinged her eyes disappeared, replaced by the sparkle of his impish little fairy. Mikhail followed the direction in which she pointed.
 
   A small, skinny man separated himself from shadows and trudged towards them, barely visible underneath the guck and sand he'd coated himself with to blend into the walls. Strung across his chest he wore a large goatskin satchel overflowing with captured pulse rifles, and in his arms he carried a heavy bundle of swords.
 
   "Dadbeh," Pareesa gave a high-pitched squeal of delight. "I thought that was you!" She bounded up to him and practically knocked the wiry man over with a hug, causing him to drop the swords with a metallic 'thunk.'  "I couldn't believe my eyes the first time the wall moved and a blue-man just fell dead with his throat cut!"
 
   "I'm not a big man," Dadbeh grinned, "so I thought perhaps a bit of camouflage might even the odds?"
 
   "What are you doing back?" Mikhail asked. He was well aware of the fact Dadbeh had left after his girlfriend had been killed.
 
   Pareesa gave him a dirty look.
 
   "I've been out searching the desert," Pareesa said, "searching for Dadbeh to beg his forgiveness for being such an ass." She jabbed a finger at Mikhail. "It's what I was doing the day I stumbled across that Uruk raiding party, the ones that tried to stab you in your sleep."
 
   Mikhail rustled his feathers, not certain how to respond. 
 
   "Really?" Dadbeh asked. His mismatched eyes widened with surprise. "You were out there looking for me?"
 
   "Yes," Pareesa said. "I wanted to say I was sorry."
 
   "Well I was out in the desert," Dadbeh said, "when I saw…."
 
   Dadbeh's voice receded as Mikhail looked past him to the shadows which lengthened and moved as though the darkness had come to life. The darkness beckoned to him, and without even realizing it, he strode down the alley, precariously close to the bend where he'd come into full view of the Sata'anic soldiers who still waged war against the people in the central square. He reached forward into a deeper shadow. His heart beat faster. 
 
   'Here,' his heart whispered to him. 'Amhrán is here.'
 
   "Mikhail?" Dadbeh asked. "Who do you want me to give these weapons to?"
 
   Mikhail turned around, surprised he had become so distracted in a war zone. Distraction was a weakness. Distraction could get him killed.
 
   "Are you certain these are all the cartridges you found on the enemy's bodies?" Mikhail turned and strode back to his friends. He realized, after he spoke the words, that they'd come out sounding like an accusation.
 
   "I gave you everything I gathered!" Dadbeh said. The small man's eyes flashed with injured feelings.
 
   "I meant," Mikhail moderated his voice to be more respectful, "What I meant to ask was how many refill cartridges did they carry in here, and how many refills do you think they have right now?"
 
   The anger faded from Dadbeh's eyes.
 
   "The ones who died at the front gate each had three cartridges in their chest-strap," Dadbeh said, "plus whatever was already in the gun. As I moved further into the village, most of the enemy only had one or two."
 
   Mikhail ran the calculations in his mind. 
 
   "That's still a lot of firepower," Mikhail said. He stared in the direction where he could hear shots being fired back and forth across the final barricade, but at the moment the lizards were only testing their defenses, probably waiting for that third ship he'd seen downed. By the way the gunship had been ripped apart, these men wouldn't be receiving reinforcements anytime soon.
 
   "Come," Mikhail said. "It's time for you all to learn to use one of these." He showed them how to tell when the cartridge was spent, how to pop it out, and how to load another power cartridge into the pulse rifle's clip.
 
   "Mikhail?" Dadbeh asked. "We came back here with a witness to bring before the Tribunal. Shahla's parents drugged her. She wasn't in her right mind when she accused you of ... of... "
 
   "We?" Mikhail asked.
 
   "Uh," Dadbeh hesitated. He stared off into the shadows. "The Uruk who tried to kill you ambushed some Kemet traders. I took refuge with them for a while. I helped them steal back their camels, and in return they let me keep one of the raiders alive to bear witness on Shahla's behalf. They told me where we might find the lizard demon's base."
 
   "North," Mikhail said.
 
   Dadbeh's face dropped. "You already know?"
 
   "She-who-is told me," Mikhail said.
 
   Dadbeh's face dropped further. Had he really only come back because he thought he had something of value to offer in exchange for a chance to drag this so-called witness before the tribunal to testify? Mikhail studied Dadbeh's stricken face. Yes. He had. Mikhail didn't have the heart to tell the man that nobody cared. Shahla was dead, and everybody hated her. Including him...
 
   Pareesa glared at him and moved closer to flank Dadbeh, the way she usually flanked him. Ebad moved in lockstep with Pareesa. Mikhail softened the raptor-like flare of his wings. It had been just that attitude which had caused the elite warrior to leave their village. No matter what he felt about Shahla, it didn't behoove him to alienate a man so naturally talented at the art of special forces fighting.
 
   "She-who-is was rather vague exactly where north the base was," Mikhail said. "So if you can enlighten us, it would save us time."
 
   "They set up at a village called Ugarit," Dadbeh said. "Past the headwaters of the Buranuna River, west over the mountains to the edge of the Akdeniz Sea." His mismatched eyes were earnest, and through the sand and other guck smeared across his face Mikhail could swear were blended tears.
 
   "We shall discuss this intelligence with Immanu and the Chief once we have rid our village of the invaders," Mikhail said. He shoved the remaining pulse rifles back into Dadbeh's satchel. "Take the sword you like best; deliver the rest of them unto the warriors beyond." 
 
   He pointed back the way Dadbeh had come. 
 
   "Ebad ... about eight houses down, I saw Pudagan on the roof with a spear. He is an old man, but he had a rope with which he could pull up the bundle of swords and ease them down the other side. Take a sniper position with the pulse rifles on that roof, and be ready to fire into their backs the moment they breach the inner wall. Lay flat and use the roof wall for cover. And bring Dadbeh with you."
 
   "What about Pareesa?" Ebad asked.
 
   Mikhail slung the satchel filled with pulse rifles across his chest.
 
   "She is the only one of you light enough for me to carry."
 
   Pareesa squealed as he grabbed her around the waist, and before she could protest, catapulted them both into the air.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 107
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   February: 3,389 BC
 
   Earth Orbit: Prince of Tyre
 
    
 
   Ninsianna
 
   Ninsianna blinked as, all of a sudden, her eyes came into focus. All around the healer's room, people's spirit lights began to sparkle as her gift of seeing was restored. 
 
   Something had changed.
 
   Doctor Halpas and his two male nurses moved with efficiency as they heaved Jamin onto a table and pulled down a bright, round light to illuminate the damage to his body. Ninsianna took a bracing breath and forced herself to step closer to the patient, towards the terrifying white specter of the monster which had inhabited her nightmares for the better part of the year. The white-winged guardian stood over his lover so tenderly, so fiercely, that, for a moment, it seemed as though he wasn't the man who had kidnapped her and stood over her with a knife, making her believe he'd cut her baby from her womb. She stepped closer, closer to the monster, closer to her nightmare. 
 
   The room stank of blood. A fat, bluish-grey snake of intestine peeked out of Jamin's gut like an infant's head slipping from its mother's womb. Unlike the time he'd been gored by an auroch, not only had his belly been pierced, but his intestine had been severed, torn out and shredded. Gut-wounds were always fatal, especially one as gruesome as this. Although the Angelics had awesome medicine, her gift of sight told her that Jamin’s prospects of survival were slim.
 
   Her ability to see grew brighter. The closer she stepped to Lucifer, the stronger her gift of sight returned. When she had seen him before, his life-energy had been the color of piss-puke-putrid green gangrene, the color of infection, the color of flesh which had rotted and fallen off. He was the only living creature she had ever seen who had no point of light to work with at all. 
 
   Now, however, his spirit-light was a different color...
 
   Jamin's was grey.
 
   Lucifer's was grey.
 
   Zepar's spirit-light was still the color of piss-puke-putrid gangrene.
 
   With her goddess-kissed eyes, she could see the double, intertwined threads of light which streamed from Lucifer’s heart to Jamin’s. It was a bond. The bond which all the Angelics had spoken of, the one they longed for, the one they claimed had been stolen from them by the Eternal Emperor. It was the peculiar bond which Mikhail had tried to give to her. The one which had always felt intrusive. The one which had felt like he asked too much of her, his heartfelt need to always be able to feel her…
 
   A tear trickled down her cheek as she realized that Jamin had given Lucifer the bond that she herself had refused to give to her husband. And because he had, Lucifer chose to drain the life-energy from his own body rather than lose him to his wounds. 
 
   And Zepar was furious!
 
   She could see the filth pour out of him like some great, dark mallet, trying to pound its way back into Lucifer's body, clamping around his head and squeezing it like a lion's jaws. A limitless funnel of the putrid energy poured out of the ethers as Zepar used it to try to regain control. Lucifer fought it. He fought it because he wanted to save his lover.
 
   Words to the Song of Ki came into her mind…
 
    
 
   True love will in 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.
 
   Her?
 
   Him…
 
   Jamin was the Agent of Ki?
 
   One of the nurses pushed aside the stark, beige curtain which separated the scrub area from the main part of the operating room and trudged out, his pale wings drooping with bad news.
 
   "His blood type is H-negative," the nurse said. "We don't have any of that type in stock."
 
   "Sata'anic blood?" Doctor Halpas blurted out. "Where in Hades will we get Type-H-negative blood? His blood pressure is fatally low."
 
   The nurse held up a bag of clear, amber fluid.
 
   "All I have is plasma, Sir," the nurse said.
 
   "Well get it started," Doctor Halpas said. "It's better than nothing at all. If nothing else, it will keep his blood pressure up."
 
   The nurse stuck the amber sack upon a pole, and then took some sort of clear, flexible reed and pushed it into Jamin's arm.
 
   "Mister Prime Minister," Doctor Halpas said. "You need to step back, Sir, so we can get to work on him."
 
   "I'm not leaving him," Lucifer said. 
 
   "Sir," Doctor Halpas wore a hint of frustration. "Your friend has almost bled out, and you are injured yourself. Let one of my nurses attend to your wings and let us work on your friend."
 
   For the first time Ninsianna noticed that Lucifer's pale, white wings were splattered with scarlet, pierced by at least a dozen arrows and atlatl darts. An odd sense of pride fluttered in her breast as she saw the fletching. Those were Ubaid weapons! 
 
   "I'm not leaving him until he's out of danger," Lucifer said.
 
   With her goddess-kissed eyes, Ninsianna could see that the moment Lucifer stepped aside, Jamin would die and Lucifer would stop trying to channel the light of She-who-is. The filth which had controlled him would take over worse than it ever had before because, without his mate, Lucifer would have nothing left to live for. All he would care about is revenge.
 
   It was time to flip this situation on its head. 
 
   “Stop telling him to leave!” Ninsianna snapped. “Don’t you people know anything at all?" She stepped right up to the oversized Angelic nurses, poking her finger up into their faces like a tiny, angry weasel. "Humans are different from you cold-blooded Angelics! Jamin needs his mate at his side. It's the only thing keeping him alive!"
 
   She moved up to Jamin's head as if she knew what she was doing, the place where Doctor Halpas had said she'd be out of the way. She remembered what she had done to keep Mikhail in this world when his ship had crashed.
 
   "You must touch him," Ninsianna said, "and talk to him while they put him under so he knows that you’re still here.”
 
   Lucifer whispered something into Jamin’s ear. Jamin grimaced. There was no mistaking the tenderness in Lucifer’s face as he pleaded with her former fiancé to stay.
 
   “This is ludicrous!” Zepar protested. “Lucifer, you are badly wounded yourself. You need immediate medical attention!”
 
   For the past several months, it had not been just her words which had helped the mind-broken women in Lucifer's harem find their way back to their sanity, but her touch paired with those gentle words. She touched Lucifer's forearm, the flesh of the man who for months had inhabited her nightmares. It felt just like the flesh of any other man, not the fire she had sensed when he had touched her before. She formed an image, and then she pushed it through her fingers.
 
   “Jamin needs to feel you,” Ninsianna said. “So long as he can feel you, he will fight with every fiber of his being. But his wounds are too egregious to heal all on his own. You must stay with him and help him heal."
 
   Lucifer met her gaze for the very first time. Ninsianna gasped as she realized he had the most beautiful silver eyes she had ever seen. A breath, a whisper, a voice she had not heard for months, whispered joyously into her brain.
 
   Morning Star…
 
   Her mouth opened and shut, but there were no words in existence to give shape to what the goddess had just revealed. Speak. She must speak to him. She must find the words to sway him…
 
   She remembered something the disgruntled Angelics had said as she'd encouraged them to bond to the women in the harem.
 
   "The emperor took this ability away from your kind because he grew tired of losing mated pairs," Ninsianna said. "But you still possess the echo of the ability; the ability to heal your mate.”
 
   Zepar lunged forward and grabbed her by the arm.
 
   “You killed her husband," Zepar shrieked. "You just blew up her parent's house, her village chief and her friends. Why in Hades would she want to help you?”
 
   “My husband is still alive,” Ninsianna said, "and Jamin was once my betrothed. I spurned his love when I chose one of your kind to be my husband. It caused Jamin to turn away from my people because he was angry that I had hurt him."
 
   "Why would you help?" Lucifer asked. There was no tenderness in his face as he looked at her, but neither did he wear a sneer. He wore the look of a man who had often known betrayal, and as he spoke, Ninsianna could feel the intrusion into her mind.
 
   "I shall not help you," Ninsianna said, "for you have kidnapped me and held me prisoner upon your ship. But I will help him. Because once upon a time I cared for him, and I do not wish to see him die.”
 
   She felt Lucifer probe her memories, but his touch was much more gentle, less intrusive than when the Evil One had done it, a seeker searching for the truth. He found that truth and he felt her regret, that she had treated Jamin callously. She realized now that she had set him off on his downward spiral. A tear slid down her cheek. All along, he had offered to her the same gift as Mikhail, and she had spurned it because Jamin had been inarticulate about giving voice to the wish which had lived inside his heart.
 
   Lucifer's trachea bobbed as he swallowed and nodded his consent. He believed her. He could see she was flawed, but he also saw she was sincere.
 
   Zepar grabbed her from behind and physically tried to pick her up. 
 
   "Get her out of here!"
 
   Ninsianna shrieked and struggled to get free. Zepar's dirty white wings knocked over the rolling tray of implements as he shoved her towards the two cold-eyed goons who were every bit as dark as he was. She bit the hand which clenched around her bicep.
 
   Zepar howled. "Ow!"
 
   “Unhand her!” Lucifer moved to stand between her and the cold-eyed goons. "Ninsianna stays until I tell you otherwise." 
 
   He gave Zepar with a look which said he would not be dissuaded, and then turned back to her. 
 
   “Tell me what to do.”
 
   “But …” Zepar sputtered.
 
   Ninsianna could see the dark storm cloud gathering around Zepar's corpse, which she understood was a corpse, an empty shell which had been reanimated by an evil spirit. 
 
   “Eligor said you are a healer,” Lucifer said. “Eligor said that you can help. Tell me what to do, and I will move your sun to make it happen.”
 
   It was an awesome, fearsome leader who stood before her now, a chief of chiefs, a man who controlled the powers of an empire so vast her mind could still barely grasp its scope or scale. She could see why the Evil One had chosen such a vessel to inhabit, especially if the ability to rule the galaxy was innate.
 
    “I can make no promises of miracle healings or cures," Ninsianna said. "All I know is that my husband healed from an equally grievous wound when his ship crashed because I refused to leave his side. Let Doctor Halpas repair his body, but you must give him the will to live.”
 
    “I am a destroyer of worlds,” Lucifer said. Anguish tinged his voice, “I don’t know how to heal!”
 
   “And yet, he is still alive,” Ninsianna said. “You called him back from the dead, didn't you?"
 
   Lucifer's silver eyes were like brilliant, silver stars, filled with tears as he groped for the hope she offered to him.
 
   "Teach me?"
 
   "I will teach you what I can," Ninsianna said.
 
   Zepar shoved Lucifer aside and grabbed Ninsianna's arm as he roughly attempted to shove her out of the room. The two goons moved to help him and shoved aside the two nurses.
 
   "This is madness!" Zepar shrieked. "Lucifer is insane. Tell them, Eligor! Tell them how the Prime Minister is unable to function unless he has his antipsychotic medicine!”
 
   All eyes turned to Eligor.
 
   Eligor shrugged.
 
   "I'm just paid to fly," Eligor said. "Not to think. But I do know this. The last few months, the Prime Minister has wanted me to take him everyplace and not Zepar. He hasn't trusted him since he ditched him to rot in the Emperor's prison. It was me who asked the Speaker of the Commons to file the Writ of Habeas Corpus before Parliament that sprung him, not Zepar."
 
   Doctor Halpas stepped forward and stood in front of Zepar.
 
   "In all matters of mental health," Doctor Halpas said. "It is my judgment which rules this ship. Not yours. And not even Lucifer's."
 
   "Lucifer is insane!" Zepar hissed.
 
   Three more Angelic guards came into the room, guards that Ninsianna recognized. One of them nodded at Doctor Halpas and handed him something in a box.
 
   “It was a strange story that Lerajie ran to me and told today," Doctor Halpas said. "According to them, it was you who ordered them to hold twenty human females as sex-slaves and a Sata'anic prisoner-of-war." He reached into the box and held up a bag filled with a dark red substance. "I just sent a crewman down to verify there is a lizard on this ship, and if there is, to bring me two pints of H-phenotype blood."
 
    “How dare you speak to me that way!” Zepar snarled. “Do you have any idea who I am???”
 
   “You are my assistant,” Lucifer interrupted, “and right now you are not being very assistive. So please. Leave this room and let Doctor Halpas get to work.”
 
   Zepar's rage was physically palpable as a blue vein throbbed visibly on his forehead. Doctor Halpas and the nurses sensed it too as they instinctively stepped back, back away from the evil which animated the empty shell which was Zepar. The hair stood up on Ninsianna's arms.
 
   Eligor stepped between Zepar and the two cold-eyed goons, his expression absolutely unreadable and flat.
 
   “You're very upset, Sir,” Eligor said. He signaled three new Angelics who had just come into the room. “Let’s let the doctor get to work now, Sir. You can discuss things with the Prime Minister after his friend is out of danger.”
 
   Ninsianna noted the pulse rifles pressed into the backs of the two cold-eyed goons. For a moment she feared the room would erupt into a firefight, but then Zepar turned to them and subtly nodded. They trailed out of the room as if there had been no disagreement at all. Eligor and the guards followed them, but before he left, Eligor met her gaze and gave her a subtle nod. The rest … was up to her.
 
   “I have to put him under anesthesia now, Sir,” Doctor Halpas said to Lucifer. “If you would like to stay, you must get prepped so you don't pass an infection into his wound.”
 
   “I'll stay with Jamin while you do," Ninsianna offered.
 
   Ninsianna watched as the most depraved creature in the galaxy caressed his lover's cheek and spoke lovingly into his ear. She could not hear what Lucifer said to him, but Jamin's dark features grew peaceful as he drifted in between the worlds. Lucifer hurried away. Ninsianna bent down to whisper in Jamin's ear.
 
   “Jamin,” she said, “you have won the most unwinnable heart in the galaxy. You proved capable, flawed creature, of accomplishing in your darkest moment what I, favored creature of the goddess, could not do when blessed with the brightest light. Please … you must fight to live for him.”
 
   Lucifer came back, clad in the same hideous blue tunic as she wore and anxiously retook his place at his lover's side. Doctor Halpas injected something into the clear, flexible reed which terminated in Jamin’s arm while the two nurses cut the clothing right off of Jamin's body, dabbing at the wound with various cloths and liquids. Ninsianna watched, fascinated, as they placed green cloths around the injury until only the wound was visible, as if only that existed and not the man it was attached to. Jamin relaxed as the doctors put a clear mask over his mouth and nose. In the background, the subtle beep of a machine told her that his heart beat far slower than it should.
 
   “Put your hands on either side of his head," Ninsianna coached Lucifer, "and picture you can send white light into his body.”
 
   “My mother had this gift," Lucifer's voice sounded mournful, "but she kept it hidden. She was always afraid of what the Emperor might do if he found out she was a better healer than he was. She cured me once of a bullet to the heart.”
 
   “The life-gift flows from the goddess,” Ninsianna said. “If your heart is pure, she will help you heal your lover.”
 
   “I don’t have a heart,” Lucifer said.
 
   “Obviously you do,” Ninsianna said, “or you would not have been able to bond with him.”
 
   A soft, feminine voice whispered into her mind. 
 
    ‘His name means Morning Star,’ She-who-is whispered. ‘I sent him to the Emperor to keep him safe, but Hashem failed me when he abandoned him to chase his mother into the dreamtime. Moloch sent his Agent to twist him to his purposes. I thought he was lost to me forever, but your angry young prince snuck right past Moloch's defenses and bonded to him right underneath his nose.’
 
   Ninsianna glanced down at the progress of the surgery. Doctor Halpas's hands moved with speed and skill, but the monitors which kept track of Jamin's heartbeat said his life energy was erratic. Lucifer was not able to compensate for the injuries. The goddess' energy made her entire body ring, but only a trickle got through to the two people who needed it. 
 
   ‘How do I fix this, Mother?’ Ninsianna asked She-who-is. ‘How do I help a creature that is so dark and damaged heal another creature that is dark and damaged?’
 
   ‘You must make Lucifer trust you enough to remove the blockage.”
 
    ‘Lucifer trusts no woman,' Ninsianna thought. 'He only allows me near his lover because he is desperate to save him.’
 
   She sensed a giggle.
 
   ‘You do it just like this…” 
 
   The cone of golden-white light suddenly disappeared.
 
   The heart monitor flat-lined and began to screech.
 
   "We’ve got a code blue!" Doctor Halpas shouted. "Prepare 240 cc's of adrenaline and get the defibrillator charged!"
 
   The two nurses rushed around. One pulled out a small, clear tube with a long, sharp, vicious-looking needle at the end.
 
   "Doctor Halpas!" Lucifer said. His eyes were desperate and filled with tears.
 
   "Step back, Sir!" one of the nurses shoved them both aside.
 
   "Administering adrenaline."
 
   Ninsianna winced as the nurse shoved the needle straight into Jamin's heart.
 
   "Charging now, Sir."
 
   "Two hundred, two twenty, two fifty, three hundred…"
 
   "Clear!"
 
   Doctor Halpas rammed two flat panels onto Jamin's chest. Jamin's entire body jerked. The scent of lightning filled the room. The beeper beeped, and then went flat again, never stopping its incessant shrieking.
 
   “He is leaving me!!!” Lucifer cried out. "Ninsianna! Please! You have to help me save him!!!”
 
   Lucifer quivered with emotion, so beautiful in his grief that she wondered how she could have ever feared such a beautiful, helpless creature? His beauty was like the first rays of light of hope piercing the darkness that precipitated the dawn. Love moved her heart for this poor creature that had had its light obscured by darkness, and she reached up to kiss him, the kiss of a mother for her child. 
 
   All her life she had feared the dead, but the dead woman who pleaded with her now to allow her to take possession of her body so she could tell her son what he needed to hear so greatly moved Ninsianna that she stepped aside and allowed Asherah to use her body as a vessel.
 
   “Lucifer, my son,” she-who-had-been-Asherah spoke in a voice that neither sounded like, nor even looked like Ninsianna. “I did not abandon you, my son. I wait for you to join me, as does the mother of your mate.”
 
   “Mama?” Lucifer trembled. “Is that really you?”
 
   “Your father did not abandon us,” she-who-had-been-Asherah said. “He was taken from us as you have been taken from us. He was twisted as you have been twisted. But now you are in grave danger.”
 
   “How?” Lucifer asked.
 
   “The one whose voice I speak through is about to bear a child more powerful even than you are,” she-who-had-been-Asherah said. “When Moloch could no longer control your father, he killed him and seized you, just as he intends to kill you now that you have slipped his control and he has found a vessel to replace you.”
 
   Beneath her possession, Ninsianna trembled at that warning.
 
   “All I care about is saving my mate,” Lucifer cried out. “Please, Mama, how do I save him?”
 
   “You must forgive me, my son,” she-who-had-been-Asherah said. “For I know you feel the compulsion to follow your mate into the Dreamtime. You must now understand I did not leave you entirely by choice.”
 
   Lucifer began to cry great, wracking sobs. He leaned upon her for support and, as he did, Ninsianna hugged this evil creature who had done nothing but cause her harm, for She-who-is herself had stepped into her body to welcome home the brother she feared she had lost forever.
 
   “The time has come to choose, Luciferi,” She-who-is-Ninsianna spoke with a voice that made the entire ship resonate with her words. “Love … or power. Choose love, and you may draw upon the life gift which I offer you to heal your mate.”
 
   White light burst forth from Lucifer's entire body and filled the room, so bright they needed to cover their eyes. Lucifer swayed and collapsed onto her for support. Ninsianna knew, even before the modern heart monitor made its first beep that Jamin had come back from his trip beyond. 
 
   She-who-is released her body, but she had not abandoned her, but left her with the strong, golden thread which Ninsianna had always used to speak to her beloved mentor.
 
   "Thank you, Mother," Ninsianna whispered. "Thank you for using me as your sacred vessel."
 
   “Let’s finish stitching this young man up!” Doctor Halpas ordered.
 
   Ninsianna watched the medical team stitch Jamin back together using a needle and thread, and a kind of goo that reminded her of spider-web silk, not so very different than what she would have done had Jamin been her patient back on Earth. It seemed, perhaps, her Mama's medicine wasn't so primitive after all?
 
   Only after they had gotten Jamin settled into a recovery room, with Lucifer at his side holding his hand, did he finally allow them to attend to the arrows and atlatl darts which had lodged into his wings.
 
   "Sir?" Doctor Halpas said. "He is out of danger. Let us now attend to you?"
 
   “I want the human to do it,” Lucifer said. His faced hardened into an authoritative demeanor. “Give her what she needs to do the job, and then leave us. But station Eligor outside the door.”
 
   "Would you like us to give you a sedative?"
 
   "No."
 
   “Yes, Sir,” Doctor Halpas said. 
 
   They lay out some supplies, and then he and the two nurses hustled out of the room. Ninsianna trembled, realizing she had just been left alone with a rapist. Lucifer gestured for her to pull up a stool.
 
   "Please, sit," Lucifer said. "You must be weary, to have spent so long upon your feet."
 
   Ninsianna sat as far away from him as she could.
 
   "Do not fear me," Lucifer said softly. "For it appears I have not been myself."
 
   Ninsianna used her goddess-kissed vision to examine his spirit light. Whatever She-who-is had done to him, no sign of his earlier darkness remained.
 
   "So I can see," Ninsianna said.
 
   "And yet you still fear me?"
 
   "Wouldn't you?"
 
   Lucifer signed, and ran his fingers through his white-blond hair.
 
   "Yes. Paranoia is a survival trait. Especially when that fear is warranted."
 
   "Do you still have headaches?" Ninsianna asked.
 
   "Yes," Lucifer said. "Why do you ask? Does the darkness still surround me?"
 
   Ninsianna frowned and then squinted at the strange signals his spirit light revealed. The Evil One no longer pressed in upon him, but his spirit light reminded her of a wall into which had been punched many windows and doors.
 
   "You still have much healing to perform," Ninsianna said. "My intuition warns me you are not yet free from Moloch's influence."
 
   "I would never allow him to take possession of me again," Lucifer said.
 
   Ninsianna stared at the peculiar regularity of the breaches in Lucifer's spirit light. It reminded her of the woven fence of a goat pen.
 
   "I do not think this weakness is by choice," Ninsianna said. She examined the pattern of weaknesses. "Something was done to you, but I think it was something which was done at the level of your physical body. She-who-is whispers it is time to get your head examined by Doctor Halpas."
 
   Lucifer gave her a wry grin.
 
   "Eligor has told me thus every single morning since he began trying to convince me not to take Zepar's headache medicine."
 
   Ninsianna got the little medical bag she had hobbled together and began plucking the bloody, white feathers out from the flesh into which the projectiles had become embedded. They were beautiful wings, these snow white wings which had inhabited her nightmares for the better part of a year. The flesh beneath them was pink and warm, so vastly different from the dark, hot flesh that lay beneath her husband's feathers, and she understood, given her own husband's dislike of having his wings touched by anyone but her, that this was a vulnerable spot, a humbling, it was Lucifer's way of signaling that he trusted her. She plucked the fletching from the arrows so she could pull the darts through. Lucifer winced as she yanked them out one by one, but he endured it all with a stoic grimness. At last she reached the most worrisome injury, an atlatl dart that had lodged in the ulna bone of his right wing.
 
   “This is going to hurt,” she said. “Would you like me to ask Doctor Halpas to come back for this one? He will do a better job than me.”
 
   “No,” Lucifer said. “Just dig it out. Consider it a small down payment for the wrongs I have committed against your people.”
 
   His snowy white feathers ran pink with blood as Ninsianna silently finished digging out the dart. She then bandaged him back up, but never once did he let go of Jamin's hand.
 
   “Was that really my mother?” Lucifer finally asked.
 
   “I don’t know who that was,” Ninsianna said. “Nothing about her energy as she spoke led me to believe she was not who she said she was. The one who held you afterwards, though? That was She-who-is.” 
 
   Jamin began to rise towards consciousness and murmur Lucifer's name.
 
   “I will leave you two alone,” Ninsianna said. She gathered her things and prepared to go. She remembered her husband's anguished plea the night she'd been almost captured, that he could not feel her in his heart.
 
   “You must tell him how you feel about him," Ninsianna said. "He needs to hear it. And he needs to feel it."
 
   “Ninsianna,” Lucifer said. “Thank you.”
 
   “I didn’t do it for you,” Ninsianna said. “I did it because She-who-is asked me to do it.”
 
   “I know,” Lucifer replied. “But thank you, anyways.”
 
   Ninsianna left them there, alone.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   February: 3,389 BC
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Pareesa
 
   Pareesa shrieked as Mikhail catapulted her straight up into the air, and then yelped a second time as they landed suddenly on the roof. He immediately crouched down, his enormous, dark wings pressed flat against the roof.
 
   "Get down," he yanked her to a squatting position.
 
   For nearly a year Pareesa had dreamed of what it would be like if the drop-dead gorgeous Angelic picked her up in his muscular arms and carried her up into the sky with his dark, magnificent wings, and now that he had done it, she felt like a satchel of vegetables which had just been dumped onto the floor. 
 
   "Aren't you going to drop me off in the central square?" Pareesa pursed her lips in an exaggerated pout which always seemed to get her little sister Zakiti anything she wanted. 
 
   Mikhail's brilliant blue eyes looked not at her, but off to the south-east, in the direction where the lizard demons had first come. He pointed at a dual column of clear, white smoke which drifted upwards from just over the hill, one column much thicker than the other.
 
   "We've got trouble," he said. "Our only advantage is the enemy doesn't know I'm still alive."
 
   "What about those?" Pareesa asked. She pointed at the satchel full of pulse rifles which she was eager to wield against the enemy.
 
   Mikhail pointed to the archers positioned on different roofs.
 
   "Give them to the snipers positioned there … there … and there," Mikhail said. "Show them how to use them, but do not fire them until the lizards get through the barricade. Once they do, shoot into their backs. It will force them to fight on two separate fronts."
 
   "Shouldn't we stop them before they get through?" Pareesa asked.
 
   Mikhail looked to the south again, his expression worried.
 
   "There is no stopping them from getting through that barricade," Mikhail said. "They still have too much firepower. Our only advantage is they don't know we've picked up a few of these." 
 
   He squeezed her shoulder, about as close as the big Angelic ever came to giving her a hug. And then, without so much as a flap of his wings, he dropped down off the roof and allowed an updraft to carry him back along the rooftops, due north instead of south even though she knew that was the way he was headed.
 
   "So much for my first flight," Pareesa grumbled.
 
   The woven-reed mats were soft beneath her weight as she scurried from roof to roof to show to distribute the firesticks. She warned them they only had a few shots, and then the magic would expire. Around two-thirds of the way around the central square she found a still-intact downward ladder. Her B-Team cheered as she descended down the cedar log.
 
   The Chief strode forward and embraced her.
 
   "We were worried you didn't make it," Chief Kiyan said. His dark eyes were crinkled with tension, and although his arm had not yet healed, he'd taken it out of its sling.
 
   "Ebad made it as well," Pareesa said. "Has there been any word about my mother?"
 
   "No word," the Chief said. "But we sent Homa and Gisou to go help Needa attend the wounded. If she's injured, she will get the best treatment we have."
 
   Pareesa scanned the warriors who'd retreated into this final fallback position. They were trapped here, but the temple was the most defensible place within the village. Already the warriors had set up an impromptu fifth barricade to ring the temple. Either they would all die here, or the lizards would run out of magic and give them a chance to fight them hand-to-hand.
 
   "Mikhail flew south to go after that final sky canoe," Pareesa said. "He thinks it's about to come back and attack us again."
 
   "We've done everything we can to prepare," Chief Kiyan said. "Come and eat. At least we have plenty of food."
 
   Pareesa followed him into the temple, where there was hot, cooked porridge and water drawn from the central well. Never had a simple bowl of boiled faro blended with onions and kale ever tasted so good! She stuffed her cheeks like a greedy squirrel until shouts from the rooftops alerted her their rest was at an end.
 
   "The sky canoe has taken to the air!" the lookouts shouted.
 
   Pareesa ran out to join the other warriors who took up positions behind the barricades, along the rooftops, and tucked into doorways and other defensible positions around the square. Their expressions grew fearful as the air filled with a roar that sounded like a sandstorm blended with the hooves of stampeding aurochs and the rumble of a thunderstorm, all combined as one. Pareesa looked to the south. A squat, oblong monster slid through the air like a turtle swimming on the river.
 
   The enemy sky canoe did not fly fast or high, nor did it do any of the things they expected of a creature of the air. It reminded her of a cloud sliding across the sunset, no wings needed to flap or give it height. It was blunt grey, the color of a chipped flint spearhead, and from every aspect of its body sprang beetle-like antennae and arms.
 
   An eerie pall fell upon the village as the sky canoe's shadow preceded it across the rooftops, until at last that shadow reached the central square. Behind the fourth barricade, the lizard-demons began to pound their weapons to mimic the sound of war drums. The air filled with war cries, great beast-like grunts, cries of bloodlust and animalistic cheers.
 
   Siamek touched her arm.
 
   Pareesa jumped.
 
   "Where is Ebad?" Siamek asked her. 
 
   Her eyes slid over the tall, swarthy-skinned lieutenant and noted the blood which marred the front of his kilt, the deep gash on his sword arm, and the remnants of a bloody nose. His brown eyes were filled with worry.
 
   "Ebad is somewhere up there," Pareesa said. She pointed at the rooftop. "He has a pulse rifle. I hope they had enough sense to take cover. The sky canoe will shoot them down."
 
   "And Mikhail?"
 
   Pareesa stared to her south. Yes. Where had Mikhail gone?
 
   Before she could answer him, lightning shot out of a big arm sticking out of the front of the sky canoe. A row of rooftops the next ring out exploded skywards in a dust devil of fire and debris, their archers, dead. Killed by the enemy sky canoe.
 
   The warriors shrieked.
 
   The shouts of the lizard-demons grew so loud that Pareesa knew the fourth barricade was about to fall. She dropped behind the final barricade, little more than a few desperate implements dragged out of the temple and the few houses privileged to ring the central square. Siamek ducked down beside her and readied his bow. He had three arrows left in his quiver. Just three. But beside him he had his spear.
 
   The snipers shouted a warning from the roof.
 
   "The lizard demons are backing away from the barricade!"
 
   "Take cover!" the Chief shouted. With the sky canoe's return, Assurian domination of the high ground had just evaporated.
 
   "Is it too much to wish that they'll get back into their sky canoe and leave?" Pareesa gave Siamek a tepid grin.
 
   Siamek simply stared at the great, hulking shape which moved towards them like an enormous dung beetle which had decided it wanted to eat them for supper. Pareesa had fought the sky canoes once before, but this was Siamek's first time seeing one up close. His brows were furrowed in an expression of disbelief, as though any moment now, he expected to wake up screaming. In the air, the jagged arm which looked like a beetle's armor rotated around and began to emit small, blue sparks of lightning at the tips.
 
   "I think it's about to shoot its lighting again," Siamek said.
 
   A dark shape detach itself from the roof immediately beneath the beast and flew straight upwards into the underside of its belly. She blinked, not certain she had just seen what she'd just seen.
 
   A great bolt of lightning shot out of the arm. It was horrible and blue, as if an entire thunderstorm had been consolidated into a single lightning strike, and then the gods had channeled and narrowed it, before aiming it at them like a single shot from an arrow. The lightning reached the ally where the Assurians had set up their barricade. It exploded, scattering fiery debris straight up into the air. Pareesa shrieked and put her arms over her head to shield herself from the falling wood. Small sparks of fire burned into her arms and shawl and filled her nostrils with the stench of her own burning hair.
 
   With a blood-curdling war cry, the enemy warriors pushed through the shattered barricade.
 
   "Here they come!" Siamek shouted beside her. He let fly the first of his three remaining arrows. 
 
   The enemy sky canoe hovered so close it felt as though a tornado had caught them all up in its sandy vortex. Pareesa pulled her firestick and aimed it upwards, but Mikhail had said there were only so many places you could hit such a target to take it down, and she, silly girl, didn't happen to know any of them. The wall of lizard men rushed closer, firing at her as they ran with their own blue-rays of lightning and death. The arm-of-lightning on the bottom of the sky canoe rotated around and, with a mechanical whir, it took aim and began to charge, its sharp nose pointed right at her.
 
   She shut her eyes and prayed to the Cherubim god as she aimed her firestick, not a formal prayer, but the plea of a frightened, thirteen summer girl. 
 
   'Bishamonten … HELP! Where am I supposed to aim?'
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Mikhail
 
   Mikhail's wings pounded in the rhythm his species had been bred to beat, a heartbeat, a war cry, the beat of a war drum as old as the Alliance itself. Get the gunship. Get the gunship. Get the gunship so he could disable it and use it to go and rescue his wife.
 
   He was a dark shadow flying through the alleys, not an eagle but an owl. He knew the lizards would be watching for him, so he skimmed the streets like a hawk searching for a rat. It had been his intention to sneak behind the Sata'anic gunship and sabotage it further so it could not get off the ground, but the roar of impulse engines echoing through the valley warned him he was out of time. The enemy gunship rose above the hill like a lion peeking its head above the grass, sniffing the air before it charged its prey. 
 
   The enemy was coming to him…  
 
   He dropped onto the nearest roof and began to creep, wings stretched out flat behind him to make him appear like a roof-mat. The gunship came closer, flying on one and a half engines by the heat-stream which came out of the afterburners, one side strong and white, the other weak and pink. He noted the trajectory and then crept around so he'd be lined up with the strong port engine when it floated overhead. And then … he waited, thankful the lizards were acting cautious with their gimpy engine.
 
   This place he had chosen to call his home was difficult terrain for a species of soldier bred to hide amongst the clouds. White-winged or dark-winged, the clear, dry cloudless sky rarely afforded an opportunity to wait for a gunship to pass overhead, unseen by both their radar and their cameras. They had heat-seeking cameras, of course, but with so many Assurians on the rooftops, so long as he blended in, they would mistake him for just another human. A primitive. Somebody easily overlooked.
 
   An image danced into his mind of a game he'd once played with a childhood friend so good at hiding that he'd needed to use his other senses beyond the normal five. He flattened and spread his wings as she had done, making them appear uneven, making them blend into the roof even though it was now broad daylight. He thought of her lately often, though he didn't know why. It was the only part of his childhood he could safely remember without arousing the fury the Cherubim had told him he must always keep suppressed, a little girl and a game of hide-and-seek.
 
   He eyed the shadow of the gunship as it crept right up to him, praying they would not see him, praying they were fixated on the Assurians in the square. The heat from the VTOLs caused the rooftop to become uncomfortably hot as it glided close enough to provide cover fire for the enemy soldiers.
 
   "Come out, come out, wherever you are," Mikhail whispered to the gunship as he waited, waited, waited to do what his species had been bred to do.
 
   The wake of the port VTOL passed directly overhead, so close that he feared his feathers might ignite.
 
   Now!
 
   He leaped straight upwards, behind the wake of the engine, and darted sideways just in time to avoid being scorched by plasma streaming out of the afterburners.
 
   He grabbed onto the metal and pressed his wings flat against the underside of the ship. His heart pounded and he waited to see if the lizards had spotted his leap into their blind spot. He whispered to himself the Cherubim focusing meditation until his heartbeat slowed and his breathing gradually eased. Ever since he'd woken up from his coma, his concentration hadn't been what it had used to be. Thankfully, it appeared nobody had spotted him.
 
   The pulse cannon gave a high-pitch whine as it rotated around and tilted downwards to aim at the frail Assurian barricade. Should he take out the pulse cannon and hope he might somehow be able to overpower the crew? Or should he shoot out the port engine so the ship could not fly at all?
 
   He must take out the port engine first. If he only took out the pulse cannon, it would fly away before he got on board. There was no chance, from here, he could cut his way into the ship and overpower the crew. He crept sideways like an upside-down crab, using his arms to cling against the underside of the ship and not his wings, the flapping of which would show up in their aft camera.
 
   Slowly, he worked his way to the hull plating which covered the port engine of the gunship. The plate was gouged, as though it had been hastily removed and then replaced. He found a decent handhold near the one spot all such ships were vulnerable if you only knew where to aim.
 
   Static electricity crackled along the exterior of the hull as the lizards charged their pulse cannon and prepared to fire at the barricade.
 
   'Get out of there,' Mikhail prayed for the people behind the wall. 'Back up. You can't defend against this, and I can't take out both the pulse cannon -and- the ship.'
 
   He let go just long enough to avoid being electrocuted by the static discharge. He flapped his wings, and then clung to his perch once more the moment the plasma ceased licking the hull with its blue, greedy tongues. Thankfully, the occupants were more interested in the fireworks display as the barricade in front of them blasted into the sky than they were in the flat, dark shape which clung to their port engine.
 
   The gunship came to a dead halt. The VTOL engines aimed straight down. The arm of the pulse rifle whirred as it spun around to take aim at the people huddled behind the final barricade below.
 
   Mikhail pulled out his pulse rifle and pressed it straight into the hull plating. This time, his pulse rifle had a nearly-full charge. This time, he hoped it wouldn't render him unconscious or drop him into a sea. This time, he prayed he didn't damage the gunship so badly that he couldn't salvage it and use it to go and rescue his wife.
 
   'This one is for you, Ninsianna,' he thought as he pulled the trigger.
 
   His pulse rifle fired.
 
   He was catapulted backwards as the hull plating vaporized and, rather than an explosion, the pulse-charge melted neatly into the carburetor beneath the plating without causing it to explode.
 
   'Yes!' Mikhail clenched his fist in a victory motion as he flapped his wings to remain airborne. It was a perfect sabotage. A perfect shot. If he was back in the Alliance, the Emperor would have given him a medal.
 
   The gunship lurched.
 
   The pulse canon went awry. Instead of blasting the wall where the Assurian defenders crouched, it fired harmlessly into the empty space where Chief Kiyan's house had once stood.
 
   'Drop here, drop here, drop here,' he prayed. 'Oh great goddess, please let it drop -here- so I can steal the thing and fix it, and go and rescue Ninsianna!'
 
   The whoompf of a second pulse rifle firing caused his head to jerk around just in time to see the lone, slender figure, which stood, legs spread apart, both arms braced as she fired the pulse rifle he had given her uselessly at the ship.
 
   An explosion rocked the opposite side of the gunship.
 
   The ship lurched, and then bits of blue hydrogen dripped down towards the ground. Flames from the burning barricade below licked up the drips, towards the already-wounded starboard engine, into the carburetor housing, and then it gave a miniature explosion.
 
   "No!" Mikhail shouted as the entire gunship lurched sideways like a man who'd just consumed too much beer.
 
   The engine he had hit burned brighter as the pilot increased the throttle to try to compensate for the other wounded engine and overcorrected, causing the gunship to spin out of control like a child's top whirling on the ground.
 
   "No no no no no!!!" Mikhail shouted as the damage he'd wrought caused the port carburetor to completely melt down.
 
   He flapped his wings to get clear as the gunship entered into a death spin. It just barely skimmed the rooftops as it descended down the hill until it lost so much altitude it crashed into the outermost row, the ones perched on the edge of the cliff that fell straight down into the river, took them out, and then toppled over the hill, ship, houses, and part of the earth those houses had been attached to.
 
   The engines exploded.
 
   "No!" he shouted as his visions of rescue went down the hill along with the gunship.
 
   He landed on the edge of the cliff and looked down as the flaming gunship sank into the seething waters below.
 
   'Stay in there,' he prayed. 'Please float. Get it to shore, so I can salvage something once the river recedes.'
 
   A Sata'anic soldier's first edict was to make sure their weaponry didn't fall into enemy hands. Black smoke and flames poured out of the gunship as it floated out into the middle of the river, and then the lizards blew the hatches, causing it to sink in the deepest, most muddy part of the river.
 
   "Damantia!" Mikhail shouted in frustration. He shook his fist at the sky. "How am I supposed to rescue her if you don't give me a break once in a while?"
 
   She-who-is did not answer him, of course. She never did. She expected him to protect the village, retrieve his wife, and oh, while he was at it, why not protect the Alliance, the universe, and defeat the Evil One for her, but she never did seem to want to give him any help!
 
   Feeling defeated even though he had just won a great victory, he grabbed the first Assurian he found and told him to capture whatever enemy soldiers made it to the shore, for they would cause much mischief if they were allowed to roam the countryside, sabotaging the village the way that he would sabotage them if the roles were reversed.
 
   He took to the air and made his way back to the final battle for Assur.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Pareesa
 
   Pareesa gaped as the sky canoe coughed like a sick animal, and then it leaned towards one side like a stumbling drunkard. The sky canoe wobbled. She felt like a dog that had chased a ram, and then all of a sudden the ram turned around and decided to charge.
 
   "Take cover!" she shouted, just as the enormous arm attached to the underside shot its lightning straight towards the square. The warriors scattered, avoiding both the big shot that leveled what little was left of the Chief's burned-out house, and also the smaller shots of the lizard-demons leaping over the shattered barricade.
 
   She lowered her firestick, amazed she'd even gotten the thing to shoot, and saw Mikhail detach himself from the opposite side of the sky canoe. The side that he was on glowed brighter, and then the sky canoe turned and began to chase its tail. It drifted down the hill with Mikhail hot on its tail.
 
   A blast of a hand-held firestick landed precariously close to her face. Goatshit! Pay attention! She must fight or she would die. She crouched behind the low, stone wall which surrounded the central well and fired shot after shot at the incoming enemy soldiers.
 
   Siamek crawled up next to her.
 
   "Did you do that?" Siamek asked. His quiver was empty, and in his hand he gripped a brand-new sword.
 
   "I see you found Ebad?" Pareesa grinned at him.
 
   "Little good it does me with those shooting at me," Siamek said as he pointed at her firestick.
 
   Up on the rooftops, the three warriors plus Dadbeh and Ebad fired their firesticks into the backs of the incoming invaders. As Mikhail had hoped, it forced them to linger in the alley which connected the inner circle of the temple with the first ring of houses. Pareesa stuck her head above the stone wall and dared take a shot at a pig-snouted demon who tried slithering along the walls to work his way behind him. The creature fell, not dead, for her aim was less than perfect, but out of commission.
 
   One by one, the men on the rooftop ran out of magic for their firesticks, until the only one who still had one was her.
 
   The enemy regrouped, into their usual offensive position of three lines of men who moved one line in front of the other in a V-shaped formation as they pushed their way into the central square. The defenders were long since out of arrows, although every now and again one came out of nowhere as someone pulled one out of a body and used it to take another shot at the enemy. Unfortunately, the enemy's clothing had resistance against anything but a well-aimed direct shot. 
 
   She looked upwards and saw her little brother Namhu and some of the boys he ran in a pack with. He gave her a thumbs up. Pareesa wasn't certain whether she wanted to kill the little twirp, or hug him.
 
   She saw the baskets, and she understood what he meant to do…
 
   "Watch this," she told Siamek.
 
   The boys edged towards the edge of the rooftops, each of them carrying a basket or a jar.
 
   “NOW!!!” Namhu screamed at the top of his lungs.
 
   The boys heaved the baskets and pots off of the roof.  The sound of pots breaking made the enemy invaders pause, no doubt remembering the last time pots had broken. The enemy began to scream. Pareesa laughed as they wasted their weapons fire stomping, clawing, and dancing as the creepy crawlies slithered into their midst.
 
   Camel spiders.
 
   Bees.
 
   Aggressive biting ants.
 
   And snakes.
 
    “Take that!” Pareesa laughed as she took aim at a pig-man frantically clawing at his tusks to get rid of a dinner-plate sized camel spider. The vociferously aggressive, long-legged camel spiders could run faster than a man and jump a good four cubits onto any creature they deemed a threat. Having just been dropped off a rooftop into a bunch of enemies, the spiders acted accordingly.
 
   "What just happened?" Siamek asked.
 
   "Zakiti promised her friends that Mikhail would give them a ride for every spider camel they captured," Pareesa laughed. "She's been collecting them for nary a week."
 
   "Does Mikhail know you've turned him into goat-cart ride?" Siamek asked.
 
   "Not exactly," Pareesa said. "But Zakiti is a mercenary little thing. She will hold him to the bargain, whether or not he agreed."
 
   Siamek looked longingly at his empty quiver, envious as Pareesa took aim with her firestick and shot a distracted lizard with a hive of angry bees swarming around him. None of the creatures was particularly venomous, but the enemy didn’t know that. Pareesa saw Ebad creep along the roofline, and then join the two archers perched there. The tail end of the enemy line must have moved completely forward into the central square. 
 
   Unfortunately, the enemy recovered from their little ‘surprise.’ The lizard demons reorganized and began moving forward again.
 
   "Look," Siamek pointed. "They're pulling their swords."
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, Pareesa saw a shadow move forward and slit the throat of one of the blue-men who hung back to hastily change the cartridge on his firestick. She reasoned it must be Dadbeh. The shadow disappeared before she could verify it was him.
 
   A shot from a firestick demolished a piece of the barricade.
 
   Pareesa popped up to get a lizard demon within her sights. She pulled the trigger. Nothing happened. Blue lightning from a firestick exploded precariously close to her head. She slammed her body down. Her firestick blinked at her with an angry red light.
 
   "Goatshit!" she shouted at the weapon. It was out of magic! Now she knew how Mikhail had felt all this time.
 
   Siamek touched her shoulder, his brown eyes earnest, and for the first time filled with hope.
 
   "We can do this," Siamek said. "We outnumber them. Now we can fight them hand to hand."
 
   Pareesa stared at the advancing lizard demons, half again their height and twice their weight, armed not just with swords, but tails, and claws and fangs. The blue-people were even larger, and the pig-people had tusks in addition to their massive bulk. 
 
   A pair of brown-black wings descend downwards from the sky, behind the temple of She-who-is as Mikhail was an easy target for men armed with firesticks. The enemy soldiers wasted their few remaining shots trying to smite him and missed. A small cheer went through the Assurians as Mikhail crept up behind herself and Siamek.
 
   "Did you take out that starboard engine?" Mikhail asked. His expression was unreadable, but his eyes appeared so blue it looked as though he might either shout at her or cry. She got the distinct impression she had done something wrong, but she couldn't fathom what that might have been.
 
   "Bishamonten helped me take the shot," Pareesa said, her voice small like a little girl's. "I just cleared my mind, and he showed me a white dot on the side of the sky canoe."
 
   Mikhail exhaled. He snorted, as though amused.
 
   "That was one hell of a shot," Mikhail said. He did not look angry anymore, but he did not look happy, either. His expression softened. He reached out and squeezed her soldier. Whatever had him upset, he did not blame her.
 
   Another blast of firestick lightning exploded next to them, forcing them all to duck. Mikhail scrutinized the gash on Siamek's arm, and then looked from him to her. With the deep gash on his sword arm, Siamek was vulnerable. 
 
   "You two ready to do this?" Mikhail asked.
 
   "Ready, Sir," Siamek said.
 
   "Ready," Pareesa said.
 
   Mikhail pulled his sword. He pointed it upright, so all the men on either side of them could see that he had returned. Their Champion now fought in their midst. It made them feel brave even though they all now understood he was every bit as mortal as they were.
 
   "When you leap up," Siamek said, "the enemy will all target you."
 
   "That's the idea," Mikhail said. He pointed his sword at the advancing enemy. "Take out who you can. I shall take care of myself."
 
   A few more volleys of slung rocks, some arrows, the occasional spear or atlatl dart, and one last blast of enemy firestick lightning passed over the makeshift barricade where they crouched until they were certain there were no more lightning bolts. The enemy, it seemed was truly out of magic.
 
   Pareesa pulled her sword. Numbers alone wouldn't turn the tide, but at least the weaponry had just leveled out. There was no more retreat. This would be their final stand.
 
   “Kyō wa shinu ni wa yoi hidesu,” Mikhail said to her in the clicking Cherubim language. Today is a good day to die.
 
   “Kore o yarou,” Pareesa replied, reaching out to grab his arm. Let's do this.
 
   They shook hands, forearm to forearm in a shake of brotherhood, and then she turned and gave the same shake of brotherhood to Siamek, and he passed it along to the elite warriors, then to Firouz, and Yaggitt, and Ipquidad, and the other members of the B-team until it had passed through all of the defenders and made its way all the way back to the Chief.
 
   “It has been an honor,” Mikhail said to them all.
 
   He clicked the Cherubim battle incantations until his eyes glowed so blue she could no longer see his iris's, and then he stood up, an easy target, and stepped fearlessly into the enemy's midst, his black-brown wings the only part of him which remained visible as he moved through them like a reaper harvesting the grain, wings pounding and sword clashing against sword as he took on multiple enemies.
 
   'Mikhail…' Pareesa thought to herself. She would not let him stand alone. With an ululating battle cry, she stood up and leaped over the barrier, rushing forward to take on the first enemy she encountered. 
 
   Blood splattered into her mouth as she fought for her life against creatures that were far larger and more skilled than she was, but the Cherubim god did not abandon her, and he whispered to her, and warned her with images. Watch out. Keep your guard up. Stab him here. Remember that training kata, use it now with your sword. 
 
   Out of her peripheral vision, she saw Siamek get sliced by a lizard from his shoulder all the way down to his gut. 
 
   "No!" she shouted.
 
   Siamek fell to his knees.
 
   The pig-man she fought swung furiously at her, leaving her unable to help Siamek, forcing her to stay alive. She kicked the pig-man in the gut. He stumbled backwards.
 
   She glanced over at Siamek to see how he fared.
 
   The lizard soldier lifted his sword above his head. Siamek met her gaze, his eyes filled with resignation.
 
   "Siamek!!!" Pareesa screamed. 
 
   The lizard began its downswing…
 
   Siamek closed his eyes, his lips moving in prayer…
 
   The lizard demon paused, mid swing, with a confused expression on his face.  Blood erupted from the front of his uniform shirt. The lizard man's jaws opened with a hiss as he looked down, surprised to see he had been run through with a sword.
 
   The lizard demon toppled forward…
 
   Behind him, her eyes so black they no longer had an exposed white, stood the ghost of Gita, so smeared with gore it was hard to tell where she stood and the background behind her began. A ripple of horror clawed at Pareesa's gut. The ghost's eyes were so cold and deadly it reminded her of the night that Mikhail had lost control of his dark gift.
 
   Pareesa's pig-man recovered his wits and hacked at her again. Pareesa defended against the blows, using her speed to offset her small size. She went on the offensive. The pig-man stabbed at her and missed. She used the opening to stab him in the gut. Blood spurted out of his belly. Feinting a swing and instead kicking him in his injury, she spun the rest of the way around to gain velocity, swung her sword upwards as she leaped, and slammed downwards, not-too-neatly decapitating him, her strength enhanced by the Cherubim battle energies.
 
   "May She-who-is grant you safe passage into the dreamtime," she whispered as he fell. 
 
   She glanced over at Siamek, buried beneath the body of the dead lizard demon, but the ghost of Gita had disappeared. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Mikhail had broken free from the throng which had come at him far more viciously than the mercenaries had ever done. They all lay around his feet on the ground, every single one of them dead. He looked in her direction and then went after the next enemy. The tide had turned.
 
   The enemy attempted to retreat. Ebad and the other archers made sure that didn’t happen, cutting them down with arrows they had retrieved from the bodies of the dead. 
 
   Glancing around her, there were no unoccupied enemies to engage. She looked for who was at the largest disadvantage, two warriors jabbing at a blue-man with spears, and went to help them. When that one had been dispatched, the three of them did the same to help someone else. The next thing she knew, there was nobody left to smite.
 
   They had won.
 
   Sheathing her sword, she went back to check whether or not Siamek was still alive.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Gita
 
   Gita knew before she even got to the widow-sisters house that the Tribunal could no longer help her. A pool of crimson adorned the threshold. Her hand trembling, she pushed open the door and peered into the dim confines of the house until her eyes made out the outline of a withered shape lying on the floor.
 
   “Zhila!” 
 
   She rushed into the room and kneeled next to the old woman’s body. Zhila’s eyes were vacant and her mouth gaped open in a silent scream, as if with her last breath she had shrieked insults at her murderer. Gita pressed her fingers to Zhila’s neck and found nothing. The stench of burnt meat wafted up as Gita touched the gaping hole which had burned a crater into Zhila’s chest.
 
   Gita lifted Zhila’s hand and pressed it against her cheek.
 
   “I am sorry!” she wept. “I should have come straight here!”
 
   Her shoulders shook as she reached up to close Zhila’s cataract-riddled eyes. Zhila had landed awkwardly, thrown backwards by the power of the firestick. Gita crossed her arms across her chest and then straightened her legs until it appeared as if Zhila was merely sleeping and not lying murdered on the floor.
 
   She found Yalda crumpled in the corner. Her prune-like skin was ghastly pale, and she gasped for breath as though each one strove to be her last. Although Gita could find no discernable wound, she could sense Yalda’s life energy fade as she willed herself to follow her sister into the dreamtime; her dear, beloved sister who she had lingered to care for long after both their husbands were dead and in the grave.
 
   Gita was a slight girl, not much bigger than a pre-teen, but a life of hardship had made her strong. She picked up her elderly friend, who had withered away to the weight of a dried leaf over the years, and staggered over to the spare cot the widow-sisters kept against the wall and lay her down as gently as she could.
 
   “Zhila,” Yalda murmured, her eyes already turned into the dreamtime, “Jahveed has come for me. Just as he promised he would.”
 
   “Of course Jahveed has come for you,” Gita said, tenderly touching her wrinkled skin. “He waits for you just but on the other side.” 
 
   The fog in Yalda’s brown eyes disappeared.
 
   “Gita?” Yalda whispered, her brown eyes filled with surprise. “You are still alive, child? We thought you were dead. Why did you run from us, before we had reached a verdict?”
 
   “I am guilty,” Gita pressed her hand against Yalda’s cheek. “I am guilty of being Shahla’s friend. I am guilty of missing Jamin. I am guilty of loving Ninsianna’s husband. And when Shahla told me she’d suddenly lost all interest in him I should have been suspicious, for once you’ve loved Mikhail, how could you ever love someone else unless it was all a trick?”
 
   “Oh, Gita,” Yalda cried. Tears slid down her wrinkled cheeks and glistened in the dim light of the room. “We found you not guilty, child. Pareesa and Siamek convinced the villagers to turn their thoughts from Immanu’s revenge, and in the end they found pity for your plight.”
 
   “I am tired of always being pitied,” Gita said.
 
   Yalda’s gnarled hand shook as she raised it to touch Gita’s cheek.
 
   “Is it true? What your father told us. Is it true, that you healed him by forming the Bond of Ki?”
 
   Gita’s lip trembled as she weighed the risk of telling the truth against the safety of telling a lie. She noted the blueness of Yalda’s lips, the way she clutched a small, golden object to her heart. Yalda's eyes focused not on her, but on invisible people in the world beyond the veil. Nothing she could say would keep Yalda here, so she might as well confess the truth.
 
   “Yes,” Gita said. She squeezed Yalda’s hand. “It was the only thing he feared, to die without his wife. So I became his wife, if only for one night, because he thought I was Ninsianna, come to join him at the threshold of death. He did not betray her. All along he thought I was his wife." Gita's eyes welled with tears. "It was my intent to merely comfort him as he passed from this world into the next, but then the goddess showed me how to save him, so I did.”
 
   Yalda lifted a trembling hand to her breast, smeared with dirt and the blood of their enemies.
 
   “I see you have taken on his scar,” Yalda said. “It is proof that your bond is the stronger of the two." 
 
   Although Yalda was old, her eyes had always been sharp, and on the threshold of death, there was no truth which could be hidden from her eyes. The knife-scar which adorned Gita’s breast was clearly visible in her nakedness, the gaping hole had appeared when she had breathed in the venom. The crater had disappeared as she had gradually transmuted the poison, leaving only an identical knife-wound to the one which had almost taken down Mikhail.
 
   “Your father told us a story before he died,” Yalda whispered. “He said your mother was a high priestess of Jebel Mar Elyas. He said he tricked her into conceiving you, and when she would not give him the son he wanted, he set her up to have her killed as revenge. He said that when she died she was pregnant by another man, a great leader, a king. He told the Amorites that all they had to do to kill this man was kill her, for he would feel her death-wound, and to torture him, all they had to do was torture her.
 
   Gita remembered how happy her mother had been shortly before she’d been killed. Her Mama had placed her hand upon her belly and told Gita that soon she would have a little brother. The man had been a kind man, and he had made her Mama very, very happy.
 
   “The Amorites came and buried Mama in the earth,” Gita said. “My father cast the first stone, and then they kept using small ones, for they wanted her death to last as long as it could.”
 
   “Your father told me that if you form the Bond of Ki to save a man, if your love is true, not only will you save him, but that Ki will reward you by giving you a child,” Yalda said. “Is it true? Do you carry the winged one’s child?”
 
   Gita startled. She had never considered such a thing. Her hand moved down to cradle her womb, the womb which had begun to ache from three missed monthly cycles. She had, until now, attributed her queasy stomach to stress.
 
   “No,” she lied.
 
   Yalda smiled at her through wrinkled lips, a tender, indulgent kind of smile; the smile of an old woman who had seen it all.
 
   “You must tell him the truth,” Yalda said. “You saved his life. He will not abandon you or your child.”
 
   “He loves Ninsianna,” Gita cried out, her voice filled with anguish and a hundred, million unshed tears. “I stole something from him, and because I did, Ninsianna will leave him! I cannot do that to him! I cannot be the reason his one true love abandons him. She is carrying his rightful heir! Not me!”
 
   The sound of beating wings filled the street just outside the door, and then she heard the sound of someone touching the door latch. She faded into the shadows just as Mikhail came bursting into the room.
 
   “Zhila!” 
 
   Her heart filled with tears as he rushed over to Zhila’s body and collapsed unto his knees. His great, brown wings knocked over a vat of beer and the bowl of unbaked bread that Yalda had set out to rise. Mikhail pressed his fingers against Zhila’s neck. Gita covered her mouth to stifle her cry as she saw upon his face that same naked anguish she had seen each night as she had held his hand and listened to him cry out for his poor, kidnapped wife.
 
   “No!!!” he gave an anguished howl.
 
   ‘No no no no no!’ Gita clamped both hands over her mouth, unable to bear the sight of his grief. She could not bear it! She could feel his grief as if it was her own, and his heartache was her heartache, and it felt as if her heart had been eaten by a lion.
 
   “Tell him, child,” Yalda whispered from her deathbed. “You must tell him what you did.”
 
   Gita chose not to heed her. For as Mikhail threw his head back and howled and keened, she knew his anguish would be nothing compared to the pain of losing Ninsianna if it ever became known what she had done. 
 
   There would be no happily ever. She had already seen what would happen when Shahla had leveled a false allegation, so what would they do if the allegation was true? The village tongues would gossip. It would undermine everything he had built upon the myth of rescuing his one perfect love, for how could you have a perfect love if, while one wife was kidnapped, you’d lain down with another woman and begotten her with child? 
 
   What would happen once he rescued Ninsianna?  Her Chosen cousin would hear of the scandal, and no matter how many times Gita insisted that Mikhail had thought it was her he’d made love to at the entrance of the dreamtime, and not some Un-Chosen girl who lived in the shadows, Ninsianna would not believe him, for she was a jealous creature, and she had still not forgiven him for Shahla’s lies. Ninsianna would leave her husband and break the big Angelic’s heart far more certainly than the knife had done. Having fought so hard to save him, Gita could not bear to watch him suffer through that again.
 
   With a sob, she slipped out the still-open door with her sword, her foot slipping on the pool of blood which adorned the threshold. She glanced to the empty space on the wall where Zhila had kept mounted the spear she had used to catch her husband’s eye. Zhila had not died passively. 
 
   She tracked the blood, intent on finishing the job. The trail ended directly in front of her father’s house. Zhila’s spear lay in the middle of a pool of crimson sand, as if somebody had died here, and then somebody else had come and carried away the body. Nobody could lose that much blood and live.
 
   “May you never gain entrance to the dreamtime!” Gita howled as she stabbed the spot where Zhila’s slayer had died. “May you spend all eternity feeling the pain you caused!”
 
   Gita stabbed at the blood until she fell to her knees, too exhausted to even scream. Her tears mingled with the bloody earth, cursing whoever had done this until her voice grew so hoarse she could no longer even form the words. 
 
   She glanced into the doorway of her father’s house, that empty house where she had lived her hellish childhood. There was nothing here for her anymore. No family. No lover. No friends. And now, not even the truth. The only thing she could bring back to this village was shame and scandal when she birthed a child with wings.
 
   Naked except for her loincloth and her sword, she grabbed Zhila’s spear and retreated out of the smoldering village.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Mikhail
 
   With a weary cry of victory, the Assurians finished off the last of the enemy, but Mikhail did not feel victorious, and by the look of her, neither did Pareesa. His young protégé stared at him with large, brown haunted eyes, no longer innocent, no longer his eager little fairy, and rushed over to some enemy bodies to begin rummaging for something, though he had no idea for what. It occurred to him that perhaps he should help her dig, but that uncomfortable echo that something was wrong had stayed with him and it ate at him now even though, deep in his bones, his intuition told him it was too late to do anything about it.
 
   He closed his eyes and focused on the feeling which Ninsianna had tried so hard to teach him to see, but which he could still only feel with the vaguest of mental images. It was his heart which told him which way to go. An empty space. A fading heartbeat. And tears. Oh, so many tears. It was the tears which led him to the widow-sister’s house, and even as he landed, he knew the news was terrible.
 
   Blood…
 
   He pushed open the door and stepped inside, the lingering effects of the Cherubim battle incantations giving him the odd impression that there were three people in the room instead of two. The image faded as the old God of War drew his attention to the body lying on the floor. Look. Look here. This is what you need to see.
 
   “Zhila!!!”
 
   Mikhail burst across the room and fell to his knees, pleading with the goddess to let Zhila be okay. The stench of burnt flesh offended his olfactory senses and confirmed that Zhila had been hit, but he pressed his fingers against her neck anyways, hoping against hope his friend would still be alive. A great, powerful eruption of emotion welled in his chest and made him shudder like a volcano which had just erupted.
 
   “No!!!” he threw back his head and howled.
 
   For a moment, it felt as though someone touched the back of his wings, but when he glanced behind himself, he saw nothing but the wind blow the open door shut. It was then that he heard the whisper, a ghost of a voice which called his name.
 
   “Mikhail?” Yalda called.
 
   He wiped at his tears and made his way to the cot they’d set up for those nights when he did not feel like staggering home to the war zone that had become Immanu and Needa’s dying marriage. She lay in the bed, little more than the empty husk of a frail, old thing, a dying leaf which clung to a tree in autumn, waiting for the wind to carry it away. A lump rose in his throat. He tried to speak and failed, so he took her hand and then he tried to speak again.
 
   “Yalda,” his voice warbled. “Who did this to you?”
 
   Yalda’s hands were large for such a frail old woman, a legacy of a lifetime of kneading bread, so when she unclenched her gnarled old claws and held before him something shiny, it took him a moment to recognize it was a golden key. She gave it to him, and then she lay back as though she had finished a great mission, and now her work was done.
 
   “What is this?” Mikhail asked.
 
   The key was not large, nor was it an ordinary key, but a cruciform key with many different layers of bits, the kind which would be used for opening up a complicated lock. It was plated in solid gold, with an ornate little handle that looked like an eleven-pointed star, and at the top was embedded a jewel. Along its shaft were symbols, but in no language that Mikhail could read.
 
   Yalda trembled, and then she gasped for breath. Even though she bore no sign of injury, he could sense she was not long for this world and had only held on to give to him the key.
 
   “You must summon your Emperor,” Yalda 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.”
 
   She lay back her head, and just for a moment she closed her eyes. Mikhail grabbed her arm and shook her.
 
   “Don’t go,” Mikhail pleaded with her. “Please don’t go! You’re the only family I have left.”
 
   He clenched her hand and bowed his head in prayer, wishing with every ounce of his being that he possessed the gift to heal like it was rumored his sub-species of Seraphim had once possessed, but he was ungifted, and Yalda did not wish to stay. Her husband, her sons, and now her sister had preceded her into the dreamtime, and her one surviving daughter was grown and had moved away. She wished to join her sister, whether or not he needed her to stay.
 
   She looked right past him, as though he wasn't even there.
 
   “It's so beautiful,” Yalda murmured, her eyes already looking into the next world. She nodded as though listening to somebody speak to her, and then said, "yes, Zhila, we promised we would tell him the truth.”
 
   “Tell me what truth?” Mikhail asked, his voice hoarse with grief. Tears streamed down his cheeks as he gripped her hand more tightly, as if that, alone, could encourage her to stay.
 
   “She loves you,” Yalda said, her eyes distant as she looked into the next world. “You don’t remember what she did for you, but when she healed you, you chose her to walk with you for all eternity.”
 
   “I know,” Mikhail said, wiping his eyes as he choked back a sob. “I’ll get her back as soon as I can get a raid together. I’m going to get her. I promise.”
 
   “Not her,” Yalda said, her voice barely a whisper. “The Other One. She is carrying your…”
 
   Whatever Yalda had been about to say, she never finished it. Her words trailed of, unfinished, as her spirit left her body. 
 
   Trembling in a mixture of grief and rage, he fought the urge to hunt down and slaughter the few remaining Sata'anic prisoners. The Cherubim had always been adamant that he must control his rage, for rage opened the door to other things, though they would never tell him what. He remembered what Jingu, the Cherubim queen had said to him one day after he'd grown angry and blacked out after a novitiate had picked on him. 
 
   “Let out your grief. It is too big to keep inside of you. Let it out, or someday your rage will destroy us all.”
 
   Cradling Yalda’s body to his chest, he howled an agonizing cry as he felt his heart break in a million pieces. Great sobs wracked his body as he curled into Yalda’s body, his friend who had become a best friend and a grandmother to him, and wept uncontrollably. It was too much! His wife? His home? His village? And now the closest thing he had left to family in the universe were gone as well! Gone! All gone! How much more could a spirit take before it broke? His wings drooped to the ground, shuddering as he wept.
 
   Others in the village heard his cries, but they knew better than to disturb him. They had their own dead and injured to grieve. Several came to the door, but part of his consciousness heard someone shoo them away. For a long time he wept, cradling Yalda's body, alone. For in this life, he forever walked alone.
 
   Gradually the room grew dark. He picked up Yalda’s body and lay her down gently on her sleeping pallet, and then he returned to the main room to pick up Zhila as well.
 
   “Goodbye, my sweet grandmothers,” he said, kissing first one’s cheek, and then the other. He pulled a single blanket over them to cover them both.
 
   A sense of hopelessness settled into his bones until he began to wonder whether there would be anything left to care about by the time he summoned the Emperor. Ninsianna was gone, the devil cruiser had blown up Immanu’s house, and now his adoptive grandmothers were dead. That old hunger ate at him, reminding him that if he didn't find Ninsianna, he would be condemned to wander eternity alone, the fate of a Seraphim who did not find his mate.
 
   Alone…
 
   It was the only fate he had ever feared. 
 
   He spent the night on the cot where Yalda had passed away, clinging to the bowl of unbaked bread which his two friends had not lived long enough to bake for him for supper.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
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   Jophiel
 
   The mood within the Eternal Light was nervous as they tailed the curious armada comprised of Sata’anic ships, Tokoloshe dreadnoughts, and other vessels from petty kingdoms hostile to the Alliance traverse the empty space between the Monoceros Ring and the broken Orion-Cygnus spiral arm which jutted through the larger Perseus arm like an arrow which had pierced a lover’s heart.
 
   Jophiel stared with frustration at the images her scout ships relayed to her via a primitive direct line-of-sight. Five-watt yagi relays were an exceptionally primitive form of communication, but one which made it difficult for the enemy to pick up their radio transmissions. Unfortunately, the Eternal Light herself would be much harder to hide. The moment they broke cover from the red giant, it might as well have been a supernova, so blatantly would her ship show up on even a perfunctory scan.
 
   “Have our long-range drones picked up anyplace we might take cover when we try to leap across the empty space?” Jophiel asked her second-in-command, Major Klikrrr.
 
   “Not so far,” Klikrrr clacked his mandibles together. “It is as if the goddess, herself placed this ring around the galaxy as a frame.”
 
   Jophiel leaned back in her commander’s chair, her snow-white wings raised with irritation and apprehension. She had a choice to make. Either travel far up the Monoceros ring until the natural curvature of the galaxy provided cover for her to make the leap across the vast, empty space. Jump now, and pray the lizards had decided to behave blind, deaf, dumb and stupid by not posting a rear-guard. Or wait until the Sata’anic armada disappeared far enough into the Orion-Cygnus spiral arm that the star systems they put behind them would finally silence the noise.
 
   None of these options was a good one. Like her, the Sata’anic armada was operating under line-of-sight communication and they kept making random course corrections, none of them logical, of a type typical when a military vessel wished to avoid being tracked. The chances of reacquiring the target once she lost it were slim and none.
 
   If only her living needle ship hadn’t disappeared! Now that little ship could leap between the dimensions, unseen by all except the goddess herself, and while it was prone to forgetting it was supposed to be on a military mission, it had prior to now always been a loyal little ship, counted upon to return so it could tell her where, at minimum, it had last seen the armada.
 
   Damantia!
 
   “We have no choice,” Jophiel said. “Mark the exact trajectory of where they entered the Orion-Cygnus arm and program a drone to sit there, waiting for our signal to reawaken it so the lizards don’t pick up its broadcast." She ran a stellar calculation in her head. “Recall the remaining drones and shuttles. We’ll go the long way around and hopefully we’ll pick it up again.”
 
   She paced up and down the bridge, her white wings fluttering with irritation as she watched her crewmen work, waiting for her shuttles to return. She did not dare leave them out here. All of her shuttles were designed to operate out of a forward operating base or a command carrier. To leave a pilot behind would be a death sentence for them. Only a few deep-space reconnaissance shuttles existed, one less since Mikhail’s shuttle had disappeared, and not one of them was currently under her command!
 
   If only she’d had the foresight to assign one to her own ship before Lucifer had rebelled, fractured the Alliance, gotten himself killed, she’d been placed under arrest, started her own little counter-rebellion, stolen back her command carrier and disappeared out into the middle of absolutely nowhere!
 
   The absurdity of planning for all those contingencies gurgled in her throat until she broke her normally serious demeanor by chuckling in front of her crew. The more she tried to stop, the harder she laughed, until tears began to roll down her cheeks and her sides hurt from trying to suppress it. That was it. Now, to top it all off, she had just gone insane!
 
   “Sir?” Major Klikrrr inquired. One fluffy green antenna twisted forward, the other back in a Mantoid equivalent of a quizzical look.
 
   “I will be down in the aviary burning off some steam,” Jophiel sniggered in between guffaws. She pointed at the display screen which showed the location of the shuttles moving back towards the ship. “Call me twenty minutes before the last shuttle docks.”
 
   For too long she had been stuck in her commander’s chair, too busy giving orders or living inside of her head, trying to outthink the likes of Shay’tan or Lucifer’s antics, and not enough time simply taking care of herself. It must be the pregnancy hormones! She strode into the aviary, stripped off her military jacket with her now-missing rank pins, and took to the air in the huge room with the lofty ceiling, the only place on an Alliance ship which could accommodate an Angelic's need to fly. 
 
   It had been too long since she had indulged herself thus. At the Eternal Palace, stripped of rank and with little to do except for ‘busy work,’ she had journeyed out daily to fly around the branches of the Eternal Tree. She realized now their species had lost something by being confined to ships in space. Oh! How she yearned to set down upon a planet so she could stretch her wings!
 
   She flew until the sweat began to bead on her forehead and her undershirt was damp, for there were no air currants or updrafts on a ship to buoy her, and then she settled onto the ground and walked, picturing all the ways she could transform such a lofty, empty space into a living, breathing garden, complete with a large, central tree. Yes. If they were all destined to be deserters and heretics, she would make it comfortable here. She would find a way to help her species reconnect with the flora and fauna they’d been genetically engineered to protect.
 
   Her comms pin beeped at her.
 
   “General Jophiel?” It was not Major Klikrrr’s voice, but the ATO assigned to babysit her missing needle.
 
   “Yes, Lieutenant Ska-irt?” Jophiel asked.
 
   “He’s back.”
 
   “Who’s back?” Jophiel asked, for a moment drawing a blank.
 
   “Your needle, Sir,” the ATO said. “And you’re not going to believe this, but he brought company.”
 
   Jophiel paused, trying to get her brain wrapped around the message.
 
   “Company?”
 
   “Needles, Sir,” the ATO said. “Lots and lots of needles.”
 
   “I’ll be there right away,” Jophiel said.
 
   She pulled on her jacket and worked her way through the ship, so large there were portions where the elevators moved not only vertically, but also horizontally. The needle pen was a small corral that had been set up in a tool room immediately adjacent to one of their two flight major flight hangers, one so large it could accommodate a battle cruiser for repairs. It was necessary to travel through that flight hanger to get to the tool room. She opened the door to step inside and crashed into the backs of a group of her own crewmen.
 
   Her crisp order for them to get back to work died on her lips as she looked up and saw that every square inch of the flight hanger was seething with long, black shapes.
 
   Needles. Lots of needles. Far more needles than existed in the Alliance fleet. There were big needles. Little needles. Fat needles. Skinny needles. Needles traveling in family pods, some of them with fat little butterballs at their sides which she could only presume were offspring. Every square meter of the flight hanger was filled with the mysterious, black living ships.
 
   Her Mantoid ATO kneeled next to a needle which lay upon the floor, a peculiar, black substance oozing out of its side. Floating next to him was her needle, and she knew it was her needle by the radio collar buckled around its neck. It kept nudging the wounded needle as though it was worried.
 
   She glanced around the room and saw that this needle wasn’t the only one which appeared to be wounded. Everywhere she looked, some needles poked at other needles, and they all seemed to be in some sort of distress.
 
   “Don’t just stand there!” she ordered her men. “Go and see if there’s anything you can do to help them.”
 
   Her men disbursed and she strode over to the ATO to find out what in Shay’tan’s name was going on here.
 
   “Lieutenant Ska-irt?” Jophiel asked the ATO. “Report?”
 
   The ATO scrambled to his feet and gave her a salute even though, technically, according to Parliament, even the needle out-ranked her.
 
   “S-sir!”
 
   Her needle turned and began to poke insistently against her thigh. She reached out and patted it, but she was more concerned with the sudden invasion of her command carrier by an alien species.
 
   “As you were, Lieutenant,” Jophiel said. “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
   “They just appeared, Sir,” the ATO said. “One moment, I was tidying up the needle pen, getting it ready in case the little guy returned. And then the next moment he was back, practically jumping up and down like one of those little circus madraí that leap up and turn handsprings.”
 
   “Where did they come from?” Jophiel pointed at the black shapes which teemed, floor to ceiling, wall to wall within the flight hanger.
 
   “Well I asked the little guy what he was so excited about,” the ATO said. “Our translation device is pretty primitive. So when I couldn’t understand him, I asked him to show me. So he disappeared, and when he reappeared again a moment later, he came back with all of these.”
 
   Jophiel’s needle poked at her thigh, and then at the poor creature which lay upon the floor. She knew it was dying, though how she knew that she did not know. She kneeled down next to it, and placed her hand upon the poor, wounded creature’s nose.
 
   “What happened to you, little friend?” Jophiel asked the needle, which appeared a bit bigger and far older than her own needle, which she suspected was still relatively young. The creature bore wounds as though it had been targeted by some sort of energy weapon, and as she touched it, she could sense the exact moment the creature’s life force left its body.
 
   Her own little needle sank down and nestled alongside of the now-dead creature. The needle translation device, more of a primitive judge of emotion than actual words, registered the emotion, ‘sadness.’
 
   Jophiel stood up. All around her, similar scenes of loss occurred.
 
   “What killed them, Sir?” Lieutenant Ska-irt asked. The Mantoid’s under-wings hummed with distress.
 
   “I don’t know,” Jophiel said. She touched her own needle. “Little friend. I wish you could tell me what you need?”
 
   Her needle rose slowly, and then it disappeared.
 
   “Damantia,” Jophiel cursed quietly beneath her breath. Her comms pin chirped.
 
   “Supreme Commander-General?” Klikrrr’s voice came over the radio.
 
   “Major Klikrrr?” Jophiel said. She did not correct him that they had all agreed she would go by the honorific of ‘general’ since calling her E-fuzzy wasn’t an especially auspicious title to lead a counter-rebellion.
 
   “You need to look at the main viewing screen outside the ship, Sir,” Klikrrr said.
 
   She strode over to one of the large flatscreens which normally displayed their battle plans or other critical information and ordered the AI to pull up the exterior cameras. No matter which camera she displayed, they all showed the same scene. The view outside was dark, and nowhere could she see any stars.
 
   “Tell me what I’m seeing, Klikrrr,” Jophiel said.
 
   “They are needles,” Klikrrr said. “Millions of needles.  So many they block the view of the stars. But I suggest you display the camera right outside the launch bay doors.”
 
   She ordered the AI to display the camera in question. Jophiel gasped. Waiting patiently outside her hanger doors was a smaller version of the two ships which had emerged from the wormhole bridge and disappeared along with the Prince of Tyre.
 
   Nephilim…
 
   Her needle reappeared. It bumped insistently at her hand, and then raced back and forth between her and the screen displayed on the wall, no small feat for a fat, black sausage of a ship that was nearly seven meters long.
 
   “You want me to let it come inside?” Jophiel asked.
 
   If it was possible for a needle to jump up and down, it did so now.
 
   “But there’s no room in here,” Jophiel said.
 
   The needle disappeared. So did almost every single one of the ‘wild’ living needle ships, except for the ones which were badly injured or dead. Her needle reappeared.
 
   “Sir?” her ATO said. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”
 
   “If that ship wanted to take us out,” Jophiel said. “It already would have done so." She tapped on her comms pin. “Major Klikrrr? I want a full security detail down here in the launch bay, stat. We’ve got company.”
 
   She instructed the ATO to allow the alien ship into the outer chamber for recompression, and then made it wait until her security detail arrived and positioned themselves in strategic positions around the flight hanger to take it out should it prove to be a threat. She then ordered the inner doors to be opened so the ship could land. She watched as the enormous blast doors slid aside and the ship coasted in. Unlike her needle, this ship was nut-brown and had long whiskers in the front like a bottom-feeding fish. It was a curious synergy of mechanical and biomechanical engineering, more mechanical than alive. It coasted in silently, she had no idea what forces propelled the thing, and settled down upon the flight deck the same way that the wounded needles had.
 
   This ship was wounded too. Out of its side, more of the black substance that reminded her of engine lubricant or blood seeped out onto the floor. The ship shuddered, as though it was in pain.
 
   “See if there’s anything you can do for it,” Jophiel said. Her motivations were not entirely altruistic. Oh! What the Emperor would do to get his hands on such technology!
 
   Her needle raced over to hover before what appeared to be a hatch. Jophiel followed behind it. Whatever was about to happen, it seemed a living ship with the sentience of a five-year-old child was directing the action. It was not, unfortunately, the strangest thing which had happened to her the past several months.
 
   The side of the ship split open. A ramp lowered, and beyond that ramp stood a creature bathed in light.
 
   “Hello?” Jophiel said, for what else could she say?
 
   The creature which strode out stood head and shoulders taller than her, far broader in the chest, with long arms and nut brown skin, a slanted brow, and a full head of wild, black hair peppered with grey that reminded her a bit of the Eternal Emperor’s. He walked the way any humanoid creature would walk, and despite his great size, his expression was benevolent.
 
   She looked up to meet his eyes. They were golden, just like the Eternal Emperor’s eyes. Her skin tingled. She had been around enough ascended beings to understand this creature was more than mortal.
 
   “You are Jophiel?” the Nephilim asked.
 
   “Yes,” Jophiel acknowledged.
 
   “I am Ogias,” the Nephilim said. “This humble creature came to me with a story. He claimed your Emperor promised he would give sanctuary to any of his species which cared to serve him.”
 
   Jophiel’s mouth opened, ready to deny such an absurd claim, but then her needle pressed it’s nose against her hand, and she remembered the Emperor had said just such a thing when they had placed her son into its marsupium and ordered it to carry the infant to the safety of Raphael’s command carrier.
 
   “I don’t think the Eternal Emperor knew there were so many of them,” Jophiel said. It was about as close to the truth as she could come without either admitting or denying the claim.
 
   “That is good,” Ogias said. “For they have risked everything to come here. Now if you don’t mind, my ship is injured, and I need to heal him before he dies from his wounds.”
 
   The gigantic Nephilim scanned the unmoving shapes laying on the floor and the kin that had stayed behind to hover with them on the death-watch. His mouth tightened into a grim line.
 
   “What happened to them?” Jophiel asked.
 
   “Be thankful your ship showed them great visions of the kindness your species has shown my creations while under the care of your Emperor,” Ogias said. “The One True God sent them to spy upon your empire so he could ascertain your weaknesses, but they liked it better here, so at some point they stopped sending back information and began serving you for real.”
 
   “The one true god?” Jophiel asked.
 
   “You know him as Moloch,” Ogias said.
 
   Jophiel began to choke.
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 114
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   February: 3,389 BC
 
   Earth: Village of Assur
 
    
 
   Mikhail
 
   He buried them at sunrise in a single grave, hands clasped together in death as they’d always been in life, his two longest feathers placed lovingly in each one of their hands. He searched the village, but he could find no sign of Zhila’s spear, so he asked the Chief for his best spear. He buried it between them so Zhila could catch her husband’s eye and protect her sister in the next world just as she had done in this one.
 
   He knelt beside the grave, wings held low, and nobody bothered him as they buried their own dead. Out of all the people killed, Yalda and Zhila were the only non-combatants. Why kill two helpless old women? Shay'tan was a brutal oppressor, but the old dragon had rules, and killing the elderly wasn't usually part of his repertoire.
 
   He fingered the strange, golden key which Yalda had given him moments before she'd expired. What did it mean? Bring the two Emperors to Jebel Mar Elyas? Where was this place, exactly?
 
   He looked over to the unadorned pile of rocks where Immanu's brother had been unceremoniously buried. In what had to be the bitter old drunk's last act of revenge, Merariy had taken the location of that temple with him to the grave. Immanu didn't know. Neither did any of the other villagers, though they had a rough idea it lay west of the Buranuna River. He had no idea where that was, but thanks to Dadbeh, they now knew in which direction to search for the Sata'anic base so he could steal a shuttle.
 
   The sun set. He could hear Yalda's last words echo in his mind…
 
   “Not -her-. The Other One..."
 
   The Other One…
 
   The Other One…
 
   He put his hands over his ears and shrieked until he drowned out the noise of his own heart breaking.
 
   And then he looked to the heavens.
 
   "Ninsianna," he whispered. "I am coming to get you."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 115
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   February: 3,389 BC
 
   Earth: South of Assur
 
    
 
   Gita
 
   She feared he might not come, but the chitter of a ground squirrel alerted her that a predator was on the prowl. Gita faded back into the rocks, but it was just Dadbeh. As she'd hoped, he'd come back to retrieve his witness. Gita stepped out from where they'd buried Taziq alive.
 
   "I was kinda hoping you might have already dug him out for me," Dadbeh grinned. His eyes sparkled, and for the first time in months he seemed a little happy.
 
   "It was my intent to leave him there unless his life served a purpose," Gita said. There was no mirth in her eyes; she'd decided to give Dadbeh three days: one to rest; one to bury the dead; and a third for him to hike back out to the place they'd set up their last encampment. She'd been about to leave when Dadbeh had arrived.
 
   "Mikhail has decreed they will listen to any witness I care to bring," Dadbeg said. "If Taziq testifies, the Tribunal shall declare Shahla was innocent of any crime, for even the least sophisticated villager knows that tincture of ergot causes hallucinations."
 
   "Who is the third adjudicator now that Yalda is dead?" Gita asked.
 
   "Behnam is lead, Rakshan is now the second, and old Liwwaresagil shall be the third." Dadbeh said. "She is not as sharp as Yalda was, but she is kind, and everybody in the village respects her."
 
   "Liwwaresagil was one of the few people who acted kind after Shahla lost her baby," Gita said. She gave him a smile which did not reach her eyes. "With her on the Tribunal, perhaps Shahla will get a fair hearing?" 
 
   They dug in silence and dragged out Taziq, who'd run out of water two days ago. Gita had not dared dig him out because the urge to kill him was so strong. What had once been a small, dark whisper had grown into an all-consuming hunger. Dadbeh forced water down Taziq's throat while Gita divided between them the spoils they'd retrieved from the Uruk raiders; more for him because there was only so much she could carry, but in return Dadbeh had brought food and three goatskins filled with water.
 
   "What of Siamek?" Gita asked. "Did he survive?"
 
   "Pareesa swears she saw your ghost save him," Dadbeh said.
 
   "She still protects me?" Gita asked.
 
   "I don't think she's certain what she saw," Dadbeh said. "But once I bring back Taziq, all shall know you survived."
 
   Gita's cheek twitched. She hadn't deliberately thrown herself off the cliff, but she had felt relief when the waters had closed over her head.
 
   "And Mikhail?" She asked this last question tentatively, pretending she was not as interested in the answer as she truly was.
 
   "He no longer speaks to anyone," Dadbeh said. "If Ninsianna is not retrieved, I fear he will leave our village and, if he can, our world."
 
   "The world will be a poorer place without Mikhail here," Gita said.
 
   "Yes," Dadbeh said.
 
   They both stared west into the desert, the uncrossable desert from whence she'd originally come.
 
   "Where will you go?" Dadbeh asked.
 
   "The Kemet said they would linger in Sippar, and then head north to the headwaters of the Buranuna Ruver." Gita shrugged, causing her too-large Kemet robe to slip off her shoulder. "I shall head west and try to catch up with them in Mari."
 
   "Nothing lies that way but open desert," Dadbeh said. "Without a guide, you shall never survive."
 
   Gita stared across the empty, ochre-yellow landscape which bore nothing but dust and rocks and the ever-present wind.
 
   "I was five years old when I first walked across the desert," Gita said. "If I could do it then, somehow I will do it now. For this time, there is no village for me to come back to."
 
   Dadbeh did not contradict her, for he had heard the warriors blame her after they had welcomed him back into their midst, and no one had spoken up for her. Not even Mikhail.
 
   The sun shifted west beyond its apex to settle behind a hill, giving the illusion that the sun radiated out of it as though it was the doorway to a temple. A shape took form within that sunlight and moved towards them. Behind them, Taziq cried out, for although he was still disoriented from his lack of water, even he could see the ghost which came to greet them.
 
   "Be gone!" Taziq shrieked. "And do not haunt me anymore!"
 
   Gita met Dadbeh's gaze. From the tears which welled in the skinny man's mismatched eyes, he could see Shahla as well.
 
   Shahla looked the way she had before she had gone insane; beautiful, graceful, and sophisticated. In her arms she carried a plump, swarthy-skinned baby, her hair curled with ringlets and matching eyes just like her father. Although Gita could see the resemblance to Qishtea, she kept her mouth shut, for Dadbeh had wanted that baby to be his baby, and even if it wasn't, what did it matter so long as the baby was loved?
 
   "Why is she here?" Dadbeh's voice choked up with tears.
 
   "She has something she wishes to give to you," Gita said.
 
   The ghost of Shahla shifted the baby to her hip, and then she reached out with something in her hand.
 
   Dadbeh stared at the fruit.
 
   "I wanted you to have it," Dadbeh said, "in this life or in the next."
 
   Shahla's eyes welled with tears, but they were happy tears, and even though when she spoke her words could not be heard, Gita somehow understood.
 
   "She wants you to find love and be happy," Gita said. "She wants you to marry and have many fine sons; and if you have a daughter, she would like you to name that baby Rimona, which means pomegranate, in memory of her."
 
   Tears welled in Gita's eyes, and she could see that Dadbeh wished to weep as well.
 
   Dadbeh reached out and took the pomegranate from Shahla's hand. It was insubstantial, for the pomegranate was a thing of spirit, but it was also a promise. That Dadbeh would not forget her.
 
   "How can I let you go?" Dadbeh cried aloud. "For all along I was in love with you, and you did not notice me until the end!"
 
   Shahla stepped backwards with her baby, and the sunlight grew to surround her, and then it enveloped her until she was nothing but a shape. And there she stayed. Waiting for him to join her. Just but on the other side.
 
   The sun dipped beneath the hill. The illusion disappeared.
 
   Dadbeh gathered his things, and then forced Taziq to his feet to begin the march to Assur. If he left right now, they would reach the village shortly after nightfall, for the days had begun to grow longer, and already spring was in the air.
 
   "Where will you go?" Dadbeh asked. "In case I need to get a message to you?"
 
   "I shall ask the Kemet traders to bring me to Ugarit," Gita said. "And sell me to the first lizard person they see because they cannot afford to pay a dowry to get rid of me."
 
   "But the lizards will sell you to the Evil One!" Dadbeh exclaimed.
 
   Gita gave him a small, dark smile which did not meet her eyes. 
 
   She waited until they disappeared over the hill, her hand splayed protectively across her womb. The desert stretched in front of her, an inhospitable land, and yet, because of Mikhail, somehow this time she knew she would find the strength to traverse it. She picked up Zhila's spear and began her journey west. 
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 116
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   Galactic Standard Date: 152,324.02
 
   Earth Orbit: Prince of Tyre
 
   Prime Minister Lucifer
 
    
 
   Lucifer
 
   The Prince of Tyre spun just outside of Earth orbit, she and the Sata'anic battle cruiser which had no idea there had just been a coup d'état. Could it truly be a rebellion if he had only seized back what was already his? Lucifer had no idea. All he knew was this ship was the only thing he had which had not been given to him by the Eternal Emperor or the Alliance. That, and the man who lay unconscious in his bed. 
 
   A light tap rapped upon the door. Lucifer flapped the crick out of his wings, and then lowered his voice so he would not wake his sleeping lover.
 
   "Come in," Lucifer said, projecting the command more than speaking it.
 
   Eligor strode in, a stern, silent wall of watchfulness and guarded emotions. Three guards shadowed him, but Lucifer signaled them to remain outside. Eligor's pale wings settled against his back in a sloppy facsimile of 'dress wings.'
 
   "Report?" Lucifer asked.
 
   "We could find no sign of Zepar, Sir," Eligor said. "Neither him, nor his two goons." His white wings flared like a bird with ruffled feathers, betraying the anger which Eligor otherwise hid.
 
   "Did they steal my shuttle?" Lucifer asked.
 
   "No, Sir," Eligor said. "I pulled the ignition interface when we landed so that wouldn't happen, but it appears they stole your needle."
 
   Lucifer hissed with irritation. If they'd taken the needle, they could be anywhere in the universe right now, but he feared from his mother's warning the three hadn't gone very far.
 
   "I want a guard on Ninsianna at all times," Lucifer said. "That thing has a vested interest in getting its hands upon her baby." 
 
   "Lerajie will watch her," Eligor said. "He is quite smitten with her, you know? They all are, all of the men."
 
   Lucifer snorted. He had seen into her mind when she'd tried to convince him to trust her. Yes. He trusted her with his life. But he pitied the poor bastard stupid enough to ever trust her with their heart!
 
   "What did she say when you told her?" Lucifer asked.
 
   "She was not happy," Eligor said. "Doctor Halpas promised her you would let her go. I told her it was just a delay, that you feared letting her leave until you are absolutely certain your friend will live."
 
   Lucifer squeezed his lover's hand. His mind he could read much better, for even in Jamin's dreams, every thought he had echoed within Lucifer's own heart as if it was his own.
 
   "She dumped him when the Colonel came along because she wanted to see the stars," Lucifer said, "and now she is apprehensive about going back to him, because she fears her husband will relegate her into a role of housekeeper and mother. Find out what excites her, and then use it to make her want to stay."
 
   "She is quite a healer," Eligor said. "Perhaps if you let her shadow Doctor Halpas? That should keep her happy for a while."
 
   Lucifer stared at the place beneath the bandages where Jamin bore evidence of a second scar. That scar was one of the few things he remembered from the night they had bonded; an intimate wound that would be only seen by a lover or a healer. Even within a modern Alliance, when one found such talent as that possessed by Ninsianna, one did not allow it to lie fallow.
 
   "Order Halpas to start training her to do whatever sparks her interest," Lucifer said. "I want two guards with her at all times, but order them to make it appear as if they are tour guides. We must somehow convince her not to go running back to my father's watchdog."
 
   "Yes, Sir," Eligor saluted him and left. If Lucifer didn't know better, Eligor looked to be relieved.
 
   He brooded at his lover's side as Jamin drifted somewhere between consciousness and sleep. Power … or love. That was the choice the gossamer-winged creature of light had given him, and he had chosen love. The only problem was, She-who-is hadn’t told him exactly what that choice entailed. Should he disappear into the uncharted territories to avoid prosecution, perhaps set up a brand new colony like the Seraphim had done? Should he turn himself in to his adoptive father for punishment and in exchange for Earth's protection, let Hashem put him in jail? He couldn't stay here, because there was a Sata'anic armada on the way.
 
   At last Jamin began to stir.
 
   “Mo ghrá? Lucifer stroked the luscious, sandpapery beginnings of a beard which graced Jamin's cheek. “Tá tú ar ais chugam ó mhairbh [you have returned to me from the dead]."
 
   Jamin opened his bottomless, black eyes, filled with pain as he felt the bandage wrapped around his midsection and wondered how he came to be still alive.
 
   “You came for me?” Jamin said in broken Galactic Standard. “Why did you risk yourself to save a lowly mortal such as myself?”
 
   “It is you who saved me,” Lucifer's voice warbled. “But now I face a difficult decision. As you know, while I was possessed by evil, I committed many heinous crimes?"
 
   "Yes," Jamin said. He avoided Lucifer's gaze. "I committed some of those exact same crimes myself, only unlike you, I cannot claim some defect of possession."
 
   "Then you understand the nature of the problem," Lucifer said. "The only justice I can give to those I have so bitterly wronged is my own death. But I fear in doing so, not only will I take you with me into the next world, but also my species, and the fates of our sister-species as well.”
 
   Jamin gave him a bittersweet smile so handsome it took Lucifer's breath away. He was a beautiful, muscular man, built to hunt and relish in the blood of his enemies, a primal force of nature, the very essence that Hashem had bred out of the Angelic species.  
 
   “Then we shall do our best to make amends,” Jamin said. “And if we fail, then we shall walk into the next world together. For I realized as I entered the garden with the Eternal Tree, that I did not wish to be parted from you. I only came back because you called for me.”
 
   Lucifer gasped for breath, for all his life he had longed to hear those words, even as he had cursed his mother for making that same choice.
 
   “What did you see on the other side?”. 
 
   Jamin looked past him, as if he could still see it. 
 
   “All of the wrongs I committed flashed before my eyes." Jamin said. "But I also saw the one thing I had done right. Loving you.”
 
   Lucifer grimaced to hide an overwhelming jumble of feelings. His wings, however, he could not force to obey, and as he tried to suppress it, his feathers rustled like leaves in a wind-blown tree.
 
   “I was shot once in the heart,” Lucifer whispered. “I saw a room on the other side. It was terrifying and dark, and nobody waited for me there.”
 
   “My mother waited for me with my baby sister,” Jamin said. He reached up, and captured the tear which slid down Lucifer's cheek. “And there was another woman there, a winged creature such as yourself, only she was dark like Mikhail, and her eyes were blue instead of silver. There was a man with her, tall like you are, with the same white-blonde hair and wings. She pleaded with me to go back and tell you she had not abandoned you by choice.”
 
   The wellspring of grief which Ninsianna had released bubbled forth from the place he had hidden it all those years ago. It was not the ruler of the Alliance who blubbered onto his lover's bandages, but a fifteen year old boy who had been abandoned to sit next to his mother's body. Jamin ran his fingers through his hair and feathers and told him he knew exactly what it felt like to feel such sorrow.
 
   "Tell me what to do?" Lucifer wept. "For never have I felt so lost!"
 
   Jamin reached up to cup his face.
 
   "I do not trust this Emperor you speak of," Jamin said, "for when I bonded with you, I saw how he left you alone. My father became grief-stricken and paralyzed after my mother died, but he did not abandon me as your adoptive father did. I realize now my father loved me as best he could, and if some defect has arisen in our relationship, that fault lies with me, and it is up to me to make amends."
 
   "And what of your friends, the lizards?" Lucifer asked. "From how you spoke of them, you seemed to be on good terms?"
 
   Jamin sighed.
 
   "General Hudhafah treated me fairly," Jamin said, "and amongst their kind I enjoyed a kinship with many good men. But men are not their gods. This dragon god they worship likes to sit upon his treasure, and because he is stingy, some of my good friends needlessly died. After all I have been through, I trust no god, and I would not trust Shay'tan any more than you trust your father."
 
   "And what of Moloch?" Lucifer asked. "Would you love him?" His voice was a whisper, for he feared the answer.
 
   Jamin looked past him, his black eyes filled with pain and longing.
 
   "He is everything you are," Jamin said, "but twisted beyond belief. I see in him, you, and you in him. And I loved him. I won't deny it, for he was beautiful, and powerful, and oh! So powerful! Never have I sensed so much power! He showed me what he thought I wanted most to see, and he would have given it to me, too, because deep down I sensed that all he wanted was to be loved."
 
   "Then why did you not choose him instead of me?" Lucifer asked. "He is a god, while I am just a mortal man."
 
   Jamin's smile was wistful.
 
   "Because Moloch did not know how to love me back," Jamin said, "but you did. You saw within me the yearning that your spirit-father could never give me."
 
   Spirit-father…  Lucifer's mind rejected the notion even though he knew it was true.
 
   "He will destroy you for betraying him," Lucifer said.
 
   "I know," Jamin said. "And I choose to pay the price."
 
   Jamin's dark eyes fluttered, for he was still very weak, and when he drifted back to sleep, Lucifer brooded some more. 
 
   Nothing had changed. His species still teetered at the brink of extinction. The Eternal Emperor was still oblivious, even callous about the hybrid's plight, and even though he was a god, had proposed no solution to their problem. Parliament was a snake pit of petty, fractured self-interests. And if Shay'tan got his hands on the planet, there would be war. Oh, goddess! There would be a war unlike any the galaxy had ever seen! 
 
   Lucifer made his decision. He pressed the button on the communications device he always carried.
 
   “Eligor,” Lucifer said.
 
   “Yes, Sir,” Eligor said.
 
   “Send a communique to General Abaddon, eyes only, A-priority-one, and make sure that message is not intercepted by our enemies.”
 
   "Zepar took the needle, Sir," Eligor said. "We have no way to send a message without broadcasting Earth's coordinates to the entire galaxy."
 
    “There is a string of smugglers which works the uncharted territories," Lucifer said. "Send the shuttle to find one of them. They always leave beacons telling others how to arrange a rendezvous to transport goods or trade. When you find one, use them to send Abaddon an encrypted message giving him the coordinates to this solar system. Be cryptic. Send him constellations that only his wife would recognize. He will retro-engineer our location from there."
 
   "What is the plan, Sir?" Eligor asked.
 
   Lucifer's white wings flared just like a raptor.
 
   "We are about to secure Earth for ourselves,” Lucifer said. "For it is my planet, and I intend to keep it."
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 117
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   Time: Indeterminate
 
   Ascended Realms
 
    
 
   Bishamonten
 
   The Infernal Palace was a different place any time the goddess of All-That-Is chose to take up residence with her husband, but today as he was summoned, it struck the Cherubim god that except for its ebony ramparts, the Dark Lord's palace positively glowed.
 
   Two singing unicorns opened up the enormous, black-carved doors, and as he stepped through, Bishamonten had to cover his eyes until they adjusted to the blinding, brilliant sunlight. Birds sang up upon the ceiling, and grass obscured the chess squares on the floor. Vines had grown up to mask the chess pieces and make it appear as if they were trees, and everywhere SHE had stepped, there sprouted flowers in every color of the rainbow.
 
   She-who-is danced happily in a circle, surrounded by her creations as she spun the shadows into light. As he watched, SHE picked up one of the shadow-cats which forever begged at her ankles, kissed it and declared, 'you shall be called a Phoenix, in honor of my brother's return.'  The shape turned into a bird, complete with a fiery tail.
 
   Bishamonten looked up at the terrifying dark visage that did not look quite so intimidating with HIS horns adored with flowers and hummingbirds dancing around his head. Those pitiless dark eyes rarely displayed any emotion other than disapproval, but when his mate was happy, all of creation was happy, and HE was happy, too.
 
   "You called me, Your Eminence?" Bishamonten asked.
 
   "Yes," the Dark Lord said. He turned to his mate. "Uxor mea," he said, "I must speak to Bishamonten alone. Why don't you take these creatures down to their new home, and when I am done, perhaps you would like for me to join you?"
 
   From the look of hunger in the Dark Lord's eyes, 'join' would include a brand-new bout of much creation, for whenever She-who-is was happy, she indulged her husband's passion. 
 
   She-who-is gathered her creations and disappeared with a cheery giggle. Her mood was infectious whenever she was like this, and even Bishamonten was not immune. The light disappeared. Bishamonten waited until his eyes readjusted to the darkness to look once more to the Dark Lord's throne. The flowers melted off of HIS horns and the hummingbirds devolved back into shadow-cats. The Dark Lord took off his garland, and stared sadly at the ruined flowers.
 
   "No matter how hard I try," the Dark Lord's expression was mournful, "I have no talent for preserving such things."
 
   "You preserve HER," Bishamonten said. "And for that, all of creation is grateful for your protection."
 
   "Are they?" the Dark Lord said. "Really? For I have heard the mortals think of me the devil?"
 
   Bishamonten would not lie, but neither would he say words which were unnecessarily hurtful. Such things had never bothered the Dark Lord before, but ever since he had taken Mikhail under his protection, He-who's-not had begun to ask many questions.
 
   "Their mythology is much removed from yours," Bishamonten said. "They cannot understand the truth that the real enemy they must guard against is not the cycle of life and death, creation and destruction, but of unconstrained growth which makes no way for newer things."
 
   The Dark Lord nodded, and then his face resumed its usual stern expression.
 
   "The second Agent has made himself known," He-who's-not said. "I have summoned you here to make sure he does not end up dead."
 
   "I will do my best to make sure Moloch doesn't kill him," Bishamonten said. "Do you have any idea who it is?"
 
   The Dark Lord told him.
 
   Bishamonten sucked in a sharp breath, even though breathing was not necessary here in the ascended realms.
 
   "It is not just Moloch you have to worry about," Bishamonten said, "but Mikhail himself. He shall kill the both of them. Lucifer and his lover."
 
   "Make sure that doesn't happen," the Dark Lord said. "For this will only work if each chess piece plays their role."
 
   Before Bishamonten could protest, HE sent him back to Earth with a snap of his fingers.
 
    
 
   END Agents of Ki
 
   BEGIN The Dark Lord's Vessel
 
   Book 4 of the Sword of the Gods Saga
 
   Coming soon…
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

A Moment of your Time, Please…
 
    
 
   Did you enjoy reading this book? If so, I would be most grateful if you would revisit whatever distribution platform you purchased it from and leave a written review. This book took more than a year of my life to write working diligently for 6-8 hours each day. Unfortunately, without the multi-billion dollar advertising budget of a big commercial publishing house, most independent-press books do not make back the cost to produce them (much less eat while writing them) … unless … readers such as yourself pass along word to others that you enjoyed it. In this day of online shopping, websites rank which books you see and readers decide what books to buy based on reviews left by other readers. I would be oh-so-grateful if you would do me the honor of leaving a written review. 
 
    
 
   If this book came your way via a gift, library or a loan from a friend, you can still share the love by leaving a review on one of the reader-centric review websites:
 
    
 
   www.Goodreads.com
 
   www.Shelfari.com
 
   www.LibraryThing.com
 
    
 
   Feel free to contact me at my Facebook or Google+ page. I love hearing from you and I do write back!
 
    
 
   Be epic!
 
    
 
   https://www.facebook.com/anna.erishkigal
 
    
 
   https://plus.google.com/u/0/102296607002432216166
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

About the Cover Artist:
 
    
 
   Rochelle Green is a freelance artist out of Palmerston, New Zealand.   She has a law degree from Victoria University and a black-belt in Bujinkan ninjutsu. You can see more of her breathtaking artwork at: http://caelicorn.cgsociety.org/gallery/
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   Like Rochelle's Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/pages/Caelicorn/261144120697421
 
    
 
   ~ * ~ * ~
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
 
    [image: ereshkigal01-1] 
 
    
 
   Anna Erishkigal is an attorney who writes fantasy fiction as a pleasurable alternative to coming home from court and cross-examining her children. She writes under a pen-name so her colleagues do not question whether her legal pleadings are fantasy fiction as well. Much of law, it turns out, -is- fantasy fiction. Lawyers just prefer to call it 'zealously representing your client.'
 
   Seeing the dark underbelly of life makes for some interesting fictional characters, the kind you either want to incarcerate, or run home and write about. In fiction, you can fudge facts without worrying too much about the truth. In legal pleadings, if your client lies to you, you look stupid in front of the judge. 
 
   At least in fiction, if a character becomes troublesome, you can always kill them off…
 
    
 
   Contact Anna at:
 
    
 
   Website:  www.seraphim-press.com
 
   Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/anna.erishkigal
 
   Goodreads:  https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/5823115.Anna_Erishkigal
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A Gothic Christmas Angel
 
   (A Novella)
 
    
 
   The ghosts of old miseries are never far behind…
 
   Dumped by her boyfriend on Christmas Eve, Cassie Baruch thought her pain would end when she aimed her car at an ancient beech tree. But when a gorgeous black-winged angel appears and tells her ‘this ain’t no stinking paranormal romance, kid,’ she realizes death hasn’t solved her problems. Can Jeremiel help her exorcise the ghosts of problems past and find a little closure?
 
   Written for anyone who ever wished their problems would just go away, this modern paranormal spin on A Christmas Carol was written to give people hope they can come to grips with the Ghosts of Christmas Miseries Past.
 
   Suitable for adults, new adults, older teens, and anyone who's ever watched helplessly while somebody suffered through a really lousy situation.
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   Excerpt:
 
    
 
   The angel flexed his muscles and stared at his hand as though he was bored. Truth be told, the angel was way hotter than Mauricio. A naughty thought flitted into her mind. Maybe…
 
   "Nice shoes," Cassie said.
 
   “Forget it, kid!” The angel looked at her with disgust. “Even if I wasn’t, oh, a few thousand years older than you, the last thing I’d do is fall for a kid who doesn’t even have her head screwed on straight.”
 
   Oh, great, and he could read her mind…
 
   “I thought angels were supposed to comfort the living?”
 
   The angel laughed; an obnoxious, raucous sound. "You're dead, kid. Remember?"
 
   Cassie glowered at him. “Are you a fallen angel?”
 
   The angel laughed even harder. It reminded her a bit of the way the football jocks laughed when they played a prank on somebody and laughed at them as a team.
 
   “Listen, kid,” the angel said. “I ain’t here to save you. I ain’t no fallen angel. And even if you weren’t dead, this ain’t no stinking paranormal romance where a hot angel falls from the sky to rescue you from your oh-so-boring, tedious mortal life. You … are dead. You got dead because you drove your car into a tree." He shrugged. "It happens. So just go into the light like a good little girl so I can move on with my already shitty day.”
 
   “What light?”
 
   “The light you’re supposed to see when you’re dead," the angel said. 
 
    
 
   A Gothic Christmas Angel
 
   Available at all ebook vendors
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List of Species
 
   (In alphabetical order)
 
    
 
   Angelics:  genetically engineered super-soldiers spliced together from a genetic base of humans and the keen eyesight and wings of eagles. They carry the highest percentage of human DNA. They act as the Alliance's air force. Due to inbreeding to maintain their animal features, fewer than 7,500 Angelics remain in existence today.
 
    
 
   Catoplebas:  a naturally evolved, boar-like species that makes up part of Shay'tan's armies. They are known for their pugnacious disposition.
 
    
 
   Centauri:  genetically engineered super-soldiers spliced together from a genetic base of horses and humans. They act as the Alliance's cavalry. Due to inbreeding to maintain their animal features, fewer than 4,000 remain in existence today.
 
    
 
   Cherubim:  a naturally evolved species of fierce, ant-like creatures which dwell in hive-like colonies of Monks ruled by a single queen. They are the personal guard of the Eternal Emperor and teeter at the threshold of becoming ascended beings. Their population has remained stable at exactly 1,000 for the past 15,000 years.
 
    
 
   Delphiniums:  a naturally evolved species of sentient frog-like amphibians. They have almost totally replaced Merfolk as the Alliance's Navy.
 
    
 
   Grigori:  a species of fire-breathing dragon which disappeared from the galaxy approximately 150,000 years ago. It is rumored Emperor Shay'tan was once a Grigori, a true dragon, a question which always elicits a toothy, enigmatic smirk.
 
    
 
   Humans:  a species that went extinct after an asteroid hit their homeworld, Nibiru, approximately 74,000 years ago. All attempts to reseed humans onto other planets failed and they died out. It is rumored this is the species which spawned the Eternal Emperor, but the Eternal Palace has refused to comment.
 
    
 
   Leonids:  genetically engineered super-soldiers spliced together from a genetic base of lions and humans. They are the most animalistic of the four branches of the Alliance military. They act as multi-purpose situational forces. When the going gets tough, the Emperor says, 'Send in the Leonids!'  Due to inbreeding to maintain their animal features, fewer than 3,500 Leonids remain in existence today.
 
    
 
   Leviathans:  a genetically enhanced species of sentient aquatic mammals originating from the same homeworld that humans came from, Nibiru. They evolved separately after being successfully reseeded on a remote planet. Many of their species merged with Merfolk.
 
    
 
   Mantoids:  a naturally evolved species of sentient six-legged insects. They have supplemented Angelics in the Alliance Air Force.
 
    
 
   Marid:  a naturally evolved species of blue-skinned humanoids which had begun to spread out in the uncharted territories until the Sata'an Empire annexed their territory three generations ago. They are now divided into two sub-species:  the Sata'anic Marid, who serve in Shay'tan's armies, and the Free Marid Confederation, far-flung former Marid colonies who still remain free (i.e., mostly smugglers).
 
    
 
   Merfolk:  genetically engineered super-soldiers spliced together from a genetic base of humans and aquatic mammals. They were engineered to act as the Alliance's navy. Five hundred years ago their species merged with a sister-species, Leviathans. Only a handful of purebred Merfolk still exist today. The hybrids are known as Mer-Levi.
 
    
 
   Muqqibat:  a naturally evolved species of sentient serpent-like creatures with short arms and legs and a head that resembles a dragon. They are an 'old species' and many of their number teeter at the threshold of becoming ascended beings.
 
    
 
   Saori:  a naturally evolved species of gazelle-sized sentient mammals. They supplement and support the Centauri Cavalry, but due to their small size, have not been able to replace them.
 
    
 
   Sata'anic Lizards:  a species of sentient lizard which make up the largest portion of Shay'tan's armies. They suddenly appeared 74,000 years ago to replace Shay'tan's predecessor species of soldier, the Nephilim, a species which is now extinct.
 
    
 
   Seraphim:  a sub-species of dark-winged Angelic which was wiped out 25 years ago by unknown aggressors. Only one member of this species survives, Colonel Mikhail Mannuki'ili. The Colonel went missing 9 months ago and is presumed dead.
 
    
 
   Spiderids:  a naturally evolved species of sentient eight-legged insects. They have supplemented Leonids in the Alliance Air Force.
 
    
 
   Tokoloshe:  a sentient, bear-like species infamous for its aggressive nature and their disgusting habit of cannibalizing their enemies to increase their social status. The Tokoloshe have spread across the uncharted territories like a plague to carve out the Tokoloshe Kingdom and all species fear them. Rumor has it they are a science experiment gone terribly wrong, but whenever asked, Emperor Shay'tan and Emperor Hashem point their fingers at each other and say 'he did it.'  It is rumored this is the motivation behind the Eternal Emperor's strict 'seed world' policies prohibiting interference with emerging pre-sentient species.
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