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Back Cover Synopsis

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

The legend about the greatest superhero to
ever walk the Earth continues in Prince of Tyre. Mikhail has a new
mission: train the warriors to fight back against the mysterious
kidnappings so his adopted village will be safe for Ninsianna and
their expected child. But the journey from soldier to general is
never easy, especially when the Chief's son undermines his
authority. Challenges compound when they learn 'lizard demons' have
put a bounty on Mikhail's head.

In heaven, rumors of a cure to stave off
extinction winds its way through the Emperor's armies. Raphael is
charged with finding this 'Holy Grail,' unaware the solution lies
closer to home. The Eternal Emperor and Shay'tan are so busy
outwitting one another that neither notices Lucifer is a little
'off' … or that a much more ancient Evil One outmaneuvers them. A
tragic death forces the Alliance to choose which leader they will
follow in an epic showdown. The Emperor … or Lucifer?
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DEDICATION

 


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

 


You are the wind beneath our wings. Thank
you!

 


 


* * * * *


 


 


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

 


I’d like to thank the
people without whose support this novel would have died a plot
bunny hopping around on a hard drive.

To my wonderful husband …
who tolerates my nocturnal writing bouts and strange musings about
‘I can’t talk now … my bad guy is talking to me…’

To my lovely children …
whose response when they come home from school to find their mother
running around the house thwacking things with a real sword is an
unblinking, "another battle scene, mom … can I please have a
cookie?"

To Cindy Leppard Green, who
patiently corrected every single stubborn, wrong-minded possessive
apostrophe. Lucifer has submitted a bill to Parliament decreeing
all nouns are hereby emancipated from possession and shall
henceforth be free of all pesky apostrophes. Unfortunately, his vote was cast
down, so instead I fixed them all! Thank you so much!

To my writing critique
group, Plot Bunnies and Edit
Demons, who helped beta-read and made
large swarths of my manuscript bleed more red ink than Shay'tan's
Sata'anic Royal Navy. As for that guy at Starbucks who packed up
his things and hurried out of there that night we discussed our
favorite ways to kill somebody… those people we gruesomely tortured
and buried in a cranberry bog are not real! And special thanks to
the B and N in Hyannis that hosts us every week … and Jules for
setting up our favorite table!

To Rochelle Green aka
‘Caelicorn’ my wonderful cover artist who masterfully brought to
life the Lucifer I had created in my mind. I hope readers will
visit her digital gallery at http://caelicorn.cgsociety.org

To Sensei Donna and my
fellow karate students at the Feisty Lion
USA Gojudo Karate studio in Wareham who’ve
tolerated my conscripting classes into live re-enactments of battle
scenes so I can reality test the action. Oooh … weapons!!!
Bling!

To my patient friends, who
tolerate my launching into conversations about fictional characters
who do not really exist and do not call the police when I fade off
mid-sentence and mumble ‘excuse me … I have to go home and kill
somebody now…’

And to all my fellow
authors at the WG2E who've given me education, encouragement, a
sanity check, and support. Thank you!

 


 


* * * * *


 


Cast of Characters

[image: tmp_0380cb5a31af5dd652f0b33852cf9325_GCr2sd_html_520c5a03.jpg]


[image: tmp_0380cb5a31af5dd652f0b33852cf9325_GCr2sd_html_3f41e7f6.jpg]

 


 


* * * * *


 


 


List of Species

 


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.

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.

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.

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.

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.

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.

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

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

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.

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.

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.

Seraphim: an 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 7 months ago and is
presumed dead.

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.

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.

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
part of 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, whose homeworlds still
remain free.

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

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

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

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

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

Shay'tan is thrilled when
his Sata'anic navy discovers humanity has survived on a remote
planet. 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
into his Sata'an Empire, but it's been a long time since hybrids
diverged as a separate species. Has enough genetic drift occurred
that they are no longer genetically compatible? He orders Ba'al
Zebub to find out and, in the process, why not tweak his ancient
adversary's nose? The old dragon knows just which Alliance citizen
would sell his soul for the chance to sire an heir. A certain
disgruntled adopted prince, perhaps?

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

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

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

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

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

No one, that is, except for Ninsianna, and
her goddess-sent visions of the Evil One. Whether he wants to be
their leader or not, Mikhail is the goddess's champion, and it is
up to him to save them.
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How art thou fallen from heaven,

O Lucifer, son of the morning!

How art thou cut down to the ground,

which didst weaken the nations!

For thou hast said in thine heart,

I will ascend into heaven,

I will exalt my throne above the stars of
God:

I will sit also upon the mount of the
congregation,

in the sides of the north:

I will ascend above the heights of the
clouds;

I will be like the most High.

Yet thou shalt be brought down to hell,

to the sides of the pit.

They that see thee shall narrowly look upon
thee,

and consider thee, saying,

Is this the man that made the earth to
tremble,

that did shake kingdoms;

That made the world as a wilderness,

and destroyed the cities thereof;

that opened not the house of his
prisoners?

All the kings of the nations,

even all of them, lie in glory,

every one in his own house.

 


Isaiah 14:12-22
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Galactic Standard Date:
152,183.02 AE

Haven 1: Eternal
Palace

The Eternal Emperor
Hashem

 


240 years ago…

 


Hashem

“He has a right to know!”
The dark-winged Angelic screamed as her labor pains
intensified.

“She-who-is forbids
it.”

The Eternal Emperor Hashem
paced the secret back room of his genetics laboratory as though
–he- were the expectant father. “You must keep this child's
existence a secret.”

“You and your stupid game
of chess!” Asherah spat in an uncustomary bout of cussing.
“Shemijaza is my husband!”

“He should have thought of
that before he launched a rebellion!”

For millennia Hashem and
Shay'tan had played chess to resolve their differences, and if that
didn't work, then they gathered their armies and went to war.
Neither old god had gained dominion over the galaxy until one day
Hashem's greatest general rebelled. Declaring himself to be the
leader of a 'Third Empire,' Shemijaza seized a string of planets
too close to the old dragon's border to quash without igniting an
intergalactic war. With the Sata'an Empire nipping at his Galactic
Alliance, the last thing Hashem needed was a civil war!

Dark-haired, dark-winged,
with eyes so blue they were the color of the Haven sky, Hashem had
thought it a stroke of genius to send the beautiful, soft-spoken
Asherah as an ambassador to entice the rebel leader into rejoining
the Alliance.

“You were sent to negotiate
a treaty!" Hashem jutted his finger at the foolish woman. 
"Not to marry him!  I cannot let the Third Empire gain
legitimacy by allowing Shemijaza to produce an
heir!” 

“I am half-Seraphim.”
Asherah panted to control her pain as her contraction intensified.
"When we consummated our marriage, my life became tied to his. I
should be dead already!”

“You are half shipboard
Angelic,” Hashem said. “You can survive if you so choose, as you
have already demonstrated by coming here!”

"We're not farm animals to
be bred and used as cannon fodder in your endless war against
Shay'tan!" Asherah clutched her belly. "Our species is going
extinct and you do -nothing- to help us! It's the only reason
Shemijaza rebelled!”

Hashem's wild, white hair
and bushy eyebrows jutted outwards as though he were a mad
scientist. What had once been a symbol of his brilliance as a
geneticist, his ability to splice together disparate life forms to
create new ones, had become an embarrassing monument to his own
incompetence. The genes which carried his army's animal features
were recessive. To maintain them, he'd been forced to inbreed them
until they had lost the ability to reproduce. Nothing, not his
ascended powers, not the best in vitro fertilization methods his
teams of scientists could dream up, had been able to fix
it.

“Moloch is using your
husband to gain a foothold in this universe,” Hashem warned. “Do
you have any idea what will happen if the Evil One punches through?
Shemijaza's child will be even more genetically evolved than he is!
You must keep the child’s existence a secret!”

“I saw no sign of this
Moloch.” Asherah gripped the bed rails as her contraction built to
its crescendo. "Shemijaza had blackouts. Times he seemed a bit …
callous. Headaches. He is sick! Not evil. The only evil I see is a
selfish old god who would deprive a child of his
father!”

Dark feathers flew
everywhere as Asherah's instinct to take flight warred with her
need to remain Haven-bound because a newborn could not fly. The
child was coming, whether he wished for it to exist or
not.

“The child’s head is
crowning, your Majesty” Dephar interrupted, his chief geneticist
who was acting as midwife. He grabbed a scalpel and clamps with the
same practiced ease he used whenever he delivered any other
genetics experiment Hashem had cooked up.

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

Her cries awoke something
Hashem had never felt before, perhaps it was pity? Yes. He wished
to alleviate her suffering so he would not have to feel it himself.
With no words to convince her this was the right thing to do, he
resorted to something he had not done since he had ceased being
mortal.

"Take my hand, Asherah,"
Hashem moderated his power so he could safely touch her, "and let
me help you bear this pain." His hand grew warm where it brushed
her skin, the sensation igniting some mortal need he had long
forgotten existed.

"He has a right to know!"
Asherah slapped away his hand. Tears streamed down her cheeks as
she focused her attention inwards, seeking to make contact through
the bond purebred Seraphim formed with their mate.

Asherah was only
half-Seraphim, but he had reason to worry she had formed the bond
which granted her kind telepathy, no matter how far apart they were
in the universe. He'd gone through great lengths to make the rebel
leader believe she'd committed suicide. If Shemijaza found out
Asherah had just borne him a son, he would raze the Alliance into
dust to get her back. With Shay’tan sapping his resources, there
was no way he could withstand war on a second front.

“Goddess!!!” Hashem
shouted, not with his voice, but with his mind. “I don't know how
to prevent this!”

The scent of ozone and
fresh flowers supplanted the sterile, medicinal scent of the
genetics laboratory. A buzz that felt like tiny jolts of
electricity filled the air as golden light descended from the
ethers and coalesced into a tall, slender female with pointed ears
and gossamer wings. SHE rarely descended into material form because
it made her vulnerable, but keeping this child a secret was
paramount. With a rustle of wings which sounded like crinkling
cellophane, She-who-is plastered a sympathetic expression upon her
chiseled features and stepped forward to console the grieving
mother.

“I would not ask you to
make this sacrifice if the fate of the universe did not depend upon
it,” She-who-is's tone was hypnotically reassuring. “Ki warned you
of this when you sang her Song to conceive your son, didn’t
she?”

“Yes,” Asherah
sobbed.

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

“Your Eminence,” Dephar's
snout bowed with awe at the appearance of the goddess who ruled
All-That-Is. “The child is stuck in the birth canal.”

“I shall deliver him
myself," She-who-is lilted a perfectly shaped eyebrow in Hashem's
direction. "He is that important." SHE placed her hand upon
Asherah’s swollen abdomen to eliminate the Seraphim's physical
pain. “Push, my daughter. I wish to meet this prince of
Tyre.”

The child slid into HER
waiting arms. He did not cry as others did upon being cast out of
their mother's womb, but looked at HER as though he could already
understand what she said. He reached for her face as Dephar cut the
umbilical cord and gurgled a sound which sounded like
'SHE.'

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

“You are Lucifer, Bringer
of Light." SHE glanced over to the sobbing Seraphim, too
grief-stricken to hold the son whose conception had forced her to
abandon her husband. "Be grateful, young prince, that this mortal
loves you enough to keep you hidden from your -real- father.
All-That-Is depends upon you not falling into Moloch's
hands.”

Asherah wept. She-who-is
reached towards her temple to grant her the mercy of wiping
Shemijaza from her mind, but Asherah slapped away HER hand. Even
Dephar gasped at the Seraphim's audacity.

“Don’t you play your memory
games on me!” Asherah hissed. She sat up in her childbed as regal
as a queen. “I shall do as you ask, but the soul does not forget!
Someday Shemijaza and I will reunite!”

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

“So be it.” She-who-is
wrapped the infant in a blanket and handed him to Hashem. “You must
protect this child with your immortal life. Train him to lead his
people on the path of balance or I will hand him over to someone
else who will.”

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

The goddess's eyes burned
gold with power. With a disdainful flick of her gossamer wings,
She-who-is shimmered out of the material plain.

Hashem looked down at the
child who had just been placed into his care. The infant did not
cry. Not even a squeak. He had his mother's delicate facial
features, but the snow-white wings and white-blonde hair of his
father. Instead of blue, the child had inherited Shemijaza's eyes,
so pale and blue they were silver like the moon, a genetic
throwback to a bloodline they had all believed to be
extinct.

Morning Star…

Would this child also
inherit his father's intellect?

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

Morning Star…

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

“Asherah?” Hashem presented
the infant to the grieving Seraphim, beautiful in her grief. “Your
son…”

“Go away!” Asherah curled
up in a fetal position and refused to look at her child. “You
wanted him, now you’ve got him!”

The infant stared up at
him, his eerie silver eyes filled with trust. It couldn't be good
for the child to be rejected by his own mother. Hashem knew from
his work as a geneticist that most rejected offspring simply
withered and died.

Morning Star …

The most genetically
advanced bloodline in existence!

Hashem glanced around at
the cold, sterile artifices of his genetics laboratory. She-who-is
had given -him- the prize, and neither Shay'tan nor the child's own
father even knew it! All he had to do was make sure Moloch didn’t
find out, either.

He took the infant and
gave Asherah the space to grieve.

 


 


* * * * *


Chapter 1
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September 3,390
BC

Earth: Village of
Assur

Angelic Air Force Colonel
Mikhail Mannuki’ili

 


MIKHAIL

Colonel Mikhail Mannuk’ili crouched behind
the fence, surveying the landscape as he stalked his prey. The
demon moved through the crops like pestilence, laying waste to all
that fell beneath its cloven hooves.

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

Wings tucked tightly against his back, he
crept closer, his belly pressed against the earth. He embraced the
soil, unashamed to dirty his feathers as he moved forward to the
cover of the next stone wall. He had a mission to complete and,
damantia! He would complete it!

The Ubaid gave these demons
innocuous-sounding names, such as kechi or anz.
Fools! His wife's primitive culture practically worshipped them!
They … and their false promises of milk and honey! He, a
superior being from an advanced civilization, saw that wherever
this creature tread, it devoured all that lay in its path. It stood
there now, consuming barley the widow-sisters had helped him plant
in tribute to Ninkasi, the goddess of bread and beer. Of all the
fields which dotted the fertile alluvial plane of the Hiddekel
River, why had the evil creature targeted this field? The
one he had spent half the summer digging levies and planting the
experimental grain?

He was an even-tempered man, but even an
Angelic could be pushed too far. Never, ever come between a man and
his vat of future beer…

"I will catch thee, Nemesis!" he hissed in
Galactic Standard. "And roast thy flesh upon a spit!"

Right now he didn't care what his
father-in-law said about a good leader coaxing adversaries around
to his way of thinking. That black pit of anger he kept suppressed
simmered beneath the surface, threatening to erupt through his
carefully constructed self-control. He had humbled himself and come
bearing treats, not expecting the creature to spurn his overture of
peace.

Normally he would approach from the air, but
the creature had learned to slip his grip just as he shifted his
wings from the bosom of the wind to land. There was nothing
discrete about a dark-winged Angelic swooping down from the sky. If
there was one thing he had learned from his time amongst the
Cherubim, it was to creep up on his enemies. This time, he would
use stealth to succeed where valor failed. The demon had
just laid waste to months of back-breaking labor!

"I swear upon All-That-Is, Little Nemesis,
that this time I will rid this village of your presence once and
for all!"

His hand trailed down to where his sword
should be strapped to his thigh, but Ninsianna insisted he
subdue this creature using nothing but his wits. Bah! He should not
need a sword to prevail! Angelics had been genetically
engineered to fight. He whispered the Cherubim prayers to
focus on the mission.

Smite … the … demon…

He crept closer, invisible against the dirt
even though the sun still shone bright, no small feat of stealth
for a man more than seven feet tall. Oh! How he wished he had a
knife clenched between his teeth to slit the creature's throat. He
had stalked far fouler beasts than this, Sata'anic lizards and the
armies of Shay'tan.

So why was he having so much trouble with
this one?

Nemesis's head came up, her broad nostrils
flared as she sniffed the wind. He suppressed the involuntary
rustle of feathers that preceded any race into flight, determined
to not alert her to his presence until it was too late for her to
react. He had flown downwind, skimming the tree tops and creeping
up from the riverbed so that she would not scent his approach.

Her brown eyes rolled in a gesture of
contempt. This demon had made him the laughing stock of the entire
village. How could he ask these people to follow the principles set
forth by his Emperor and God when each day this accursed creature
outwitted, out-maneuvered, and out-thought him? He searched for a
weakness, something different he could try that perhaps he
had failed to notice countless times before?

Damantia! He would win this war! He
was a man of his word, and until now his word had never been
broken. Not that he could remember. Much. Well, from what little he
could remember of his past, he knew he almost never
broke his word. Ninsianna did not count. He had asked her
father if he could break his promise before he had asked her
to marry him. If the permission changed, than it wasn’t really
violating his word now, was it?

Little Nemesis’s bleating dragged his mind
away from that tender thought. He had a mission to complete! Train
his wife’s people to fight back against the raids occurring all
over Ubaid territory. With dozens of allied villagers dead and
young women kidnapped by slavers, he had more important things to
do than stalk a petty demon. She-who-is had sent him here to raise
armies from the dust, not have his lack of natural leadership
ability rubbed in his face!

His heart rate sped up, pumping oxygen to his
muscles in anticipation of the battle to come. He would show this
creature that he was in charge! Maybe then the people of
this village would stop wandering off in fifty different
directions, as well?

Little Nemesis stomped her hoof and tossed
her head as though to taunt him, ‘bring it on.’

Yes. He would bring it on and this
time he would win! With a mighty pounding of black-brown wings, he
took to the air, racing towards her before she could run away.

Just for a moment, he thought he had her, but
at the last second she turned, causing him to overshoot the mark.
He veered, feathers flying as his wings struck the ground and shot
airborne once more. Nemesis zig-zagged through the low stone walls
which had been built as levies, leaping over fields of emmer and
einkorn, and bolted up the embankment towards the village of Assur.
This was open ground, for godssakes! How was she able to evade his
grasp when he could catch a sparrow mid-air?

"Watch out!" the black-eyed girl shouted as
Nemesis squeaked past the guards who watched the narrow entrance
through the impenetrable outer ring of houses, Mikhail hot on her
tail. He was too intent on his quarry to utter an apology. Nemesis
had the advantage here, the alleys too narrow to fit his beating
wings, but he had flight. He soared above the mud-brick houses,
descending just often enough to keep her running back where she
belonged.

At last Nemesis turned and ran towards the
milking shed. Her hooves pounded upon the rocky soil, weaving back
and forth as he cut off her escape again and again. Almost there.
Almost. Almost… He caught a cross-wind to land, just before a shed
barely large enough to ram his body into. Curiosity seekers had
gathered at the edge of the pen, waiting for him to fight this
daily battle. They cheered, although he suspected it was the
goat they rooted for, not him. He curled his wings forward,
banking left to prevent a half-hearted attempt to escape.

“There’s no escaping now, Little Nemesis,” he
shouted with glee. The goat stuck its nose through the rough stick
gate and ran inside. He had her!

“Yea!” the villagers cheered.

Mikhail glanced their way, a rare smile
lighting up his face as he banked his wings to land. At the last
second Nemesis turned and ran between his legs, knocking him
off-balance before he hit the ground. He flapped his wings, trying
to get airborne as he grabbed for her, but it was a mistake!
Without his feet securely beneath him, the momentum of his earlier
flight catapulted him forward. He tried to break his fall, but he
was going too fast. He toppled heel-over-head and slammed into the
side of the milking shed, crumpling face-down into a pile of goat
dung.

Dark feathers flew everywhere. The setting
sun appeared as though it were three stars as bells rang in
his brain, accompanied by the laughter of villagers who had turned
out to watch him lose in battle once more. One voice in particular
assaulted his ears, as light and musical as a heavenly choir.

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

“You are with child.” Mikhail forced himself
to his hands and knees, trying to get his wings to obey what his
mind told them to do. He glanced up at his laughing wife, her
golden eyes flashing with mirth as he pushed himself to his feet,
tucking his wings behind his back in an indignant rustle of
feathers.

“I am pregnant,” Ninsianna, whose name meant
she-who-serves-the-goddess, laughed, rubbing the slight
thickening of her waist which made her figure even more
luscious and curvaceous than it had been the day she climbed in
through the hull of his crashed ship and saved his life. “Not a
cripple. And besides … she likes me.”

Mikhail stifled an irritable reply as Little
Nemesis greeted Ninsianna with a friendly bleat, rubbing its nose
in her hand, looking for treats. How come when he brought
the goat treats, it ran away? Or worse … took them as though it
were a friend and then left hoof marks all over his clothing for
the entire village to see he had been defeated by a foolish …
goat!

Picking up the empty bucket he had placed
inside the milking shed before hunting for the escaped goat,
Ninsianna patted Little Nemesis as though it was the most obedient
creature in this world which was now his home. He stared at his
wife’s curvaceous rump as she coaxed the goat to stand on the
raised platform and put the bucket of vegetable peelings, husks of
grain, and other treats beneath its nose to give it something to do
while she milked it. Mikhail watched his wife’s supple hands caress
the teats again and again, coaxing the animal to share its
milk.

A most tempting thought popped into his
brain, images of Ninsianna doing something along those lines to
him later tonight, after they’d had supper and her parents
had gone to bed. Pleasant warmth spread down to his loins, soothing
his annoyance, an irritation which would have been forgotten but
not for the fact he now reeked of goat dung from his recent
crash-landing into the pen.

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

“That’s easy for you to say,” Mikhail
grumbled, hiding his injured dignity behind an unreadable
expression. He glanced up at the villagers, now moving along to
finish their own end-of-day routines. Assur did not have the
resources to maintain a standing army, so as soon as everyone
finished eating supper, every man and, in some cases, woman,
capable of wielding a spear or bow would gather for their nightly
'boot camp' so he could train them to defend themselves.

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

“You must win her over to your cause,
Sword of the Gods.” Ninsianna's eyes took on that fiery golden glow
they always got whenever she spoke with the voice of She-who-is.
“How can you unite the Ubaid when you can’t even subdue a simple
goat?”

Mikhail shivered. He hated it when old
gods popped in for a visit using his wife as a megaphone. Just
because she was the Chosen One didn’t mean he had to like it.

Ninsianna blinked, the glow fading, herself
once more. She finished milking the goat as though it were the most
natural thing in the world to speak with the voice of the architect
of All-That-Is. Mikhail hid his frustration, reminding himself that
it was not his wife who spoke to him with such disdain, but
the goddess who had sent him here to complete a mission.

“Hey?” Ninsianna gave him a quizzical smile.
Dark hair, olive complexion, and full lips, even if he
hadn't been madly in love with her, she was still the most
beautiful woman he had ever seen.

She patted the goat and stepped back, waiting
for him to carry the bucket into the house. This was not
laziness on her part. Ninsianna had never been one to shy away from
hard work, but he refused to allow his pregnant wife to carry the
heavy bucket which, so long as she milked the goat and not
him, always brimmed with milk.

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

Holding the bucket in one hand, he closed the
gate behind him so Little Nemesis would not escape. It was a futile
gesture. The moment she finished eating the treats he had brought
for her, the evil little creature would jimmy open the gate and
escape into one of the neighbor's fields, devouring their
late-autumn crops. An act he would be obligated to
compensate them for.

“You should let me smite that evil
creature and find you a better one,” Mikhail grumbled as she led
him into the house. “One that will obey!”

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

Mikhail snorted with disgust. Jamin, whose
first act had been to hire mercenaries to kill him, all because the
pompous son of the village chief had been too stubborn to accept
'no' for an answer when Ninsianna broke off their
engagement.

“And my bones would be moldering in the
wreckage of my ship,” Mikhail said. “Because you would not have
been close enough when my ship was cast down from the heavens to
save my life.”

“She-who-is is wise in her ways.” Ninsianna
shot him a beautiful smile, the kind that made him daydream about
kissing her luscious lips all day long instead of attending to more
important things like training warriors or fortifying the village
defenses.

“That SHE is,” Mikhail grudgingly
acknowledged. Now if only SHE would gift him with some
all-knowing knowledge about how to wrangle goats so he could
lead these people to fight the coming storm.

They were his people now. It was up to
him to teach them how to defend themselves. The crash had
left him with few memories of where he had come from, but there was
one thing he was certain of. In the great Galactic Alliance he
could only vaguely remember, he had been but an insignificant cog
in the Eternal Emperor's vast army.

In the seven months he had been stranded
here, nobody had even cared enough about him to come looking
for him.
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Galactic Standard Date:
152,323.09 AE

Zulu Sector: Command
Carrier ‘Light Emerging’

Angelic Air
Force

Brigadier-General Raphael
Israfa

 


Raphael

Colonel Raphael Israfa was a commander in the
Angelic Air Force 480th Intelligence, Surveillance and
Reconnaissance Wing. Like most Angelics he was blonde-haired,
blue-eyed, with a fair complexion, tall, handsome, and finely
formed. Unlike the others, his feathers were a rich, buff
gold. A dimple marred his otherwise perfectly engineered Angelic
features, and on the underside of his wings ran stripes of a
richer, reddish-gold, markings no shipboard Angelic had possessed
for thousands of years.

The ship Raphael commanded was the Light
Emerging, a newer addition to the Alliance Air Force, smaller
and sleeker than the command carriers built during the Emperor's
absence, but she was also fast, bristling with weapons and
firepower. It had been a year since Supreme Commander-General
Jophiel had gifted him the ship as a consolation prize before
banishing him to the most remote sector of the galaxy. That 'new
ship smell' had faded the longer they lingered in the Uncharted
Territories, but there was still a newness about the Light
Emerging, giving the impression that she, and everyone on board
her, was still a little green around the gills.

The ship's bridge shimmered as heat waves
caused the light to refract. A vortex of golden-white particles
appeared in the center, coalescing first into a miniature sun, and
then expanded outwards until it assumed a vaguely humanoid
shape.

“Sir?” Major Glicki's green heart-shaped head
tilted as she pointed towards the visual disturbance. “There, Sir…
What is that?” Like most insectoid species, Glicki's compound eyes
enabled her to perceive subtle changes in the light long before an
Angelic soldier could.

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

“Attention all crew … report to the main
cargo bay for inspection. Dress blues if you have time, if not,
straighten up as best as you can. The Eternal Emperor is on the
deck.”

The crew stood stupefied at his unbelievable
words. Most had never seen the old god who ruled their half of the
galaxy, much less had him appear on a ship stationed in a remote
spiral arm. All Hades broke loose as the light became recognizably
humanoid.

“Backs straight!” Lieutenant Sachiel marched
up and down the bridge crew, white wings pressed tightly against
his back. “Get that line into formation! Straighten out that
uniform, airman!”

Raphael strode over to stand a respectful
distance as the Eternal Emperor finished materializing into the
material realm. He wore his preferred visage of an older, wingless
Angelic wearing a simple white robe, his unruly white hair and
bushy eyebrows sticking out in different directions. Raphael waited
until he could see the Emperor’s golden eyes before tucking his
wings into a tight 'dress wings' formation to deliver a crisp
salute.

“At ease…” the Emperor nodded to the crew
standing at stiff attention along both sides of the bridge. “As you
were…”

“Your Majesty! I take it you got the
message?” Raphael tried not to grin like a cat that had just
swallowed a nice, fat bird. Seven months ago, Angelic Special
Forces Colonel Mikhail Mannuki'ili had disappeared while shadowing
a suspicious cargo vessel from the Sata'an Empire. Raphael had
searched for his friend long past the time everyone else had
given him up for dead … and now … they had a lead. A great, big
whopper of a lead.

Mikhail had found the Holy Grail!!!

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

“Major Gliki,” Raphael's blue eyes sparkled
with pride at his friend's tenacity. “Please replay the
message.”

Glicki moved her armored limbs over the
communications console, causing a twelve-foot-high image of the
missing Colonel to appear on a video screen which took up one whole
wall. All eyes were not on Mikhail, who was himself an oddity by
virtue of his dark hair and black-brown wings, but the swarthy
young woman who stood at his side, lips turned upwards in an
enigmatic smile.

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

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

"Can you isolate his position?"

"The coordinates are incomplete, Sir, but
with the partial vectors we estimate we’re looking at this portion
of Zulu sector.” Raphael pointed to a display screen showing all
possible positions within the Orion-Cygnus spur of the Milky Way
galaxy.

“That’s still a vast area,” the Emperor
looked troubled. “It will be difficult to launch a search without
alerting Shay’tan we're onto his latest conquest.”

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

His second-in-command touched the console.
Mantoid physiology enabled her to interpret many screens of
intelligence data simultaneously. She used a computer-generated
arrow to point to items of interest on the twelve-foot-high display
screen.

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

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

The accusation no man dared speak in the
Emperor's presence passed from eye to eye and settled in the room
like a bad odor. Inbreeding. Angelics possessed wings, but those
wings came at a terrible price.

Glicki moved the arrow to point to the
unknown female's long, dark hair. A color graph and numbers
appeared in a sidebar, analyses of the differences between
her features and those of the other hybrids.

"Her hair is even darker than Colonel
Mannuki'ili, whose features are dark even for a Seraphim.” Glicki
glanced at Raphael, whose buff-gold wings were also darker
than the average Angelic, and gave him a tilted antennae, a running
joke between them.

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

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

"We surmise the planet is pre-technological,"
Raphael pointed upwards at the screen. "It would explain why we
never detected an energy signature. If we had, we would have
investigated it.”

The Emperor ran his fingers through his
already-messy hair, making it stick up even more. Raphael was
struck by how much the emperor and god who had created him fit the
popularized image of a mad scientist.

“I lost an ark-ship in Victor sector during
the exodus from Nibiru," the Emperor said. "We’d assumed it had
gone down, no survivors, but we never found where it had crashed.
Zulu Sector is a long way from its last known position, but it's
possible it made it this far?"

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

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

"This isn't the first time a civilization has
been thrown back into a stone age," the Emperor said. "Especially
during a calamity such as the asteroid which took out Nibiru! Look
how long it took Mikhail to get out a message!"

The Emperor scratched his chin, deep in
thought. "If the ark ship was beyond repair, it would have been
abandoned and its technology forgotten within a few generations.
The first few probably did try to get out a message, but
look how weak Mikhail's signal was? If you hadn't been here
searching for him, we'd have no idea he was still alive.”

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

“Was there any other significant detail
anyone noticed?” the Emperor glanced around the room at the
awe-struck enlisted men. “Speak up … I don’t bite.”

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

“Speak freely.”

“Mikhail has his arm around this woman and he
is smiling,” Raphael said. “If you knew him…”

“I do know him,” the Emperor nodded. “You're
right.”

“Sir?” Lieutenant Sachiel was the ship's
security officer. Like most enlisted men, he had met the reclusive
Special Forces officer many times, but unlike Raphael had never
gotten to know him. “I don’t understand.”

“Mikhail never smiles,” Raphael pointed up at
his friend's enormous grin, hardly able to believe it himself.

“He is very serious,” the Emperor said. “My
Cherubim master-of-arms trained him. I have never seen the
slightest hint of mirth, which is not surprising given his family
history.”

"Mikhail is the sole survivor of the
51-Pegasi-4 genocide." Glicki was also friends with Mikhail, having
gone through Alliance Basic Training with the both of them. Her
gossamer under-wings gave an ominous 'whir.'

An instinctive shudder rippled through
Raphael's feathers. Twenty-five years ago, pirates had raided the
remote Seraphim homeworld and slaughtered every man, woman and
child. Nine-year-old Mikhail had survived by pulling a sword from
his dying mother's body and used it to smite her murderers. Mikhail
refused to speak of his horrific past, but to this day he carried
that sword as a chilling, silent reminder.

“Mikhail would never embrace a female of any
race in such an intimate gesture unless she had significant meaning
to him,” Raphael said. “He’s got curious notions.”

“Mikhail is a full-blooded Seraphim,” the
Emperor's eyes sparkled with interest. “I think it would be safe to
guess he tried to convey additional information that got cut
short.”

“Sir?” a young Spiderid private said, the
curlicurae on his eight legs quivering at his boldness in
interrupting the Eternal Emperor. “Another detail, Sir?"

“Speak up, son,” the Emperor smiled to
reassure the young insectoid soldier.

“The woman has golden eyes like you do.” The
Spiderid pointed to his own compound eyes to indicate he had picked
up on color cues too subtle for humanoid eyes. “I have never seen
anyone with that eye color except for you, your Majesty.”

They all squinted at the screen while Major
Gliki honed in on the detail, enlarged it, and ran the video
through a series of enhancement programs to verify what the
Spiderid had detected.

“So she does!" There was a hint of awe in the
old god's voice. “She's a pre-ascended being! This young woman has
been touched by the hand of She-who-is.”

“Another god, Sir?” Raphael asked.

The Emperor scrutinized the screen, taking in
every detail.

“Not yet, I think,” the Emperor said. "If her
mind had already reached that level of evolution, one of us would
have picked up on her thoughts the same way one of you would
have detected the data transmissions of a fully technological
culture."

He reached up to touch the young woman
displayed on the video screen, his expression softening as though
she reminded of someone he had once known. “Soon, though, I think.
Look at her eyes! Whoever this woman is, she is on the cusp of
evolving into something more. And vulnerable! We must find her
before she falls into the wrong hands.”

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

Turning to Raphael, the Emperor gave him the
crisp salute of an officer to a subordinate and said,
“Brigadier-General Israfa … allow me to inspect your crew.” More
softly, he added, “they'll be disappointed if I leave without
inspecting them after you made them all line up, now, won’t
they?”

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

“Not anymore,” the Emperor said loudly enough
for everyone on the bridge to hear. “I am making a field promotion
right now. If I send you head-to-head against the Sata’an Empire, I
will give you the rank to do it.”

“Thank you, Sir!” Raphael saluted. He led the
way as though he was an excited private second-class, off of the
bridge and down the hallway to the elevator that led into the
bowels of his ship.

“Besides,” the Emperor said as they made
their way to the cargo bay, “we both know the only reason Jophiel
hasn't promoted you to Brigadier-General yet is because she doesn’t
like to appear to be playing favorites. You don’t put a mere
colonel in charge of a command carrier."

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

"Has she said yes yet?”

Raphael grinned. After their son Uriel had
nearly died, the Emperor had given Raphael special dispensation to
seek his highest-ranking military commander's hand in marriage
rather than risk allowing Jophiel to resign.

“Not yet, Your Majesty,” Raphael said. “But I
ask every chance I get. She fears it will undermine morale if she
is granted preferential treatment.”

“Keep asking,” the Emperor said. “She'll say
yes eventually.”

Oh, gods! Raphael certainly hoped so! The
distance she had put between them to stiffen her resolve gnawed at
his heart like a voracious animal! He escorted the Emperor through
the command carrier's labyrinthian corridors. As they went,
soldiers from every manner of species lined up at attention to
catch a glimpse of the Emperor as he passed, a sight many would
never see a second time.

Raphael's mind turned to what purpose
Shay'tan might have for setting up a base on the planet Mikhail had
discovered.

"Besides preventing us from solving the
hybrid inbreeding problem," Raphael asked, 'what other plans might
Shay'tan have for the human homeworld?"

The Emperor's bushy eyebrows furrowed in
thought, plotting, no doubt, Shay'tan's next few moves. As they
walked, Raphael's underfeathers stood up in their follicles, an
instinctive response to the power which accompanied proximity to
the Eternal Emperor. Lights glowed brighter and everything took on
the clean scent of ozone. His feet made no sound as he trod upon
the deck, a sharp contrast to the soft thud of Raphael's combat
boots, indicating the Emperor was not completely here in
corporeal form. They paused just before entering the crowded flight
deck.

"One never knows what the old dragon has up
his sleeve," the Emperor said. "But whatever it is, you can be
certain it involves making me look like a fool."

Raphael feigned interest in one golden
primary feather to avoid flashing a tell-tale grin. The Emperor's
chess game against Shay'tan was legendary.

"You must find the human homeworld before
Shay'tan sends reinforcements," the Emperor said. "Mikhail is a
formidable soldier, but he lacks the training to shape these people
into an army capable of fending off annexation by the Sata'an
Empire."

A chuckle escaped Raphael's throat. 'The
Emperor's Personal Attack Dog' had no tolerance for dealing
with politics or other people's egos. Despite the many involuntary
promotions the Emperor had tried to shower upon him, the reclusive
Seraphim had studiously avoided accepting command of anything
larger than an elite Special Forces unit.

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

"I'm sorry, your Majesty," Raphael laughed.
"I meant no disrespect. I just pictured Mikhail leading a group of
spear-chucking humans against one of Shay'tan's battle cruisers."
He pantomimed throwing a primitive weapon. "It would be like asking
a rock to herd a school of fish through the desert."

For emphasis, Raphael donned his best
friend's trademark unreadable expression, the one Mikhail wore
whenever he was thrown into a social situation that made no sense
to him.

It was a laughing old god who strode into the
hanger bay to inspect his men, the rediscovery of humans and
thought of the reticent Seraphim being shoved kicking-and-screaming
into a command position buoying Hashem's already jubilant mood. The
last thing Mikhail wanted was to be 'promoted' and forced to
put up with the kinds of political manure Supreme Commander-General
Jophiel did on a daily basis!

Mikhail would rather battle Shay'tan himself
than be subjected to that kind of living hell!
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September 3,390
BC

Earth: Village of
Assur

Angelic Air Force Colonel
Mikhail Mannuki’ili

 


MIKHAIL

It was an undisciplined bunch which met in
the field along the banks of the Hiddekel River, every size, shape
and social rank the Mesopotamian village of Assur could muster.
Elite warriors mingled with the soft sons of potters. Hides belted
around the waists of field laborers clashed with the elaborate
fringed kilts of the upper ranks. Only one thing united these
people after an exhausting day spent laboring in the fields …
resistance to learning his half-remembered snippets of
Alliance Basic Training! Smiting enemies was easy compared to
convincing them his endless drills had anything to do with becoming
an army.

“Today we will practice combat against two
opponents at once,” Mikhail said. He marched down the line of
villagers, if the drunken zigzag could even be called a
line. "Just as we would come to the aid of one of our own
men, so will your enemies. You must anticipate this or you will end
up dead."

His littlest protégé fell into step behind
him, stretching her legs to mimic his longer stride. Tall, spindly,
with the dark hair and pointed features, at thirteen summers his
petite 'shadow' had the uncanny ability to master any weapon that
was put into her hands. He'd appointed his young mascot 'second
lieutenant' to keep her out of mischief.

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

“Should we wrap our fists?” She held out her
leather bindings, her brown eyes sparkling with eager anticipation.
She wore her shawl belted high around her waist, so short it more
closely resembled a man's kilt than a woman's dress, and had
plaited her hair into two braids wrapped around her head so that no
man could use it to get a grip upon her.

“We won't be punching one another just yet,
little fairy,” Mikhail said. He suppressed a smile, determined to
project the gravitas of a proper military commander. “Just
grappling and throws. Hold off on the hand wrappings until we begin
to spar."

Disappointment danced across Pareesa's face.
It had been easier dealing with his prodigy when he had simply
thought of her as a little girl, an illusion his wife had shattered
when she had laughed at his cluelessness and announced the reason
Pareesa practiced so hard was because she bore for him an
affection. Of course, Ninsianna thought that about all
women, having a propensity for jealousy. Mikhail did not feel
qualified to adjudicate what might constitute an affection,
having no memory of ever having borne such an affliction for anyone
except his wife. One thing was certain. He hadn't acted like
that.

To him, Pareesa merely seemed an over-eager
student. Young, she may be, but last month Pareesa had taken her
first kill … a knife headed for his back! He turned back to
address the warriors, singling out two in particular.

“Say two enemies jump you at once?" Mikhail
pointed to Dadbeh and Firouz. "How will you defend yourself?”

“He who fights then runs away,” Dadbeh joked
with a near-perfect impersonation of Mikhail's unreadable
expression, “will live to fight another day.” Dadbeh's build was
slight, with mismatched eyes and a broken nose, but like Pareesa,
he was fast and good with a spear. He would have been an ideal
warrior had he not possessed an annoying tendency to turn
everything into a joke.

“Bok gawk!” Firouz flapped a pair of
imaginary wings and scratched the ground with his feet. “Bok gawk,
bok bok bok!” Firouz was average height, with swarthy skin and a
beak of a nose that made him look like the fowl he impersonated,
eliciting a roar of laughter from the other warriors.

Mikhail retreated behind the just-mocked
expression which, for those who knew him, was his equivalent of
screaming 'I just don't understand you humans!' Were they
making fun of him? Or was there some other meaning for their
behavior he had yet to ascertain?

He pushed down his annoyance and filed the
odd behavior away under things to ask Ninsianna later. Only the
fact the pranksters were talented warriors prevented him from
sending them to the Chief to be reassigned less demanding duties,
such as emptying every chamberpot in Assur.

The laughter continued as the pair mocked a
self-defense move he'd taught them months ago and pretended to peck
out each other's eyes. Mikhail drew himself up to his full height
and crossed his arms to signal his displeasure. Had a Cherubim
master given him such a look, he would have snapped to
attention, but the humans were oblivious. He finally had to order
them to fall back into line.

“Pareesa, Siamek,” Mikhail turned to the two
lieutenants who were supposed to help him manage this unruly bunch.
“Let’s demonstrate the move I taught you yesterday.”

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

“I’m too short to reach your shoulders!"
Pareesa bounced on her toes like one of those little yippy dogs
that perpetually begged for attention. "I barely come up to your
chest." As she wriggled, her hair came out of her braids, causing
them to bounce up and down along with her as though she had
a dog's floppy ears.

Even he had difficulty maintaining an
inscrutable expression in light of such vigorous enthusiasm. He
knew her too well to believe her complaint about her height. From
past experience, the little imp would compensate and make him earn
his victory.

“Just do your best,” Mikhail said. He
suppressed that alien facial expression that kept ambushing him the
longer he lived amongst humans … a smile. Instead of allowing
himself to succumb to the irrational urge, he moved into a ready
stance, legs spread to move in any direction, and pressed his wings
against his back so as not to gain an unfair advantage. The troops
quieted down in curious anticipation.

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

“Now!”

They grabbed his shoulders from both sides.
Because Siamek had the longer reach, Mikhail used a roundhouse
block to deflect his hands and grabbed his wrist, using Siamek's
momentum against him as he yanked him forward onto a raised knee,
giving him a hammer fist on the way down. A half-heartbeat later,
Pareesa was right behind him yelping a blood-curdling squeal. An
appreciative murmur went through the troops.

“You can let me up now,” Pareesa groaned.
Mikhail held his punches when he gave a demonstration, but it
still left bruises.

“Sorry.” Mikhail glanced at the
black-and-blue handprint which encircled his own wrist, a
trophy she had given him two nights ago. The little fairy would
repay the favor the first chance she got. The moment he let her go
she was back on her feet, dusting herself off. He gave Siamek a
hand up.

“Thank you, both, for demonstrating," he
turned to the larger group of warriors. "Now let's break up into
groups of three and practice this maneuver.”

Just short of 200 warriors, about one-fifth
of them women, milled about in noisy disorder as they sorted
themselves into cliques. Elite warriors refused to pair with field
laborers. Potters and weavers eyed woodworkers and flint knappers
with distrust. Older warriors from the Chief's generation looked
down upon the younger troops with disdain. Men refused to pair up
with women. Mikhail waited for them to sort it out amongst
themselves. When that failed, he cleared his throat and flared his
wings. He was relieved when Siamek herded his reluctant 'soldiers'
into the requested threesomes.

"Line up like men!" Siamek shouted. "Or we
shall make you all march in formation carrying buckets of water
until dawn!"

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

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

Siamek's eyes darted between his best friend
and Mikhail, his earlier poise shattered by torn loyalties. Siamek
trained because the Chief had ordered it, not because he
wanted to be here. Mikhail had put him in charge because he
was the best man for the job, but that didn't mean he trusted
him.

"It should be you training these
warriors," Mikhail forced his voice to remain calm as he addressed
the chief's son. "Not me. Your father put me in charge because you
refuse to learn the new training methods."

Jamin leaned on his spear, a weapon he could
throw with deadly accuracy. His eyes drifted from the still-bloody
spearhead, knapped from the finest volcanic obsidian, to Mikhail's
empty hands.

"Let me know when you start teaching them how
to use a real weapon and perhaps I'll consider it," Jamin
laughed, his grin that of a jackal baring its fangs.

Pareesa's slender hands clenched into fists.
"You weren't laughing when I shot one of those 'not a real
weapon' arrows through your hand! Would you like another
demonstration of their ineffectiveness?"

Mikhail stepped between Pareesa and the man
who had vowed revenge after Ninsianna had broken off their
engagement. There was bad blood between him and the son of the
village chief. From the first day his ship had crash-landed on this
world, their rivalry had poisoned everything.

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

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

The questioned rippled through the larger
group of warriors. No matter how many times Mikhail explained his
pulse rifle was a weapon of last resort because its energy source
was almost depleted, or that they lacked the technology to smelt
minerals from the rocks, his assertions always elicited disbelief.
If he had fallen from the sky, possessed wings, and could fly, why
not simply summons this Emperor he could only vaguely recall
and ask him to give them more?

Varshab, an older warrior from the Chief's
generation, placed a restraining hand upon Mikhail's forearm.
Middle-aged, of average height but with the knotted, muscular build
of a man who had worked hard his entire life both as a warrior and
in the fields, Varshab was the one man Jamin respected, or feared,
enough as his father's enforcer not to taunt.

"Much as we would like to join you in the
hunt after a hard day in the fields," Varshab gave Jamin a stony
stare, "we are not all as gifted as you at evading our
responsibility to defend this village. Perhaps you might watch and
learn something?"

A murmur of agreement rippled through the
warriors. They didn't want to be here, either, but unlike
Jamin, who preferred to hunt than pull his weight, none dared
disobey the Chief.

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

"Fine," Jamin said. With a thud, he allowed
the dead boar to drop to the ground.

Apprehension warred with Mikhail's relief at
the thought that, at last, Jamin would resume his role as leader
and free him from pretending he was something he was not.
His relief was short-lived as Jamin plopped down on top of the dead
boar as though it were a throne and laid his spear across his lap,
a deadly scepter.

"I will watch for anything worth learning,"
Jamin said. From his hateful glare, Mikhail knew learning was the
last thing on his mind. He was here to scrutinize all the
ways Mikhail fell short and do what he could to undermine him.

"Everybody move back into your threesomes,"
Mikhail ordered. He donned his sternest mask, praying that for once
the warriors would follow orders. It was, ironically, Siamek who
came to his rescue.

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

With a grumble, the warriors moved back into
line. Mikhail made a mental note that subtlety did not work with
humans, another item to scrutinize on the long list of non-verbal
human communication. He waited until Siamek enforced order before
continuing this evening's lesson, thankful that the autumn air had
begun to cool the harsh Mesopotamian sun, his only relief from
Jamin's hot stare.

He turned to his two lieutenants and gave a
weary sigh. "Let's demonstrate that move again, okay?"

Pareesa and Siamek moved back into position.
Siamek crouched and scrutinized his eyes and hands, knowing he'd
catch the first hint of movement there. Pareesa had the appearance
of a lioness about to spring on prey. He wasn't sure what
Pareesa did to outmaneuver him so much of the time. All he knew was
the kid was so fast he had to work to get a grip on her.

"Go!"

They rushed at him. This time Pareesa nearly
evaded his grip and forced him to flare his wings to avoid getting
pulled to the ground while Siamek got in a good blow on his way
down. Black-brown feathers flew everywhere, including the
double-handful Pareesa ripped out of his wings.

"Ouch…" Mikhail gave her a stern look. "We're
only sparring." The copper taste of blood told him Pareesa
had also given him a split lip.

He helped Siamek up and rubbed his ribcage
where the young man had landed a ridge-hand strike, acknowledging
his skill by saying loudly enough for the others to hear.
"That will bruise."

Siamek's gaze shifted to where Jamin sat
watching both of them like a cobra eying a mouse, and then
met Mikhail's gaze, his expression wary. It was an awkward dance
they performed, two men who did not trust one another. Mikhail gave
him a respectful nod and the young man relaxed. The other warriors
circled around Siamek, congratulating him for getting in the blow.
Jamin shot them both a hateful glare.

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

Pareesa danced back to the women warriors,
their hands held high as they each gave her a victory slap and
eagerly grabbed at her double-handful of sable trophies, his
plucked feathers. That was part of the reason he tolerated
her always being underfoot. For some strange reason, humans viewed
women as incapable of fighting. If Pareesa could compensate
for her lighter mass with speed, then so could the older women.

A buzz of anticipation rippled through the
ranks now eager to try the move themselves. Getting the men to try
something showy was never a problem. It was convincing them to
perform the more repetitive aspects of training, to fight together
as a single army. Each trio began to perform the move, cracking
skulls and jutting knees into awkward body parts that earned yelps
of pain and, in one case, a bloody nose.

"Pareesa … Siamek," Mikhail ordered, "spread
out and look for bad habits."

As he moved through the trios, correcting
errors and demonstrating the proper way to do things, the tension
began to ebb from Mikhail's shoulders. He almost forgot about the
twin black orbs of hatred boring into the back of his wings from
his seat upon the slaughtered pig. At least the pompous jerk was
silent.

A skirmish at the far end of the line caught
his attention. A dozen men and women clustered around the two
pranksters, Firouz and Dadbeh, cheering them on as they performed a
dance routine. Mikhail stood in front of them, arms crossed,
waiting for them to acknowledge his presence. The others moved back
to practice, but Firouz and Dadbeh remained oblivious to his
displeasure. He flapped his wings to get their attention.

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

"No," Dadbeh shot him a goat-turd-eating
grin. "We're good."

The two warriors went back to performing
their dance.

"Ah-hem," Mikhail flared his wings to be
imposing and cleared his throat. "Shouldn't you be performing the
maneuver?"

"Yes," the two men said together. Dadbeh
stuck his fingers onto his head and rushed at Firouz, while Firouz
made an overhand stabbing motion as though he were throwing spear.
Other warriors circled around and began to clap.

"You're supposed to be practicing!" Mikhail
was a patient man, but these two would try the patience of
She-who-is. An emotion which had been creeping up on him the longer
he dwelled amongst these irrational people gurgled in his gut.

The other warriors faltered in their
practice. The occasional grunt of pain broke Mikhail's stoney
silence as someone failed to block a blow from a teammate because
they were watching the tricksters instead of the person attacking
them.

"We are practicing!" Dadbeh wiggled
the two fingers he had perched on top of his head as though they
were horns and made a low, grunting noise. "Errgh! Errgh!"

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

Dadbeh danced towards Firouz, tossing his
'antlers' as though he were a rutting buck. Firouz made mock stabs
with an invisible spear. At this point, every warrior in the group
had ceased their training and circled around the pair. Rather than
help rein them in, Pareesa cheered them on.

His authority was being undermined by his own
lieutenant? The one Ninsianna insisted bore an affection for
him? Heat flared through his veins like a fire-breathing dragon.
Shay'tan's tail! This was worse than being disrespected by the
goat!

"You're supposed to be helping me instill
order," Mikhail growled under his breath. "Not encourage them."

"Just watch." Pareesa pranced like a child
eager to show off her new doll, reminding him of her tender
age.

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

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

Dadbeh rushed at Firouz, making a lowing
noise like a beast. Firouz grabbed Dadbeh by the shoulders and
leaped to pull him off-balance, pulling him to one side so that as
soon as Dadbeh went down, his legs snaked around his back so he
could not get back up. Mikhail recognized the usefulness of such a
move to subdue a larger creature without being gored by its
antlers. A niggling sense of recognition ate at the back of his
mind. The maneuver seemed familiar, but he could not place it.

With a shout of 'goddess be' Firouz
stabbed his 'stag' in the heart and rose to stand above it,
pretending to hold its heart above his head.

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

The other warriors, including Pareesa and
Siamek, burst into laughter. Heat surged into Mikhail's temples,
making the vein throb in his forehead. He clenched his fist,
forcing the unhelpful emotion back where it belonged, and rammed
his anger behind the unreadable mask he'd been using as a
crutch.

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

A viscous laugh wafted over from where Jamin
sat perched upon his dead pig like an emperor sitting upon a
throne, mocking his ineptitude as a leader. An uneasy silence
rippled through the warriors. Until recently, Dadbeh, Firouz, and
Siamek had all been part of Jamin's elite group of warriors.
The ones whose first act upon crash-landing on this world had been
to attack him while he'd still been weak and injured.

"He means, um…" Firouz justified his friend's
slip of tongue. "He's just talking about the rumors Jamin heard
that it is your people who are buying our women from the
slavers. Not … uh … you."

"What?" Mikhail's blank mask slipped as he
glanced in Jamin's direction. Who in Hades had told his
rival about Ninsianna's prophecy? Every night She-who-is sent
Ninsianna a vision about a white-winged Angelic who was consumed by
evil. While they had told the Ubaid about the lizard-demons, only
Ninsianna's parents knew about that part of the goddesses
prophecy.

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

'Call upon me and the power is yours…'

An emaciated girl stepped forward, one of his
female warriors. Enormous black eyes stared from a face so thin and
pale it felt as though he were staring into the eyes of death. His
own visage was reflected in those perceptive dark mirrors, wings
flared like a carrion bird, a weapon to be aimed, not a leader.
What he saw was ugly, not the man he wanted to be. The mirrors
blinked. He clamped down on his anger and forced it back beneath
the surface, covering it with a whispered prayer.

He glanced over at Jamin, who had stood as
though he wished to challenge him. Oh, how he wished he had smote
the arrogant jerk the day he had hired mercenaries to attack him in
his ship! If Ninsianna's ex-fiance spread rumors it was his
people who were responsible for the mysterious kidnappings, it
would undermine his position even more. Although his adopted people
valued his fighting skills, he had not yet earned their trust.

"Mikhail," Pareesa touched his wing. "They
were only talking about the Stag Dance. Remember? That's the move I
used to almost take you down. They've been practicing it for
weeks. Dadbeh and Firouz wanted to surprise you."

To surprise … him?

His anger evaporated, releasing that foul,
dark wound which gripped his psyche, one memory whose absence he
was certain was a blessing. Firouz and Dadbeh both wore an
expression of hurt, not arrogance or hatred as Jamin wore, because
he had misconstrued their intention.

"Before I teach advanced moves," Mikhail's
tone was conciliatory, "you must allow your brothers in arms to
catch up with you so you do not find yourself fighting without an
army at your back. Keep practicing on your own and, when the time
comes, I shall have you teach the others. Agreed?"

Raise both eyebrows … here. Display
emotion with sheepish humility. It was all part of the awkward
lessons he was learning about the non-verbal, dominant language of
human communication.

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

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

As far as these people were concerned, he was
nothing but a hired gun.
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Eligor

Eligor hid his boredom as they escorted the
Prime Minister back from the Emperor's palace on Haven-1. Usually
it was Furcas and Pruflas who shadowed Lucifer everywhere like a
pair of matching gargoyles, with their bulging muscles and
flint-cold eyes, but whenever he was summoned to answer to his
father, the two regular bodyguards were always indisposed. Chief of
Staff Zepar also found excuses, leaving Eligor and his naive
sidekick, Lerajie, to babysit the Alliance's highest civilian
authority. Eligor suspected it was because the Cherubim would not
let the two hired guns step foot inside the Eternal Palace, not
that he was much better.

"Are we going to get shore leave?" Lerajie's
pale wings fluttered with hope. It had been a long, boring stint
out in the uncharted territories where Lucifer kept his diplomatic
flagship stashed to avoid a surprise inspection.

"Depends on whether or not Zepar has any
'mating appointments' lined up for him," Eligor snorted in disgust.
"I don't know why he persists trying to impregnate an Angelic when
he's got 17 half-human offspring on the way."

Eligor was as ordinary as Angelics came,
blonde-haired, blue-eyed, neither handsome nor unhandsome, with a
nose which had been broken once and never quite set right,
accentuating his natural expression of cynicism. He had white wings
as all Angelics did, and was a bit taller than average, though not
by much.

His feet hurt from standing outside the Great
Hall for seven hours. The two unblinking Cherubim guard had neither
offered them a seat, nor a bite to eat while they waited for
Lucifer to get his ass handed back to him by his immortal father.
Twenty-five years Eligor had been making these runs and never once
had he been invited inside to meet the Emperor!

Both gave the clown-prince they shadowed a
furtive glance.

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

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

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

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

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

The shuttle lurched as the VTOL pushed back
upon the concrete space port and gave a momentary sensation of
floating before setting down. This flight was supposed to have been
confidential, but as usual, someone had leaked the Prime Minister's
flight plans to the press. The terminal was so crowded it was a
wonder the paparazzi didn't push each other off the elevated launch
pad to their death below.

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

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

Unfortunately, he had a few warts in his
own past, the kind that would get an Angelic court-marshaled
… or worse … executed for treason. Black marks Zepar made no bones
about being able to make reappear … with interest … on his
service record if he ever tried to quit. Every man on Lucifer's
ship was in the same boat. Including Lerajie.

Lucifer sighed, his white wings drooping with
exhaustion. "I'm sorry … I didn't mean that to come out like that."
He shot them a weary grimace. "Rough meeting with my father. Let's
just get through this clusterfuck, okay?"

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

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

"But…" Lerajie began to say.

Eligor elbowed him in the ribs. Ever since
Lucifer had kept a few of the human females they were gifting all
over the Alliance to sterile hybrids for himself, Lerajie had been
on the warpath. The 17 women Lucifer had impregnated after 200
years of unsuccessfully trying to perpetuate his bloodline were
little more than animals, not even sentient enough to speak, but it
still goaded them to see the root-race of their own species
mistreated. Only Eligor's warning that Zepar would 'disappear'
them, along with any incriminating females, kept Lerajie's tongue
in check.

They puffed up to their full height, ready to
take out any threat, and spread their wings, shoving paparazzi
aside who tried to stick microphones into Lucifer's face and, in
one instance, knocking a too-aggressive reporter to the ground. Not
a single reporter was one of the four species of genetically
engineered super-soldiers which made up the Emperor's armies. With
their species teetering at the brink of extinction, the Alliance
could not spare a single hybrid on so frivolous a pursuit as
reporting the truth.

"Mr. Prime Minister! Mr. Prime Minister!" A
young male Angelic rushed up to them.

Eligor flared his wing to create a
shield.

“Mr. Prime Minister … Please … Wait!” the
young male persisted. “I need to speak to you!”

“The Prime Minister is busy,” Eligor gave his
iciest stare. “If you want to speak to him, call the office and
make an appointment."

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

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

Eligor had occasionally seen Lucifer use his
position of power to help an ordinary citizen, with no hope of
gaining anything in return, and keep it from Zepar and the press.
It didn't happen often, less since Hashem had returned from the
ascended realms, but he suspected Lucifer liked to remind himself
why he ruled even though he'd become disillusioned by
Alliance politics long ago. Perhaps this would be one of those
cases?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

One day Pravuil had come onto the Prince
of Tyre on Lucifer's arm like someone who mattered instead of
the distance he usually kept with every other female he had ever
fucked … and then she had disappeared.

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

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

"I can't remember." Lucifer's hand shot to
his temple. He grimaced, a telltale sign of the migraines he'd been
experiencing lately.

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

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

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

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

Lucifer clutched his chest as though it hurt
to breathe. "I can't remember." His voice sounded strangled and
weak.

"Of course he can't remember," a voice cut
through the clamor of the crowd. Chief of Staff Zepar. Was here.
Flanked by the two steel-eyed goons who usually accompanied
Lucifer everywhere except for when he stepped foot on
Haven-1.

An image of Lucifer being a puppet dangling
upon a string whispered into Eligor's mind.

“Our father placed us in the same academy
together,” Hasdiel insisted. “We were born a month apart from
different mothers. Our father made sure we were placed together and
encouraged us to watch out for one another. Pravuil would have told
me if she’d formed a meaningful emotional attachment to another
hybrid!”

“Permanent attachments are forbidden by the
Eternal Emperor!” Zepar interrupted. “It’s illegal for a hybrid to
get married while they are still obligated to serve in our
military. She probably ran off with her paramour into the uncharted
territories!"

“She wouldn’t do that!” Hasdiel clenched his
fists in anger. “Even if she did secretly get married, she wouldn’t
go absent without leave! She takes her obligation to serve our
Emperor very seriously! At least she would have told me where she
went!”

"Zepar?" Lucifer held out his hand in front
of him as though he could not see, his expression panicked. "Zepar?
I remember… she… was … my … chol beag [little dove]!" His handsome
features bore a look of agony as he reached past his Chief
of Staff for someone who was not there.

Pravuil … Lucifer's little dove? It was an
endearment Angelic's only whispered to those they felt closest too,
immediate family, children and a girlfriend one wished to take as a
permanent mate. The warning bell in Eligor's mind grew louder.

'Watch Lucifer,' the instinct
whispered into his mind.

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

Lucifer cast off Zepar's hand and stepped
back, regarding his Chief of Staff with an expression of
horror.

'Watch Lucifer…'

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

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

“Please, Sir!” Hasdiel exclaimed. “The police
won't do anything except keep a copy of my missing person report.
I’m afraid something bad has happened to her!”

Lerajie opened his mouth to contradict both
Lucifer and Zepar. Eligor caught the dead-ice stare of Pruflas, one
of the two goons, and discreetly ground his heel into Lerajie's
foot before his crewmate could utter a word. Lerajie was
idealistic, but Eligor had dwelled on the fringe of the
shadow-empire founded by Lucifer's biological father long enough to
know when he was walking into a minefield.

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

The two goons slammed the frantic young
Angelic to the ground and twisted his arms behind his back.
Feathers flew everywhere as wings clashed, obscuring the view.
Security guards rushed forward. Eligor was the only person in
position to see beneath the shelter of Furcas's wing the practiced
move to slip a miniature pulse pistol into Hasdiel's hand, and then
step back just long enough for the security cameras to document the
gun before stomping on his wrist and breaking it. The young man
curled up in pain, crying out for Lucifer to help him.

"This man threatened the Prime Minister,"
Zepar shouted. "He's got a gun."

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

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

Eligor kicked him.

"We weren't in a position to see anything,
Sir." Eligor shot Lerajie a 'trust me on this' look, that, luckily,
Lerajie had seen proven right far too many times. Lerajie opened
his mouth as if to speak, then shut it. Eligor breathed a sigh of
relief. They could argue about it later, someplace where the spies
Zepar had everywhere could not overhear.

With shouts that he was innocent, the
security guards hauled Hasdiel away. The penalty for a failed
attempt on the Prime Minister's life was life in prison. Lucifer
would not be bothered by Hasdiel ever again.

'Third Empire' whispered into Eligor's
brain.

Lucifer straightened up and assumed his usual
politician's pose, the triumphant leader who had, once again,
prevailed against the enemies of the Alliance. The crowd cheered.
Hundreds of flash bulbs flashed as the paparazzi documented the
failed assassination attempt. With an exaggerated flourish of his
arm, Lucifer waded into their midst, feeding upon their adoration
and becoming one with them as though he were a rock star playing
for a stadium full of fans.

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

'The evil one,' he thought to
himself.

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

Shemijaza. Lucifer's biological father…
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BC

Earth: Village of
Assur

 


Ninsianna

Ninsianna inhaled the decadent scent of
water, a sacred substance to the people who lived in this dry land,
and beheld the glow of life-energy which emanated from every living
thing. In the sky above her the enormous mated pair of golden
eagles floated lazily in the updraft of the Hiddekel River. Wispy
clouds gave promise of the winter storms which would soon swell the
river over its banks and deluge the ground upon which they stood.
Until then, the empty riverbed made an ideal place to practice
archery.

*Thwunk*

She got off a perfect shot, a combination of
natural skill and her growing ability to use senses beyond the
normal five. She turned to her squad mate, a frustrating student,
but one the goddess whispered must learn to use the bow. If
Yadidatum could learn to shoot, any woman could.

"How am I supposed to hit the target if it's
that far away?" her friend Yadidatum lamented. "Every time I master
a new skill, you move the target!"

Delicate pink puffs of energy flowed off of
Yadidatum's spirit light, indicative of her soft, domestic bent,
not the energy of a warrior. It was her irresistibility to men
which had driven the voluptuous beauty to take up archery. Why wait
to get kidnapped by slavers when you could defend yourself?

"C'mon, Yadidatum!" Homa and Gisou chanted
together, two young women the same approximate age. "You can do
it!" As inseparable as twins, the two friends were competent
archers and, now that Mama had started training apprentices,
becoming relatively decent healers.

"Why couldn't She-who-is endow me with
natural ability?" Yadidatum grumbled as she lined up the shot, a
perfect portrait of feminine beauty.

"But you always look so fashionable with your
bow and quiver," Ninsianna laughed at her friend's frustration.
"Your efforts please HER. We are all gifted with different
talents."

"But you are good at everything,"
Yadidatum complained.

"I cannot weave cloth or embroider a fringe
to save my life," Ninsianna said. "Two months I have been married
and I have yet to weave my husband a suitable kilt with fringe.
Most women would have sewn an extra fringe onto her husband's kilt
to denote he was a married man."

"Now that would be a fine sight to
behold," Gisou added her voice to the conversation. "Never have I
met a man who liked to cover up as much as your husband!"

"He has fine legs," Homa leered. "If
only he would let us see them. And a muscular chest! Why does he
persist in wearing those strange foreign garments that cover his
calves?"

"They're called pants," Ninsianna forced her
hands to loosen where she gripped her bow. Her jealousy was
irrational. These women were her friends. She pointed to a
khaki-beige garment lying sodden at the top of her basket which
she'd washed in the river only moments before. "And the garment
which covers his chest is called a shirt. I do not like it, but he
insists on wearing his uniform."

Yadidatum chewed her lip as she spread her
legs to line up her shot, her aiming arm stiff and perpendicular to
her torso. They all held their breath as she drew back her
bowstring to her ear and took aim.

"C'mon Yadidatum, take the shot," they all
urged their friend.

Ninsianna found herself praying, 'Steady.
Steady. Keep your eyes open. That's it…'

At the last moment, Yadidatum shut her eyes.
With a dull *thwung* the arrow fell short of its mark. Every archer
groaned.

"Pareesa didn't have any trouble learning
this!" Yadidatum stomped her foot. "All she has to do is watch him
do it once! She's only thirteen summers old!"

"Some people are just natural warriors,"
Ninsianna reassured her. "What matters is how well you compete
against yourself."

"I see the children coming down the hill for
their lesson," Homa pointed to a group of boys and girls, aged
seven to thirteen, pouring out of the north gate of the village.
"We'd better hurry before Alalah kicks us off her practice
field."

Homa and Gisou took their shots, hitting the
target with various degrees of proficiency. Ninsianna lined up a
second shot, relishing the feel of the bow which felt like a
natural extension of her hand. She pulled the bowstring to her
cheek and gently loosened her fingers so the jerk of her hand would
not send her shot amiss. With a whistle, it hit the target
dead-center, no special powers from the goddess needed. Ninsianna
yanked out her arrows with a victorious grin.

"You always hit dead center," Yadidatum
said.

"Ninsianna is a good shot because she is the
Chosen of She-who-is," Gisou said.

Dozens of children carrying bows surged
around them like eager little jackals, herded between Alalah,
Orkedeh, Behnam and Kiana, the remaining archers of Mikhail's
original eight. Ninsianna could not stay. The Chief had ordered her
to study under her shaman father to perfect her gift, while Homa
and Gisou now apprenticed under her mother to become healers.
Yadidatum would remain behind to practice with the children,
ostensibly as a teacher, but she needed the practice even more than
they did.

The squadron leader poked Yadidatum's elbow
with the end of her bow. An older woman in her forties, Alalah was
the organizational force behind keeping the archery program flowing
now that Mikhail and Ninsianna were occupied doing other tasks.

"Ninsianna learns the same way the rest of us
do," Alalah, snapped. "Through dedication and hard work. Now quit
whining and start shooting at that target. You didn't have any
problem keeping your eyes open when you were hunting ducks!"

Yadidatum's cheeks turned a deep scarlet. An
image leaped into Ninsianna's mind along with the whispered giggle
of the goddess's breath through the stalks of grain.

'That's because the duck had such attractive
brown-black wings, just like the quarry she took archery lessons to
hunt in the first place…'

Ninsianna clapped her hand over her mouth
before She-who-is could compel her to speak that thought aloud.
Yadidatum would die of mortification if she knew that
Ninsianna knew she had once borne an affection for her
husband! She glanced up the hill to the north gate where her father
had just appeared. It was time to go attend her nightly lesson.

"Time to go!" Ninsianna called. Rewrapping
her shawl and tucking the end into her belt so it did not expose
her breasts, she picked up the basket of laundry, strung her bow
across her back and bid her friends goodbye.

As she climbed the steep path up to the ring
of mud-brick houses which formed the outer wall of the village, she
glanced over the fields to where Mikhail stood training his troops.
Ninsianna smiled, though she had trouble telling whether it was
her pleasure she felt, or the pleasure of the goddess she
channeled. Perhaps they were one and the same?

Papa met her about a third of the way up the
path. "Let me take that basket from you, child. You can carry
these, instead. They are much less heavy."

Average height, strongly built, and moving
with a grace that betrayed he was also trained to be a warrior,
Immanu's wild salt-and-pepper hair and bushy eyebrows gave him the
look of not quite existing in this world. Father and daughter both
possessed the same tawny-beige eyes, wide-set and large as though
they could see right through you and discern all of your secrets,
although ever since Ninsianna had been touched by the goddess, her
eyes glowed more gold than beige.

Ninsianna handed off her heavy basket and
pressed her head towards Papa's as they passed the sentries into
the village, eager to share his secrets. "What news comes from the
Chief?"

"Stories have filtered down from the north
that the Anatolians also suffer from kidnapped young women," Papa's
brow creased with worry. "It is not Halifians or Amorites
masterminding these raids, but some other tribe altogether."

"Have the Chief's trading partners located
where the lizard demons have set up their encampment?" Ninsianna
asked. Although She-who-is showed her the lizard-demons would come
from the west, the rest of the information was irritatingly,
frustratingly blank, forcing them to rely on old-fashioned methods
of gathering information.

"Alas, no," Papa said. "But there are rumors
from other villages of traders who have met with them. It is said
they possess sky canoes such as Mikhail's that cast a terrible fire
and fly from village to village as though they were a bird."

They reached their typical two-story
mud-brick house, nicer than many others in the village, but not
elaborate compared to wealthier families such the Chief. Mama's
only concession to luxury was a kitchen table carved of wood and
two solid benches, wide boards being a rarity in a climate where
heat and lack of rain left the trees twisted and gnarled. Ninsianna
held open the door while Papa carried the basket of wet clothing
straight through to the back courtyard where a more typical Ubaid
table sat, low and comprised of mud bricks so the heat from the
adjacent beehive oven would not singe it. The goat bleated a
greeting.

"Hello, Little Nemesis," Ninsianna bent to
hang up Mikhail's strange clothing on the twisted flax they used as
a clothesline. "I see you are still in your pen. It's best not to
engineer an escape when the fields are full of men throwing spears
or Mikhail may decide to use you as a target."

The goat stood up and peered over the rickety
fence, nodding its head as though it could understand her. She
suspected it could by the way its spirit light whirled
towards her, a pleasant green tinged with bits of yellow. Yellow
meant thoughts, so some scheme percolated in the goat's
mind. Probably her next escape attempt! Ninsianna burst into
laughter.

"What's so funny, child?" Papa asked.

"I was just talking to Little Nemesis about
what she would do next to try Mikhail's patience."

"I suspect She-who-is coaches the goat to
teach him how to relate to lesser creatures," Papa beckoned for her
to come inside the house.

Ninsianna hung up the last garments and
followed Papa inside. His prayer-carpet had been rolled out to
provide a clean place for them to sit upon the packed earth floor.
Around it lay sacred articles representing each direction where a
different spirit-force lay.

"What will we learn tonight?" Ninsianna
asked.

"More remote viewing," Papa said. "A trader
from the north came to speak to the Chief today. One of the
villages he came through claimed to have seen one of these lizard
demons."

Ninsianna groaned. Remote viewing was
difficult without the aid of kratom, a blue flower with a mild
hallucinogenic effect, but one she could no longer avail herself of
now that she was carrying Mikhail's child. Even when she had
used the flower, She-who-is would only let her look so far.

Papa lit first a tiny oil-filled clay lamp,
then a bundle of dried herbs. Ninsianna placed her scrying bowl in
the center of the carpet, though if the goddess intended for her to
see something, she rarely needed a reflection from water anymore.
Papa began to chant the same rhythmic song in a soothing, froglike
bass.

Ninsianna added her voice to the song,
another crutch she no longer needed, but helped her stay connected
to her father so she didn't journey too far. That familiar thread
of consciousness thickened and grew stronger, drawing her into the
realm that lay between this one and the place spirits went when
they died, a place a shaman could gather information.

"Ninsianna, what do you see?"

In the dreamtime, Papa stood next to her,
holding her hand. On the other side of him stood a shadow wearing a
peculiar outfit, the echo of the man Papa had met with this
afternoon. Ninsianna scrutinized the man's body for an obvious
'thread' which might connect him back to this place where people
had seen lizard demons.

"I see many threads," Ninsianna said. "But I
cannot tell which one might be the right one. Should we follow them
together?"

"We shall follow them separately," Papa spoke
into her mind. "But if you sense a lizard demon, trace the thread
back and lead me there. We do not know if these creatures possess
magical powers which could harm you while your body is separate
from your mind."

Ninsianna traced the threads, most of which
led north over the Taurus Mountains to the lands called Anatolia.
Once upon a time she had considered marrying Jamin because he had
promised to take her there on a trading mission. Now all she had to
do was connect to someone who had been there and it felt as though
she could see these lands for herself. They weren't so different
from Ubaid territory, perhaps a bit greener. She felt disappointed.
No lizard demons.

At some point her physical body made her
aware that Mama had come back from her daily rounds and bustled
about the kitchen, cutting melons and simmering a crock of potted
lentils. Each night they ate a light supper, split up to attend
training to defend their village, and then reunited after the sky
became so pitch black nobody could see.

This journey was getting her nowhere! The
threads exhausted, Ninsianna amused herself by implanting false
images of the scent, taste and look of the melons Mama had finished
preparing into the hapless Anatolian visitor's mind. She suppressed
a giggle as she sensed the man succumb to the urge to locate for
himself some of the melons in question and begin to eat them. Her
consciousness registered his satisfaction as he bit into a melon
and the sensation of juices dripping down his chin. If only her
husband were not so thick-headed that she could not communicate
with him thus!

She tried the trick with Mikhail, but
although she could easily follow the thread which ran from her
abdomen to the scar she had healed in his chest, she could never
see inside her husband's mind unless she physically touched him.
Should she try remote viewing the visitor's threads again? Or
succumb to her hunger and stop journeying?

The sound of Mikhail making his entrance made
the decision for her. If she had been following an interesting
thread, she would have lingered in the dreamtime, but the dark
cloud which preceded him into the house warned her that he
needed her attention more than She-who-is. With a call to alert her
father she was finished, she willed her mind back into her body and
opened her eyes to behold her beautiful winged husband, so tall he
had to stand with his head between the rafters which held up the
second story.

"Mikhail!"

Ninsianna rose from the prayer-mat and slid
into his arms. At five cubits tall, he was more than a cubit taller
than her, so that her cheek rested at his heart. His stiff posture,
tightly tucked wings, and the tiny muscle which twitched beneath
one cheek as he tried to maintain an unreadable expression only
confirmed what the goddess had shown her in the dreamtime.
Something had gone wrong at training.

"Ah, chol beag [little dove]," Mikhail
sighed. He moved his arms and dark wings, still damp from his
recent dip in the river to wash off the stench of training, to
encircle and protect her.

Ninsianna slid her hands around his back to
massage the axiliary muscles which powered his wings, rubbing the
soft pinfeathers where feathers gave way to skin. It was where his
stress always sat after a hard day of training. As she rubbed, she
projected soothing images of herself giving him a full body
massage, once they had retreated to their bed. It was a form of
communication she could use when physically touching him, but never
across the dreamtime the way she could any other person.

Mikhail arched his back as her supple hands
squeezed the places that hurt and made his pain go away. A low
growl of pleasure rumbled in his chest.

"How was training?" Ninsianna's
goddess-kissed eyes peered right through his inscrutable expression
to get at the real emotions he hid. His blue-tinted spirit
light matched his eyes, but it was marred by splotches of grey, the
aura of a man carrying too many responsibilities.

Mikhail buried his nose into her hair and
inhaled, his flesh trembling beneath her fingers with all the
pent-up emotion he did not know how to express. Ninsianna melted
against him, understanding it was the cure for all of his ills.

"I just don't understand why humans need to
be so illogical," Mikhail mumbled into the top of her head.

Mama set Mikhail's bowl at his usual place
and ladled lentils into it, her way of saying 'welcome' and
dispensing comfort at the same time. Like Mikhail, Mama spoke
little, but when she did speak, you had better listen.

"What did they do now?" Ninsianna's lips
curved up into a smile, her golden eyes twinkling with mischief.
She slid one hand up to touch his cheek, the first gesture she had
ever used to communicate with him, back when they had not yet
spoken each other's language.

"Dadbeh and Firouz decided to perform a stag
dance instead of the self-defense maneuver I was teaching them,"
Mikhail said. "In front of Jamin, no less. When I didn't understand
it was an honor, everyone laughed at me."

"They've been practicing that move for
weeks," Papa interrupted from the table where he'd moved to sit
next to Mama. "They wanted to surprise you."

"Why did they have to show it during
training?" Mikhail asked. "It distracted everyone from the lesson
and made me look like an ineffective leader."

"Oh, Mikhail, you didn't scold them? Did
you?" Ninsianna tried not to laugh.

"I never scold," Mikhail said flatly, a hint
of anger flaring into his blue eyes. "You know that."

"No," Ninsianna pursed her lips into a mock
pout. She slid her hands up to frame his cheeks and batted her
eyebrows as though she were a village gossip. "You just give them
that oh-so-displeased expression. The one you always wear when you
wish to convey 'I don't understand you, but I think you are a
goat turd.'"

"I do not," Mikhail's feathers rustled with
indignation.

Ninsianna donned a perfect facsimile of his
unreadable expression, but the tremble of her lip betrayed she was
about to burst into laughter.

Colors shifted in Mikhail's spirit light as
red anger over her light-hearted mockery warred with the purple
laughter she was determined to pry out of him. The hands she'd
placed on either side of his cheek forced his lips up into a smile
the same way a mother might coax a smile out of a child who
pouted.

"There," she said, still wearing her mock
pout. "Much better now. Was that so hard?" With a laugh she stood
on tip-toes and planted a kiss, biting his lower lip to break his
concentration. At the same time she reached between his armpit and
chest to scratch the ticklish spot on his wings only she
knew about, the one that made his wings twitch.

Mikhail's wings reflexively flapped. Dried
herbs strung from the rafters fell as he tried to tuck the
too-large appendages too tightly against his back for her nimble
fingers to torment, but Ninsianna knew her quarry and smote his
foul mood without mercy.

"Stop mocking me!" he cried out, but it was
too late. His face erupted in that rare and elusive creature she
suspected he'd known little before he'd met her … a human smile.
The dark shadow lifted from his spirit-light and left it a
brilliant, whitish blue, the breathtaking color she associated with
him.

"See? That wasn't so hard!" Ninsianna
laughed. "Try smiling once in a while, Mr. Oh-So-Serious, and
perhaps we won't all seem so illogical?"

"I raised my eyebrows at them," Mikhail
defended. "It was my intent to convey an apology."

"See, son," Papa clapped his hands together,
pleased Mikhail had applied the lesson he'd spent weeks trying to
teach him. "You are learning."

Mama harrumphed…

"We can't all be tricksters," Mama said.
"Some people don't want to be smiling all the time." Mama's
temperament was no-nonsense, pragmatic and blunt, as close to
Mikhail's taciturn nature as any in the village.

Mikhail shot his mother-in-law a grateful
look.

Papa reached across the table to touch Mama's
hand. "Mikhail has had difficulty learning our unspoken
language," Papa said. "But even you have to admit he has
come a long way in not glowering at us like we are all insane."

"Maybe we are all insane," Mama
grumbled, not one to back down from a position she thought to be
right.

In most Ubaid households, the man was boss
and the woman kept house, but in this three-healer household, one
who healed the flesh, one the spirit, and one, Ninsianna, who had
inherited the ability to do both, things were much more
egalitarian. Mama called the shots. Everybody else listened. That
was just the way it was. For some reason, it seemed to reassure
Mikhail, as though he had known many such women back where
he had come from.

Mikhail's grin subsided, but not completely.
"Thank you, Mama, for understanding me."

With quiet conversation over the late-night
snack, they snuffed out the tiny oil lamp and went to their
separate rooms, one married couple on one side, the other married
couple on the other, with only a thin wall to separate them. The
walls did little to dampen sound, but part of Ubaid culture was the
ability to pretend they could not hear her parent's nocturnal
activities in the other room.

It was less difficult, she was certain, than
their ignoring Mikhail's twenty-cubit wingspan pounding
against the walls…

 


 


* * * * *
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Mikhail

The warriors met each night to train after a
long day at work and brief supper. Mikhail fingered the razor-sharp
tip of Immanu's spear, not his usual weapon, but one he'd adapt to
his sketchy recollections about ways the Cherubim had practiced. If
Jamin would not respect anything but a real weapon, then by
gods, he would beat him at his own game! He ordered his two
lieutenants to line up the warriors and began to teach them
tonight's lesson.

"Last month some of us hunted antelope by
working together to herd them into a kill box," Mikhail said.
"Today we shall try a variation of that tactic, only instead of
herding antelope; we'll pretend an enemy is trying to herd
us."

"Why would men hunt us?" one of the
newer warriors asked, Ebad, the son of the village potter. The
young man possessed average height; average looks, and wore the
two-fringed kilt of an apprentice craftsman. The most striking
thing about him was the way he followed Pareesa around like a
hungry mongrel looking for table scraps.

"Why do you think?" his plump friend Ipquidad
said. "Because they all want her as much as you do!" The
plump young man pointed at Pareesa.

"Shhh!" Ebad elbowed his friend and glowered
at him.

"Ipquidad is right, in a sense," Mikhail
addressed the larger group. "The Chief has received intelligence
that the Anatolians suffer from these raids, as well."

"From the Halifians, Sir?" Siamek asked.

"No," Mikhail said. "From some tribe we are
unfamiliar with. But his trading partners report organized raids,
tribes wielding bows that never had them before, and whispered
accounts of lizard demons."

"Lizard demons?" several warriors scoffed at
once. "Next you will tell us the lulu-khorkhore is
real!"

Lulu-khorkhore. The demon that
devoured children. Not for the first time he wondered if the legend
people used to frighten naughty children had anything to do with
his father-in-law's song, the one which had prophesized his
arrival?

"I can only say this one, great truth,"
Mikhail said. "The lizard people are real. If the Sata'an Empire
decides to annex your planet, it will make your skirmishes with the
Halifians appear tame.”

A low rumble of unease rippled through the
troops. All had heard Ninsianna speak with the voice of She-who-is
after the last raid, after they had buried the eleven villagers
killed preventing the attack, plus dozens of enemies. They had all
seen the sun go behind a cloud, the wind pick up, and the
temperature cool as Ninsianna had spoken the terrible prophecy of
what was to come.

"Picture the last time Halifians raided our
village," Mikhail said. "Does anybody remember what happened when
the larger group breached our south gate?"

"We were overrun," several warriors spoke at
once.

"Jamin chickened out!" Pareesa shouted.

"He did not," Siamek hissed, his dark eyes
flashing with anger. "He just didn't want to get into it with
Mikhail!"

"Did too!" Pareesa taunted. "Stop defending
him!"

"How do you know?" Siamek said. "You
weren't even there!"

Instead of refereeing, Mikhail applied last
night's lesson taught by his father-in-law. Raise. One. Eyebrow.
Here. Human non-verbal communication for 'you're kidding
yourself.'

Pareesa was right. Siamek had been the one to
come to his aid after Jamin had refused. And Siamek was right.
Pareesa had been stuck back where he'd freed her from the Amorite
slavers. Siamek gave him a strange look, as though he hadn't
expected him to give a bemused expression, while Pareesa giggled.
There. He had communicated his opinion in such a way as not to
verbally contradict or offend either of his two lieutenants.
Perhaps he might master this whole human non-verbal communication
thing after all?

"Does anyone know why the defense at the
south gate collapsed?" Mikhail asked.

"Because the gate is goat-shit," Firouz said.
He elbowed his best friend, Dadbeh. The two had been tasked after
the raid with gathering deadwood washed up from last spring's
floodtide to help repair it.

"Partly," Mikhail said. "The Chief has sent
word upriver he will pay a hefty price for the stronger wood which
grows in the Taurus Mountains. But those logs can't be floated
downriver until the Hiddekel reaches its flood stage. So how will
we defend the gates if they send such a force against us
again?"

"We've already increased the guard," Varshab
said, the Chief's enforcer.

"And the number of scouts," Siamek added.

"And I now fly the perimeter of the village
five times per day," Mikhail said. "Watching for anyone who
approaches from a distance."

"More like watching for Ninsianna," someone
whispered from the back of the line. "So he can fly off with her
for some private time."

Several warriors laughed. Most just gave him
a knowing grin. There hadn't been much time lately for private
time, far from where her parents could overhear his wings beating
against the walls. He realized everyone stared at him. Heat flushed
his cheeks. He ruffled his feathers and pretended he'd been
thinking of something, anything, other than the delightful
image which had popped into his mind.

"Patrols, scouts and stronger gates will only
buy us time," Mikhail said. "So back to my original question.
Assur's outer ring of houses are not so high that a man cannot
vault over it, or cut down a tree and use its branches as a ladder.
So if we get overrun again, what should we do?"

From the awkward silence, the warriors did
not have an answer to that question. Much as everyone grumbled
about being forced to train after working in the fields all day,
that last raid had everyone scared.

"Any time you have large groups of men come
at you," Mikhail said, "you risk being overrun. But if you find a
way to stand firm, at some point those men have nowhere to go but
forward. The men in the back push up against the ones at the front,
making it hard for them to maneuver. You can use this weakness
against them if you train for it."

"How large of an incursion does Ninsianna
foresee?" one of the warriors asked.

Mikhail kept his expression neutral.
Ninsianna did not understand much of what she saw because it
involved technology she had never seen before. His memory
was so spotty that all he knew was lizard soldiers had shot him
down with a Sata'anic destroyer.

"Thousands," Mikhail said. "And the lizard
people are all the same height as me." He did not add and
all wielding firesticks. "But even if our next battle is merely
against another 50 Halifians wielding bows, the fact remains they
breached our gate. We must ensure that never happens again."

A shadow fell across the ground between where
he stood and the warriors, the dark visage made larger by
their distance from the ground. One of the golden eagles which
circled the fields surrounding Assur dove into the field next to
them, plucking a serpent from the grass. With pounding wings it
carried off a still-writhing snake. A single golden-brown feather
floated down to the ground directly in front of Mikhail.

The ripple of fear which passed through the
men was palpable. The Ubaid considered these raptors sacred, the
eyes and ears of She-who-is, and also messengers. Mikhail was less
superstitious, but given the overwhelming evidence such a deity
toyed with them in the form of his wife, he was less prone these
days to slough off the event as serendipity.

Serpent. Coming. Got it…

How would these warriors fare against the
lizard men? He mentally calculated each warrior's speed, weight and
throwing arm as he moved through their ranks and adjusted where
they stood. He had no recollection of learning the maneuver he was
about to teach, but he had woken up with the idea. As he had
practiced with Immanu's spear during lunchtime, his muscles
remembered what his head injury had wiped out of his conscious
mind.

"Let's see … you four … in the back," Mikhail
said. "And you two … in the middle. Varshab … I want you dead
center in the back … and you too … Kiararsh. You're going to act as
anchors."

The warriors chattered as
he shuffled them from one spot to another until satisified with the
way it looked, but they were much better behaved than they'd been
yesterday. He pried the memories out of his subconscious by
physically putting his own body into each position to
knock free how this maneuver worked, but by now his men understood
his body knew what his head injury had stolen. Thank the gods Jamin
was not watching!

"We call this tactic léigeadar sceimhiolta," Mikhail
said once he was satisifed. "I'm not sure what the exact
translation would be, but Ninsianna said it would be called
skirmisher." His wife's gift of tongues enabled her to translate
words she did not understand.

He realized Siamek had moved to
stand beside him as any good lieutenant should during training.
"Siamek? Move into the back line. At the end."

A shadow crossed Siamek's face. Anger? No.
Hurt. Did he fear being demoted after Jamin's taunting yesterday?
Mikhail decided it was better to risk a small confession now, in
the hopes a strong warrior such as Siamek might help him work out
the bugs, rather than bluster his way through it blindly.

"We do not have this exact weapon back where
I come from," Mikhail hefted his spear. "You will recognize
before I do how far an average warrior can throw it. I need
your feedback."

Siamek nodded, the shadow disappearing. He
moved to the rear as asked.

"We're going to throw one line of spears
after another," Mikhail moved to stand in the first line, which by
happenstance contained all 36 of his female warriors. "The first
line will throw when I count out loud one. As soon as your spear
leaves your hand, I want you to kneel."

The woman to his left gave him a bold
grin.

"So now you want us to kneel before you, oh
great leader?" Azin was a trickster like Dadbeh and Firouz.
Although her throwing arm was not as powerful as a man's, a certain
amount of weight being necessary to add distance into the throw,
she was deadly accurate.

Mikhail tucked his wings against his back to
discourage her from touching them and donned a neutral
expression.

"I want you to kneel so the line behind you
can throw without being hindered by your head," Mikhail stated
flatly.

Azin kneeled and shot him a grin, undaunted
by his no-nonsense demeanor. She was not beautiful, but like
Pareesa she was outspoken and a talented warrior. All it took was
someone willing to give them a chance to prove themselves for women
such as Azin to step out from behind their weaving looms and take
up a spear.

"I agree," Azin winked at the man behind her.
"It would hurt if Tirdard hit me over the head. His wife would not
be pleased if he had to carry me off."

"Yadidatum knows you are full of flatulence,"
the young man in question poked her with the blunt end of his
spear. His smile indicated he took no insult from her jibing.
"Ninsianna, on the other hand, would scratch out your eyes if she
overheard you making such untoward propositions to her
husband."

Mikhail watched the exchange with interest,
mentally filing it under that expanding repertoire of inexplicable
human behavior Ninsianna called 'flirting.'

He stepped backwards to stand in the second
line of defense. Tirdard was a capable warrior, but this line also
contained many of the less talented men. It set off a red flag.
Another memory lurked in his muscles, but as he tried to pry it
out, it remained frustratingly hidden. Like most things he
'remembered' about warfare, it wasn't a memory at all, but
something his body just knew the moment you stuck a weapon
in his hand.

"As soon as the first line throws and
kneels," Mikhail said. "The second line will throw and kneel as
well. The trick is to do it together."

He glanced at the men around him and added,
"I will need to adjust who stands where as I see each man's
strengths and weaknesses. Focus on mastering the movement of
throwing and kneeling to the count as a single line, not who you're
standing next to."

He moved back into the third line to stand
next to Siamek. "As soon as the second line kneels, the third line
will throw."

"But then we will be out of spears, Sir," an
middle-aged warrior named Kiararsh said. "What then?"

Yes. What then? He'd been mulling over that
same problem himself, but whatever he was trying to work out within
his mind had not yet made its full appearance. He was only certain
of one thing.

"This is not the weapon this maneuver
was originally designed for," Mikhail confessed. "But it's part of
a larger tactic I will teach you over the next few weeks. If we get
it right, you can stand against a larger force of up to eight
against one."

Even his eyebrows rose in surprise at
the statistic which had flowed from his lips as naturally as the
prayers he said to achieve inner peace. So it was a memory!
He hoped it surfaced before he finished teaching the first
component. The single platinum dog tag sliding against his chest
reminded him he should know more. Colonel. At some point in
his life, he must have trained other men, because that part
of him that remembered bits and pieces knew colonel was not a rank
which was given lightly.

He remained in the rear line to see the
differences between how far he could throw versus the
average human. It did these people no good if he pictured
Angelics performing this maneuver and then the humans fell
short in battle.

"First line throws on three," Mikhail said.
"One … two … three!" The first line of spears flew distances
ranging from ten to thirty paces, taking far too long.

The worst offenders belonged to Pareesa's
team, the sixteen soft sons of merchants and craftsmen he'd saddled
her with giving supplemental training, including Ebad, the man he'd
noted earlier. She'd called them the 'B-team' after badgering him
for information on how a proper Alliance military commander
would train the laggards and the rejects. It kept her … and
them … out of his feathers.

"Second line throw on three," Mikhail called.
"One … two … three!"

The second line threw. Some threw fifteen
paces; others threw thirty, and everything in between. Perhaps
Jamin was right? Their skills with a spear were atrophying?
No! Jamin was a goat's behind! Many of these men could barely throw
because they had never practiced in the first place.

He stepped back to stand between Kiararsh and
Varshab, both who'd studiously avoided being appointed lieutenants.
Varshab needed to remain tied to the Chief, while Kiararsh, while
technically part of Jamin's elite warrior troop, had only been
appointed to babysit Jamin. The Chief wanted his men to remain,
well, his.

"We need to adjust these lines," Varshab said
quietly so the others could not hear.

"I agree," Kiararsh said from his other side.
"But he has appointed Siamek this task. Let him make
recommendations. If we do not agree with his opinion, we shall
speak up."

Mikhail gave both older men a silent nod,
aware that the Chief had sent them to mentor him the same
way he watched over Siamek.

"All right, warriors," Mikhail called. "Third
line on three … one … two … three!"

Although the third line was back the
furthest, overall their spears overshot the first two lines.
Something was wrong with this picture. He wished fervently he could
write it down. Not only had the Ubaid not yet invented paper, but
they possessed no alphabet beyond tally marks to keep track of
numbers for trading. Even Ninsianna, whose gift of tongues
permitted her to translate any spoken language, could not interpret
Alliance cuneiform.

"Everybody retrieve your spears!" Mikhail
ordered. He moved over to speak to Siamek.

"I see a flaw in how I have adapted this,"
Mikhail said quietly. "How do you propose I rectify it?"

"Pareesa's B-team is too weak to be put in
the front line," Siamek said. "Much as it pains me to say this, you
should command her to teach them more. At ten paces away before
they can hit their mark, the enemy will overrun us before the
second line can make their throws."

"The same thought occurred to me," Mikhail
said.

"The women can't throw much further," Siamek
added stiffly.

Mikhail frowned. That second memory, the one
that wouldn't shake free, niggled beneath the surface of his
subconscious.

"I will leave them in front for now," Mikhail
said. "But I would appreciate it if you would work with
them. They must increase their upper body strength to increase
their range."

Siamek's eyes trailed over to where the
black-eyed girl stood watching their every move, her too-large eyes
giving her the appearance of a nocturnal animal. Siamek
grimaced.

"I would consider it a personal favor."
Mikhail crossed his arms in front of his chest. He did not wish to
add 'because if -I- do it, Ninsianna will become so jealous she
will refuse to speak to me for a year.'

"Now?" Siamek asked.

"First we will practice the throw a few more
times," Mikhail said. "We will rearrange the second and third rows.
But starting tomorrow morning, get the women together before they
head out into their fields to practice their throws."

"Agreed," Siamek said.

Mikhail led them through six more
synchronized throws, each time tweaking the lines until only the
women stood in the front row. He moved Pareesa's B-team to the far
end to participate and learn, while the two rear lines had become
six. It felt better, but not right. Whatever the memory was,
this was as much as his scrambled subconscious would give him
today.

"Alright, ladies and gentlemen," Mikhail
called. "It's time for some good, old-fashioned synchronized
marches. Get out your buckets."

With a universal groan, they retrieved
baskets lined with goat-hide or soaked in bitumen to make them
waterproof and marched with Siamek down to the river, carrying them
back with their arms held out at their sides to build upper body
strength.

"C'mon!" Pareesa shouted at her B-team. "Keep
those arms up! If I can do it, you can do it! Why do you men move
so slowly?"

Mikhail had to look away to avoid laughing.
The little slave driver enjoyed making them repeat their lessons.
It was an indignity the B-team submitted to because he had pulled
them aside and explained, using gruesome depictions of battle
injuries, that he did not wish them to get themselves killed.
Pareesa, being Pareesa, carried out his orders like some
nightmarish drill sergeant. Either the B-team would shape up … or
they would gang up on the draconian little imp and throttle
her.

The B-team gave him a pleading look that
communicated, 'what did we ever do to you?'

Mikhail's eyes crinkled in a suppressed
smile. The warriors seemed to be behaving themselves today, no stag
dances, little gossip. Jamin's taunting had caused the
opposite effect on their group cohesion. Much as the men and
women resented having to do this after a day spent laboring
in the fields, they resented even more the fact Jamin had
gone hunting instead of training and then rubbed their faces in
it.

"Strength training!" Mikhail shouted. The men
and women lifted their buckets in a variety of moves designed to
build muscles. A raised voice at the far end of the group caught
his attention.

"What are you doing?" Pareesa stomped
her foot in exasperation as she scolded Ebad. "Did I, or did I not,
just spend three days teaching you to stand straight and suck in
your belly? You'll hurt your back!"

The look Pareesa shot at Mikhail was 'why
saddle me with such an incompetent.' By the time a young man
reached adulthood, age 15 or 16 amongst this tribe, he was expected
to either prove capable as a warrior or be sidelined into more
pastoral tasks. At 17 summers, Ebad had already been relegated to
the life of a tradesman until the raids had forced him to
reconsider his career choice.

Mikhail decided to take pity on him before
Pareesa made the entire B-team do a thousand pushups.

"You're doing better, Ebad," Mikhail stepped
towards them. "But picture it this way. Instead of a bucket full of
water that you're lifting, what will happen if I come at you like
this?"

He rushed in like a raptor diving for a
songbird, delivering a hammer fist to the top of Ebad's head. Ebad
moved his arm, but not far enough. The blow landed with the
lightest of force, but it still caused the young man to drop his
bucket of water and yelp.

“How did you do that?” Ebad rubbed his head.
“It was over so fast I could hardly see.”

"Normally you would have a weapon in your
hand," Mikhail said. "Not a clumsy bucket of water. Try it again
empty handed."

Mikhail performed the move again, but this
time Ebad blocked the strike. Recognition dawned in Ebad's
eyes.

"I can move faster now," Ebad said.

Mikhail nodded. "And when you build upper
body strength, you will move faster still. Just like this
little imp…" He glanced at Pareesa.

Pareesa rolled her eyes. Her disdain must
have been crushing to Ebad's self-esteem, but Mikhail had to hand
it to him. Natural warrior or not, Ebad kept trying.

He moved back to the larger group and watched
them exercise until the sun dipped beneath the horizon. It was time
to call it a night.

"Alright, men!" Mikhail called. "Spears
tomorrow and buckets. We're going to practice some good
old-fashioned spear-throws at targets, and then we'll do it in a
line."

The warriors dumped the water onto their
crops and, with a victory whoop, ran en masse to the Hiddekel River
to soak the sweat off their bodies before returning home to their
families. His tension drained as the men and women stripped down to
their loincloths and crashed into the water whooping and laughing.
He envied them, the ease with which they expressed their joy at the
end of the day.

"Mikhail!" Azin shouted, his best female
warrior after Pareesa. "Will you join us today?"

"Yes! Please join us! You must learn
how to swim!" the other women gestured, their body language more
reminiscent of seductresses inviting a sailor to cast their raft
into a white water rapid than women warriors.

Mikhail could swim just fine, thank you. It
was stripping down to his underwear and being gawked at by
near-naked women which made him choke. He'd gotten better about not
shutting his eyes to avoid staring at their breasts, but if there
was one defect his wife possessed, it was jealousy. If he
felt uncomfortable with the Ubaid tendency to view clothing as an
afterthought, their only real prohibition being against publicly
displaying one's genitals, then he could see why it would make
her unhappy.

"Go ahead without me," Mikhail kept his
expression neutral. "I will cool down afterwards."

He lingered in the background, just far
enough back so he could keep watch over the now-playful warriors
who had their guard down against threats such as the crocodiles
which patrolled the river. Pulling his sword, he swung it first
with his non-dominant left hand, and then switched over to his
right as he conducted katas to keep nimble the various patterns of
cuts, slashes, stabs and blocks he used in battle. That
always made the women gawk, but it also sent a clear message to
potential flirters, 'stay away from me.'

He was anxious to get home, but Ninsianna
would be finishing up her father's lessons and not appreciate any
distraction. This was one of the few times per day he had time
alone with his own thoughts and he had grown to relish it.

Pareesa finished her nightly bath and emerged
from the water, undaunted by his flashing sword. She had the
decency to toss her shawl around her shoulders before asking
questions about what he wished her to drill the B-team on tomorrow
morning. Pareesa made her charges get up at dawn each morning for
extra practice. After months of archer training, she'd learned that
if she wanted her mentor to make eye contact, she needed to cover
up.

"Toki ni anata
wa watashi no kerubimu tatakai no inori o oshieru nodarou
ka?" Pareesa asked in halting Cherubim. When will you teach
me the Cherubim battle prayers?

"Anata wa sore o eru toki," he
replied. When you earn it. Although his memories about his time
amongst the Cherubim were sketchy, their training, which had been
pounded into his subconscious via years of pure, brute rote
repetition of martial arts and weapons drills, primitive
weapons luckily for the Ubaid, had stuck with him, along with their
language.

Pareesa's fairy-like features lengthened into
a scowl. He decided to give her a boon for her hard work today …
and give his aching feet a rest. Somehow, he doubted he'd
spent as much time walking as he did flying before he'd
ended up amongst the humans.

"Here … sit." He carefully arranged his wings
as he sat down upon a log deposited high and dry by last spring's
flood. "Before you go into battle, you must first purify your
mind."

"And that will make my eyes glow blue so I
can use a sword?" Pareesa's face lit up with enthusiasm.

"No." Mikhail removed the scabbard from his
right hip and slid the aforementioned weapon into it, leaving his
pulse rifle strapped to his left thigh. "It will clear your mind so
that you can…"

He trailed off mid-thought. He knew the
prayer. He knew what happened when he said the prayer. But he could
not remember learning it or why he repeated it to himself hundreds
of times each day. With the added frustration of training the
warriors, perhaps he did so that many times each hour?
Pareesa looked at him expectantly. She knew him well enough to
recognize when he reached for a memory which was no longer
there.

"Can you at least tell me the words to the
prayer?" she asked, no judgment in her question.

"Mattaku machigatta kōdō o shinai, suru
koto ga dekimasu dekirudake ōku no yoikoto o suru, anata no kokoro
o kiyomeru," he recited to her in a rhythmic, but not sing-song
manner. Do no wrong actions. Do as much good as you can. Purify
your mind.

She repeated the words until she had them
memorized. He recited along with her, teaching her to focus on her
breathing. Although not the Cherubim killing incantation, he felt
the edge of that mind-expanding awareness he associated with the
killing dance.

He opened his eyes and stared into her brown
ones. Sometimes, when he worked with her one-on-one like this, he
could swear a much older woman stared out of those young eyes. It
was as though she had known these lessons all along and all he did
was remind her of knowledge she already possessed.

"Your eyes are glowing blue," Pareesa smiled.
She moved her finger towards his cheek without touching him. "Just
a little … around the edges. Why don't my eyes glow
blue?"

"Your eyes are brown, little fairy," Mikhail
could not help but smile. The emotion was fleeting as it felt
awkward. "But who knows? If you practice hard enough, perhaps your
eyes will do it, too?"

"How many times do you say this prayer each
day?" Pareesa asked.

"Hundreds of times," Mikhail said.
"Sometimes, when working with Firouz and Dadbeh, hundreds of times
in a single moment so I don't feed their entrails to the goat." He
said those last words with a deadpan expression.

Pareesa laughed. She knew it was about as
close as he ever came to telling a joke. "I often feel that way
about Ebad and the B-team. Another way we are alike?"

Mikhail allowed the crinkle of his eyes to
betray he found her amusing, his little protégé who would sprout
wings if only she could figure out a way to do so. In many ways,
were her complexion not swarthy and her eyes brown, she more
closely resembled him than her own people, genetic evidence
of a grandmother who had married into the tribe from the far north
where it was said there were people with blue eyes such as
him.

"Go," he ordered. "Your mother will have
choice words for me if you shirk your duty to get your brothers and
sisters off to bed."

Pareesa groaned. As the eldest of seven
children, he suspected she had first been drawn to his archer squad
to avoid babysitting than anything to do with shooting sticks at
trees. He averted his eyes as she pulled off her shawl and
rearranged it, belting it around her waist and tossing the end over
one shoulder to cover her breasts the way a proper Ubaid
woman wore her dress. His cheeks flushed pink as he pretended to
pull his pulse rifle and examine the status of his nearly-depleted
power supply.

Pareesa bid him farewell and stalked home.
Ebad fell into line behind her, no doubt hoping to catch her eye.
One by one the other warriors left, bidding him adieu, until only
the deep-throated bellow of frogs and higher serenade of crickets
remained to keep him company.

Alone…

He greeted his solitude with mixed
trepidation and relief. He wanted to be free of the clamor
of so many people, and yet their presence was reassuring, as though
he needed to know a village lay just up the hill, willing to
let him lurk in the periphery and watch, perhaps even once in a
while partake the fruit of conversation, without truly
becoming one of them, for truth be told he'd be very lonely
without them despite his need to get away from them most of
the time.

The riverbanks now clear, he stripped down to
his underpants and waded in, relishing the way the cool water
washed away the dirt and sweat. Wading out far enough to submerge
his wings, he fluttered them beneath the water and used soap root
to wash the dirt from his hair. His hands paused as he cleansed the
scar in his chest where Ninsianna had stitched back together his
lung. The injury had shattered two ribs and left his heart
vulnerable, reminding him he should not be alive.

The last rays of sunlight faded. He flapped
vigorously to rinse away the soap root then waded back to shore to
pull back on his cargo pants, uniform shirt, socks which had
developed holes in both heels, and the combat boots which were
wearing thin. Soon, he would need to make a flight back to the
wreckage of his ship to salvage his last remaining pair.

He realized he was being watched. The
bullfrogs still caroaked, the crickets sang, and the ever-present
mosquitos still bit his flesh. Whatever was there was not a
threat.

"Hello?" he called into the shadows.

The shadows moved. The black-eyed girl
stepped from the reeds, not making eye contact.

"I'm sorry," the girl whispered. "I forgot
something."

She was a scrawny girl, with bones that
protruded from every joint of her body, but a hard trainer,
respectful, and handy with a spear. Her most distinguishing feature
was her too-large eyes, darker than any in the village. Raven hair
contrasted with pale skin to give her an otherworldly appearance.
Even if her clothing hadn't been rags, she would still be plain as
dirt, her head too large for her emaciated body, giving her the
appearance of a little girl.

She was Ninsianna's cousin and his wife did
not like her; that was all he knew. Except for the shape of the
girl's dark eyes, black instead of gold, he could see no family
resemblance. One day the girl had just appeared at his training. He
hadn't even noticed until the day she'd thrown a perfect bull's eye
and Pareesa had informed him the girl had been there for weeks.

He looked up to inquire what object she had
forgotten and realized she was gone. She was a spooky child, always
appearing out of nowhere at odd moments and then disappearing
again, as though she were a mirage. No sooner had he finished
strapping on his sword and pulse-rifle than she was forgotten.
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Angelic Air Force Colonel
Mikhail Mannuki’ili

 


Mikhail

The autumn air pierced Mikhail's still-damp
feathers as he circled the perimeter searching for potential
threats. In the darkness he depended upon his ears as much as his
eyes, and also his nose, for while the Ubaid bathed multiple times
each day, their desert-dwelling brethren could often be
smelled before they were seen. His wings no longer dripping
water to arouse his mother-in-law's ire, he landed in front of
Immanu's house, his house until he built a suitable home for
himself and Ninsianna.

Any stress he carried from training
disappeared the moment he crossed the threshold. His senses were
assaulted by the mouth-watering scent of freshly roasted acorns and
the crisp saltiness of sliced cucumber. As was her habit, Needa had
prepared a late-night snack while waiting for her husband and
daughter to complete their nightly lessons. Unlike him, who
was so tall he banged his head upon the rafters and had wings that
knocked things off the wall no matter how tightly he tucked
them, Needa knew how to remain discreet while her husband
journeyed. She was not banished from the house as he
was.

Immanu sat opposite Ninsianna on the prayer
carpet, his eyes closed and expression peaceful. Today's lesson was
taught not in this world, but the one where ungifted people
such as himself could not follow. Ninsianna had tried to teach him
how to cast his mind into the dreamtime so they could communicate
as her parents did, but she'd grown frustrated when he hadn't been
unable to sense anything at all. Not even the threads she
spoke of all the time.

He ate his cucumbers in silence, mindful to
keep his mouth shut so the crunching did not disturb her
concentration, and drank in the beauty of the woman he had married.
The flickering flame of the lantern gave her skin a golden cast.
Warmth grew in his chest just looking at her, a feeling he
knew, even without his memories, he had never experienced
before meeting her.

Her lips moved, whispering secrets about the
world she traveled with her father. At least she spoke tonight with
her own voice, and not the voice of one of the old gods she
encountered there. He should be honored his wife was Chosen to be a
channel, but truth be told, he was also a little jealous. Some days
it seemed she preferred their company to his.

At last her whispering ceased. He noticed
signs she had chosen to return to this realm and inhabit once more
her body. Mikhail shot his mother-in-law a grateful look, seeing
that same relief in her eyes he was certain lived in
his. Needa had grown accustomed to the time her husband
spent away, but like him, her husband's gifts sat uneasily upon
her. At last Ninsianna opened those beautiful, golden eyes, already
knowing he was there. His breath caught in his throat as they did
every time he beheld this woman, his mate, his love, his
wife.

"Mikhail," Ninsianna arose and glided over to
sit next to him. Warmth preceded her as she snuggled into his side,
snaking her slender arms around his torso.

"Mo ghrá," Mikhail nuzzled her hair, inhaling
her decadent scent, grown more intoxicating the more her pregnancy
progressed. "How was your day?"

"The usual chores," Ninsianna smiled, giving
his chest a warm, expansive feeling. Her hands found all the places
his muscles ached, soothing them away as though they had never
existed.

"Eat, child," Needa shoved the platter full
of cucumber slices towards her. "Because if you don't eat now,
nothing will stay down come morning."

"The morning sickness is not as bad as it was
several weeks ago," Ninsianna said. "Hopefully it is beginning to
pass?"

"It's a bit early," Needa said. She turned to
Mikhail and raised one thick, shapely eyebrow. "Unless you fibbed
about the date you really began your honeymoon?"

Mikhail's cheeks flushed scarlet at such a
direct question.

"No, Ma'am!"

Needa was always blunt. A healer could not
heal, she said, if the patient was not honest with her. Did she
truly question whether he had failed to keep his hands off of their
daughter until after they'd said their wedding vows? Or was the
question asked in jest? With a woman as serious as Needa, it was
often hard to tell. But he knew for certain one thing … Ninsianna's
onslaught of teasing had nearly killed him! Oh! But it had been
worth the wait!

Heat pooled in his loins at the mere memory
of that delightful week. What he wouldn't give to have that privacy
now…

Five slender fingers scampered beneath the
table and trailed up his inner thigh. In front of her mother, no
less! To his credit, he managed to keep a straight face as his
manhood hardened, but the rustle of feathers betrayed the tempting
thought which popped into his mind.

Later…

He shifted to alleviate the tightness in his
cargo pants, hoping his arousal was not obvious to his perceptive
mother-in-law, and settled one wing against Ninsianna's back to
distract them from his movement. His wife and parents chattered
about who was sick and needed healing, the latest news from the
Chief, and how warrior training was progressing.

The fascinating movement of Ninsianna's mouth
as she bit into each slice of cucumber and licked the salty juices
from her lush, pink lips distracted him from caring. Impatience
warred with his tendency to be polite. As much as he adored his
in-laws, they had precious little time alone these days and he
resented every moment he had to spend with somebody else.

"Off to bed, you two," Needa ordered, her
eyes sympathetic. "My daughter needs her rest."

"I'm alright," Ninsianna protested.

"You have dark circles under your eyes,"
Needa shot Mikhail a look that communicated 'you're a lousy
conversationalist when you're lusting after my daughter.' "Now
off! To bed!"

"We must do as Mama orders," Mikhail gave a
grateful nod. Only Needa understood his craving to spend time
alone with his wife, perhaps a symptom of the empathetic
form of magic she possessed as a healer?

With a guilty grin, he abandoned his in-laws
and led his wife up the narrow step to their bedroom. Oh, how he
wished this house were ten times bigger so he could spread his
wings without letting the entire village know what they were about
to do!

"But I wanted to discuss village defenses,"
Ninsianna teased.

Mikhail nipped the base of her throat, his
tongue darting at that little pulse point where he could taste
salt, a hint of soap root, and the hormones of her pregnancy, a
heady aphrodisiac more powerful than any shamanic love potion.

"You just couldn't wait to make love to me,"
Ninsianna's golden eyes brightened as his hands slid around to cup
her curvaceous buttocks and pull her against him so she could feel
the effect she had on him.

"Mmmm-hmmm…"

"Aren't we talkative tonight?"
Ninsianna teased.

Her fingers danced across his cheek, igniting
warmth wherever she touched. Oh! How he loved it when she touched
him. It was as though, before he had met her, nobody had
ever touched him before.

He unwrapped her shawl, fumbling with the
belt she used to keep the dress from falling off. As he did,
Ninsianna unbuttoned his shirt and reached around to unbutton the
back of his collar where the shirt fit around his wings. He threw
back his head and made a rumble that could only be described as
purring as she kissed his chest, pausing to flit her tongue over
his nipples.

"If you do that," he warned, "this will be
over before it starts."

"Then you shall take me a second time,"
Ninsianna expertly undid his zipper. It was amazing how quickly she
had learned to master the unfamiliar clothing.

Mikhail groaned as she slid down his pants
just far enough to clasp her hand around his manhood, so much heat
pouring off her palms it felt as though she carried within them a
tiny sun. His wings twitched, slamming into the wall.

Ninsianna giggled.

"Shhh! My parents aren't even asleep
yet."

She tugged him towards the sleeping platform
using his manhood as a handle. The room was so tiny he barely fit
inside of it. Ubaid beds were made for sleeping, not to unfurl his
wings and carry his mate up into the heavens. Lovemaking at home
was brief and hushed, or about as inconspicuous as a five-cubit man
with a twenty-cubit wingspan that flailed uncontrollably the closer
he got to ecstasy could make it in a bedroom only six cubits
square.

"I think they want us to hurry up and get
this over with so they can get some sleep," Mikhail growled into
her ear.

Strategic ignoring was a part of Ubaid
culture. Desperation to reconnect with his wife had finally rid him
of his prudishness. He nuzzled down her neck, down to her
collarbone, and then up again to scrape his lips across her lush
lips, eager to taste inside.

"Do you think they can hear us?" Ninsianna
asked. She bit his lower lip, the pain sending a sympathetic ache
of desire down to the tip of his manhood.

Dust flew out of the mud-brick outer wall as
his coarse primary feathers scraped against it, but he'd learned to
aim his wings that way and not the fragile inner wall made
of woven sticks.

"No," he lied.

He surrendered his mouth so Ninsianna could
explore inside, relishing the heat as his tongue locked around hers
and then returned the incursion into her mouth with a little
strategic tasting of his own. She tasted of porridge, sweetened
with honey and nuts, one of his favorite dishes, with a residual
hint of cucumber. He picked her up and tugged her legs until she
wrapped them around his torso.

"Take me," Ninsianna whispered. "I am
yours."

Mikhail lowered her onto his manhood and
buried it in her silken folds, relishing the way her feminine
mysteries clutched around him. Her eyes gleamed brighter. What in
daylight appeared to be an oddity of coloration illuminated the
room like a hundred lanterns. He forced himself to hold back his
release, watching the sweet expressions which danced across her
face as her eyes changed from burnished gold to a bright shade of
gold that was almost white.

Ninsianna greedily satisfied her needs along
his thickness, built herself up to that place where he sensed they
both could fly. Funny, happy little noises escaped her
throat, the kind of sounds a child might make upon tasting a
honey-cake for the first time, hungry, greedy, eager to taste more.
Her lips parted, giving him a view of her pink tongue as she tasted
the air, tasted the pleasant ecstasy she wished to consume.

He ignored his own groans of pleasure,
pretending his in-laws couldn't hear the whoosh of his wings. A
pleasant tingling burned in every nerve fiber, every square inch of
his skin acutely aware of her thousands of tiny hairs brushing
against his nearly hairless flesh. He knew she was close when she
could no longer keep her eyes open and threw back her head to pant
his name.

He lay her down upon the bed, the frail
wooden wall shuddering as the change in direction caused his wings
to pound against it, and covered her mouth with his own, eager to
share a single breath until his lungs hurt so badly he had to come
up for air. His heart raced faster as though it wished to leap into
her hand. The walls faded as, just for a moment, it seemed as
though they existed together in some other place as his wings
pounded faster to carry her over the edge.

Just for an instant her breath tasted like
the air after a spring rain, filled with electricity as her
feminine mysteries clenched around him as he carried them both over
the edge. Some part of him recognized there were two bodies
intertwined beneath them as his consciousness exploded upwards and
he gripped at her, the spirit-her, that part of her he wished to
carry higher. In this place all was joyous, but there was also the
shadow of a warning. Not yet. She was close, but she had not yet
made up her mind.

His consciousness settled back to float with
hers, back into his body, joyful, but with that vague sensation
that he had glimpsed something wonderful and not been able to share
it with her. It was too bad he could not remember what
niggled at him, a warning that he had left some task undone.

Her luscious lips curved up in a smile, sweat
glistening in the moonlight which streamed in the tiny window and
gave everything an ethereal, magical feeling, as if this world
belonged to them alone.

"Ah, Mikhail," Ninsianna gave him a lusty
grin. "Do you think my parents overheard us?"

He drew her tighter, throwing the blanket
over their lower limbs and covering her with one wing.

"Mo ghrá," he whispered into her mouth, his
sides still heaving as he caught his breath. "We need more time
like this together. Alone. Without the worries of your village
constantly interfering."

"We will," Ninsianna nestled her cheek
against his chest. "As soon as you finish training the villagers to
fight, we shall go back to your ship to spend a little time
together."

"Yes, we need that," Mikhail said. "We need
to complete…"

What they needed to complete eluded
him, wiped from his memory like every other important thing he
could not remember about his past. His heart clamored that whatever
it was, it was important.

Ninsianna's hand slid to caress the sunken
hole in his chest, the place where debris from his crashed ship had
shattered his ribcage and very nearly his heart, leaving him
forever vulnerable there. Warmth spread beneath her fingers,
whispering to him to forget his worries.

Not alone…

"Tell me that you love me?" Ninsianna
pleaded, greedy to hear him say it even though he spoke the words
perhaps a hundred times each day.

Mikhail flattened her hand over his heart and
whispered the words he knew, to his species, even though he
could not remember them, was their wedding vow.

"I love you more than life itself," he
pressed his lips to her ear, "and I shall never be parted from
you."

He ruffled his feathers to provide extra
warmth and arranged his wings to protect her from the autumn chill.
Flattening her hand over the hole in his ribcage as though it were
a shield, he held it there, waiting until her breathing evened out
before allowing himself to drift off to sleep.
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Kasib

Sata'an Royal Navy Lieutenant Kasib tasted
the air with his long, forked tongue before knocking on General
Hudhafah's door. He was an average lizard, perhaps more slender
than the average male, with hard green scales that became spotted
when he molted. Like all Sata'anic lizards he'd been born with
sharp fangs, claws, and a dorsal ridge that gave him an edge when
fighting primitives.

"Enter!"

Kasib tucked his tail along the right side of
his body, too tight if anybody looked closely, before
turning the latch. “Sir,” he said with a formal salute, “our
Amorite intermediaries claim they know the location of the Angelic,
Sir.”

“Where?” General Hudhafah peered over the
stack of reports he was processing about troop movements on the
planet. Behind him hung an image of an enormous red dragon wearing
an ornate, bejeweled robe.

“He and his rebels killed 53 mercenaries,"
Kasib said. "The Amorites said if you want them to eliminate him
for you, you’re going to have to pay them a lot more than
gold.”

The general's dorsal crest raised in
irritation. Kasib waited as his commanding officer drummed his
claws upon his desk.

"We could always torture the location out of
them?" Kasib suggested. Normally the mild-mannered logistics
officer would not suggest such barbary, but the Amorites had earned
his ire. He pointed to an enormous satellite image with a huge red
circle drawn around the general area where they suspected the rogue
signal had originated from. They'd only been able to narrow it down
within a few thousand square miles.

"We don't have enough boots on the ground to
deal with an Angelic," Hudhafah said. "Have there been any more
databursts from the planet?"

"No, Sir," Kasib said. "And no answering hail
from the Alliance, either. The signal was very weak."

"Where's the nearest known Alliance ship?"
Hudhafah scratched the jowels all Sata'anic males developed when
they reached a certain age, his deep red dewlap demarcating him as
a high-ranking male.

"Between Tango and Zulu sector, Sir," Kasib
said. "The 'Light Emerging' and three Alliance destroyers.
It has not changed position since he sent the hail."

"Isn't that the same ship that's been making
supply runs into this sector impossible?"

"Yes, Sir." Kasib remained silent while the
general brooded. "They've been monitoring all shipping activity in
and out of this sector, but we're pretty sure they have no idea
what we're up to."

"Shay'tan be praised!" Hudhafah tasted the
air, more out of reflex than any suspicion on his part, and paused
mid-taste. He tasted the air again, his gold-green eyes narrowing
into vertical slits as he gave Kasib a sniff.

Kasib tucked his tail even tighter
against his side, his heart racing as he prayed the general would
not sniff out the evidence which must have been leaking from his
every pore.

"When will the Armada arrive, Sir?" Kasib
asked, hoping to distract him.

"Shay'tan's foot!" Hudhafah cursed. "The
armada has to go outside the Perseus spiral arm to get to us
without alerting them to our position. It's going to take
months."

Kasib breathed a sigh of relief.

"The Angelic's message obviously failed."
Sharp fangs protruded as Hudhafah gave him a toothy smirk.

"We suspect he did not have the resources to
make a second attempt, Sir," Kasib said.

He didn't add that this same lack of
resources made unrolling Sata'anic rule a long, miserable slog.
Shay’tan had ordered this planet be annexed, but until the armada
arrived, they had no resources to do it. The old dragon's
well-known cheap streak when it came to exploratory missions always
made Hudhafah grouchy.

"We could always go kill the Angelic
ourselves?" Kasib suggested. Hudhafah was a measured man, but he
liked nothing better than to rout out troublemakers, occasionally
going sword-to-sword against a particularly worthy opponent.

"Until that armada arrives," Hudhafah sighed,
"our troops are spread too thin. I would rather hire primitives to
expend their lives against Alliance firepower instead of loyal
Sata'anic soldiers. Did the mercenaries say what would motivate
them to bring me his head?”

“The Angelic has a sword,” Kasib said. “This
planet's technology is so primitive they have not yet learned to
smelt metals from the soil. They want bag of sparkles for
each man who goes after the winged demon, and they want one
of these swords for every man who joins them.”

“A sword, hey?" Hudhafah's claws
absent-mindedly caressed the sword which always sat within arm's
reach of any good Sata'anic soldier. "That’s primitive technology
compared to a pulse rifle, but in the right hands, arming these
idiots with swords could prove to be less than wise."

"Sir?" Kasib scratched the scales behind his
ear-hole.

"There’s a reason Shay’tan gives every
Sata’an soldier a sword," Hudhafah said thoughtfully. "The Eternal
Emperor’s Cherubim High Guard are armed with swords, as well. If
the primitives learn to use them, it could cause us problems down
the line. What do these Amorite mercenaries use right now?”

“They had spears,” Kasib said. "We showed
them how to use bows and arrows.”

“Why didn’t that settle it?”

“The Angelic showed the insurgents how to
make their own bows and arrows. The Amorites said…" He
hesitated to say this next bit of intelligence lest the general
laugh at him.

"What?"

"They said the winged demon has been training
females to act as archers, Sir!”

“Females?” Hudhafah burst out laughing. "What
do their husbands think of such lunacy?"

Sata'an females were tender creatures, meant
to be sheltered in harems overseen by a powerful husband. If
Shay'tan found you worthy enough to reproduce, you were gifted a
wife … or three. If not … you got sent to backwater planets such as
this to get chewed up and spit out at the wrong end of an Alliance
pulse rifle. Hudhafah grew thoughtful and silent.

“Hybrid females fight every bit as hard as
the males do." Hudhafah leaned back in his chair and pinched his
jaw between his thumb and forefinger. "It should not surprise us
that the root stock Hashem used to splice together their DNA might
also produce females capable of becoming warriors.”

“So what should we give the Amorites to kill
this Angelic?”

“Until reinforcements arrive," Hudhafah said,
"all human males are potential threats to our mission. The
more this Angelic kills, the more females we wiil have to reward
those who are loyal to the Empire once the armada arrives."

Loyal human males? Or any male at all?
Kasib's tail stiffened from the effort of keeping his emotions in
check until it developed a spasm, shouting his guilt!

"You wish to authorize a bag of gold
apiece, Sir?" Kasib directed the conversation into a less
treasonous topic. "The services the Amorites have provided so far
have been sub-standard."

"Gold is cheap." Hudhafah waved his hand at a
shelf full of medals for valor and trophies for competitions in
combat, all made of solid gold. "Tell them swords are rare and
impossible to come by, but each one will be given three bags of
gold coins … one now … two more when they bring me this Angelic
troublemaker dead or alive."

Hudhafah reached into the bottom drawer of
his desk and pulled out an old steel knife he always kept there in
case of mutiny. It was a simple, utilitarian blade with a bit of
rust near the butt end where Hudhafah hadn't bothere buffing it
out, but to someone from a stone-age culture, its cutting
properties would appear magical.

"And give this to their leader as a
token of good faith,” Hudhafah said. "Tell him it contains powerful
sorcery to help the wielder kill the Angelic."

Kasib bowed, awed by his commanding officer's
brilliance. One knife in inexperienced hands would cause few
problems.

“Yes, Sir,” Kasib saluted. “I'll get on it
right away.”
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Ninsianna

Ninsianna snuggled closer to her husband's
torso, resisting the dawn. The sheer, lush pleasure of waking up
each morning ensconced in his downy wings tempted her to spend the
day luxuriating in their feathery warmth. She tugged the topmost
limb up over her eyes like a child hiding beneath the covers to
scare away the lulu-khorkhore, the boogey-man who devours
naughty children, to block out the brightening sky.

"They're not blankets, you know?" There was
amusement in his voice, but he suppressed it, always cautious to
guard his emotions.

She opened her eyes and stared into his
unearthly blue ones, a rarity amongst the brown-eyed Ubaid. Each
morning her first thought upon awakening was how breathtaking he
was, her beautiful winged husband who had fallen from the sky. One
large hand caressed the swelling of her abdomen, but his
spirit-light was marred by splotches of grey.

Mikhail leaned in for a kiss. “You dreamed
again."

It was a statement, not a question. The
muscle in his right cheek twitched. He was worried.

"I always dream," Ninsianna lied. "It must
have been many hours ago because I awake now refreshed."

"You called my name."

There was no hiding the truth from those
sharp blue eyes.

"You're my husband," she reassured him. "Who
else would I call to chase away the lulu-khorkore
[boogey-man]?"

She placed her hand over the deep scar that
marred his chest, the place where wreckage from his ship had
pierced his ribcage, and focused the power which grew stronger each
day to send calming emotions into his heart. Whenever she did that,
whatever worries caused a rift between them seemed to evaporate, as
though he needed to feel that physical reassurance,
correcting some inter-species miscommunication which had not been
overcome simply by learning her language.

As she focused her gift, the worry line on
his brow waged battle against his happiness that soon they would
have a child. She focused on that happiness, that thought, and used
her gift to expand upon it and whisper into his mind, 'don't
worry … everything will be fine.'

"He came for you again, didn't he?" he
said, his worries undeterred. It seemed some days he could pick up
on her worries as much as she could pick up on his,
even though he had the psychic sensitivity of a rock.

Ninsianna shivered. "Why … are you
jealous?"

From the way he pulled her tighter, he wasn't
fooled by her dismissive attitude.

"It was just a dream," Ninsianna lied.
"Nothing more. It did not have the feel of prophecy."

How could she tell him that, each night when
the goddess sent her a vision of the white-winged Angelic who would
come for her, he was not there? How could she tell him what she
foresaw the Evil One would do to their child? How could she tell
him that, each night as she fought the Evil One in her vision and
called Mikhail's name, it felt as though he no longer even
existed?

How could she tell him the goddess showed
their love was doomed?

She did not want to think about such things!
Why would She-who-is give her these visions if there was nothing
she could do to change them? Mikhail was the goddesses Champion.
She-who-is only sent the dream to warn her not to waylay him from
his mission!

"I worry when you cry out at night." The
powerful hand splayed across her womb trembled. "If anything were
to happen to you…"

"It won't," she snapped. "It was just a
dream!"

It wasn't just a dream, but she had
made a bargain the night she had pleaded with She-who-is for an
alternative to forced marriage to Jamin. She must learn to control
her power and get him to train her people so they would not
stand against the Evil One alone. Ignoring their dark future would
only get her people killed.

His hand had moved up to caress her upset
tummy, those piercing blue eyes never leaving hers, watching to
make sure she did not fib. "How do you feel this morning, Mo
ghrá?”

She glanced over at the urn she kept next to
the bed, praying she wouldn't end up on her hands and knees heaving
nothing out of an empty stomach. She'd seen him single-handedly
smite eighteen attackers or lead their tribe against an
overwhelming force, but every time the morning sickness hit, you'd
think he was a worried mother hen instead of an eagle who soared
the skies!

“As long as I take it slow," she forced a
smile, "I am fine.”

His raised eyebrow indicated he found fault
with her assertions. It aroused Ninsianna's ire. She did not wish
to discuss all the things she shouldn't do with her
overprotective husband! Who was he to tell her what she
should and should not do?

Ninsianna knew just how to handle him…

She slid her hand down his abdomen, relishing
the way his flesh quivered over rock hard muscles. Ah! There! That
was the proper way to distract an Angelic from his fretting.
With a predatory grin, she caressed his manhood and projected
prurient thoughts into his mind until he groaned for mercy. Just
because she could not see into his mind the way she could
the others did not mean she could not toy with him!

She formed a picture in her mind of how good
it had felt the last time he had made love to her, how she imagined
she had looked with her lips parted and back arched as she'd
screamed his name, and pushed the image into his mind.

"You are a cruel woman to tease me thus!" He
nuzzled her neck and inhaled, as though her scent brought him
pleasure, and nipped the place where her pulse quickened at his
ministrations.

"Tease?" Ninsianna gave him a coy look. "Why
would I wish for you to linger in our marital bed when the dawn
heralds another day of training?"

A shadow crossed his beautiful, chiseled
features. Never had she met a more reluctant leader! It was small
wonder the goddess had chosen her to make him do what he
would otherwise refuse. She knew just the remedy for his lack of
ambition!

Ninsianna focused warmth into his spirit
light until his murky grey worries began to clear. Mikhail thought
she caressed him because it brought him pleasure, but it brought
her pleasure, as well. She could see what her
ministrations did to his spirit-light and she enjoyed making it
turn different colors. Her hand brushed his temple to wipe the
worries from his mind.

Make love to me, my husband…

She whispered the thought directly into his
mind. Her lips curved up in a victorious smile as his manhood
twitched and grew harder. All it took was one touch to turn the
reticent Angelic into an eager, hungry mass of trembling clay. She
wielded that weapon until he begged for mercy.

"You have turned me into an insatiable beast,
Mo ghrá!" Mikhail growled in surrender. "Are you certain you feel
okay?” The hand splayed protectively across her abdomen indicated
the cause of his hesitation.

“We are married.” She tugged him towards her.
“It's tribal law that we have to do this at least three times per
day or we shall be evicted from the tribe. Especially when
you are expecting a child!”

“I have never heard the Chief mention that
law.” A heart-melting smile lit up his face as he tugged the wing
she had been sleeping on out from underneath her body and arranged
himself in anticipation of making love, his earlier worries
forgotten. “Should I ask him about it?”

He would ask the Chief no such thing! Her
husband was the most private man she had ever met, learning the
unspoken rules of humanity by keeping his eyes open and his mouth
shut.

Her goddess-kissed eyes noted the way his
spirit light wove around her, as though he never wished to let her
go.

“Kiss me!” She tugged his manhood towards her
waiting mysteries. “And try not to thump your wings against the
wall. I don't want my parents to hear.”

With a fit of giggles, Ninsianna welcomed the
dawn.

 


 


* * * * *
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Jamin

The son of the village chief paused as he
reached the crest of the hill, thankful he had listened to his
intuition about where the tents of the Halifian tribe would be
pitched instead of the reports of the Kemet traders. This late in
the season, the arid plain which sat between the two great rivers
grew harsh from lack of water, expunging the nomads who survived by
herding flocks of goats and sheep. His enemies…

Funny. Staring down at their pathetic tents,
little more than goat-hides strung across poles too short to stand
up in anyplace except the center, he had a hard time summoning the
hatred he knew he should feel towards these people. Once
upon a time he had felt that way, but ever since the winged demon
had taken up residence in his village, the Halifian threat didn't
seem all that pressing. A pair of dark-winged eagles circled above
him, no doubt searching for an easy meal.

"If my father knew I consorted with our
enemies," he said to the eagles that he could not help but feel
were spying on him, "the tribunal would evict me for sure."

The muscle beneath his cheek twitched in
tempo to the constant anger which boiled through his veins. He was
here to seek information about the real threat his own
people were too stupid to see. These people knew Mikhail's people
for what they were … slave owners … the ones paying gold for
kidnapped Ubaid women. With his father as bespelled as his former
fiancé, it was up to him to prove what the Angelic was
really up to before it was too late.

He shifted the weighty pottery which sat
strapped between his shoulder-blades in a pouch he had, much to his
chagrin, adopted from his enemy. Knapsack, the winged demon called
this contraption. The Assurians twittered over the technology he
bestowed upon their village as an afterthought, clever things that
pleased the simple-minded fools but never gave them any real
advantage … like the firestick he'd used to shoot lightning at him
while his ship had smoldered. Jamin wasn't fooled! The night he had
tried to rescue Ninsianna, he had looked into the winged creatures
eyes and seen something so dark and powerful it had instilled him
with a sense of horror.

The Halifian's finally spotted him. He was no
stranger to these people, but neither was he welcome. They
tolerated him because he brought information about their mutual
enemy.

With a whistle and a shout, the people of the
desert herded their families into the fragile tents, little
protection against an atlatl or spear. Men lined up behind their
shaykh, aiming the newer technology given to them by the Amorite
slavers. Amorites were the next link in the supply chain that
funneled his women to Mikhail's people, the middlemen Jamin
sought an introduction to for real this time. He waited until
Marwan stepped to the front of the group of related tribe members,
the unaffiliated raiders long gone from their midst, and moved
towards him to parley.

Jamin slowly lowered the ceramic urn to the
ground and stepped back, far enough to show he could not rush to
pull out a hidden weapon. It was a dangerous dance he played,
consorting with the desert cobra, but one he had learned via
necessity, steps his father, the Chief, had never understood.

"Salam," Jamin greeted their shaykh, Marwan,
in the Halifian language, leader of this family group of 30 or 40
related individuals. He was a hard man, with a beak of a nose that
only accentuated the slash that ran across his cheek like a second
mouth, an ancient scar given to him by none other than Jamin's
father.

"And so the boy who would be chief comes back
into our midst," Marwan's cold eyes bored into him with distrust.
"And bearing gifts."

"Something special," Jamin held his hands in
front of him to show they were empty. "Take a look."

"I could kill you and take it anyways,"
Marwan said. Once upon a time that comment would have been
delivered with a sneer, but not now. They had been playing this
dance for months and both knew the other understood the steps. With
the mercenaries gone to eke out their existence until the rains
came, Marwan needed only to impress his kin.

"You could," Jamin acknowledged. "But you
won't."

"Tell me why?" Marwan asked.

"Because the people of the desert are not the
honorless dogs my father would have us believe," Jamin said
softly.

"Dogs need to eat," Marwan said.

"I have brought food," Jamin said.

"We have gold to buy all we need," Marwan
said.

Jamin glanced down at the hungry looking
children peering out from beneath the flaps of the flimsy tents.
Marwan wore a colored robe of woven cloth, not the fringed kilt
Assurian men wore, and it looked to be new. The other men wore
robes of a peculiar design he had never seen before, a sign of
wealth, but the baskets which should have been filled with
grain from the ongoing harvest lay empty. No Ubaid would trade with
these people, nor would the Uruk to their south. The goat herd
which had, only months before, grown larger with infusions of
Amorite gold, now looked ragged and hungry.

"You are in luck, then," Jamin said. "For
gold is what I seek."

Marwan glanced back at the kinfolk standing
ten paces behind him, bows and spears aimed at the enemy who had
the audacity to travel into their midst. The bows were lowered, but
the two spears remained pointed in his direction, their implication
clear.

"How do I know there are not cobras in this
jar?"

"It is said that the people of the desert
move faster than any cobra," Jamin said. "And can charm the snake
to sleep with a maiden's song."

Marwan laughed as though he found this funny,
his grin exposing a snaggletooth lined with black rot. The men
behind him laughed as well, although Jamin did not understand the
joke. He knew better than to laugh along with them lest they think
him a fool.

"Perhaps you know something of our people
after all?" The shaykh relaxed, although what he had said that
pleased the desert leader he had no clue. Marwan stepped up to the
ceramic urn, a burden that weighed at least sixty shekels, and
pulled his obsidian blade. "Any tricks, and my men will kill
you."

Jamin nodded.

The shaykh knocked back the lid and leaped
back, watchful for the cobra he truly expected, and then waited
until he was certain no snake would emerge before stepping
cautiously to see what was in the jar.

"What is this?" Marwan dipped one finger in
the yellow liquid.

"Oil," Jamin said. "Pressed from the stalks
of flax."

"Oil?" Marwan glanced back at the men who
stood at his back. "This whole jar full?"

"You have something I need," Jamin pointed to
the sack which jingled at Marwan's belt. "I have brought something
you need to pay for it."

"This jar will fill our needs for an entire
year," Marwan said.

In Assur, such a jar would barely meet the
needs of a wealthy family such as his for a month, but the people
of the desert lived simple lives, bringing no more than they could
carry from grazing ground to pasture. Even by Halifian standards,
though, the empty grain baskets cast outside the tents, lids off
because there remained nothing left to eat, was desperate. The
people of the desert might be clever raiders, but the people of the
river knew how to stand together, like the levies they built to
hold back the spring floods.

A fluttering of pride warmed his breast. The
emotion was short-lived. His people wanted not him, but the
false sense of security granted by the demon which had fallen from
the sky. The hatred he had nurtured for seven long months, that
dark thing which pursued him into his dreams with its bottomless
black eyes, bubbled to the surface. His fist clenched in tempo with
the twitching of his cheek, this anger he had nurtured his entire
life, but had not found form until the winged demon had taken his
stick.

Marwan had seen him react thus enough times
to understand what he was after.

"We have no more men to send against your
winged demon," Marwan said. "There are too few of us left to stand
against him and the sanctions brought against us by the Ubaid
chiefs have left us short of food."

"Six women were just taken from Qattara,"
Jamin said.

"That was not us," Marwan said. "What do you
think we are? Magicians? Qattara is leagues from here."

Jamin had suspected that to be true. His
trips out to treat with the shaykh of the rival Halifian tribe had
yielded a few epic blunders, the biggest being to invite the vipers
into his midst to rid his village of Mikhail, but his contact had
yielded other information as well. Rather than being a coherent
tribe, they were more like jackals, small family units that banded
together when convenient, but usually surviving each family on its
own, to live or die according to the whims of the all too
infrequent rain.

"You would have taken them if you
could," Jamin said.

"Yes," Marwan gestured towards the empty
baskets. "A shaykh needs to feed his people. But this time, it was
not us. It wasn't just you the Amorite slavers
double-crossed during the last raid, but us as well."

Unlike the Assurian tribe, where his father's
word was law, a shaykh's influence could only be counted on
to the circle of his brothers and sons. You could treat with one
Halifian, but it would not prevent his cousin from a different
group of tents from coming against you despite assurances from
their so-called leader. On the other hand, once you formed
blood-ties to a shaykh, amongst that immediate group of tents, his
word was law. Violation of that law would result in instant
death.

Given his father's preference for the winged
demon, Jamin found himself attracted by the Halifian code of honor
which valued blood ties over the law. It was the way things
should be in Assur.

"Come," Marwan gestured. "We are chewing over
a problem and perhaps you can be of use to us?" The Halifian leader
made a show of tossing his robe over one shoulder and walked back
towards the largest tent, leaving the precious jar of flaxseed oil
behind.

Jamin was not fooled by the show of bravado;
to turn one's back upon one's enemy. It was another step in the
intricate dance of contacts who lingered between the status of
friend and enemy, to show he was not afraid. The spears aimed at
him gripped tighter. Marwan's intense stare at his
second-in-command's eyes, the hand casually resting under his
tunic, showed he was ready to turn and bury an obsidian blade into
his heart with a single nod from his trusted second.

Jamin stared up at the two dark-winged
eagles, circling closer to the enemy encampment, watching every
move. Messengers of the goddess the Ubaid called these raptors, but
all he could think of was how closely their wings resembled those
of the demon who had fallen from the sky.

'Spies,' Jamin hissed to the mated
pair. 'Begone.'

As soon as he stepped forward, two men rushed
to collect the prize. The rest followed, hands clenched at their
belts, ready to stab him if he so much as twitched. He was
surprised when Marwan stopped in front of his own tent.

"Inside," Marwan gestured.

Jamin glanced from one Halifian to another,
certain it was a trick. The closest he had ever gotten to Marwan's
tent was the outer fringe. From the grim expression on the other
men's faces, it was no trick. Jamin gulped, cognizant of how alone
he was whenever he came out to treat with his father's enemies. He
had heard stories about what could happen in the tent of a desert
shaykh.

The floor was carpeted with luxurious felt
rugs, the topmost one a bright scarlet that was rarer than rare,
the more humble ones beneath layered to soften the rocks which made
their way skyward from the desert sand. There were banners of the
same woven cloth as the men's robes along with colorful pottery
Halifians tended to avoid because the fragile urns did not adapt
well to a nomadic lifestyle. New. Everything in this tent was less
than six months old, material wealth purchased with gold reaped
from the slave trade. Ubaid slaves, although Jamin knew they
were not the only tribe being hit.

The other men arranged themselves in a circle
in the carefully orchestrated seating arrangement of social rank,
Marwan upon a plump cushion while the others picked seats around
the fringe of the rug.

"There," Marwan pointed to a seat at his
left-hand side. Jamin glanced at the man who had been ordered to
move over, expecting to see a murderous glare at this usurpment,
but the hawk-faced man bore laughter in his eyes. Whatever was
going on, they found it funny.

Marwan clapped his hands twice. A flap at the
back of the tent which divided the canopy in half opened and a
woman glided out, covered from head to toe. Although her clothing
was fine, she had that same, gaunt look the children had, the face
of a woman who was not eating all she should. She approached Marwan
with a flagon of water, her eyes cast low.

"Golshan," Marwan waved her off. "I want
Aturdokht to do it."

The woman froze. Her eyes darted up to her
husband, but she did not dare contradict him. With a curt bow, she
backed into the sequestered side of the tent, where Jamin could
hear the whispers of children. It occurred to him that, had that
been Ninsianna, she would have thrown the water into his face.

"Your wife?" Jamin asked.

"One of many," Marwan grinned, exposing his
rotted teeth. "A man can never have too many wives."

Harsh whispers erupted from behind the
curtain, the sound of women arguing. One voice rose louder than the
others, though not so loud he could translate her words.

"Aturdokht!" Marwan ordered in a voice that
was not quite shouting, but bore the weight of authority. "Our
guest seeks sustenance. You will serve him."

The men seated on either side of him
sniggered. Whatever the joke was, everyone was in on it except for
him.

The curtain parted. The beauty who stepped
from behind the curtain paused just long enough to toss the head
wrap the people of the desert wore to keep the sun from their heads
to cover her face as though she were walking into a sandstorm, but
not before Jamin caught a look of lips so lush and red it caused
him to take a sharp intake of breath.

'This one is favored…' The thought
intruded into his mind, urging him to pay attention.

He looked closer. The submission of the veil
was a lie. He could see it by the haughty way the woman carried
herself and the murderous glare of her hazel eyes. Although not
quite the warmth of lust, she piqued his interest. It had been a
long time since he had noticed any woman except for Ninsianna.

"Aturdokht," Marwan laughed. "Is that any way
to treat our honored guest?"

The other Halifians gave each other knowing
looks, their eyes crinkled in suppressed laughter.

"Your water, Father," the beauty
hissed. Father? She was Marwan's daughter?

Jamin had seen this woman once before, from a
distance. She'd had a babe in her arms and was older than
Ninsianna, perhaps his age of twenty-six summers? Which of
these men was her husband? He could not tell which she bore an
affinity to as she seemed to hold them all in equal disdain.

"Jamin visits from our neighbors to the
east," Marwan said to his daughter. "One day he shall be chief of
the river people."

"Not if that bastard lives," Aturdokht
hissed. Green-flecked hazel eyes flashed with hatred. Although she
had the same beak-like nose as her father, it was smaller, dainty,
her skin the color of a woman who took pains to stay out of the
desert sun. Even with her mouth hidden beneath her scarf, she was
beautiful, the kind of woman desert folk hid from unwelcome eyes so
some raider would not come back in the middle of the night to
kidnap her. Why were they exposing her to him now?

"You will serve our guest with respect,
daughter," Marwan growled. "Or find yourself strapped to a pole for
the next three days."

An inkling of what this was about began to
dawn on him. Despite the insult, he could not help but be amused.
Many times he had dreamed of breaking Ninsianna of her
disobedience, but the Halifian's had the art of teaching their
women submission down to an art form. Aturdokht's expression was
murderous as she filled Jamin's cup with precious water. He
expected her to dump it into his lap, but she did not. She stepped
back and glared at him as though he were refuse shatted out by a
village dog.

"We were just discussing my daughter's fate,"
Marwan said. The other Halifians chuckled. "She lost her husband in
the last raid. Under the law, she must marry his closest brother,
but alas, he had no brother, so she and her fatherless daughter
were sent back to be a burden on my tent."

"Murdered by his people!" Aturdokht
shrieked. Her long, slender hand jutted out of her robe like a
spear, pointed straight at Jamin. "On his behalf! He
tricked us into that ambush!"

The cold-eyed stares of the men seated in the
circle indicated Aturdokht was not the only person to feel
this way. Jamin's breath grew still as his field of vision expanded
to take in the slightest movement in case one of them moved against
him.

"Alas," Marwan said. "Much as I would like to
blame our guest for our people's downfall, we all fell prey to
Amorite promises of gold for the winged one's head. Every man in
this room answered greed's call and paid the price, including your
husband.

"You dare command me to marry one of
them?" Aturdokht's hand flung out accusingly towards her own men.
"You are all to blame for Roshan's death!"

Marwan's subtle nod indicated he expected
Jamin to go along.

"The winged demon is the culprit," Marwan
said. "We went in unprepared. Next time, we shall smite this demon
that fell from the heavens and give our guest back his
village."

"How do I know you will leave?" Jamin chose
his words carefully. "Once you have collected your bounty?"

"We won't leave," Marwan grinned. "But
I think you will not mind."

"Assur is my village!" Anger boiled in
Jamin's veins, but it was not anger at Marwan, who had never been
any less than forthright. The Halifians felt Assurian land was
their land. In his grandfather's generation, it had been
thus until the Ubaid evicted them from their pastures. Jamin's
anger was the same that Aturdokht felt, the anger of one whose
place in the world had been turned upside down.

His black eyes met Aturdokht's hazel green
ones. Just for a moment, he saw a hatred that matched his own. She
wanted Mikhail dead every bit as much as he did, only her
husband was no longer alive. He, at least, still had hope of
wooing Ninsianna back once the winged demon was dead and gone.

He realized the room had grown quiet.

"What are you asking me to do?" Jamin asked.
He suspected he already knew.

"You once told me that after the winged demon
was gone," Marwan said, "you would prevail upon your father to
trade fairly with the people of the desert. Does that offer still
hold?"

"Why?"

Marwan gestured to the gaunt faces of his
men, the even gaunter ones of the wide-eyed children who peeked
beneath the flaps of the divider between the rooms.

"Each year the rains come later in the
autumn, and every spring the desert dries down a sooner. Lands our
herds grazed in the seasons of my youth no longer produce grass.
Perhaps my bones grow old, but it seems that each year the desert
grows hotter, the streams contain less water. Traders from the
south say the Pars Sea has dried down, that what was once open
water is now little more than a swamp."

"The shaman says it is so." Jamin remembered
conversations between his father and Immanu about hostilities with
the Uruk tribe to their south.

"What good is gold if I cannot buy food to
feed my family?" Marwan asked. "Roshan's tribe gave us passage
through their grazing lands to the waters of the west when the
desert grew too dry to water our herds. Now … his parents blame us
for his death and Aturdokht bore their son no heir. They have sent
her packing to dishonor us and barred us entry to their lands."

There was silence in the room.

"How do you know I will keep my promise?"
Jamin asked. He noted the rapid rise and fall of Aturdokht's chest
as she forced herself not to lunge for his throat as he could see
she wanted to do in her green-flecked eyes.

"Amongst our people," Marwan said. "Such
alliances are kept through ties of blood. Once we have worked
together to rid your village of the pestilence in its midst, you
shall give us a blood tie in exchange for our promise to return
only once per year, when the desert grows so dry we need water for
our flocks."

Jamin could hear the blood rushing through
his ears as his heartbeat grew louder and Marwan's voice far away.
She was beautiful, Aturdokht, so beautiful that even as a widow
with an unwanted daughter, men would vie for her hand. But she was
not the woman he wanted. He could almost feel Ninsianna's
hands upon his broken flesh, whispering prayers as she tended the
gore-wound to his belly and kept him alive when he should have
died.

Even now, after all that had happened, an
emotion that could not make up its mind whether to express itself
as rage or grief welled up in his chest. This was an alliance his
father would approve of … if he could convince the fool the
winged demon was a threat, but that feeling of sorrow he had hidden
beneath his rage ever since Ninsianna had betrayed him prevented
him from speaking.

"A man can never have too many wives," Marwan
said softly, sensing the cause of his hesitation. "I will fight any
man, but who is there to fight when the gods themselves deny your
flocks the rain?"

It was not gold the people of the desert
wanted. What good was wealth when your neighbors refused to trade
for food? Marwan proposed a truce, made binding by the death of the
winged demon and the blood relation of a marriage.

He looked up at Aturdokht and recognized the
sorrow she used her anger to hide. He had told a lie to bed Shahla
when it was Ninsianna he wanted, a decision he now sorely
regretted. He would not dishonor Marwan's daughter thus.

"There is … someone … else. You deserve
better."

This time, the water did end up in his
lap. With a shriek of rage, Aturdokht flew at him, eager to claw
out his eyes. Two of Marwan's men restrained her, dragging her out
as she shrieked the entire way. Judging by their calm demeanor,
this was not the first time this had happened. If anything, they
appeared amused. Marwan waited until his daughter was out of
earshot before he resumed his game of cobra and mouse.

"From the first day you came to us with your
father's stolen treasure," Marwan said, "seeking to free your woman
from the clutches of the winged demon, you have remained constant
to her even though she does not want you. What will you do if you
kill her husband and she rejects you still, just as Aturdokht
rejects all she holds responsible for Roshan's death?"

"I came here today seeking proof of his
wrongdoing," Jamin said. "You claim lizard-demons provided the
Amorite slavers with the gold you used to buy these riches." He
gestured to the blood-red carpet and colorful woven robes the
Halifian's wore as though they were kings. "And that these
lizard-demons claim it is his people who buy our women as
concubines and slaves, not for their own amusement. If you can
provide me with proof, perhaps I can sway my father to turn against
him?"

"And what of my daughter?" Marwan's eyes had
the intense stare of a man who had made up his mind.

"As you said," Jamin said. "A man can never
have too many wives. Perhaps once I kill the winged demon,
Aturdokht will look kindly enough upon me to not bury a blade into
my heart?"

Marwan laughed. The men who had remained
seated around their shaykh laughed as well.

"I see you have taken my daughter's measure!"
Marwan clapped his hands twice. Garshan, the meek wife, returned
carrying a tray of flat bread and some roasted acorns, food these
people could scarcely afford to share. "Come! Eat! I wish to try
this oil you have brought to negotiate my daughter's hand!"

No one, not even his father, had ever broken
bread with the people of the desert. This was a new level of
alliance with these people who tolerated his machinations to kill
the winged demon because doing so suited their interests. The two
men who had dragged Aturdokht out came back inside, their arms
crossed to hide the places she had scratched them.

"What have you done with her?" Jamin dipped
the flat bread in the luscious oil.

"Exactly what I promised," Marwan laughed.
"She shall spend the next three days tied to a pole in the
sun."

"The offense was slight," Jamin said. "I do
not wish her to be harmed. Her child, if I recall, is still on the
breast?"

Marwan shoved the bread in his mouth, making
subtle happy noises as he chewed and caught the oil which dripped
down into his beard with one finger to salvage every drop.

"Women are like dogs," Marwan said.
"Sometimes you must beat them and banish them from your tent."

Jamin knew better than to contradict him. And
his father accused him of mistreating women? Perhaps Marwan
was right.

"Ahh… do not worry!" Marwan chuckled. "We
shall not pay too close attention as she serves her punishment. The
others will sneak her out food and water, thinking I do not notice
their defiance, and bring her babe to her breast to feed. It will
teach her to hold her tongue."

Jamin nodded. He did not wish to marry the
girl, though she was a better match than that trollop Shahla who
blackmailed his affections in exchange for her silence, but he did
not wish Aturdokht to come to harm, either. Ninsianna would
tolerate no other, she had always made that clear, but at the
moment Ninsianna did not belong to him. For now, he would
keep his options open. As they finished their feast, Marwan gave
him the real item he had come to retrieve today. A golden
disc stamped with the image of a winged serpent, proof that
somebody offered gold for Ubaid women.

As he made his way out of the encampment, he
paused in front of his bride-to-be, her hands tied in front of her
around a pole driven into the ground. By the packed state of the
sand, this was not the first time she had been tied thus.

"Bastard!" Aturdokht spat. Her hazel-green
eyes flashed with hatred, but there was also the mist of tears.
Frustration? Or grief? He did not think it was self-pity.

A stray wind picked up from the late-autumn
heat and whispered through her hair. The eagles spiraled closer,
hovering overhead. The wind they sailed upon caressed his cheek,
the sensation one of kisses upon a toddler's brow.

'This union pleases me, favored one…'

Jamin kneeled upon one knee, his expression
serious. But not for the imprint of Ninsianna he could still
feel, as if she had branded him with a whispered spell, he
would be pleased to take such a magnificent woman for his wife.
She had been usurped as shaykha of her deceased husband's
tribe every bit as much as he had been dishonored in the
eyes of his own village.

"I cannot tell you what the future will
bring," Jamin spoke low enough that the others could not hear. "But
I promise you this. Before I take you to my bed, I shall cut out
the winged demon's heart and give it to you as my gift."

"Either you bring me his heart,"
Aturdokht writhed against her bindings. "Or it shall be your
heart I cut out and feed to you!"

He glanced up at the sky. Two eagles.
Circling. Watching everything that went on below. It was said that
She-who-is found favor wherever a mated pair took roost. Their
black-brown wings, so much like the winged demons enormous ones,
caused the black anger which writhed perpetually beneath the
surface to bubble up. He grabbed Aturdokht's hair and pulled her
face close until her hatred turned to fear.

Marwan gave a subtle nod of approval. Not too
much force. Just enough to show her who was boss. It was what he'd
dreamed his father would do when Ninsianna had broken their
engagement instead of the condemnation he had gotten instead.

"You have all heard the vow from her own
lips," Jamin stared into her hazel green eyes to show it was with
her he made a deal now, but he shouted loud enough for the
entire encampment to hear. "On the day I cut out the winged demon's
heart, she shall become my wife!"

Not just the men, but the women and children
hidden in the tents, free from stranger's eyes, wagged their
tongues in the ululating cheer of the people of the desert.

The moment he let go of her hair, she spat on
him again.

"If you touch me a second time before
that day," Aturdokht hissed low enough that her father could not
hear. "I will kill you."

Jamin gave her a jackal's grin. He would not
woo her, this wild spirit of the desert, but he would not spurn
her, either. She did not want anyone but her husband, now dead and
gone, while he could not have the woman he wanted, either.
Not so long as the winged demon was still alive. But Aturdokht had
spunk, something he sorely missed. A lot could happen between now
and when he killed the winged demon.

Who knows? Maybe a man could handle
two wives? Marwan, it was said, had six.

As he walked out of the encampment, he picked
up a rock and threw it at the two eagles circling above him as
though he were their prey.

"Go spy on someone else!" he shouted.

With a lazy flick of a wing, the eagles
circled higher, as far out of reach as the star which chased the
moon over the horizon each evening, but could never catch it.
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Shahla

Best friend of Firouz and one of the better
warriors in Assur, most people thought of Dadbeh as a prankster.
Lanky and short, with mismatched eyes in two different shades of
brown and a hawkish nose which had been broken once during a
kabbadi game, he was no woman's idea of a dream man. Perhaps if his
family had money? Perhaps then Shahla wouldn't be so hesitant to
tell him he was going to be a father. Maybe. Maybe he was
going to be a father. Unfortunately, she wasn't sure who the
father was. But of one thing she was certain.

It wasn't Jamin…

"Why do you let him treat you thus?" Dadbeh
asked.

Shahla turned away, her eyes pointed down at
the ground beside him so she would not have to look him in the eye
as she lied. She tilted her head to the good side, hiding the bald
spot where Jamin had ripped out her hair.

"It's my fault," Shahla said. "I angered
him."

It was the truth. She had angered him.
Getting involved with Jamin again had been a mistake. But she was
in love with him, and her parents were even more in love
with him. Or more precisely, her parents were in love with
the prospect of their daughter marrying the son of the village
chief, not the lowly son of a wheelwright, and a landless
wheelwright at that!

Her monthly moon cycle had been overdue when
she'd first lay down with Jamin again, so she'd kept her mouth shut
hoping her cycle was just late. Two months late. It had
happened before. Why not pretend she wasn't burdened when
the scares had been false so many times?

Unfortunately, her cycle had never come.
She'd hidden the morning sickness until it had finally passed,
hoping to bind Jamin to her by being faithful to him. She'd goddess
better be faithful to him or her parents would turn her out
to roam the desert, a meal for the hyenas if she didn't land the
chief's son! As the second-most wealthy family in Assur, a marital
alliance would prove profitable once Jamin ascended to his rightful
place and Shahla turned his ear towards favorable relations with
the Uruk tribe, who his father adamantly opposed trading with, for
the fine flax cloth her parents traded.

She should just tell Jamin the child was
his!

"Shahla," Dadbeh's voice warbled. "Just say
the word and I'll ask Mikhail to snap his neck. You know they have
a disagreement about them."

"Jamin is your friend," Shahla looked into
his mismatched eyes, one the color of dried dates, the other hazel
with flecks of green.

"Jamin was my friend," Dadbeh said
softly. "Until he stole you away from me. You should not let him
treat you so."

The warm flush of shame crept into her
cheeks. That is why she had not told Jamin she was carrying
his child. Because although she did love him, as he'd pushed
her face into the ground and taken her from the rear as though he
were a ram mounting a ewe, it had been Ninsianna's name he'd
whispered as he'd reached ecstasy, not hers. And as he had hurt
her, for oh, dear gods, Jamin had a taste for rough sex, it had
been dear, sweet Dadbeh whose face she'd seen when she'd closed her
eyes and pretended she'd enjoyed it, so earnest and eager to please
her.

Did she love him? Who knows? But Dadbeh loved
her. Of that she was certain. And he would marry her,
whether or not the child was his.

Every time she'd opened her mouth to tell
Jamin the final lie, that she was pregnant and the child she
carried was his seed, no words had come out. Perhaps a stronger
woman would have simply broken things off, but Jamin had a
possessive streak. Even when he didn't want something for himself
anymore, he would not give it up unless he was forced, and there
was no forcing Jamin!

It had taken a winged champion, come down
from the heavens, to get him to leave Ninsianna alone, accursed
rival! Why, oh why had she gotten involved with him again when she
had known it was a bad idea? Because she loved him, that's why, and
her parents loved him even more.

And then she had made the biggest mistake of
her life. Her guilt weighed so heavily upon her that sometimes she
felt as though the whole village whispered behind her back about
what she had done.

"Jamin will kill you," Shahla said softly,
her voice almost a whisper. "You know he does not let go of what is
his."

More precisely, he would not risk losing the
only leverage he had to prevent her from telling the tribunal it
was his fault eleven of their villagers were dead! She kept
her mouth shut because she was not guiltless in this tragedy.

"If he loves you," Dadbeh's voice warbled
with emotion, "then why did he break it off with you before?"

"Because Ninsianna cast a spell on him!"
Shahla said. Anger rose in her veins at the memory. "She is a
sorceress. Everybody knows it. You saw the way he changed
after he was gored!"

Actually, Jamin had broken things off with
her a few weeks before that had happened. His father did not
get along with her parents, they and their demands for a
break of unity with the rest of the Ubaid tribe. Once the lands
south of here had been Ubaid lands, but the Uruk had pushed them
out, just as the Ubaid had pushed the Halifians out of these lands
before them.

Dadbeh looked past her shoulder, to the
village on the hill. "Ninsianna never wanted anything to do with
any of us. Especially Jamin. She never forgave him for
setting her hair on fire when she was a little girl."

That thought elicited a giggle. It had been
an accident, what the black bitumen had done to the fire. Throwing
in the rocks had not been an accident, of course. Jamin and his
friends had spent days gathering the viscous rocks the basket
weaver melted to make them waterproof, to make the bonfire they lit
on the winter solstice glow bright. Ninsianna, oblivious to what
was going on around her and talking to her imaginary friends, had
been standing too close to the fire when the bitumen had flared up.
The Chief had been livid, and Ninsianna more livid still when her
long black tresses were singed off of her head.

"Pity," Shahla laughed. "Even then
that goddess of hers protected her. Had it been one of us, our
flesh would have been burned as well!"

Dadbeh placed his hand upon her cheek, his
look intense. "I mean it, Shahla. If you want to leave him, if he's
holding something over you, Mikhail will make him back off. I've
seen the way you taunt him, trying to make him angry. A woman
doesn't do things like that unless she wants to be rid of a
man."

"Dadbeh … I …"

Longing spread down to her womb, already full
but aching to feel the thickness of a man inside of her again.
Every woman had her weaknesses. Hers was she wanted to be held. Oh!
How she wanted to be held! Every day of her life had been Shahla
do this or Shahla do that. Smile at that man so he will
trade favorably with us.

She hadn't meant to do it the first time, or
the second, or the third, but there were trades to be made, and her
parents had looked the other way when the desert chieftain had
taken her maidenhead in exchange for letting their caravan pass,
asking no questions, and refusing to listen when she tried to
tell.

"He's a good man, Mikhail," Dadbeh said. "If
a bit daft when it comes to expressing himself with words. He will
make Jamin back off. You know he will."

Shahla trembled. There was a reason
she had lay down with Dadbeh even though the handsomer warriors
were wooing her, back before Jamin had been spurned by Ninsianna.
The others always told her she was pretty, or curried favor with
promises of gifts, but dear, sweet Dadbeh, who had never come to
her with anything more than that earnest look in his mismatched
eyes, he loved her. Of that she was certain.

"What if Jamin holds something over me?"
Shahla whispered. "Something bad. He is the Chief's son."

"Then you shall tell the truth," Dadbeh said.
"And Mikhail shall listen. And he shall tell the tribunal. And the
tribunal shall tell the Chief what to do. And he will obey it,
whether Jamin is his son or not, because the Chief has never
overruled the tribunal. Not even when it involved his son."

The tribunal had ordered the Chief to pay
recompense for errors Jamin had made in the past, not bad ones such
as the villagers now dead, but smaller matters involving sums of
money, something the Chief loved more dearly than even than his
son. But the crime Jamin had committed was more serious than
tribute alone. Would the Chief exercise his prerogative if the
crime merited banishment? Or even death?

"No," Shahla said. "I cannot do this to him.
It was an error, honest made."

Dadbeh's eyes glistened brighter, having
gotten his answer.

"He's a good man," Dadbeh backed away. "If
you ever change your mind, you can go to him. You can tell him the
truth. The gods sent him here to teach us right from wrong."

"First you hated him," Shahla said. "And now
you claim he speaks for the gods?"

"Ninsianna does," Dadbeh said, "and she does
not have wings."

Shahla looked up at the eagles circling in
the sky. Not the wings she was looking for, but close enough. Every
woman in the village bore an affection for Mikhail. Including
her. But she had curried favor with Jamin, feeding his
hatred for the man, the only thing she could pretend she had in
common with him, his hatred for Mikhail, and hers for
Ninsianna.

"Goodbye," Dadbeh whispered. "With Jamin, I
wish you luck. He was once a good man, back before he got the
notion into his head that he could rule this village without a
shred of humility, or his father's common sense. I hope you get
what you want."

She should have called to him as he turned
away, lanky frame, shorter than the average male, with his kilt
tied high and only one fringe, the mark of the lowest classes. But
she did not. Not because she didn't love him, for in that moment
she realized she did, or at least as much as she was capable of
love, she, who was no stranger to the affections of men. But
because she knew Dadbeh was right. Mikhail was a good
man.

If she told Mikhail the truth, about telling
Jamin where Pareesa liked to hunt, about how Jamin had given that
information to the Halifians so they could kidnap her and lead him
into a trap, and how the Halifians had double-crossed him,
underestimating Mikhail and sending their men to raid the village,
instead, and killed eleven villagers, the same as they were doing
to every other Ubaid village up and down the Hiddekel River, that
Mikhail would drag her before the tribunal and bring them
both to justice for the wrongs they had committed.

He would kill her, Jamin would, rather than
let her tell her tale. She had seen the murder in his eyes, and she
was afraid. Every night, whenever she considered going to the Chief
and confessing what they had done, it felt as though the walls
closed in upon her and every eye in the village watched her,
whispering, talking about her guilt. The voices said Jamin would
kill her if she betrayed him, and she knew the voices were
true.

"Goodbye," she told the man who would marry
her no matter what. Even if the child was not his.

Gita waited until he had retreated before
stepping out of the shadows, her perceptive black eyes filled with
anger.

"How could you do that to him when you know
he loves you?"

"I am Jamin's woman," Shahla lied. "I will
not betray him."

"Jamin has wanted nothing to do with you for
almost a month," Gita said. "And before that, after he dragged you
behind the goat shed to have his way with you, he would beat you
within an inch of your life."

"And how would you know," Shahla
accused her. "She who abandoned me to chase after the winged
demon?"

"Winged demon my foot!" Gita's hand clenched
around her spear, a a gift, ironically, from Jamin. "You know that
you swoon over him as much as I."

"He is a demon," Shahla repeated the words
she had spoken so many times, just to make Jamin happy. "Cast down
from the heavens to burn in a fiery hell. Had Ninsianna not saved
him, he would be dead."

"Hmpf!" Gita turned away, not bothering to
pull one of her spooky disappearing acts, the one where just she
melted into the shadows and faded from view, but turned, like a
normal woman, bold with the knowledge she was learning how to
fight. Mikhail was turning the women of this village into men, or
so Jamin claimed.

"Says she who abandoned her best
friend to train," Shahla called after Gita's retreating back, her
straight carriage a sharp contrast to her emaciated frame or the
rags she wore instead of clothing. Shahla had not told her best
friend about her pregnancy because Gita always spoke the truth, and
whether she liked Ninsianna or not, Gita was her cousin.

Gita turned and stared at her with those
all-seeing ebony eyes that just knew everything without ever
being told. Sorcerer's eyes. That's what Gita's father called them,
whenever he got drunk and tried to put them out. Were those black
eyes taking in the way her shawl tightened across her belly, no
longer flat? Or her swollen breasts? No matter what she did,
soon the entire village would know. Just this past morning, she had
felt the baby quicken.

"I gave you the choice," Gita said so softly
it was almost as though she spoke inside of Shahla's mind. "You
still could choose not to be a victim."

And then she did it. Faded into the shadows
the way she always did, even though the sun still shone bright
above the horizon and it was an open field. Shahla shivered. Those
voices that had whispered to her ever since the ceremony of the
dead warned her that Gita was no longer her friend.

Yes. She could still choose not to be
a victim. She did not dare tell Jamin she was with child,
for he would not believe her until she gave birth and the child
grew large enough to tell its features resembled him and not
some other warrior of the village. But she knew who would.
And she knew just how to get them to do it. Them. That loved their
trade agreements, and their money, and the prestige that marriage
to Jamin would bring to them, more than they loved their own
daughter.
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Mikhail

For five months the two elderly widow-sisters
had tended this field, sinking every last good they'd owned to
trade for a basket of two-rowed akiti seed from the Kemet
traders, the best barley for fermenting. Descended from a long line
of brewers, Yalda and Zhila could ferment the rain itself into a
beverage fit for a god, but it had been him they'd entrusted
with overseeing their harvest.

Little Nemesis had betrayed that trust by
devouring half their field…

He stared at stalks chewed off at the nub,
even grains she hadn't eaten scattered upon the ground. Good
beer-barley, the widow-sisters insisted, didn't sit on the stalk
like ordinary cereal grain, but shattered off the rows the
moment you brushed against the ripened grasses. He glanced at the
fields around him. Every Assurian, from the smallest child to the
eldest granny, bent over their fields harvesting grain before the
rainy season started. They cut their stalks and bound them
together for threshing later. He, on the other hand, had to
place a basket under each stalk and thwack it against the rim to
get it to release its brittle grains.

Images of Little Nemesis roasting upon a
spit, a pomegranate stuffed into her mouth, taunted him with each
portion of the field he was forced to abandon to the rats. Laughter
drifted from an abutting field. Young men flirted with the women
while together they cut their more securely rooted emmer and
einkorn.

No use bemoaning something that could not be
changed. Besides … he had no idea what to do with the barley once
it was picked. He couldn't cook, and his mother-in-law's
cooking was as palatable as eating the soles of his Air Force issue
combat boots, the ones that were wearing out from walking all the
time instead of flying. It was so much more pleasant to sit with
his two adopted 'grandmothers' and avail himself of Yalda's bread
and Zhila's ale. The thought uplifted his mood. Switching his mind
into neutral, he forced his body to methodically harvest the
grain.

"Mikhail! Mikhail!"

He turned towards the voice which sounded so
much like his wife's he might have reached for her had Ninsianna
not chastised him for making that mistake once before. Ninsianna's
black-eyed cousin ran towards him, her eyes wide with panic.

The stiffness of his wings warned Gita to
keep her distance. Men would simply kill him or stab him in the
back, an injury he had been trained to deflect, but unwanted female
attention earned him Ninsianna's ire, her hurt silence a wound he
could not bear to suffer. He had learned to send clear signals to
all women who came at him. Stay … away … from me.

"The Chief said to come quick!" Gita panted
out of breath. "Gasur has been hit." She bent over, sides heaving
as her shawl slipped to reveal a ribcage exposing far too many
bones. Not for the first time he wondered why Ninsianna's family
tolerated a blood relation living in such squalor.

"Needa's family?" He glanced to where the
village sat perched on the banks of the Hiddekel River, worry for
his mother-in-law foremost on his mind. Ninsianna's mother had come
from Gasur, the tiniest village in Ubaid territory.

"Her parents are fine," Gita said. "The
archers rallied and fended off the attack, but they killed both
their healer, and also her apprentice. They have sent an emissary
begging for Needa's return … or her daughter's in her stead."

"No!" The words flew out of his mouth before
he even had a chance to think about it. It was hard enough learning
to fit into one village, much less two. He could see by
Gita's hurt expression he'd spoken harsher than was necessary.

"Where's the Chief?"

"He was in the granary, overseeing the count
when the emissary came," Gita said. "I happened to be depositing my
ephah of grain when he ordered you be found."

Mikhail glanced at his basket, two epahs in
weight. He could carry Ninsianna, but his wife wrapped her arms and
legs around him to distribute her weight. The basket weighed less,
but he could not become airborne without spilling the precious
seed. Emergency or not, Yalda would have his hide for every lost
kernel.

"Go," Gita's black eyes were perceptive. "I
shall see that it gets counted against your daily allotment."

Mikhail hesitated. He had no reason to trust
this girl who his wife disliked for reasons that had never been
explained, but he had no reason to distrust her, either,
other than the fact the girl looked hungry enough to eat the
basket rather than carry it to its destination. He glanced at the
other villagers who eyed his harvest with envy. If anyone was going
to steal what was left of his barley, it might as well be the
scrawny girl who stood before him now.

"I will hold you to that promise," he shifted
the basket into her waiting arms. "This epah is promised to Yalda
and Zhila, not the communal granary. Will you bring it to them for
me?"

The girl stumbled under the weight, but she
did not drop it. For a kid who looked as though she hovered at the
brink of starvation, the warrior trainee often surprised him.

Without giving her a second thought, he cast
his wings skyward to embrace the wind.

 


* * * * *

 


The Chief's house was the largest and finest
in Assur. Built on the second-highest bit of land, the house sat
strategically in front of the well where families went each day to
draw their water. It was there that they met with the Gasurian
emissary.

"I must go," Needa said. "They are my
family."

Mikhail's mother-in-law was a woman in her
late-thirties, every bit as beautiful as Ninsianna, but instead of
golden her eyes were a common brown. Normally she barked orders
like the drill sergeants Mikhail only vaguely remembered from
before he had crash-landed here, but she was up against the one
person she could neither coerce with logic nor outrank enough as a
healer to simply tell him this was the way things needed to be. The
Chief.

"It has been twenty years since you left your
village," Chief Kiyan said. "We need you here."

Tall, muscular and handsome, unlike like his
fiery son the Chief possessed a measured temperament, every action
a calculated risk. Those calculations told him that allowing one of
his most valuable assets to travel in these unsettled times would
be unwise.

"Immanu?" The look Needa gave her husband was
pleading. Average height and muscular, Immanu was as unhandsome as
his wife was breathtaking. Wild hair jutted helter-skelter out of
his head, as though he ran his fingers through it often, streaks of
grey and bushy eyebrows only enhancing his image as the village
shaman.

Immanu opened his mouth and caught the
Chief's glare. Usually Chief Kiyan treated Mikhail's father-in-law
as an equal, but ever since their village had come under attack,
the Chief had grown cautious about his sharing of critical
resources. Immanu's judgment might carry weight in all matters
related to the spirit world, but the Chief's word was final on all
things to do with the material one.

"Who will tend our people while you
are gone?" Immanu asked. "Or protect you while you are there? They
couldn't protect their own healer from being killed. How
will they keep you safe?"

"Ninsianna can assume my duties." Needa's
finger jutted at the scar which lay hidden beneath Mikhail's shirt.
"If she could bring him back from the brink of death, she
can heal anyone."

Mikhail watched the exchange with interest,
his curiosity veiled behind the unreadable expression he used to
hide his feelings. His mother-in-law was strong-willed and
mercurial, but this was the first time he had seen her exhibit some
of the same defiance he usually associated with
Ninsianna.

"It is so," the Chief nodded. "Ninsianna also
saved my son. But that does not solve the problem that you have a
responsibility to this village."

"Then what about the daughter," the emissary
from Gasur gave them a pointed look. "Needa swore she would return
to us if ever she was needed. She owes us a debt of training."

Immanu shot Mikhail a look that pleaded 'help
me out here, son.' It wasn't often his father-in-law asked him for
a favor, but when he did, he expected him to deliver.

"Ninsianna has been plagued with morning
sickness," Mikhail spoke the only truth he could. "And many nights
her visions prevent her from getting enough sleep. I worry for
her."

"She is only in the earliest stages of her
quickening," Needa said. "And has no symptoms that indicate the
child is in any danger. Other than light-headedness, she can
perform all of her duties."

Mikhail knew Needa was right. That didn't
mean he was happy to watch his wife hunched over the urn every
morning, heaving out the contents of her stomach, or to add another
burden to her already overburdened day.

"I have gone before when they were
overwhelmed," Needa begged. "Things are quiet here now. Why not let
me go for just a few days? To tend the most serious injuries and
fill in the gaps in their knowledge?"

Immanu was not the type of man to deny his
wife anything, but Mikhail could see the Chief's point. The last
attack had strained their resources. Even with Ninsianna it had
been hard to tend the villagers who'd been wounded in battle.

"Assur possessed two healers after the
last attack," the emissary said, "while Gasur now has none.
You took a blood-oath, Immanu, when you took our apprentice from
our healer, and now you go back on your word?"

Oaths. If there was one thing Mikhail
understood from what little he remembered of his past, it was that
oaths should not be lightly broken.

"How far is Gasur?" Mikhail asked.

"Two days journey for anyone but a runner,"
Chief Kiyan said. "Up and over the Zagros Mountains."

Mikhail did the math. Two days walk south, a
ferry across the Hiddekel River, and then east along the Little
Zab. He'd flown that direction in his daily patrols above Assur,
but never visited any of the villages he'd spotted from the
sky.

"What if I carried her?"

"Ninsianna?" The lilt of the emissary's voice
was hopeful. Gasur wasn't the only village that had tried to
lure Ninsianna away from Assur by sending handsome young men to woo
her. The Chief had attempted to tie her to his village by forcing a
marriage to his son, plans Mikhail had upset, then strengthened
when he had been adopted into the tribe. Chief Kiyan loved his son,
but he loved his village even more.

"I shall carry Needa," Mikhail said. "If I
can carry my wife," he accentuated his last two
words, "then I can carry my mother-in-law. Their weight is
about the same."

Needa's mouth opened and shut like a fish.
His mother-in-law was by no means a timid woman, but she did not
take unnecessary risks, either. She swore Ninsianna was insane for
allowing him to carry her into the sky, but her sense of duty to
her parents outweighed her fear.

"Gasur was the first village to embrace our
training of archers," Immanu reminded the Chief, "and the first to
accept our overtures of mutual aid. If we fail them now, it could
cause our fragile network to collapse."

Mutual aid… Agreements to help one
another in time of trouble were a new idea in the evolution of
Ubaid society. The people of the river had well-established trade
agreements, but getting them to send actual warriors to
train with other villages or respond in times of attack was a hard
sell. There lingered a fear that stronger villages would simply
annex their land, or that warriors allowed into their midst to
train today would return tomorrow to raid their granary.

The Chief rubbed his eyelids with his index
finger and thumb, turning Immanu's suggestion over in his mind. At
last he turned to the Gasurian emissary and gave him a grim
nod.

"I shall allow Needa three days to help your
worst wounded get past the crisis," the Chief told the emissary.
"While she is there, she will select an apprentice from amongst
your ranks. You will send this girl back to our village so Needa
may educate her in the ways of healing. I will ask a family to host
the girl on my tab."

The Chief would pick up the girl's room and
board? Mikhail suppressed a raised eyebrow. Chief Kiyan was an
honorable man, but he was notoriously cheap. It spoke to his
estimate of Needa's worth if he'd decided it cost less to train
someone else's healer rather than risk losing his own.

"And while we are at it," Mikhail spotted an
opportunity, "perhaps we should train a few extra Assurian
healers so if we have another battle, our village is not
overwhelmed. My recollection of hospital ships is fuzzy, but I am
certain we had at least three doctors … uh … healers … and half a
dozen nurses."

The Chief looked as though he would choke on
Mikhail's audacious request, but Immanu, forever the gifted
statesman, interjected.

"It would give Needa a reason to want to
come back," Immanu said. "Just in case she is tired of
putting up with my old bones." His tone was joking, but his eyes
said otherwise. Immanu looked as though he feared Needa might wish
to stay in Gasur.

"I shall gather my wares and then you
will take me there," Needa turned to Mikhail.

"It is too late to begin the journey
tonight," the emissary said. "We shall leave first thing in the
morning."

"You shall leave first thing in the
morning," Needa returned to her usual authoritative self.
"He will take me there right away. Injured patients cannot
wait!"

Mikhail suppressed a grin. Let Siamek train
the village warriors the next few days! Perhaps Jamin would get off
of his backside and actually help his former lieutenant
train his own people instead of criticizing everything he
did? He followed Needa out of the Chief's house like a large,
winged dog, happy to get away from the political feather ruffling
going on inside the Chief's house.

While Needa went back to the house to gather
her tinctures and herbs, Mikhail flew over the village, searching
until he found Ninsianna standing waist-high in the river, washing
the family's laundry. He set down beside her with a splash,
heedless of the water which filtered into his boots.

"Now you've gotten me all wet!" Ninsianna
laughed. She repaid him by splashing him in return, leaving a wet
stain on the front of his shirt.

Water droplets glistened on her cheek like
little bursts of starlight. Mikhail had never been particularly
good with words, so he skipped the explanation and gathered her
into his arms for a tender kiss. Her soft breasts pressed against
his abdomen, she being more than a cubit shorter than him, and
filled his heart with joy. His wings curled around her, protecting
her, keeping her close to him, this woman he had sworn to love unto
death…

'…and beyond…' some small voice
whispered from deep in his subconscious.

"Something's up." Ninsianna giggled as he
nuzzled her neck, inhaling the scent of soap root.

"The Chief asked me to accompany your mother
to Gasur," Mikhail said. "Slavers hit their village."

"My grandparents?" Ninsianna's expression was
one of concern, but not especially so. At two days walk, she had
visited her grandparents only twice in her twenty summers.

"Both are fine, I am told," Mikhail said.
"But they need your mother to come help them. Your father fears
sending her to a village that is less than secure."

Comprehension dawned on Ninsianna's face, her
dark eyebrows coming together in a frown. He laid a kiss upon the
worry line in her forehead.

"I can fly back each sundown, if you wish,
and then return to Gasur at the first light of dawn."

Her luscious, trembling lip warred with the
determined set of her chin. His mother-in-law insisted she didn't
need a protector, but he already knew what Ninsianna's answer would
be.

"You must stay in Gasur and protect my
mother," Ninsianna said. "The slavers always hit the weakest
villages … by stealth or cloak of night … and are known to return
like jackals to hit a wounded village again and again."

"What shall you do if you dream?"

A shadow crossed her beautiful features.
Mikhail drew her closer, his lips trailing across her eyelids as he
wished he had some way to erase the nightmares which chased her
into the dream world. If only there were some way he could remove
this burden from her shoulders, this prophecy the goddess had
saddled her with!

His pinfeathers stood on end as the air
around him charged with static electricity.

"These deaths are a gift to thee, Sword of
the Gods," Ninsianna's eyes glowed more golden. "News shall filter
through the other villages that Assur has come to Gasurian
aid."

The internal glow faded to the gentle
burnished gold that was Ninsianna's natural eye color. She swayed
as the power left her body, relying upon him to catch her so
she would not plop down into the river.

"Go!" she ordered. Her expression took on
that same bossy tilt of chin he had fallen in love with when
she had nursed him back from the dead. "This will give you an
opportunity to show us what you speak of when you say your
people have these treaties you call 'mutual aid.' It will purchase
good will if the tide ever turns and it is we who are
attacked."

"The goddess should accomplish such
cooperation through means other than people's deaths," Mikhail
said.

Ninsianna's eyes flashed with anger. She did
not like it when he questioned the goddess. He spoke an appeasement
to rectify his clumsy tongue.

"Shall I fly back to you tomorrow night, mo
ghrá? I can navigate by the star which precedes the dawn."

"And leave my mother vulnerable?" Ninsianna
scoffed. "I think not! Much as I shall miss thy presence, I will
survive without your kisses to awaken me. It will take only one
Halifian arrow to deprive me of my mother."

"As you wish," he gave her a tender kiss. "I
shall be home in three days' time."

Abandoning her embrace only reluctantly, he
leaped into the air, his wings slapping the water and showering his
beloved with spray as he flapped to get himself airborne. With a
shriek of laughter, Ninsianna bid him goodbye. The powerful air
current which arose over any body of water caught his wings,
whispering endearments to his sensitive feathers and seducing him
to soar higher.

A sharp cry pierced the air, answered by its
mate. He glanced over at the enormous mated pair of golden eagles
which patrolled the skies, an omen that the goddess found favor
with their village. Oh! How he wished he could spend each day
soaring as they did, free from worry except thoughts of how he
could make Ninsianna smile.

"You will keep watch over her in my absence?"
he asked the birds. The Ubaid believed eagles were the goddess's
eyes.

The smaller male emitted a throaty chirp,
enthralled, perhaps, with the same urge to soar that he
felt? The female, however, was much more focused. With a cry of
admonishment, she dove into the river and came up with a fish. The
male trailed behind her, obedient to his mate.

Mikhail smiled. If any creatures bore a
resemblance to him and Ninsianna, it was the eagles. The female had
reminded him to get to work. He left the wind to return to the
village on a hill.

Needa waited for him in front of their house,
impatient to be off. She looked nervous, but she would never
admit to fear. Piled at her side were far more bundles than was
sensible for him to carry, not even his great wings adequate
to carry the weight.

"Do you think of me as a pack animal, Mama?"
Mikhail asked.

"Pack animal, warrior, goat-herder and
farmer," Needa snapped. "Now cease your complaining and bring me to
my mother's people. The wounded cannot wait!" Her dark eyes carried
that same bossy edge she had passed along to her daughter, the look
of a woman used to being obeyed.

"Yes, Mama," Mikhail coaxed. "But do you
think perhaps you might leave enough room so I can carry
you? Gasur's healers may be dead, but the villagers will
have raided bandages from her stores."

With a grunt indicating she found no fault
with his logic, the closest his pragmatic mother-in-law would ever
come to admitting he was right, Needa cast off seven or eight of
the bundles. The remaining parcels now securely tied onto his
person, she stepped back and stood stiffly as a soldier at
attention.

"If you drop me, son," Needa gave him a stern
glare, "I shall spend every moment of eternity teaching you the
true meaning of getting along poorly with your
mother-in-law."

"Yes, Mama," Mikhail gave her a contrite
grin.

Before she could scold him further, he
carried the screeching woman skyward towards the village of her
birth.
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I will give him the morning star.

Revelation 2:28
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Young Lucifer

"-Lucifer-…"

The scent of ozone filled
the room, making my hair stand on end like it did whenever Mama
rubbed a balloon against my hair. I lay under my covers, pretending
I was still asleep as Father materialized into my room, pretending
the swirl of energy did not wake me up even though a blind man
would able to see Father's golden glow.

Father could wear any
outfit he wanted. He -was- a god, after all. But this morning he
chose to appear in a bathrobe and slippers, as if he, too, needed
to sleep. It was part of our daily routine. Every morning and
evening, no matter how busy he might be, Father checked up on me
and Mama, making sure we had everything we needed. I looked forward
to his visits, for who wouldn't love a visit from Father? I dove
down deeper beneath my covers, scrunching shut my eyes and stilling
my wings.

"Lucifer, wake up son. Do
you remember what day it is today?"

I tried not to giggle.
Father had a way of making me giddy, as though some part of -his-
energy became -my- energy and then, together, we had three times as
much as either of us alone. Father said I was like a mirror, he the
sun and I the moon, and simply by being here I made his light shine
all the brighter. Each morning the Haven sun shone brightly in my
window as though it rose for me alone, and every night the moon
reflected its light into the floor as though Father had plucked it
from the sky and laid it at my feet.

"Lucifer, I know you're
awake. If your eyes scrunch up any tighter, they will get stuck
that way and I will need to engineer a -new- set of eyes, like I
did for the bagwyn's on Avior-3."

"No!" As soon as the words
left my mouth, I realized Father had tricked me. I pulled the
covers closer to my ears, but there was no fooling Father. He knew
everything.

"See! I knew you were
awake!" Father clapped his hands. "Come, son. You wouldn't want to
miss your own birthday, now. Would you?"

I threw back the covers
and sat up, eager to begin the day.

"Shall we have birthday
cake for breakfast, Father?"

"Whatever you wish,"
Father said. "And ice cream with syrup poured over the
top."

"What about
Mama?"

Father grew quiet as he
glanced at the door that led to my mother's room. Although Mama was
usually the one to wake me up for breakfast, for as long as I could
remember, each year on my birthday Mama retreated into her room and
locked the door. It made me sad whenever Mama was sad, as if -her-
sadness was -my- sadness, but I could not understand
why.

"Perhaps it is best if we
leave your mother alone today, réalta maidin?"

"But you
promised last year that -this- year she would join us on my
birthday!" My white wings fluttered with frustration. "Tell me,
Father. Why is mother always so sad?"

Father looked
to the door once more, his expression a mixed-up salad of sadness,
anger, and remorse.

"It is best
to leave her alone."

"You promised
me anything I wanted for my birthday." I jutted my chin into the
air the way that Mama sometimes did when she was serious about
something. "I want Mama to eat cake and be happy. Not
cry."

Father
sighed.

"I did
promise you that last year, didn't I?"

"Yes, you
did." I looked to her door. "Do you think maybe you can get her to
come out?"

"I think that
today I am the last person she wants to see," Father said. "Perhaps
if -you- do it?"

"What shall I
say?"

"Tell her
what you just told -me,-" Father said. "Today is your birthday and
it breaks your heart to spend it alone." His expression was
wistful, as though -he- didn't like spending it alone,
either.

I pulled on
my slippers and went over to the door Mama sometimes hid behind for
days on end, refusing to answer. Lately I had begun to have curious
notions. Was Mama sad because of -me?- Was that why she could not
bear to look at me whenever she got so sad?

"Mama!" I
knocked on the door, timid because of the awful thought that had
just taken root in my mind. "Mama! Please!"

There was no
answer, of course. There never was when Mama took to her
room.

"Use your
gift, son," Father urged. He touched my shoulder, his touch always
precious as Father did not like to touch or -be- touched. "Maybe if
you use your gift? The way I have been teaching you?"

"Mama," I
projected the image of the hug I wanted to give her into my words
so she would know I did not want her to be sad. "Father promised me
anything I wanted for my birthday. The only thing I want is for
-you- to come out and have cake with us. You don't have to stay out
long. Just one slice."

Still no
answer.

"Mama ...
please?"

"It was worth a try, son,"
Father turned and began walking for the outer door. "Maybe next
year?"

I was not yet ready to
give up, especially since the awful thought about -me- being the
reason Mama was sad had grown larger within my mind, so big it felt
scarier than Father's tales of Emperor Shay'tan. I knocked one last
time.

"Please, Mama." My wings
trembled as I projected the question into my voice that I feared to
hear her answer. "Are you sad because of -me-?"

For a moment there was
silence, then there was fumbling with the lock. The door opened,
but the specter that stood before me looked nothing like my Mama.
Mama was the most beautiful Angelic the Alliance had ever seen,
dark hair, dark wings, and skin so white it appeared to be made of
the same marble as the palace, but this sad creature looked nothing
like her, messy hair, sunken eyes, and wings which drooped so low
they trailed behind her on the floor instead of jutting proudly
into the air the way Father had created us to be.

"Mama?"

Mama suppressed a sob and
touched my face, her eyes bloodshot and cheeks still stained with
tears.

"I will try," Mama said.
"For you. For I love you more than anything in existence." She
stood straight and gave Father an accusatory stare. "Even more than
your father."

Father winced. He was a
powerful old god, but at this moment I realized he feared my Mama
was right.

"Just one piece of cake,
Asherah," Father coaxed. "For your son. And then if you wish to
resume your time alone, I shall see that he does not bother you
again until you recover."

Mama shuffled out of the
room. Usually she was impeccably dressed and made sure I was
dressed as well, but whenever she had a sad spell, she appeared the
way a song bird might who had flown into a window and crumpled,
dead, upon the ground.

"You'll have fun, Mama." I
slipped my hand into hers and tugged her away from her bedroom door
before she changed her mind. "You'll see."

While I had been talking
Mama into coming out of her room, Father had changed his
appearance. Father liked to appear as a silly-looking man with wild
white hair and eyebrows so bushy they looked like caterpillars for
everyone else, but for Mama he always appeared younger, his thick
black hair streaked with just enough grey to make him look
distinguished and wise. One time I had asked why he liked to look
younger for Mama and she had told me to shush my mouth. Polite
boys, she said, did not ask such questions of their Emperor and
god.

"I asked chef to make a
chocolate cake," Father said more to mother than to me. "With a
whipped cream frosting. And waffles and scones for breakfast. Just
a little piece, but maybe it will brighten your mood."

Mama squeezed my hand as
we walked towards the doorway Father said we must never pass
beyond, where two Cherubim guards stood vigil to keep us safe.
Father had never told me -what- I needed to be kept safe from. Even
Mama refused to speak of it, as though merely mentioning it would
draw the evil towards our home, but I thought I knew. Many evenings
Father would come in cursing Shay'tan, the rival god he forever
tried to outsmart. I might only be five years old today, but I am
not stupid.

"Your Majesty," the two
Cherubim guards bowed, resplendent in their armor. The elder of the
two turned to me and bowed a second time. "And how is our young
prince this morning?"

"I am fine today, Master
Higahaki," I bowed back to both him and Master Guyjin, just to be
polite. "It's my birthday today, you know?"

"So I have heard, young
prince," Master Higahaki said.

I was not surprised he
knew. Although Father spoke of having many billions of subjects,
the only people I ever saw were Father, Mama, Dephar, the grouchy
old dragon who never seemed happy no matter -how- hard I tried to
learn my lessons, and the Cherubim guards. Master Higahaki glanced
at Mama, his compound eyes missing no detail about her appearance.
"I see your mother decided to join you this year?"

Mama gave a sniffle
instead of words, pressing her handkerchief to her eyes. Master
Higahaki gave her a polite bow.

"Has the building been
cleared?" Father asked.

"Full lockdown," Master
Guyjin said. "Master Yoritomo himself has overseen the emptying of
the palace."

"Good," Father nodded.
"Come, Lucifer. Today you shall eat your birthday breakfast in the
Great Hall of State."

Father always made us stay
in our own wing of the palace, the perimeter surrounded by Cherubim
guards, to keep us safe. There were dozens of rooms and four
playrooms, complete with a swing set and a jungle gym, but lately I
had longed to go outside. The prospect of eating my birthday cake
in the Great Hall was almost as good a gift as Mama accompanying me
there. My feet lifted off the floor as I fluttered my wings with
happiness, eager to get to our destination.

I looked up at Mama's
swollen eyes and squeezed her hand, hoping -she- would be excited,
too. She gave a weak squeeze in return, trying to be brave. I tuned
my gift to see what made her so sad, but on my birthday, she
rarely, if ever, spoke. We reached the Great Hall of State, so long
that Father's throne appeared to be little more than a spec at the
far end. An elaborate feast had been laid out on a table, groaning
under the weight of every dish a boy could want.

I was so excited that I
clapped my hands together with joy. This was turning out to be the
best birthday ever!

"Will you teach me to play
galactic chess today, Father? Like you play against Emperor
Shay’tan? You promised last year that you would teach me when I was
old enough.”

“Not this year, son.”
Father said. "You are young to become embroiled in the intrigues of
emperors and gods."

With a wave of his hand,
he made fat little sausages and an omelet with cheese appear upon
my plate. Mama pushed her fork around the eggs, mashing them into
oblivion. It did not matter that not once did she make eye contact.
She was here, and that made me happy. As soon as I finished my last
sausage, Father made my entire plate disappear.

"Is it time for
cake?"

"It is," Father said with
a smile. Whenever he tried to appear young, after a while he would
slip back into his favorite persona, one tiny detail at a time. As
he spoke, his eyebrows turned bushy white, like two great
caterpillars crawling upon his brow. I stifled a giggle, wise
enough not to tell Father I laughed at his silly
vanities.

An enormous birthday cake
appeared in the center of the table. Trumpets and other instruments
without people to play them all blew a happy birthday song from
mid-air. Father sang along with them, his voice rich and deep that
no mortal voice could ever hope to match. Mama mouthed the words,
but tears welled in her eyes and no sound came out of her throat.
It was with a happy heart I made my wish and blew out the
candles.

"What did you wish
for, réalta maidin?" Father
asked.

"I wished for
you and Mama to get married! That would be the -best- birthday
present, ever!"

Mama gave a
strangled cry, tears welling into her eyes. I knew instantly I had
said something wrong, but I did not understand what.

"But Father
loves you," I said, trying to make things better. Mama began to
weep. I looked to Father. "You do love Mama? Don't you
Father?"

"You know I
do," Father reached across the table to take Mama's hand.
"Asherah?"

Mama's sobs grew louder,
her entire body shuddering with grief even though I could not
understand what I had said that was so terrible. An overwhelming
feeling filled the air, as though somebody had just sat down on my
chest and ripped out my heart. I hyperventilated, flapping my wings
in panic as I realized I could not breathe.

"Asherah!" Father shouted.
"You must stop!"

It felt as though my heart
were broken. A great aching void into which a song pleaded for an
answer, and found none, swallowed me alive. I cried too, unable to
do anything -but- cry in the face of such overwhelming
grief.

"-You- did this to me!"
Mama pointed at Father as though she were the goddess of justice
who graced the door of the library, passing judgment down upon him
and finding him guilty. "You and your games of chess! How dare you
play games with me and my son?"

I gasped for breath as a
new emotion, anger, flooded my veins, all mixed up with sadness and
grief and a longing for something I could not name, something Mama
missed that had nothing to do with Father, but was so powerful the
emotion behind it was as palpable as a club. My wings flailed as I
fell to the floor, clutching my chest at this terrible mixture of
emotions.

“Asherah,” Father said more
gently this time. “Look what you are doing to your son. You must
restrain what you project. Your son is too young to feel such depth
of emotion.”

With a cry of grief, Mama
turned and flew towards the entrance from whence we had come, the
two Cherubim guards stepping aside to let her pass without even
glancing towards their Emperor to give his leave. Father kneeled at
my side and murmured soothing words. Although I could still feel
the sensation of something sitting on my chest, now that Mama had
taken away the carrier wave that made my gift work, it had become
bearable.

“I'm sorry, Father! I
didn’t mean to make her cry!”

"It's not your fault,"
Father said. "Not really. Let’s leave your mother to attend to her
own business."

I looked down the hallway
where Mama had gone. I did not wish to feel that feeling ever
again, but something told me leaving her alone to deal with it on
her own was the -wrong- thing to do. Perhaps being locked in that
wing of the palace, just her and me, had somehow made things worse?
I told Father this, but he waved his hand and pooh-pood such silly
thoughts from a five year old boy.

"I'll tell you what, son,"
Father said. "Why don't I teach you how to play your first game of
galactic chess? It's important for a future prince to learn means
other than brute force to resolve his differences with a rival
empire.”

"Will I get to watch you
play with Emperor Shay'tan today?" I asked. The incident with Mama
was already fading from my mind.

"Not today," Father said.
"We don't play -here-, but in the ascended realms. Today I will
show you the chessboard that tracks the moves both players have
made in our weekly sessions, and then we shall play on a practice
board so you do not accidentally move chess pieces around that I do
not want cast into the game."

The Cherubim guards fanned
out to make sure the palace was empty as we moved towards the
innermost wing that overlooked the garden. The hallways had murals
depicting different periods from the Alliance's history since
Father had ascended the throne. The Cherubim moved to stand at
either side of a pair of elaborately carved double-doors, but did
not enter as Father led me inside.

The room was not
illuminated, but in the center swirled the largest chessboard I had
ever seen, multi-layered and changing, the shape of the galaxy,
with each star representing a single square within the game. The
chess board hummed with energy as though it were alive, as though
it -was- the galaxy, and not just a representation of
it.

"It's beautiful," I
whispered with awe.

"Someday," Father moved
towards the side where the stars shone blue and touched a random
star, "this will all be -your- empire." The solar system Father had
touched appeared in his hand, a dozen planets swirling around it as
though it were a real solar system. Father touched one at random,
enlarging it, and touched it again, focusing inside a room. In that
room people moved about, going about their day.

"Can you see -everything-,
Father?" I asked.

"Only what She-who-is
wishes for me to see," Father sighed. He pointed to a mural of the
goddess who ruled All-That-Is bathed in golden-white light. "The
price I pay for remaining behind to shepherd my creations is to
remain ignorant. So long as I walk in the material realm, there are
rules about how much power I, or the other old gods such as
Shay'tan, can wield."

"Because of She-who-is?"
My forehead wrinkled up in thought as I regarded the beautiful,
gossamer-winged creature whose portrait adorned every room in the
palace.

"No," Father pointed to
the opposite wall, a horrid, dark wall that not even the light cast
off from the chess board could illuminate. "Because of
-HIM-."

I stared at the dark wall,
but could not see anything but black paint.

"Look closer, son," Father
said. "To defeat HIM, you must first -see- him."

As my eyes adjusted, a
shape began to coalesce in the darkness. Muscular and beautiful, it
was like looking into a negative-picture image of a bat-winged man,
the opposite of whatever you thought it was supposed to be. The
face which stared out of the wall was not evil, the way I had
always imagined Emperor Shay'tan to be, but merely
stern.

"Who is he,
Father?"

"He-who's-not," Father
whispered, as though merely -mentioning- HIS name would bring down
the Guardian of the Universe's wrath. "Lord Chaos, the Dark Lord.
She-who-is's husband."

I stepped closer and
touched the wall, curious to see what lay behind the veil. Much to
my surprise it yielded beneath my touch. My hand disappeared and
felt cold, but I felt no pain. The vibration that hummed beneath my
fingers was different than that of the miniature galaxy which spun
within the room. Older, deeper, more powerful than the universe
which had been created by She-who-is, and yet it felt as though it
were a part of it. Images jumped into my mind, not the horrors one
might expect to be conveyed by the Dark Lord, but curiosity that I
could see him.

'---Luciferi ... iam
vos can animadverto per opaca?---'

The images conveyed
through my fingertips were not words for mortal ears to hear. I
peered into the darkness and saw an even -larger- chessboard, one
which depicted -this- galaxy as nothing but a tiny square amongst
countless other squares the same way that Father's chessboard
depicted solar systems and planets. To the Dark Lord, old gods such
as my Father were nothing but chess pieces in the game HE played
against She-who-is.

"HE says that Emperor
Shay'tan is more powerful than you are," I spoke aloud, though I
don't know what possessed me to say such a terrible truth. "HE says
the only reason Shay'tan has not destroyed you before now is
because this game of chess amuses the old dragon. HE said he does
not mind your intrigues so long as it keeps HER playing HIS
game."

"Lucifer!" Father yanked
me back from the wall, hyperventilating even though old gods like
Father no longer needed to breathe. "Don't touch it. It is …
evil!"

The vision faded. Father
appeared both angry, and visibly shaken, as though the Dark Lord's
words bore the ring of truth. I stared at the pitch-black wall,
hoping the HE would appear a second time, but he never did, that
one piece of advice all I needed to know about this game my Father
was about to teach me.

"-HE- is no such thing." I
defended HIM, although I have no idea what caused me to say such a
peculiar thing. "HE merely IS."

I touched the wall a
second time, but it was just a wall, nothing supernatural about it.
My fingers yearned to feel that subtle vibration, but the Dark Lord
remained mute, the one time he had spoken to me being one time more
than he had ever spoken directly to my Father. I knew this without
even thinking about it, the same as I knew how to
breathe.

"Come, little prince."
Father stared across the chess board towards the far wall where an
enormous red dragon had been painted. "Someday this will be -your-
empire. It will be up to -you- to play against Shay'tan and keep
the Sata'an Empire at bay. He's very smart, you know, for a
dragon."

Perhaps ten minutes ago, I
would have seen the exact same thing every other Alliance citizen
had been told from birth to see, a fierce red dragon out to conquer
every planet in the galaxy. Today, however, I saw the old dragon
differently than the history lessons Dephar drilled into my
head.

Some of the chess pieces
glowed red in color, worlds that had fallen under Sata'anic rule.
Others glowed blue, even -my- young eyes educated enough to see
those pieces included Haven and the other Alliance worlds. But the
largest portion glowed no color at all, empty squares that neither
empire had yet claimed. I remembered the glimpse the Dark Lord had
showed me of the larger chess square that included Father's galaxy.
Shay'tan was a pawn, the same as Father.

The spinning galaxy called
to me, urging me to take a closer look. Between the blue stars
ruled by Father and red ones ruled by Shay'tan lay a vast area of
stars that were neither red nor blue, but silver like the color of
my eyes. One star beckoned more than all the others, so bright that
when you looked at it the right way, it outshone the other stars.
Without thinking -why-, I reached towards the star which called my
name.

"What are these silver
stars, Father?" The name 'Tyre' appeared on the one which beckoned
to me.

Father touched that
square. A solar system appeared with seven planets. With a whirl of
his hand, a facsimile of that solar system moved onto a small table
set up beneath the picture of the big red dragon. He gestured for
me to sit down. For as long as I had been alive, Father had been
teaching me to play chess, but for some reason his hawkish
expression gave me chills. Had my intemperate words angered
him?

"This is Tyre-4," Father
pointed to one of the worlds. "A rebel leader has consolidated his
forces here and has been luring away a significant number of my
Alliance forces. He is a blasphemer. Tell me, Lucifer. If you were
me, how would you deal with him?"

There was hostility in
Father's expression that I had never seen before, his golden eyes
staring at me as though -I- was the traitor. Me? What was -I-
supposed to tell him? I was only five years old?

"Why don't you just send
in the Leonids?" I had never met a Leonid in person, but Dephar had
taught me about the four branches of Father's military. Everything
about the hybrid armies excited me, but Leonids were the bravest of
the brave.

Father gestured to the
mural of Emperor Shay'tan.

"As you just pointed out,"
Father said, "Shay'tan's forces outnumber ours. This rebel leader
has chosen a location close enough to the Sata'an Empire that
Shay'tan will retaliate if I send in my armies. Tell me, Lucifer.
How would -you- root out this traitor?"

Father's eyes burned
copper, as though -I- was the one he was furious at for rebelling
and not this leader. I glanced behind me, wondering if somebody
else had come into the room, and was dismayed to see nothing but
the empty black wall. Oh! Why had I not kept my mouth shut and
instead of blurting out the first thing that had popped into my
mind?

"Wh-why don't you just
send an assassin to kill him?"

Father claimed he used the
courts to resolve disputes, but several months ago I had snuck into
Dephar's library and stolen one of his history books which told
stories about how the Cherubim helped Father avoid wars by 'cutting
off the head of the snake.' Dephar didn't have any idea I could
read well enough to understand those musty old tomes, but I found
Dephar's daily lessons to be boring. Each night, as soon as Dephar
left, I did my -own- research into Father's epic battles, including
many not listed in the regular history books.

Father engaged in the same
intrigues as Emperor Shay'tan did. He just liked to keep it
quiet.

"Why -not- send in a
Cherubim Master?"

"I can't!" Father hissed.
"There's been a complication."

"What complication?" My
lip trembled. In all the time I had been alive, Father had never
raised his voice, but when he looked at me now, I felt as though it
was not -me- he saw, but this rebel leader. I -saw- how much he
hated him. I could -feel- Father's hatred in my bones.

"Your mother!" Father
towered over me like some angry god out of the testamentary
teachings of She-who-is, a very different version of my father than
the one I had grown up with.

Dephar's secret history
books said Father had been like this in his younger days, but this
was the first time I had ever seen it for myself. -I- had made him
angry by foolishly repeating what the Dark Lord had said about him!
I began to cry.

"Tell me, Lucifer," Father
gestured at the solar system he had set up to play against. "Since
you seem to agree with this rebel that I cannot win a war fought on
two different fronts, how would you root out this
traitor?"

There was a commotion in
the hallway outside the game room, the Cherubim guard's raised
voices. The door burst open.

"Don't you -dare- draw my
son into your intrigues!" Mama shrieked. "He is only five years
old!"

She flew across the room
and pulled me into her arms, the dark-winged crow that beat her
wings against the hawk a different version of my mother than the
poor, sad creature who had run sobbing to her room less than an
hour before. She pulled me to stand before that dark, black wall,
as though she could pull me -through- it to safety. The thought
popped into my mind that Mama's wings were almost as dark as the
Dark Lord's.

The angry red glare faded
from Father's eyes.

"I was only teaching him
to play galactic chess, Asherah," Father sighed. "The boy has been
pleading with me for the past two years. I thought … after your
breakdown this morning … it was the only gift I had left to offer
him after you ruined his birthday."

Mama pulled me against her
breast so tight it scrunched my wings, but I could feel her anger
drain as she realized Father told the truth. Just as my 'gift' was
to see what was in other people's minds whenever they spoke, Mama's
gift was to feel whatever truth lay within another person's heart …
especially mine. No matter how far away I was or how minor the
calamity which caused me to cry out for my mother, she always came
for me. Even when she was having a sad spell.

Father's expression was
filled with remorse as he sat back down at his game of chess. It
occurred to me that Father led a lonely life, spending eternity
with no other creature smart enough to keep him amused except for
his weekly chess match against Emperor Shay'tan.

"If you want to teach him
to play chess," Mama hissed. "Teach him to play against -him.-"
Mama pointed to the mural of the big red dragon. "Not…"

She did not say -who- they
were so upset about, but even -I- was smart enough to figure out
she was talking about this rebel leader … and keep my mouth shut
this time! I resolved right then and there that -I- would never let
Father down as this rebel leader had! Ever!

With an indignant snort,
Mama dragged me towards the door, leaving Father alone with his
chessboard. I glanced back at the mural of the big red dragon, the
one the Dark Lord had shown was nothing more than a pawn. My wings
shook with excitement. Father would teach me to match wits against
the smartest creature in the galaxy after himself!

I could not help but
wonder … what was Emperor Shay'tan -really- like?
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Shay'tan

"Oh-o-o-o-oh … so good!" Shay'tan moved his
considerable girth so Arrakis could get at the crick that had
developed along his dorsal crest. "Ahh … there!"

His other wives giggled. With an exaggerated
flourish of his tail, he invited the rest to climb upon his back
and grind their feet into his aching muscles. Some questioned
why an old dragon such as himself needed forty-six wives,
especially since in his preferred form he was too big to mate with
any of them, but there were more ways to experience marital
pleasure than intercourse. He snaked his tail to caress another
wife, Thuban's cheek and trailed it down to slap her in the
fanny.

"My Lord!" Thuban giggled.

Her sister-wives followed Arrakis's example,
clamoring up onto his back and massaging every inch of his body,
including his leathery wings. Oh … that felt so good. Some days he
just loved being a god.

"A little more to the left, Giansar,"
Shay'tan coaxed his newest wife, a pretty blue-skinned Marid from a
colony he had recently wrested from the Free Marid Confederation.
"Dig in your heels like you mean it."

With a satisfied rumble, he shut his eyes and
plotted his next 50 chess moves. Now that Hashem had pulled his
head out of his backside, the race was on to see which empire could
get resources to the planet. But while Hashem didn't have a
clue where Earth was, Shay'tan already had an outpost. He
burst into laughter, a deep, rumbling sound that shook the
foundations of his palace.

"What pleases you, my lord?" Edasich asked,
the most comely of his wives, a perfect genetic specimen in every
way. A perfectly engineered specimen, though she
didn't know that.

"I sent every amenity I could think of along
with my armada to ensure humans have no desire to side with Hashem
… including kitchen sinks!"

"You are forever wise, my lord," Edasich
said. She might not be the brightest of his wives, but ooh! Could
her hands ever caress the kinks out of his muscles!

His chest rumbled in a contented purr, like a
gigantic sixty-foot-long red-scaled cat … with wings. He could
almost see the look on Hashem's face when he was forced to
pit his genetically engineered super-soldiers against their own
root-race. Hashem's hybrid armies were dying out from too much
inbreeding. They were desperate to reproduce with their own
untainted root race, not kill them.

The opening and shutting of his chamber door
distracted him from his pleasures.

"Yes?" Shay'tan growled, less than pleased at
being disturbed.

"Your Eminence," his elderly scribe said in a
thin, weak voice. "The Assistant Minister of Agriculture is here
per your command."

"Very well," Shay'tan grumbled. "Send him
in."

His wives skittered off his back, grabbing
their burqa's. His newest wife, Giansar, hesitated, still
unaccustomed to covering up when in the presence of an unrelated
male. His head wife, Arrakis, chastised her. With a fit of giggles,
all forty-six wives scurried out of the room, leaving him to
conduct the Empire's business. With a groan that had more to do
with being overburdened than any physical pain, he rose and pulled
on his heavily bejeweled robes of state.

The Assistant Minister of Agriculture, Utbah,
stepped inside and stood at attention, his tail tucked formally
along his right side. He'd come wearing his dress uniform, a bit
tight across the belly as Sata'anic lizards had a tendency towards
portliness once they reached middle age, but otherwise dignified as
he tasted the air with his forked tongue. Proudly displayed across
Utbah's chest were the medals Shay'tan himself had given the man
for valor, along with a bejeweled silk sash denoting him as a
member of the upper echelon of Sata'an society.

"You may approach," Shay'tan rumbled. "What
did you find?"

"If Ba'al Zebub is skimming more than the
acceptable 10% graft," Utbah said, "I have been unable to trace
it."

"So he's clean?" Shay'tan exhaled with
relief. Ba'al Zebub was one of his oldest and most trusted
advisors. He trusted him implicitly … or at least he had
until that vague sense of uneasiness had prompted him to look into
things.

Utbah hesitated, his gold-green eyes staring
down at his feet as though he hated to be the bearer of bad
news.

"Out with it," Shay'tan growled.

"It's just a feeling," Utbah said. "Nothing
concrete. And nothing I can tie to Lord Zebub."

Once, twice, thrice Utbah's tongue flitted
out, tasting the air, the instinctive gesture of a Sata'anic lizard
that sensed something they could not quite interpret.

"The last time you had one of these
feelings," Shay'tan rumbled, "you warned me there were resources
flooding into Shemijaza's Third Empire that could not possibly have
originated from this galaxy. Speak your mind."

"I am not an expert in industry or the
movement of troops," Utbah said. "But one thing I do know is
the cyclical nature of crops. According to your accounting records,
not a single penny of tribute has disappeared in more than 35
years."

"No graft?" Shay'tan gave him a toothy grin.
Graft was a necessary evil to grease the wheels of commerce. It
also provided an excuse to be rid of somebody after they had
outlived their usefulness by accusing them of corruption. No graft
meant more money for him.

That peculiar feeling which had been eating
at his gut ever since Ba'al Zebub had disagreed with him about
selling humans, the one that was never wrong, marred his
pleasure. Shay'tan prided himself on being an accurate student of
humanoid nature. Graft provided catharsis for the movers and
shakers in his empire, a sense of 'getting one over on the old
dragon' when nothing could be further than the truth. The root of
all humanoid behavior was greed.

"It's more than that, Your Eminence," Utbah's
tail slid from its formal position as emotion caused him to become
animated. "For that level of tribute to have been sustained, not a
single planet under your protectorship could have experienced a
crop failure."

"It is a testament to your stewardship,"
Shay'tan rumbled in a pleased tone. He had given Utbah free reign
to experiment with his agricultural theories. He did not regret
that decision.

"It is no such thing," Utbah said. "My plant
yield program is good, but even She-who-is could not produce
those kinds of yields."

"I control millions of worlds," Shay'tan
said. "Perhaps things just averaged out?"

"Not a single tributary has faltered
due to bad weather or natural disaster."

That bad feeling grew louder, causing his
stomach to rumble in response to his emotional state. He sat up
straight to ease his discomfort, pressing his leathery wings
against his back.

"What are you insinuating?"

"That's just it, Sir," Utbah said. "I don't
know what to think of it. All I know is that the more
recently the planet was conquered, the more pronounced these
ridiculous crop yields seem to be."

Shay'tan scratched his chin with a clawed
hand. Why would tributaries pay him more money than he was
owed? That didn't make any sense!

"Do you suspect Ba'al Zebub has any
connection to this?"

"I will make no accusations without proof."
Utbah tucked his tail along his right side once more. "At this
point, I have no evidence of anything at all. Only suspicions that
these crop yields are unprecedented."

Shay'tan's tail twitched. There was little
that went on in the Empire without Ba'al Zebub's knowledge. The
graft he skimmed was easily traceable to a vacation home he didn't
know Shay'tan knew about and treasure kept in a safe on his
diplomatic flagship. On the other hand, even he had been
unaware of the goings on in Shemijaza's Third Empire, a pesky
little experiment in democracy that he'd tolerated just to tweak
Hashem's nose.

Unfortunately, Hashem had rid himself of the
rebel planet before he'd had a chance to study the strange pattern
of trade. All that remained of Tyre was a string of
asteroids orbiting the sun. As a god, he might be powerful, but
even She-who-is had limits on how many worlds she could juggle
before she began to drop a few. It would not surprise him if
someone was cooking the tribute texts.

"You said the newer the conquered territory,
the more ridiculous the crop yields?" Shay'tan clarified.

"Yes, your Majesty."

Shay'tan's tail twitched back and forth,
pausing to curl around itself and occasionally strike the ground.
At last he settled upon a course of action.

"I am reassigning you to take a baseline
inventory of a new pet project of mine," Shay'tan grinned. "Top
secret. Your wives and hatchlings will be well taken care of in
your absence."

Utbah did not appear thrilled at the prospect
of being sent to a remote seed world. He would be even less
thrilled when he learned his newest 'agricultural rollout' wasn't
even within the bounds of the Sata'an Empire. Ever loyal, Utbah
clicked his heels together and gesticulated to his forehead, his
lips and his heart.

"I am your most loyal servant. How long
before I leave?"

"Tonight. There's a shuttle leaving for
rendezvous at twenty-two hundred hours. I want you on it."

Utbah's snout tightened in a line of
displeasure. Shay'tan understood it wasn't unwillingness to serve,
but disappointment he would not be able to kiss his family
goodbye.

"I will grant an exception to the modesty
laws," Shay'tan said softly, "and allow your family to accompany
you to the edge of my Empire. It will take two weeks to catch up
with the armada."

"An armada? What is this planet and where is
it located?"

Shay'tan told him. Utbah's jaw dropped to his
chest.

"Won't the Alliance show up the moment the
Eternal Emperor announces he has discovered a surviving colony of
the root stock of his dying armies?" Utbah asked.

"Hashem will do no such thing." Shay'tan's
snout turned up in a predatory grin, this time his gut
confirming what he knew to be true. "He will keep this news
sequestered for as long as he can."

"But that doesn't make any sense!" Utbah
exclaimed, and then bowed deeply. "My apologies, Your Eminence. I
meant no disrespect."

"You opinion is valued, old friend," Shay'tan
rumbled. "Do not concern yourself with the intrigues of gods."

Shay'tan only knew too well what the
real stakes were. Hashem had screwed up when he'd let the
Seraphim homeworld be destroyed. Now SHE was giving
him a chance by manipulating him to find the planet first!
He would not let her down!

"What official orders will I be
carrying, Sir?" Utbah asked.

"I launched an armada to roll out the red
carpet to this world and you are the Empire's top
agricultural expert," Shay'tan said. "You have free rein to try any
experiment you wish to increase crop yields. Anything else you
stumble upon will be a bonus."

"And who shall I report to?"

"General Hudhafah is a good man," Shay'tan
said. "Decorated in battle … if a bit too liberal with his men. You
might as well keep an eye on him while you are at it. Never
hurts to get an unbiased opinion of my general's
effectiveness."

Utbah's long, forked tongue nervously flitted
into the air.

"Is there something you wish to say?"
Shay'tan asked.

"It's just … Your Eminence," Utbah's voice
developed a slight warble, "some of the planets with the most
unrealistic crop yields were worlds Hudhafah was assigned to
oversee annexation."

A sensation akin to having swallowed a
boulder thudded into the pit of Shay'tan's stomach. Hudhafah was
one of his most trusted generals. His entire empire was built upon
a clear chain of command, stretching from him all the way
down to the lowliest soldier. If first Ba'al Zebub, and then one of
the generals immediately beneath him, was compromised, how far did
this conspiracy go?

"You shall then report directly to
me," Shay'tan said. "Whatever you have to say, to convey it
through my scribe. Is that understood?"

"Yes, Your Eminence," Utbah signed the
hand-greeting of respect and bowed.

The Assistant Minister of Agriculture left
him deep in thought. Thank the goddess he had rejected Ba'al
Zebub's proposal to sell humans on the black market as mail order
brides! Hashem would keep his mouth shut until he actually
had the location of the human homeworld because the evidence
humans carried in their genome, without enough humans to
solve the hybrid infertility problem, would cause Hashem's
armies to implode. Right now, the only human not under Shay'tan's
control was married to Lucifer, a secret 'gift' he had given the
man to tweak his adversaries nose.

His tail twitching, he called back his
scribe.

"Your Eminence," the scribe bowed and stood,
an old-fashioned pen poised in his hand, technology Shay'tan
favored.

"Summons back Rear-Admiral Musab. Is he still
within the palace?"

"Yes, Your Eminence." The scribe disappeared
and, within twenty minutes, reappeared with the requested military
leader.

"Your Eminence," Rear-Admiral Musab bowed.
"To what do I owe the honor of two meetings in one day?"

Shay'tan examined the hard, muscled
lizard-man who bowed only deeply enough to convey respect without
submission. The admiral never took his eyes off his emperor despite
the bow. A fighting man, not a politician, the kind of soldier
Shay'tan liked to breed. More importantly, Musab had been busted
down in rank by Ba'al Zebub many years ago and promoted to
full-fledged Rear-Admiral over his objections after a particularly
heroic battle. Whatever intrigues Ba'al Zebub might be running off
the books, Musab was not involved.

"My intelligence indicates the Prince of
Tyre has been lingering in the uncharted territories," Shay'tan
said, "supposedly as a platform to launch discreet diplomatic
missions to colonies nobody cares about. I'm not buying it."

"To attack the Prime Minister's flagship
would be an act of war," Musab said. "What are your orders?"

"If I was Lucifer and I wanted to hide
something from my immortal father," Shay'tan said, "I would do what
his biological father did before him. Stick the damned thing right
in the middle of converging hot spots and leap into whichever one
is most convenient should the excrement hit the fan."

Admiral Musab gave him a knowing grin. If the
Prince of Tyre wandered into his territory to escape
an Alliance inspection, he could legally board and 'inspect' the
Alliance flagship the exact same way Alliance military vessels
searched his merchant vessels and then release it once he'd
retrieved the human female. Offering, of course, full amnesty to
Lucifer if he wished to defect … or use the offspring the
ebony-skinned female now carried as leverage. Hashem would have an
apoplectic fit once he found out his own son had so little faith in
his ability to save their species that he'd gone behind his
back.

"I shall station a squadron of battle
cruisers to shadow him," Musab said.

The Admiral bowed and left. Shay'tan summoned
back his scribe, who never went any further than just outside his
chamber door.

"Relay a message to Ba'al Zebub," Shay'tan
ordered. "Set up a diplomatic meeting between Lucifer and the
Eternal Emperor. I want him to feel out how much Lucifer has told
the Emperor about his wife now that the cat is out of the bag."

"Such a delicate negotiation will take time
to arrange," the scribe said. "But I think I can make it
happen."

It would take weeks for Ba'al Zebub to
traverse the galaxy, plus however long Hashem kept the Sata'an
Empire's highest-ranking official cooling his heels waiting for an
official audience. Given the worries Utbah had raised about a
potential influx of unexplained funds, keeping Ba'al Zebub occupied
elsewhere suited his plans.

"Order Ba'al Zebub to manipulate the
situation so that Supreme Commander-General Jophiel attends this
meeting," Shay'tan added. "Two seconds in the same room with
Lucifer and she'll be looking for an excuse to bust his chops."

His belly shook with a suppressed guffaw. His
spies kept track of every female the Alliance Prime Minister
bedded. Nobody had predicted an anonymous cadet would suddenly be
elevated to a brand-new military position that was Lucifer's equal,
probably done to spite him by elevating a female to command
Hashem's armies.

"Yes, Your Eminence," the scribe said
blandly, immune to becoming excited even when the idea was
brilliant. He gesticulated to his head, his lips and his heart and
silently exited.

Shay'tan pulled back the stage-type curtain
behind his golden throne to expose an enormous replica of the
galaxy, humming with power as it slowly careened around its axis.
One wall remained dark and silent. On the other stood a
breathtakingly accurate likeness of the siren that had tempted him
away from his former mission, She-who-is. He waddled over to the
wall and caressed the fresco with his tail.

"Hello, gorgeous," Shay'tan propositioned
her. "They say once you've had a dragon, you'll never settle for
anyone else."

He glanced across the chessboard at his old
master, He-who's-not. Nothing but a dark wall. One of these days
She-who-is would reach out of her painting and slap him. Either
that, or the Dark Lord would tire of his constant propositioning of
his mate and uncreate him, putting him out of his misery.

Shay'tan shot the third image on the far wall
a toothy smirk, the reason he lingered after every other
true-blooded dragon had disappeared. Hashem was the only immortal
perhaps even smarter than himself or She-who-is, but Shay'tan had
been playing this game far longer than the 'new' old god. Unlike
his idealistic counterpart, Shay'tan knew a thing or two about
being played in the higher game of universal chess.

Chess moves. Chess moves. Chess moves.
Shay'tan's claws moved over the enormous, wheeling replica of the
galaxy and scrutinized each chess piece, plotting his next one
thousand moves. Hashem swore his citizens continuously surprised
him when he gave them the freedom to make their own decisions, but
Shay'tan understood true humanoid nature. People wanted
someone else to do all the thinking for them. Give them
clear scriptures, a chain of command to follow and a promised
reward, and few would deviate outside the norms.

Oh, how easy it was to lure humanoids to do
what he wanted them to do instead of Hashem's lofty, often
unrealistic goals, when their leader did not provide them with a
clear chain of command!

With practiced brilliance, Shay'tan plotted
every potential move and countermove Hashem might make and
formulated a strategy to outwit him. Plotting gave him an emotional
high, but it left his body knotted with anticipation, his dragon
visage eager to carry out now what his mind foresaw weeks or
eons down the road.

He summoned back his wives, eager to resume
the pleasure his Assistant Minster of Agriculture had interrupted.
Forty-six wives, each a testament to their respective homeworlds.
With a sigh, he stripped off his robe and stretched out upon his
warming mat, his dragon-flesh never able to soak up enough of the
heat he piped beneath the palace floor.

"What troubles you, my Lord?" Edasich asked.
She was a perfect Sata'anic specimen, right down to her supple
tail, a miniature replica of his tail. Her hands kneaded
that hard-to reach spot behind his dorsal crest and massaged it
until he felt he would melt into a puddle of pleasure.

"I was just wondering what would happen if
the Alliance hybrids caught wind of what their emperor has been
hiding from them all these years…"
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Ninsianna

"Ninsianna! Wait!"

She glanced back the way she had just come
and groaned. What in the goddesses name did he want? She
considered making a break for it the moment she reached the narrow
gate between the outer ring of houses, but decided against it.
Mikhail was in Gasur and she had foolishly made eye contact before
realizing who had called. She had no choice but to speak to the
tall, muscular man running up the hill after her.

"What do you want, Jamin?"

Ninsianna did her best to sound friendly but,
in reality, the last thing she wanted to be towards her former
fiancé was cordial. Mikhail's arrival had saved her from forced
marriage to him, but to this day Jamin plotted revenge against the
man he blamed for the blow to his ego.

"Ninsianna," Jamin said. "Please! I need to
speak to you." Sweat beaded across his brow.

Ninsianna gave him the kind of tolerant smile
you might give a toddler when they persisted in begging you for a
honey-cake moments before you fed them supper. A smart parent would
say no until the child got the message or, more likely, the dinner
you were cooking was ready to emerge from the beehive oven. Well …
it wasn't yet common knowledge … but Ninsianna had her own
little 'honey cake' in the oven. It was just the throwing-stone she
needed to get Jamin to take a hint. Her hand moved to touch the
tiny swelling of her abdomen.

"Yes, Jamin," she asked more sweetly than
usual, her feigned sweetness her way of telling Jamin to go jump
off a cliff. "What can I do for you?"

"I … uh …" Jamin stammered. "Can we go
somewhere to talk?" His dark eyes were troubled, but with Jamin,
goddess only knew what that meant.

She silently counted how many fellow
villagers trailed up from the riverbed below, their baskets laden
with crops from their fields. Once upon a time these people would
have let Jamin drag her off, but these days it was her they
looked to for guidance. She … and her powerful winged husband. She
was enjoying the sudden shift in power.

"We can speak here." She raised her chin, her
back straight as she imagined how a woman chief would look when
addressing an upstart.

The villagers moved to stand behind her.
Although Chief Kiyan was still their undisputed leader, Jamin had
lost face during the last Halifian raid. Whenever the village was
under attack, all disputes were to be suspended until the crisis
passed. He'd shown his loyalties lay with his own ego, and not the
good of the village, when he had refused to come to Mikhail's
aid.

Jamin pulled something out of the pouch he
wore attached to his belt. He held out a small, round disc and
stepped closer, his dark eyes glittering as though he had won a
wager.

"I just met with an emissary from the
Halifian tribe," Jamin said. "They gave me this."

An angry buzz arose from the villagers who
stood perched upon the pathway, baskets balanced precariously upon
their shoulders.

"They are our enemies," Ninsianna said
curtly. "They killed eleven of our people. Why would you meet with
them?"

Jamin shoved the disc under her nose.

"Take a look, Ninsianna," Jamin said. "Take a
good look at it! Do you know what this is?" The disc was the
diameter of a fava bean, the same color as the sun. On one side was
stamped a winged, serpent-like creature wearing a crown. On the
other was a star. The disc was beautiful, the etching so intricate
it was unlike any religious icon she had ever seen.

"I don't know what it is," Ninsianna
shrugged, "and I don't care." She turned, giving him a dismissive
wave.

"It's gold," Jamin said. "Gold of a type this
village has never seen before, so pure it rivals even my father's
golden torque." He bit into the disc, leaving tooth marks, and held
it high above his head, high enough for the harsh Mesopotamian sun
to shine off of it as though it were a ray of sunlight. He wore the
look of a hunter moving in for the kill.

Ninsianna stiffened. A curious buzz arose
from the other villagers. Drat! Perhaps she should have
agreed to meet with him in private? How was she supposed to
know what he was about to pull?

'You could have warned me…' Ninsianna
muttered to She-who-is. What use was being the Chosen One if
SHE didn't warn her when somebody was about to spring a
nasty surprise? Although, truth be told, Jamin always had
been a favorite of the goddess. It was well-known that SHE
had a soft spot for the pretty boys, especially the arrogant
ones.

"Okay," Ninsianna sighed. "We'll talk
someplace else."

"Too late," Jamin's expression was
victorious. "You accuse me of being a traitor because I attempt to
reason with our enemies instead of going to war with them to
resolve every dispute? Well guess what? They gave me this
piece of gold!"

"The Halifians cannot afford to feed their
own children," Ninsianna snorted with disgust. "Much less trade for
gold!"

"But they do have something to trade
now, don't they?" Jamin stepped uncomfortably close.

"I don't understand what you're getting at,"
Ninsianna said.

Jamin's musky scent filled her nostrils.
Although neither as strong nor powerful as her Angelic husband,
Jamin ranked a close second. Just for a moment, she was reminded of
why she had said 'yes' to his marriage proposal until she
had come to her senses. Tall, handsome, and powerfully built,
although he bore the swarthy complexion of most Ubaid, Jamin had
the straight nose and high cheekbones of the people of the north.
Most striking was his smoldering black eyes. Whether they expressed
passion, hatred, anger or love, whatever Jamin felt, his eyes did
not hide. He was the emotional opposite of her restrained
husband.

Jamin's expression softened. The hand he used
to hold the golden disc faltered as he reached out to touch her
cheek. His pupils expanded as he stared into her eyes, as though
just for a moment it was he who had been given the vision of
She-who-is, and not the other way around. Jamin still fancied
himself as being in love with her.

"Ninsianna," Jamin flattened the palm of his
hand against her cheek. She felt his hand tremble. "I…" His spirit
light lost the angry red hue he'd been wearing ever since she'd
been given the gift to see and turned pink, the same color
her husband's often did when they shared a tender moment.

She realized she was making a spectacle of
herself, a married woman, in front of dozens of villagers. Love?
More like nursing a bruised ego because she had dumped him for
somebody better. She stepped back and slapped away his hand.

That momentary glimpse into why
She-who-is had always found favor with him disappeared as his
expression hardened into one of hatred.

"It means, Chosen One," Jamin sneered,
"that our neighbors have been hired to kidnap our women by
Angelics. Your husband's people! They are the
slave masters buying our women! And now I have the proof!"

Her face must have betrayed she knew there
might be truth to this accusation, because an explosion of chatter
erupted from the other villagers. Jamin passed the gold disc around
for all to touch, the mere existence of such a precious treasure
giving weight to his lies. Gold. A metal all desired, but none but
the Chief could afford.

"You stole it from your father!" Ninsianna
accused.

"Is that what your goddess tells you?"

"Yes!" Ninsianna snapped. She took a breath
and was dismayed when words not of her own making bubbled forth
from her lips.

'No…'

The villagers looked between her and Jamin.
They had seen her channel the voice of She-who-is enough times to
know this was not Ninsianna who spoke. It wasn't often the goddess
spoke through her directly rather than simply gifting her with a
vision, but when she did, the air itself vibrated with HER
power.

Rather than appearing vindicated, the look
that appeared in Jamin's eyes was one of fear. He stepped
backwards, nearly tripping over a rock. Aha! He was hiding
something. Ninsianna tugged on that thread of consciousness that
connected her to the mind of She-who-is and was frustrated when she
encountered the same blank wall she always hit whenever she
tried to pry into the memories kept from her husband.

"It's your husband's people taking our
women," Jamin backed away. "I am telling the truth."

"Ask her," the villagers clustered around her
like bees. "Ask the goddess."

Ninsianna did ask, and came up empty. Being
denied answers until the goddess felt it was time to reveal
whatever game pieces she had hidden up her sleeve was nothing new,
but having the goddess side with Jamin, and not her, was
unusual. Why? Why did the goddess warn her, night after night,
about an evil white-winged Angelic, and then refuse to show her
anything more?

"The goddess does not wish to share any
further knowledge," Ninsianna feigned a haughty expression to hide
her surprise. The villagers no longer stood behind her, but
clustered around Jamin the way they had before Mikhail had usurped
him from his petty throne. Oh, why hadn't she taken the chance to
speak to him alone?

"He shows up in the most powerful Ubaid
village and marries our highest ranking female just before somebody
starts kidnapping women of marriageable age," Jamin said. "And now
we hear from the kidnappers that it's his people who pay
this, gold, to buy them!"

"Mikhail wouldn't do that!" Ninsianna
exclaimed. "He's an honorable man!"

"Why?" Jamin's expression was victorious.
"Because you say so? She who broke off her betrothal without
cause?"

"Because all he had to do was ask me
to follow him wherever he wanted to go the day I found him,"
Ninsianna retorted, "and I would have gone with him.
Willingly! Even into slavery if it meant escaping you!"

Ninsianna delivered the bitter words with a
sweet smile to drive the knife even deeper. Jamin was tough, but
she knew his weakness. Her.

"He says he can't remember why he was
sent here," Jamin said. "What better way to learn our weaknesses
than to marry into the household of the shaman who advises my
father? Are you certain that, once he gets his memories back, he
won't abandon you?"

The dream. Every night she called for her
husband to save her but he did not come. What would happen if the
mission he couldn't quite remember was to conquer her people
instead of help them? The morning sickness didn't usually bother
her this time of day, but the stress that thought put upon her body
made her swoon, right into Jamin's arms.

"You have seen this in your visions," Jamin
helped her right her balance. "Tell me it is not so." His arms
lingered, his lips so close to her ear that, for a moment, she
thought he might try to kiss her.

The villagers buzzed behind him, some
disagreeing, others questioning Mihkail's motives,. A third, larger
group didn't know what to think. Ninsianna stared into
Jamin's spirit light and saw that, whatever his motives, he truly
believed what he said to be the truth. The stamped gold disc had a
way of lending credence to his accusations which, until now, had
been losing traction amongst those he tried to rile up against the
man he saw to be an enemy.

Jamin thought he had the upper hand, but
Ninsianna had the winning shot in this battle between herself and
the son of the village chief. She pushed away the arms that held
her steady and jutted her chin into the air.

"Mikhail is now Ubaid." Ninsianna caressed
the slight swell of her abdomen so that her implication was clear.
"Sometime late spring, I will bear him a son. Such is the goddesses
will."

She watched with glee as her venomous dart
found its mark in Jamin's heart. The nice thing about being able to
see what people were feeling was not only could she see the
hurt expression he hid behind a mask of anger, but she could
continue seeing the red energy which spiraled out of his
heart into the air around him like blood out of a fish she was
cleaning in a stream.

The two eagles which perpetually circled the
Hiddekel River, forever in search of fish, caught her eye. The
larger female cried out, the sharp, piercing call of a huntress,
the smaller male answered, its cry sounding hurt and forlorn. The
stalks of grain rustled from the river to the pathway upon which
they stood, the wind whispering secrets in her ear.

'Ninsianna … it does not behoove you to be
cruel…'

Jamin tossed the golden disc in the air,
causing it to flash in the sun so that the eyes of every villager
was drawn to it, and caught it. He stared down at her, his
expression grim, as he tucked it back into its pouch.

"His people pay gold to kidnap our
women," Jamin said deliberately and evenly. "I swear on my dead
mother's soul that I will prove this to you if it is the last thing
I ever do. When I do, we shall see if you are still proud to carry
that abomination which grows now in your belly."

Without another word, he turned and stalked
the rest of the way up the steep embankment, past the sentries and
into the narrow alleyway which helped protect their village from
attack. The other villagers trailed behind him, resuming their
daily trek from the fields to their homes to eat supper and then
return to train with Mikhail to become an army. Already, those who
had heard the exchange were splitting into those who did not
believe a word Jamin said, and those who wondered whether Mikhail
perhaps couldn't remember he had originally been sent to
enslave them?

Mikhail was teaching her people more
effective ways to work together, but he had also divided them. So
long as this rift existed between her former fiancé and her
husband, with no clear leader to guide them, Assur would be
vulnerable.

At some point, one of them, she feared, would
have to go, and it wouldn't be her husband…

"You could have warned me," Ninsianna spoke
aloud to the goddess as she heaved her basket to her shoulders and
made her way back into the village. "Could you do that for me next
time, please? Make me see stars and flowers or send a hawk to warn
me that when somebody runs up to me and says they want to talk, to
follow them someplace private so the whole village doesn't
hear?"

A grasshopper landed on her elbow and stared
up at her, its head tilting to either side as it listened to every
word she said. The tiny creature gave a reassuring hum of its wings
as it leaped into the air and flew away.

"Apology accepted," Ninsianna said.
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Raphael

"General Israfa," Glicki called down from the
bridge. "Supreme Commander-General Jophiel is on the line."

"That's Brigadier-General Israfa,"
Raphael good-naturedly corrected, "Colonel Glicki." The
first thing he'd done upon making general was promote his
hard-working second-in-command to the rank he had held only
weeks before.

The sound of Glicki's under wings whirring
with laughter crackled through the intercom. Mantoid physiology
inhibited many of the vocalizations and facial expressions
soft-skinned species could emote, but the insectoids had evolved
whole other ways of expressing their feelings, foremost
being the sound created by their gossamer wings.

Raphael straightened his rank-pins and made
sure his feathers weren't sticking helter-skelter out of his wings
before hitting the button on his video monitor. His heart skipped a
beat as Jophiel's ethereally beautiful face appeared on the screen.
His buff-gold wings flared with hope even as he tried to suppress
the instinct. White-blonde hair, porcelain features, unearthly blue
eyes, and snow-white wings, if ever the Eternal Emperor were to
point to a single specimen of his genetic tinkering and say 'this
is it,' it would be Supreme Commander-General Jophiel.

Always efficient, Jophiel got right to the
point. “Brigadier-General Israfa. What have you found?”

Raphael knew better than to take offense. The
closer they bonded emotionally, the more formal she became whenever
discussing official Alliance business. Favoritism earned through
personal contact was something the Supreme Commander-General
loathed.

“Absolutely nothing,” Raphael replied. “We’ve
been hitting any remotely M-class planet, including many that
aren’t on any star chart since this is largely uncharted territory.
We did stumble across an interesting pre-sentient species a
few days ago. It’s in my report.”

“What about the suspicious Sata’an shipping
activity.”

“Whatever they were doing," Raphael said,
"either they finished, or they’ve found a route around the ships we
placed across the entrance to the Orion-Cygnus spur.”

Jophie tapped one neatly groomed finger on
her ruby lips, deep in thought. “What if they didn’t come up though
the galaxy proper?"

"General Harakhti is monitoring the
Sagittarius Arm," Raphael remembered a report forwarded by the
fierce Leonid general that patrolled the disputed borderland
between Alliance and Empire territories. “He said all traffic
tickets have stopped.”

“All what?”

“Slang,” Raphael said. “He noticed an unusual
uptick in Sata’an shipping a few months ago. Ships funneling goods
towards the tip of the Sagittarius Arm. The kind of goods you might
use to outfit ships before launching an armada.”

It was adorable, the way the Alliance's
highest-ranking general chewed her lip, weighing how that tidbit of
information could be significant. Oh, how he had dreamed of kissing
those lips again ever since the mating appointment which had gifted
them with Uriel. He realized those luscious lips were moving to
create words, not just entice him to daydream.

“How does Re know what was on those ships?"
Jophiel must have noted the enigmatic smirk which threatened to
betray what he and the fierce Leonid general had been up to. "Oh,
never mind! Don’t tell me … I don’t want to know.”

A dimple appeared on one cheek to match the
devilish twinkle in Raphael's eyes. Plausible deniability. Jophie
had given him a job to do. How he did it, or how many ships
he busted under the ruse of health and safety inspections, was up
to him. All she cared was that he got results without ruffling
too many important feathers.

“I will contact General Re Harakhti and
compare notes right away,” Jophiel said. “Good work. Remember …
this mission is eyes only. If word gets out before we know exactly
what we’re dealing with, it could cause bigger problems than we
already have."

"But Mikhail has brought us hope!" Raphael
exclaimed.

Jophiel's face waxed wistful, as though she
anticipated the question running through his mind and wished to
head it off.

"Things are wound so tight right now that I
fear the Alliance will fracture,” Jophiel said, her expression
worried. "There are things the Emperor has not told me … and things
he has. We will discuss it the next time you visit Uriel."

He suspected the information was classified
and something gave her reason to worry this was not a secure
channel. He would see her in a few days, when he hopped a needle to
visit their son on her command carrier, the Eternal
Light.

"I understand,” Raphael squelched the urge to
blurt out another marriage proposal by reminding himself a video
conversation was unromantic. "When will the Emperor brief the
generals?" He was anxious to compare intelligence with his superior
officers.

Jophiel squirmed in her seat at the other end
of the galaxy.

"He won't," she said softly.

"What?"

"He was gone for more than 200 years,"
Jophiel said. "When he came back the Seraphim were gone, his son
was a stranger, and he didn't know which of his generals he could
trust. It's why he elevated me to act as a barrier between
him and them."

Raphael was horrified at this revelation.

"But how will we find the unicorn planet
without ships to search for it?" Raphael exclaimed. "The
Orion-Cygnus spiral arm is huge."

'Unicorn planet' was the official military
code-word for the human homeworld, 'holy grail' was humans, and
'searching for the holy grail' was the official classification for
this mission. The 'holy grail' was the mythological chalice
She-who-is offered to mortals she wished to elevate to the status
of demi-god.

"I've been unable to sway him." Confusion
marred Jophiel's beautiful features. "He has become paranoid,
afraid there's a bogey-man lurking behind every shadow."

"More like Emperor Shay'tan!" Raphael knew
Jophiel could not answer a direct question, so he asked it
indirectly. "Does this have anything to do with the destruction of
a certain homeworld?"

"I don't know," Jophiel's brow furrowed with
worry. "Whatever it is, he won't talk to me about it … and that is
rare."

Jophiel was young in Angelic lifespans for
someone who had achieved her level of command, Raphael younger
still, nearly half her age. Neither had been in a position
of power when Mikhail's people had been exterminated. Someone, who
had never been apprehended, had known exactly how to hit Hashem in
such a way that the after-effects would ripple through the Alliance
over a period of decades, exacerbating the hybrid infertility
crisis without creating a single event citizens could rally around
and say, 'this was the cause of our problem.'

It was the act of someone who intimately knew
the Alliance's weaknesses … and measured their progress in decades,
not years.

"You don't think…?" Raphael did not finish
the thought, but his face betrayed the fear which suddenly leaped
into his mind. "He said … he always said he didn't think it was
Emperor Shay'tan."

If not Shay'tan … then who?

"Someone doesn't want us to reproduce,"
Jophiel said quietly. "Someone willing to exterminate an entire
civilian population. The Emperor … I think he fears it might happen
again."

Mikhail was on a planet. A planet somebody
might want to wipe out. All to get at them? All of a sudden,
the Emperor's paranoia made sense. The prospect of finding his
friend suddenly seemed very far away.

"Where will you find me ships?" Raphael
asked.

"We'll be briefing the Prime Minister and
generals about a fictitious mission to rout out piracy," Jophiel
said. "I'm hand-picking which commanders I think I can trust."

"What do I say if General Abaddon recalls
me," Raphael said. "I do still officially report to him, you
know?"

"For now, make it look like you're still
doing exactly what you've been doing all along until we can cull
enough resources," Jophiel said. "I'll take care of General
Abaddon."

She was handing this mission to him?
Black ops? A fifth branch of the military that did not officially
exist? What right did he have to be put in command of such a
fleet when Abaddon had served the Alliance for more than six
hundred years?

Favoritism?

He glanced at the woman on the screen,
chewing on those luscious lips he longed to someday kiss again, and
not simply because he had been ordered to fill their ranks. Not
favoritism. Fear. Whatever had Hashem spooked, it had her
spooked as well. How he wished he could be there in person to
gather her in his arms and shield her from her worries the
same way Jophiel shielded the rest of the Alliance with her
powerful white wings.

“Jophie?” He touched the high cheekbone
displayed on his video monitor as if, by touching the
screen, he could reach across the galaxy to touch
her, sentimentality which was frowned upon for enlisted
soldiers, but which he, persistent lover, dared.

“Yes, Raphael.” Her lip trembled.

“Give Uriel a kiss goodnight from me?”

Jophiel hesitated, then reached up to place
her hand upon the screen at the other side of the chasm which
yawned between them, not just physical distance, but the politics
and woes of an Alliance which was unraveling at the seams.

“I will….”
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Abaddon

General Abaddon, commander of the Angelic Air
Force, stared down at the Eternal Palace as his shuttlecraft
circled for a landing. The Eternal Tree rose out of the center like
a church spire, its great limbs spreading outwards over the
wildlife refuge it sheltered below. This time of year its leaves
changed from fiery gold to silver, the color of Lucifer's eyes.
Abaddon shivered each time he stared into that tree and saw
something staring out that was immortal. It was rumored to be a
multi-dimensional being, drawing sustenance through its roots from
Ki herself and casting forth its stabilizing song the same way a
real tree breathed out oxygen. Watching it embrace the wind, he
could easily believe the tree was something more.

How many times in the past 635 years had he
visited this palace, first as an awe-struck Lieutenant, then later
to receive commendations for valor after he'd defeated Shay'tan's
fiercest general? How many times had he chosen service to the
Emperor over Shay'tan's bribes and, later, when he'd been
blacklisted as infertile, Shemijaza's promises of a Third way
between the rigid ideologies of the two great empires?

The shuttle touched down. It did not surprise
him to see Supreme Commander-General Jophiel's shuttlecraft sitting
on the runway, nor Leonid General Harakhti's or Centauri General
Kunopegos, but the fourth shuttle gave him pause.

"I was not told Admiral Atagartis was
summoned," Abaddon asked the flight coordinator. "It's a long
journey from the Mer-Levi Confederation."

"We were told to expect six shuttlecraft,
Sir," the Mantoid flight coordinator saluted him. "That is all I
know."

"Six? Who else is coming today?
Lieutenant-General Groaker?"

Groaker was Delphinium, the amphibious
species who made up the Alliance portion of the Mer Navy. Very few
purebred Merfolk existed since Hashem's abandoned Leviathan
experiment had been rediscovered on some forgotten backwater,
abandoned for millennia to achieve space travel on their own. The
Merfolk were no longer going extinct like the other three hybrid
species, but they were no longer, well, Merfolk, either.

"We were not told, Sir," the flight
coordinator gave him a stiff salute. "Only that you are to be given
every courtesy and directed to the Great Hall."

"I shall find out soon enough," Abaddon
growled. It goaded him to be kept in the dark, especially when he
harbored secrets, but showing his displeasure would solve nothing.
He gave the flight coordinator a crisp salute and strode with
purpose across the flight strip.

Everything about Abaddon mirrored the sword
he carried at his side. Steel-grey hair and gunship eyes, he tucked
his falcon-grey wings against his back in the controlled posture of
a military commander. The four stars which decorated his chest, his
command carrier, even the scar which ran from his forehead to his
chin, had all been earned by a sword. A Sata'an sword, a grim
reminder that each day was a gift. Only Supreme Commander-General
Jophiel outranked him, but he hid that smart to his ego, always
respectful to the upstart cadet who'd been promoted out of
obscurity 25 years ago to become Lucifer's military equal.

Some accused him of harboring resentment
because Hashem had promoted a female capable of bearing offspring
instead of an infertile old goat such as himself to unite the
military under a single leader, but nothing could be further from
the truth. Abaddon resented Jophiel because she bore an eerie
resemblance to Lucifer's mother. Oh! How the fate of the Alliance
might have turned out differently had Asherah not followed her
rebellious husband into the grave! It was a selfishness the soldier
reared from birth to serve the races which made up this
Alliance, but never be one of them, had never understood.
Now that he had secretly taken a mate; however, that part of him
which was descended from a Seraphim grandfather could
comprehend the instinct to will oneself to die.

The intoxicating scent of the Haven wind
clashed with Abaddon's mood as he reached the exit of the flight
terminal.

"General Abaddon, Sir," a strapping young
Spiderid greeted. "We were told to expect you, Sir." The young
insectoid's curlicea trembled in the manner of one fresh out of the
Academy.

"At ease," Abaddon returned his salute. "I
take it I am to enter through the service entrance?"

"No, Sir," the Spiderid said. "The Emperor
wishes his generals to pass today through the Pearl Gate." The
young arachnid pointed towards a walkway that led to the entrance
used by dignitaries on important matters of state. It was both an
honor … and an insult.

Abaddon gave him a crisp salute of dismissal
and moved towards the enormous matching doors, over seventy feet
high, which marked the 'official' entrance to the Eternal Palace.
They were high enough, it was said, for even Shay'tan to pass
without ducking, though to his knowledge the opposing emperor had
never set foot on Haven-1.

The Great Gate had been opened twice in
Abaddon's lifetime. The first time had been the day the Emperor had
marched forth with fifteen-year-old Lucifer at his side to announce
Shemijaza had no legal claim upon the babe he had raised from birth
to be his lawful heir. The second had been the day he had elevated
Supreme Commander-General Jophiel to become the new commander in
chief of all four branches of his military, creating a new post
that was the military equal of the civilian prime minister.

Lucifer hadn't been the only person
Hashem had snubbed that day. While the Emperor had been gone, the
other generals had looked to him to be their de facto
supreme commander, a pedestal he'd been knocked off of the day
Hashem had returned and handed the prize to an obscure cadet. If
there had been a reason for his fall from grace, a loss in
battle, perhaps, or intrigues, some reason he had earned the
Emperor's disfavor, then perhaps Abaddon could have swallowed the
bitter pill, but he had served the Emperor loyally his entire life.
It appalled him how callously the Emperor had pushed his service
aside.

Expendable. Just like that, he had been
replaced…

Abaddon's mouth tightened into a grim line as
he crossed the courtyard's checkered squares, his steps
automatically falling into a rhythmic march as he skirted the ones
at the center. The insinuation was subtle, 32 reddish-granite
squares interlaid with 32 beige ones, but Abaddon refused to amuse
his emperor by acting as a living chess piece. In the center
marched guards from every sentient homeworld in the Alliance. Many
greeting him by name in an elaborate changing of the guard that
occurred on the chessboard at the turn of every hour.

"Attention!" the Mantoid Master of Arms
shouted, his two uppermost legs held at stiff attention. "General
Abaddon is on the premises."

"Sir! Welcome Sir!" the ceremonial guardsmen
shouted as a single unit. Their heels, and in a few instances
tentacles or flippers, clacked together in a solid *thud* as they
clapped their ceremonial rifles to their shoulders. They all looked
so young.

"As you were," Abaddon paused to return their
salute. Technically these men no longer answered to him, but to the
higher authority of Supreme Commander-General Jophiel.

"Sir! Thank you, Sir!" the ceremonial guard
shouted.

"Ready position!" the Master of Arms shouted.
"Left face! Forward … march!"

The ceremonial guard resumed the maneuvers
they had practiced in front of the Emperor's palace for the past
150,000 years. The privilege of sending a soldier to guard the
Eternal Emperor was granted upon achieving full Alliance
membership. Newer worlds, or those that had lost favor, guarded the
outermost perimeter, while the oldest and most trusted races were
allowed into the inner sanctum.

His grey eyes softened. Someday Sarvenaz's
world would send delegates here, one for each house of Parliament
and two to guard the many doors which graced the Emperor's palace.
Over time they would move inwards, as had every other member
species since the Alliance had first been created. The thought of
evicting Shay'tan from the human homewold and laying it as a gift
at his beloved's feet caused that sentiment to blossom into a
full-blown smile.

Yes. He would grant his wife the gift she
pleaded for every time he basked in the afterglow of their
lovemaking as she traced the scar which had nearly taken his eye.
Destroyer. It had not been his own men who had given him
that moniker, but Shay'tan himself after Abaddon had captured … and
decapitated … his most loyal general and seized his sword. He would
show his wife that he still had what it took to make the old dragon
tremble.

His knees ached as he ascended the white
marble steps, not a steep climb, but to a newer sentient race, a
psychologically daunting one. Under his tenure, the Delphiniums,
Mantoids and Spiderids had all moved to full participating status.
They'd eagerly filled the gaps in the dying hybrid militaries
because allowing their burgeoning populations to be used as cannon
fodder had put them on the fast-track. Alliance membership would
have stalled had the Emperor been here to rally support against
Lucifer's Parliamentary grip and declare those planets protected
seed worlds, curiosities to be studied like a late-night wildlife
show instead of being asked to put their collective shoulders to
the wheel and help push the Alliance they wanted to
join.

His smile faded, grey eyes taking on the cold
edge of steel. If left up to the Emperor, that day would not come
until humans found their own way out of the Stone Age which
forced relocation from Nibiru had knocked them back into, long
after his own species was extinct. Lucifer might be a
power-hungry weasel, but he was determined not to let his bloodline
perish along with the rest of his species.

Stubbornness caused him to march straight for
the Great Gate and not veer off to the smaller Pearl Gate. The two
elaborately carved doors were wrought from fallen branches of the
eternal tree, edged in gold leaf and platinum. On one door stood
Hashem, poised upon a chariot, a spear held forth in his hand and a
sundial upon his wrist. On the other perched Shay'tan, not the
portly, ornately robed emperor Abaddon had seen intelligence images
of, but a true dragon, fangs bared as it drew upon the powers of
chaos to square off against its opponent. Flames licked up from the
base of the door, setting fire to Hashem's chariot, but Shay'tan's
leathery wings were untouched.

"Sir?" a Muqqib'at serpent approached and
saluted him with its short arms. "I am to assist you."

Abaddon gave Astanphaeus a grey-eyed look
that communicated 'don't disturb me when I'm thinking.' He
stared back at the great carved doors, those gates which had only
been opened twice. To the untrained eye, it appeared the two old
god's weapons were aimed at each other, but Abaddon had his own
theory about what the mural on the gates of Haven meant. In between
Hashem's spear and Shay'tan's fire lay an enormous lock whose
key-hole lay within the mouth of a bull. Its red eyes captured the
setting sun and made Abaddon shiver.

"Evil One," he whispered to the great carved
doors. "That is why they do not simply destroy one another. They've
got something bigger to worry about than one another."

"Sir?" Astanphaeus gave him a puzzled
look.

Abaddon changed the subject rather than
explain why he'd uttered something so peculiar when he didn't know
where the thought had come from himself.

"I know the drill!" With an indignant rustle
of grey feathers, he marched to the small, mother-of-pearl
encrusted door which lay to the right of the great one and stepped
inside.

"Weapons?"

"Pulse rifle," Abaddon pulled his sidearm out
of its holster. "Pulse pistol. Pulse grenades. Knife. Another
knife. More grenades. Tear gas. Another knife. Miniature pulse
pistol. Flash grenades."

The guard carefully laid out each weapon
inside a numbered plastic bucket. He looked down at Abaddon's
sword, an uncommon weapon for an Angelic to be carrying, especially
since it was Sata'anic in nature and not the curved blade carried
by the Cherubim.

"Sword." Abaddon unclipped the weapon and
held it horizontally. He could not resist unsheathing it. The feel
of steel scraping against leather reverberated through his hand,
the caress of a lover he knew more intimately than even his wife's
gentle touch.

"I'll take good care of it for you, Sir."
Astanphaeus's hand trembled as he took the sword, his
serpentine-snout mumbling apologies even though this same guard had
taken this weapon from him many times.

"See that you do," Abaddon growled. He
resented the fact the Emperor ordered his generals be disarmed each
time they stepped foot into his palace, a security measure he had
never demanded before his return. The pulse rifle, the grenades?
Those Abaddon gave up willingly, but without his sword he felt
naked.

"The scanner, Sir?" Astanphaeus gestured with
his short serpentine arms to a machine which looked out of place in
the otherwise ornate entrance to the Eternal Emperor's palace.

Abaddon stared in the viewing port while an
infra-red scanner photographed his pupils and measured how long it
took to react to changes in the light. The closer you got to the
Eternal Emperor, the more scans you were forced to go through, not
just for weapons, but delays in reaction time or other warnings
that someone did not act under their own control. Hashem was
immortal, but occasionally an assassin was sent anyways, incurring
collateral damage.

His eyes drifted over to the backside of the
great doorway no mortal except for Lucifer and Supreme
Commander-General Jophiel had ever passed through. The mural was
the same, same Emperor, same dragon, but instead of the head of a
bull, around the lock was engraved a beautiful key on a slender
chain. Shay'tan raised an eight-pointed star as though it was a
beacon, his fire gone. What did it mean? Nobody knew. But this same
mural repeated itself throughout both empires, two empires
whose immortal rulers could manipulate their history books to turn
news into fairy tales and fairy tales into news, but were reluctant
to tear down the monuments which bore evidence of a history which
had been suppressed.

"The Emperor awaits your arrival in the Great
Hall, Sir," Astanphaeus said with a serpentine hiss.

"Thank you, Major Astanphaeus," Abaddon
returned his salute.

He wandered down halls laden with frescos of
every creature in the Alliance and the occasional mural of
She-who-is. The iolanthian columns which held up the cathedral
ceiling were so tall even Shay'tan would not bump his head.
Creatures now extinct stared down from the walls in soft pastels, a
warning, reminding him what happened to those the Emperor lost
interest in keeping under his benevolent care.

As he reached the portico and the end of the
first hallway, his own species was idealized on one of five
walls in the circular chamber. His brother-species, Leonids,
Merfolk, and Centauri, each graced one fresco. On the ceiling above
sat the Cherubim Queen, surrounded by a retinue of monks. The fifth
wall stood out not for what was painted there, but for what was
missing. Vermin had been hastily painted over a species which had
lost the Emperor's favor, the colorful paints a sharp contrast to
the muted pastels used everywhere else. Whatever crime had offended
the Emperor, it had happened so long ago that no one remembered
which species had been erased.

His boots echoed in the empty hallway as he
moved into the Hall of Memories. Esteemed species, long dead and
gone, held lofty positions on the ceiling, including a recently
added fresco of the Wheles. Someday soon his species would
be depicted here. It hardened his resolve to support Lucifer's
trade deal even though he had his reservations. He approached the
second checkpoint.

"General Abaddon," a Dardda'il bacteroid
chirped at him through a computer interface. "Please step into the
hive to be scanned."

Abaddon held out his arms and flared his
wings while the sentient hive-mind swarmed around him, peeking into
parts of his body he'd rather not think about. Once upon a time,
before Asherah had appeared at the palace doors carrying
Shemijaza's unborn child, Hashem had trusted his guards to simply
search all entrants to the palace. He wasn't sure what the Emperor
was searching for, but whatever Hashem had seen while he'd
fruitlessly pursued Asherah into the Dreamtime, it had been a
paranoid old god who'd come back to rule the Alliance.

"Satisfied?" Abaddon shook a few stray
bacteroids out of his hair, once nearly as dark as Colonel
Mannuki'ili's, but now the color of his sword. Individually the
bacteroids were not sentient, but as a hive organism not only were
they the most powerful group-mind in the galaxy, but the way they
shared memories from bacteroids long dead and in the grave meant
the creatures had a type of immortality.

"No signs of anomalies," the Dardda'il hive
mind spoke through the computer interface. "You may pass to the
next checkpoint."

He passed through four more checkpoints until
he came to a pair of golden doors depicting the Eternal Tree. In
the carving the branches were heavy with fruit, something the
real Eternal Tree had not borne for thousands of years.
Beneath it, some species the Emperor had hurried along to sentience
in the Alliance's early days, before he had enacted seed world bans
prohibiting interference in the evolution of newly-sentient races,
reached up to pick the fruit.

On either side of the entrance stood the
Emperor's six-limbed Cherubim guard, thirteen feet tall and
bristling with ancient weapons, intricately carved armor, and their
trademark curved sword. There was no expression in those stern
faces.

"Master Ujitaru, Master Tsuneie," Abaddon
greeted the two Cherubim masters with a respectful salute.

Although his esteem of the Emperor had dimmed
these past 25 years, his regard for the species that guarded
Hashem's immortal form had not. If anything, he regarded the
race which had trained last full-blooded Seraphim with awe. The
Cherubim had taken in one of his species and turned him into
one of them.

Now the Colonel was gone, missing in action,
presumably dead. Mikhail's loss was one more tragedy he laid at
Hashem's feet. To send such an irreplaceable asset on a fool's
mission chasing shadows when he should have been promoting the
reluctant Colonel up through the ranks!

"You may pass, General," Master Tsuneie said
without emotion.

"Thank you, Master Tsuneie," Abaddon saluted
a second time. "Master Ujitaru."

The Colonel had always bowed his head to the
Cherubim masters, but the gesture felt alien to Abaddon. He gave a
slight nod, his concession that they deserved a level of respect he
would grant no other species except the Emperor himself.

"Yoi tsuitachi, Master Ujitaru, Master
Tsuneie," he clicked in the Cherubim language, good day, the
only Cherubim Abaddon knew.

The doors swung open. Abaddon stiffened his
wings and marched towards his Emperor and god seated on a raised
dais above his greatest military commanders. With wild white hair,
bushy eyebrows, and golden eyes, Hashem's simple white robe was in
sharp contrast to his ornate palace and golden throne. Light
radiated around him, a trick of lighting, but the power which
hummed through the room was real.

"Your Majesty," Abaddon clapped his right
hand over his heart. He went down upon one knee, but refused to
break eye contact. Did he know? Had the Emperor found out about his
wife? Abaddon hid his nervousness beneath the same unreadable
expression all Angelics were trained to display from
birth.

"Thank you for coming, General Abaddon,"
Hashem said.

At his side stood Supreme Commander-General
Jophiel, resplendent in her white dress uniform and golden sash of
state, a replica of the one worn by Lucifer. It signified that she
spoke with Hashem's voice.

"General Abaddon," Jophiel said. "Thank you
for coming so promptly."

Her face was as cool and emotionless as the
marble statues which lined the walkway in front of the palace.
Rumor had it she'd been cavorting with the sire of her latest
offspring. The ice princess was so cold it was a wonder the young
man's manhood hadn't frozen and snapped off instead of gifting her
with another child! Of all the Angelics to be prolific, why did it
have to be one who was so frigid?

General Re Harakhti stood to her left, his
golden fur and reddish-brown mane set off by his black-and-navy
dress uniform and white hat, medals so heavy upon his chest it was
a wonder the fierce multi-purpose fighter didn't fall over. Leonids
were a parallel species of hybrid super-soldier, genetically
spliced together from the same humans Abaddon now knew still
existed, and lions. Although not quite as tall as the Cherubim, the
nine-foot-tall Leonids were every bit as fierce, and also closer to
extinction! Only 3,500 now existed in the entire universe.

"General," Re Harakhti rumbled, his whiskers
twitching as he took in Abaddon's scent. By the way he
absent-mindedly sheathed and unsheathed his deadly claws, Re didn't
know why they had been summoned any more than he did.

"General," Abaddon said in return. He turned
to the right of the throne, where General Kunopegos towered over
them. All of the Emperor's genetically engineered super-soldiers
were large, but the Centauri were the only species of guardian the
same height as the Cherubim. Spliced together from the same human
root race as his wife and a species Sarvenaz had no recollection of
ever seeing, horses, the Centauri had been bred to rush into battle
and leap over trenches as though they did not exist.

"General Kunopegos," Abaddon nodded.

"General Abaddon," Kunopegos replied.

Kunopegos mocha flesh matched his light
chestnut coat, the markings all Centauri bore the same way
all Angelics now had pale white wings and Leonids golden coats.
Once upon a time the fierce cavalry had come in many colors, but
inbreeding had rendered them homogeneous. Abaddon noted the way
Kunopegos' tail swished at flies that did not exist. Reflex? Or a
sign of nervousness? The stallion was not prone to showing stress
under fire, but Centauri were much less reserved than the icy
Angelics.

"General," Admiral Atagartis greeted from her
chair. Mer-Levi were aquatic mammals. Out of her natural
environment, she needed a wheelchair to move about terra firma, but
in the water her battle prowess was unmatched. Her tail peeked out
from beneath a humectant blanket thrown over her lower body to
protect her tail from drying.

Three generations of Levi blood had cost her
many of the features which had made her ancestors recognizably
half-human. Atagartis had the streamlined torso of a creature the
Emperor called dolphin, but at the end of each flipper were fingers
and a retractable thumb, features necessary to operate modern
military equipment and shoot a gun.

Abaddon suppressed a smile. Although not
sentient like Leviathans, Sarvenaz spoke warmly of the 'sea people'
who frolicked with sailors from her ocean-faring village. Most
sailors swore the creatures could communicate with them, although
primitively.

"General Atagartis," Abaddon greeted her with
warmth. The Mer-Levi naval commander had helped him take out the
pirate base which had launched the raiding party which had murdered
the 51-Pegasi-4 homeworld. Unlike Jophiel, who had been elevated to
her position of power from nowhere, Atagartis had earned her stars
the old-fashioned way. In battle.

"Why have I been summoned?" Abaddon's
forthright manner had been one of the things Hashem had valued
about him until he'd disappeared for 200 years and come back a
changed god. Nowadays the Emperor flinched at his blunt demeanor,
as though he were too good to hear a dose of reality from his most
decorated four-star general.

"We await one more … ah! There he is
now!"

The enormous carved doors swung open. In
strode Lucifer, looking very ill at ease. His white wings hung
listlessly from his back, as though he'd just rolled out of bed
from one of his infamous trysts. White-blonde hair, snow white
wings, and the most unusual, eerie silver eyes, so pale they were
the color of the moon, Lucifer was considered the brightest and
most beautiful of all the Angelics.

"Father…"

Abaddon noted the way Supreme
Commander-General Jophiel stiffened, her fists tightening at her
sides. She placed her hand upon the armrest of the Emperor's throne
as if to say, 'my Emperor.' Lucifer had been usurped … and
Jophiel liked to remind him of that fact every chance she got. It
was one of the reasons Abaddon had never liked her.

"You are late," Hashem admonished his adopted
son. His eyes glowed copper with annoyance. "Again. Do you think
you are so important as to keep my generals waiting?"

Abaddon noted Lucifer's hurt expression
before he hid it beneath the practiced obsequiousness of a
professional politician. Once upon a time Lucifer would have argued
with his immortal father, but not anymore. Abaddon was not sure if
this was a good thing, or bad.

"I am sorry, Father," Lucifer placed his hand
over his heart as Abaddon had done, but did not kneel or bow his
head. "Other duties waylaid me. I am only mortal."

Abaddon squelched the urge to point out that
he, himself, had only just arrived. Lucifer tucked his snowy
white wings against his back in a neat dress wings formation and
waited, an obedience he knew the gifted politician feigned simply
to annoy his father.

There was a pregnant pause…

"Do you know why you have all been summoned?"
Hashem asked.

Pregnant … Abaddon gave Lucifer a furtive
glance and wondered who else Lucifer had been 'gifting' human
females to. Admiral Atagartis? No. The Mer-Levi had no problem
reproducing since they had discovered a colony of sentient
Leviathans descended from the same animal root-stock that Hashem
had used to create his Merfolk Navy.

Re Harakhti? No. Although the Leonid
commander had cause, Leonids being the closest to extinction,
Harakhti was already not-so-secretly married in defiance of the
Emperor's anti-fraternization laws … with six cubs. All by the same
mate.

Kunopegos? The fierce cavalry general looked
pale beneath his chestnut coat, his hooves clopping nervously as
Hashem gazed from one general to another with his prescient golden
eyes.

Yes. Kunopegos was in on the conspiracy. The
Centauri were almost as close to extinction as the Leonids were and
Kunopegos had been blacklisted as expendable. Cannon fodder to be
used against Shay'tan. Assigned to the most dangerous missions
because the Alliance had given up hope you would ever
reproduce.

No! Impossible! At 13 feet tall and over
3,000 pounds, Kunopegos was far too large to take a human as his
wife! Ah! But a Centauri mare could mate safely with a human male.
Yes. That must be the cause of Kunopegos unease? Lucifer had not
shared details of his machinations, but had it been Abaddon
seeking alliances with the muscle that underlay the Alliance, that
is what he would have done.

Admiral Atagartis coughed to break the
silence.

"Unlike you, father," Lucifer feigned
arrogance to hide his guilt, "we are only mortal. Please gift us
with your omniscience?"

Thank the gods that legend was not
true! If Hashem could read his mind, he'd be arrested for violating
the anti-fraternization laws! Or the seed world non-interference
laws! Or the 'I think you've had your head up your backside for
the past 225 years' anti-blasphemy laws!

"Thou shalt not blaspheme the Emperor,"
Supreme Commander-General Jophiel hissed. She stepped forward as
though she wished to clock her pompous civilian counterpart in the
face.

"Or what, Jophie?" Lucifer's eerie silver
eyes flashed brighter as he laughed at her. "You'll stage a
military coup and seize control over the people's lawfully
appointed voice?"

"Never!" Jophie's unearthly blue eyes were
murderous, reminding Abaddon once more of Lucifer's dead mother.
Coincidence. Jophiel had been born 175 years after Asherah had died
and Lucifer was the only offspring the half-Seraphim had ever
borne. Asherah had possessed the dark hair and wings of a Seraphim
descendant, while Jophiel's hair and wings were the same snowy
white as Lucifer's, a quirk of too much inbreeding.

"Enough!" the Emperor snapped. He
straightened up on his throne and achieved a bit of the look of
that fierce old god Abaddon so sorely missed. "When in my presence,
you shall hold your tongue or I shall order my Cherubim
Master-of-Arms to rip it out! Do you understand that, Lucifer?"

"Yes, Father." Lucifer gave the Emperor an
exaggerated bow. Every body part pointed towards his father said
'yes, sir' but every part of his wings pointed away from him
said 'go to Hades.'

"You have all been summoned because we
received intelligence of suspicious activity," Supreme
Commander-General Jophiel said, her beautiful features icy and
cold. "Some of you may have seen bits and pieces of these events.
An odd ship here. An out-of-place activity there. You are here to
compare notes and share what you know."

"I noticed a suspicious uptick in the
shipment of goods from the Sata'an Empire," Re Harakhti rumbled
deep in his throat. "I forwarded inspection reports of all traffic
stops in the Perseus Spiral Arm to Major Klikrrr."

"Please explain to the others exactly what
you've been seeing, General Harakhti?" Jophiel asked.

"Nothing that makes sense, really," Harakhti
said. "Dozens of ships heading into the Orion-Cygnus spur with no
clear destination. Dozens coming out, empty, with no trade goods in
return."

That didn't make sense! Ba'al Zebub
claimed the human homeworld was within the bounds of the Sata'an
Empire, which controlled the inner portion of the Outer spiral arm
all the way down to and including half the center of the galaxy.
Why would there be traders all the way out on the Orion-Cygnus
spur?

"That spur is largely uncharted and
unexplored because it is not connected to the galaxy proper,"
Jophiel said. "Or either empire. Admiral Atagartis? Would
you mind sharing what you found?"

"We found another herd of needles," Admiral
Atagartis said.

All four generals, along with Lucifer,
gasped. Needles were child-like, sentient creatures that had the
unique ability to leap between the dimensions and use it as a
shortcut between time and space the same way an ascended being did.
The creatures were not much larger than a full-blooded Leviathan,
but had evolved a pouch-like carrying compartment that could fit a
passenger. Shortly after the 51-Pegasi-4 genocide, a herd of 30 had
been discovered between the Perseus and Outer spiral arms, the
living remnant of some advanced civilization which had risen and
fallen in a distant galaxy.

"How many?" Kunopegos asked.

"Another whole herd," Atagartis said. "We
just found them. They flocked around our ship until we took them on
board. My personal needle has been socializing them to my
crew."

Atagartis's presence now made sense. The
remote Mer-Levi Confederation had tired of the Emperor's lengthy
absence more than a century ago and voted themselves to be
self-governing, but they still recognized the Eternal Emperor as
their ceremonial figurehead and had a cordial, supportive
relationship with the Alliance.

"General Kunopegos?" Jophiel asked. "What
oddities have you been seeing?"

The fierce Centauri general drew himself up
to tower over the comparatively petite female Angelic who lorded
over them all.

"The Free Marid Confederation has been caught
sneaking contraband through the Crux-Scrutum arm into the
Carina-Sagittarius spiral arm in violation of the embargo."

"What kind of contraband?" Hashem asked.

"We never find out," Kunopegos said. "The
moment we try to board them, they duck back into the Crux-Scrutum.
To pursue them there would be an act of war."

Hashem hissed in frustration. "That wily old
dragon will someday give me an apoplectic fit!"

Normally at this point Lucifer would allude
to the fact that while Hashem had been feeling sorry for himself in
the ascended realms, he'd been giving the old dragon a run
for his money. The Alliance had prospered under Lucifer's reign,
old restrictions upon seed worlds eased, if not outright lifted if
the need was great, and just enough pressure applied via an
elaborate strategy of military, trade and social sanctions to win
concessions, easing the crisis on the hybrid military. Lucifer
remained uncustomarily silent.

Abaddon glanced over, expecting to see the
Prime Minister gloat, and noticed he looked pale and weak. Not pale
and weak as in hiding something, but pale and weak as though he
were sick.

"Lucifer, are you okay?" Abaddon
whispered.

"Sorry," Lucifer swayed. "Been burning the
candle too much at both ends."

"General Abaddon," Jophiel interrupted their
exchange. "What activities have you been seeing?"

"Nothing, Ma'am," Abaddon said. The Emperor
had assigned him to remain close after he'd returned, preventing
the Jehoshaphat [Judgment of God] from patrolling the outer
territories. Security blanket? Or a sign of Hashem's distrust?

'Nothing except the fact you're in for a
nasty surprise when the Old Dragon reveals the ace he's got hidden
up his sleeve that Lucifer's about to spring on you in
Parliament,' Abaddon added silently in his own mind. Soon. Soon
his secret marriage would be out in the open and he would not need
to lock his wife away in his room.

Lucifer would ram his trade deal through
Parliament over Hashem's objections. Once he did, Shay'tan wouldn't
let the Emperor renege because the Emperor himself had
granted Parliament the authority to negotiate trade deals and
overrule him with a two-third's vote. During the 200 years the
Emperor was gone, Parliament had gotten used to working
together to reach the two-thirds majority necessary to act in the
Emperor's absence. It was a bitter pill the Emperor could not
rescind it without inciting an insurrection amongst citizens grown
used to governing themselves in his lengthy absence.

"What is your will, Your Majesty?" General
Kunopegos asked. His nervousness had disappeared now that they knew
the activity which had piqued the Emperor's interest had nothing to
do with the human homeworld lurking somewhere within the bowels of
the Sata'an Empire.

"Jophie?" the Emperor looked to his
right-hand woman.

Abaddon noted the way Lucifer's fist clenched
at the use of her informal name. Some gossips speculated Jophiel
was the Emperor's lover, but Abaddon knew that was not true. Hashem
treated Jophiel like a daughter, the same way he had once treated
Lucifer as his son.

'Oh Lucifer, herald of the morning,'
Abaddon thought to himself. 'How far thou have fallen…'

"We're going pirate-hunting," Jophiel said,
her eyes devoid of the glee most military personnel exhibited upon
uttering those joyful words. "Something is going on in Victor,
Tango and Zulu sectors. We're not going to sit on our laurels while
the Old Dragon cooks up a surprise."

"I shall recommend a list of available assets
by tomorrow morning," General Re Harakhti offered.

"Don't bother," Jophiel's poker face withheld
whatever emotion was on her mind. "I have already hand-picked which
ships and personnel I want to go on this mission." The slight
rustle of feathers sent off a warning bell. She was not telling
them all she knew.

"But Sir!" General Kunopegos protested. "My
ranks are thinly spread. You can't just pull any old ship off their
duty roster and reassign them without opening holes in our
defenses!"

"Let me take care of that," Jophiel
interrupted, her wings pressed tightly against her back to show she
would not be dissuaded. "I trust you all to backfill with
whatever troops you have left."

A rumble of discontent rippled through the
four assembled generals. Lucifer, however, remained quiet. Abaddon
noticed his flesh appeared clammy and white.

"You have my orders," the Emperor said. "Get
on it. I want to find out what my ancient adversary has up his
sleeve."

"Thy will be done," the four generals
murmured in unison. They moved out of the Great Hall, shoulder to
shoulder, as a single unit. The two Cherubim guards closed the
doors with a finality which showed they were being dismissed. None
dared speak inside the palace. Within its walls the Emperor
was omniscient.

They waited until they got out to the
shuttlecraft.

"I need to speak to you," Abaddon growled at
Lucifer. "Now!"

"Make an appointment," Lucifer leaned upon
one of his two bodyguards for support. He looked as though he were
ready to fall over. Too many back-to-back mating appointments and
too much liquor, Abaddon suspected.

Abaddon growled.

"I mean no disrespect, General," Lucifer
glanced back at the royal palace, where the guard-delegates from
every Alliance homeworld marched upon the Emperor's outdoor
chessboard. "Please. Make an appointment with my Chief of Staff. He
will get you in to see me first thing tomorrow morning. Someplace
where the wind does not have ears."

Abaddon nodded. He noted the way General
Kunopegos accosted the Prime Minister the moment he was out of
Abaddon's earshot … and likely given a similar appeasement. Abaddon
stepped up to his shuttle to leave and glanced across the palace to
where the Eternal Tree rose above the adobe of their Emperor and
god, rays of the dying light radiating out from behind its silver
leaves as though the sun set behind a mountain.

The next time that tree bloomed, he would
pluck a fruit from its branches and gift it to his wife. He swore
he would.
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Mikhail

"Just before we land, I need to shift my body
towards the ground," Mikhail warned his mother-in-law. "Don't panic
or we'll land face-first in the dirt."

Needa's words were lost to the wind. Between
the eyes she’d kept scrunched shut the entire way and her face
buried into his armpit, she'd been a model passenger. All except
for the gouge marks where she'd clung to him for dear life.

She wasn't any heavier than Ninsianna.
The three bundles of medicinal herbs she'd tied to him, on the
other hand, had added weight in places he wasn't used to carrying.
Thank the goddess they were here because, otherwise, he was ready
to drop out of the sky!

Gasurian villagers spotted his approach. Two
familiar faces ordered the others to move back and give him room to
land. He shifted his weight, earning a shriek from Needa who
dangled from his grip like a prey animal in a raptor's claws as his
wings flapped backwards to slow their descent. Thank the gods she
had enough sense to freeze rather than attempt to run mid-air.

With a grunt he thudded down upon the earth,
not light on his feet as an Angelic was supposed to land,
but then again, he possessed no recollection of ever carrying a
passenger in his service to the Emperor. His two enormous
brown-black wings extended fifteen feet in either direction, the
wind they created stirred up maelstroms of dust as he slowed their
forward momentum.

Two archers stepped forward, graduates of his
archery training program when he'd convinced the Chief to allow two
from each Ubaid allied village to come to Assur to learn.

"Mikhail," Shumama greeted, hand extended in
a reasonable facsimile of an Alliance handshake. “We did not expect
you to travel here. We are honored.”

“Shumama, Harrood,” Mikhail tucked his wings
behind his back and set his mother-in-law down. “Needa did not wish
to waste any time once she’d heard about the attack.”

Needa stepped back from his grip. With an
indignant huff, she rearranged her shawl back into the draped dress
most Ubaid women wore belted around their waist, shooting him a
cross look when he rearranged his own disheveled feathers by
beating his wings like a duck emerging from the river.

All around him, villagers ogled him with a
combination of fear and awe. As had happened in Assur, it was the
little ones who crept forward first, eager to pat his wings and
pluck his feathers. He took no offense, but had come to expect such
behavior as normal.

“Can you stay?” Harrood asked, the second of
the archers he had trained. Behind him stood a handful of fellow
archers, six men and three women, all carrying a reasonable
facsimile of the bows he’d taught Shumama and Harrood to build. As
promised, the two had gone back to their village and trained the
others, discipline which had proved invaluable when this village
had been attacked.

A seventh man hurried out of a modest
mud-brick house, fumbling with the woven rope he used as a belt to
hold up his kilt. Although his kilt had the same five layers Chief
Kiyan’s did, the fringes were unbeaded versus his Assurian
counterpart's ceremonial finery. Nonetheless, it was obvious this
man was the Gasur village chief.

“Needa!” the chief greeted. “We feared you
would not come.”

“I swore a blood oath when you freed me from
my promise,” Needa said. “Did you think I would so casually break
my word, Jiljab?”

“It was not you I doubted,” Chief
Jiljab said, “but that old tightwad Kiyan. He is a bit, how shall I
put it delicately … stingy.”

“Not as bad as he used to be,” Needa grunted.
“Ever since my son dropped out of the sky, he has been reforming
his parsimonious ways.”

“We are grateful for whatever assistance you
can render, old friend,” Jiljab grasped Needa by the hand.

Mikhail noted the chief’s hand lingered
longer in Needa's than was appropriate. Oh? Ninsianna accused him
of being clueless, but her jealous fits over which female touched
his feathers or lingered too long chatting about whatever lesson
he’d just taught had sensitized him to the subtle nuances of human
courtship. An old suitor, perhaps? He hoped the Gasurian chief was
not a poor sport as Jamin had been.

“Where are my parents?” Needa asked.

“Your mother is at Tutanraman’s house,” Chief
Jiljab said. “He did not fare well in the raid. But now that you
are here, perhaps he has a chance to live?”

“What of my father?”

“Out with a band of warriors on patrol,”
Jiljab said. “The young warriors are an energetic bunch, but we
suspect this attack could have been foreseen had they been more
familiar with Uruk traders.”

“Uruk?” Mikhail interrupted. “You mean they
weren’t Halifians?”

“Not that we’ve been able to ascertain,”
Shumama interjected. “Usually they don’t travel this far north, but
they’ve become more aggressive ever since the Pars Sea began to
recede.”

“Were they armed with bows and arrows?”
Mikhail asked.

“No,” Jiljab said. “They had these, instead.”
He pulled out a device like an atlatl, but instead of the usual
throwing stick the Ubaid used for flinging a spear, these spears
were weighted … and shorter. He held out the device so Mikhail
could take it as if he were some sort of oracle. “Are you familiar
with this device, winged one?”

Mikhail took the weapon and turned it so he
could look at it this way or that. The spear was shorter and
thinner than a regular spear, halfway between a traditional heavy
weapon and an arrow, and weighted just short of the primitive
fletching, which no spear had, with an elongated rock lashed to the
shaft. He whispered the Cherubim focusing incantantations, but the
weapon held no familiarity in his hand.

“I have never seen such a weapon,” Mikhail
said. “But I can see how it might be used. The device is used as a
fulcrum to increase the velocity of a short spear?”

“The what?” Jiljab asked.

Needa laughed. “If you’ll excuse me, old
friend, I have wounded to attend. I’ll leave you men to yammer over
weaponry.” She headed down the narrow road which laced between the
huddled houses, her footsteps certain as though she knew where she
was going.

“We have seen this weapon before,” Harrood
said. “Long before you fell from the sky.”

“An earlier version of it,” Shumama
corrected. “The spears used to be longer and heavier, while the
throwing stick used to be much shorter. These Uruk wore the atlatl
strapped around their wrists by a strap and, here, see this? This
handle is an improvement over an earlier design.”

"Is this a natural evolution of Uruk
technology?" Mikhail asked. "Or have you heard rumors that someone
is feeding them improvements and then riling them up to come
against you?"

Harood and Shumama stared at the throwing
stick. The atlatl, unfortunately, could not talk. From the way the
two had already dissected the weapon, Mikhail had no doubt such
improvements would be proliferating in the Gassurians own
weapons by weeks' end.

"Do you fear it might be these lizard
demons?" Chief Jiljab asked.

Mikhail searched his memory for the
information and came up empty. The gaps where he just knew
things, without remembering where he had learned them, were
frustrating. It was one of the reasons Jamin had gained so much
traction against him. How do you explain you don't know what you
don't know … until all of a sudden you just do?

"The Sata'an Empire frequently teaches
collaborators just enough to get other people to do their dirty
work," Mikhail said, "without giving them anything which can be
turned against them if people realize their purpose is anything but
benign." He didn’t know how he knew this, but he just did, the same
way he knew how to flap his wings.

"I have heard no reports of lizard demons
from our trading partners to the south," Chief Jiljab said. "But
the Uruk hold the confluence of both great rivers to the
Pars Sea. Any trader who comes upriver must pass through their
territory. If they have it, soon the Uruk will."

Mikhail examined the atlatl one last time.
Unless the Gasurians managed to capture one of the men who attacked
their village and made him talk, chances are they might never
know.

"Join us for supper," Chief Jiljab changed
the topic of conversation. "Our table is modest, but I think you
will find us good company?" Jiljab had the look of a man eager to
swap battle tactics with somebody whose brain he wished to pick, a
favorite pastime of men of war.

"I would love to," Mikhail said, thankful to
get a night off, even if it was marred by Ninsianna's absence.

With his usual patience, he waded through a
village full of people only too eager to meet the man who had
fallen from the sky and consumed far too much roasted goat and
fresh bread. For the first time in months, it felt okay to relax.
Right about now, somebody else would be training those same
Assurians, the ones who only came to his training classes because
the Chief had ordered it thus. Siamek was a competent lieutenant
and, unlike Mikhail, suffered from no division in loyalties. He and
Pareesa would have the villagers trained in no time.

He could not wait until he was done
training the Assurians so his life could be like this all the time.
The Assurians were in good hands…
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Pareesa

“Alright, men, listen up!” Pareesa barked in
her best approximation of what Mikhail called his 'drill sergeant
voice.' “We shall repeat this move until you get it right.”

"It's after sunset."

"I'm tired."

"Everyone else went home. Why can't we?"

"Because I said so, that's why!" Pareesa
snapped.

The 16-member B-team was comprised of men who
never would have trained as warriors if times weren’t so strange
and troubled. Most were only a few years older than her, ranging
from fourteen-summer Pirhum to nineteen-summer Yaggit, and all had
so little natural ability it made her want to scream. All she did
was repeat, repeat, repeat. And then, just when she thought her
head would explode with frustration, she would need to repeat some
more. And more. And more. And more. Gyaah!!! Mikhail always made it
look so easy!

Her only consolation was how difficult the
larger group of warriors had made things for Siamek earlier
tonight. Without Mikhail there to make them do things, they
found excuses to cut corners every chance they got.

"Why do we have to keep repeating the same
move over again?"

"Because you were too thick-headed to learn
it the first three hundred times I taught you!" Pareesa
said. "Now quit complaining and get to work!"

"Why can't we just wait until Mikhail comes
back?"

"My feet hurt."

"Can't we try something new?"

"I'm hungry."

“Pareesa,” Ebad interrupted before she could
clock one of them over the head with the butt-end of her spear.
“Could you please demonstrate that staff move again? If you broke
it down into each component move, perhaps we could master it?”

Dark haired and brown-eyed, with the
light-olive complexion of a man who spent most of his time indoors,
Ebad helped his father earn a living turning the yellow clay of the
Hiddekel into pots, bowls, urns and cups. He was good enough
looking, she guessed, not that she'd noticed. Pareesa was just past
the age where all boys were pests, and now that she'd started to
notice them, noticed one, to be exact, a certain dark-winged
Angelic, she found Ebad to be annoying, always underfoot, and full
of questions. The others had voted him to be their squad
leader.

“I already broke it down for you,” Pareesa
scolded. “Twice! How many more times do I need to do it for
you?”

“Um … until I get it right?” Ebad asked
sheepishly. “Please? I really want to learn.”

Pareesa sighed. Mikhail had asked her to do
this as a special favor. They were only as strong, he'd explained,
as their weakest link, all sixteen of which stood before her now.
She'd been thrilled to be selected out of all the older warriors to
be one of Mikhail's lieutenants. Siamek said she was nothing but a
mascot, but what did he know! She'd agreed to train the B-team out
of pure selfishness. Mikhail was much too busy to train her
personally anymore. Perhaps if she took up some of the burden, he'd
have more time to teach her a few new combat maneuvers?

Nice muscle-rippling, feather-rustling combat
maneuvers...

Pareesa pictured the next time she'd
manufacture an excuse to sink her fingers into those lush, sable
feathers.

Squee!

She realized Ebad was staring at her with his
brown, doe eyes.

“If I show you again," Pareesa jutted her
finger into Ebad's face, "you need to go home and practice. If you
come back tomorrow and haven’t mastered it, I will crack you over
the head and leave you laying in the gully for the hyenas to
eat!”

"She's worse than the Amorite slavers,"
Ipquadad whispered, the son of a flaxseed oil dealer. "At least
they would simply sell us instead of making us practice
these endless drills."

Pareesa decided they needed another reminder
of why she had been placed in charge, despite her tender
age, and not one of them.

"Ipquadad!" she ordered. "Now it's
your turn to demonstrate the move. Front and center!
Now!"

The portly young man of eighteen summers
moved to take Ebad's place. Although well dressed with a
two-fringed kilt, the mark of a merchant's apprentice, his soft
midsection overhung his belt. Pareesa crossed staffs with him
before crouching into the ready position.

"Now it's time to see how well you
practiced," Pareesa gave him a jackal's grin. "Ebad … count out
thirty measures."

Ipquadad gulped, the motion made more obvious
by his double chin.

"Now!" Ebad began to count the time-measure
words. "One sanu, two sanu, three sanu…"

Pareesa waited for the young man to move
against her, toying with him like a jackal circling a herd.
Ipquadad watched for a chance to knock his smaller opponent down.
Shorter by half a cubit, Pareesa was also perhaps one-half his
weight.

Ipquadad made several feints in her
direction, two hands still on the stick as he clunked it against
her own. She rebutted each move without breaking a sweat. He swung
his staff at her knees, looking to knock her legs out from under
her rather than come after her directly, a respectable move.

Pareesa leaped into the air. The staff swung
harmlessly beneath where she had stood only moments before. Her
feet landed just in time to give her leverage to finish her blow
upon the young man's shoulder.

"Ow!!!" Ipquadad shrieked in pain.

The other men laughed.

The still-green Ipquadad failed to perform
the counter-move Mikhail had taught them, to swing up his staff to
prevent a second blow. Rather than wound her charge badly enough
that he would have an excuse to avoid further training, she merely
gave him a glancing thwack, just hard enough to teach him a lesson,
and then shoved her staff against his chest as she hooked her heel
around the back of his knee to shove him backwards.

"Twenty-eight sanu!" Ebad shouted the moment
Ipquadad landed on his back. For some reason, he took great pride
in keeping track of how many measures it took for her to knock each
one of them to the ground. Their times had grown longer, but they
were still not up to par with the minimum 30 sanu of the regular
warriors.

Panting, Pareesa held the butt of her staff
at Ipquadad's throat. "Do you yield?"

With a pasty-faced pout, Ipquadad nodded, too
winded to speak. Pareesa gave him a hand up and then whacked him
lightly on the backside, a gesture the male warriors often did to
signify good-natured defeat. The young man limped back into line,
issuing no further challenges to her authority.

"If she can almost throw Mikhail to the
ground," one of the other B-team members whispered to Ipquadad,
"then she can sure as hell take down you."

"I think she's the only one in the village,"
another added, "except for Ninsianna who isn't afraid of him."

Pareesa hid her smile. She knew what they
said about her and it pleased her. All were wary of taking on a
spitfire who was unafraid of the stoic creature that had come down
from the heavens to train them to become an army of god … even if
it rankled them to take orders from a thirteen-summer female.
They didn't know her mentor had a tender heart. So far as
they were concerned, it was deal with her, or deal with
him.

The torches made of rushes dipped in bitumen
began to flicker, their pitch expended. With less than a half-moon,
there would be no more lessons tonight unless they wished to land
their blows in the dark.

"Okay, B-team," Pareesa said. "Go home and
practice! We meet back here tomorrow for your regular lessons.
Siamek is filling in for Mikhail the next few days."

She didn't add, 'and doing a lousy
job.' Siamek was good at what he did, but he inspired about as
much motivation as a rock. Mikhail might hate being in charge, but
damn! The way he just buckled down and did things without a
thought for his own ego made everyone want to dig a little deeper
and do better.

She overheard a whispered comment which
wafted her way as her B-team trudged home.

"Little Fairy my foot … the next thing you
know she'll make us go hunt lions…"
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Orias

Leonids were a passionate race, prone to fits
of temper and outward displays of emotion. Of the four species of
super-soldiers the Eternal Emperor had spliced together from the
now-extinct humans, Leonids possessed the most animal DNA. This had
made them the largest, the strongest, the fiercest predator
species in the galaxy, second only to Shay'tan himself and the
Cherubim high guard, but it had also made them vulnerable after
inbreeding had rendered them infertile.

The moment Habibah came bursting into her
quarters without knocking or the required salute, her fur
disheveled, Colonel Orias knew her daughter's latest mating attempt
had failed.

“Mama, I've been blacklisted!” Habibah tried
to roar this horrible news like a brave lioness rushing into
battle, but her anguished cry came out more like the mewl of a
kitten.

I am the commander of this ship! Orias
roared. "I did not authorize this!"

“This was my 217th failed mating attempt,"
Habibah sobbed. "Major Chaths told me he had no choice but to
report it to the central genetic database."

Orias leaned against her desk for support.
Major Chaths should have reported it two failed mating
cycles ago so Habibah could be reassigned to a high-risk post
bordering the Tokoloshe Kingdom, but Orias was selfish. Her mate
had been lost in Hashem's endless war against Shay'tan, while her
son had died a horrific death at the dinner table of the Tokoloshe
cannibals. Unlike those frigid Angelics who dumped their offspring
into one of the youth training academies to be reared, and
expended, at the Emperor's whim, Leonids reared their cubs in
prides!

“I understand why the Emperor believes we
need genetic diversity," Colonel Orias sighed, "but his constant
skirmishes against Shay’tan bring us ever closer to
extinction."

“I wish Papa was still alive,” Habibah said,
“and Chatuluka.”

“Me, too,” Orias's whiskers trembled. "Who
would have thought our proud race would be defeated by a bomb
ticking within our own genes?"

She would lay down her life to defend the
Alliance, but Habibah was all she had left in this world. What good
was honor when your pride was staring extinction in the maw?

“Listen, sweetie," Orias said. "I've heard
some rumors that Prime Minister Lucifer may have found a solution
to our problem. Let me look into it? You never know what's out
there on the black market.”

“Could you do that, Mama?” Habibah sniffled.
“Maybe I could make you a grandma?”

Orias purred and licked her daughter’s furry
ears the way she had when Habibah was still a cub. Habibah
hic-sobbed and curled up in her mother's paws. They were Leonids,
for Shay'tan's sake! Leonids didn't give up until they won … or
died. She would do whatever it took to help her poor, sad
daughter.
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Jamin

Jamin fingered the golden disc. He'd
rehearsed his speech the entire walk back from the Halifian camp,
but was not sure, even now, how to broach the subject with his
father. The golden disc was fair recompense for the jar of flaxseed
oil he'd stolen from his stores, but his father would not see
things that way. The Chief had forbidden him to have any further
dealings with the Halifians, and Jamin had disobeyed.

What would his father say when he learned he
contemplated marriage to his enemy's daughter?

No. He would not tell his father about
Aturdokht. He had yet to make up his own mind about what to
do with Marwan's offer. Marrying the beautiful desert shaykah would
bring relief from the constant raids which nibbled at their
resources, but it would close forever his hope that, someday,
Ninsianna would grow to love him. He was not yet ready to let her
go.

He wheeled and kicked the reclining-pillow,
the luxury of even owning such pillows unheard of in all but
the wealthiest houses. Pregnant! How could Ninsianna be carrying a
half-blood abomination? Could she be lying?

He rubbed his chest which felt as though she
had carved out another piece of his heart. It raced with frantic
insistence. Stop this. Stop this. Stop this. He must smite the evil
which had taken root in his village the day the sky canoe had
fallen from the heavens, but the harder he fought, the worse things
seemed to get.

Of course she was pregnant! The two
had been going at one another even before they had said
their wedding vows. He'd finally stopped shadowing them, the sight
of Ninsianna's happiness too painful for him to bear, but
everywhere he looked, he saw signs the people of this village
followed her now, she and her winged husband, and not
him.

He sank down onto the plush felt carpet which
cushioned their floor. Learning she carried another man's child
hurt, but what had hurt the most was how glibly she had said she'd
rather be sold into slavery than to marry him…

He looked up at the small, woven rug which
adorned the wall.

"I understand she doesn't love me," his eyes
felt hot and moist, "but did she need to say it in front of the
entire village?"

He pulled the golden disc out of his pouch.
Winged serpent on one side. Six-pointed star on the other. Every
feature of the serpentine creature was clear and sharp. He had no
idea what kind of magic had created this disc which was worth the
life of an Ubaid woman, but it must exact a terrible user price. He
had learned about abuse of magic when his mother had sung songs of
Lugalbanda to him as a little boy, Ninsianna's grandfather, a
shaman so powerful he could stop the heart of his enemies … whose
power had cost him his wife.

The door scraped against mud bricks. Jamin
lurched to his feet and shoved the coin back into his pouch,
uncertain how to break the news. The Chief's large frame filled the
door, already stiff with anger. He should have known better than to
confront Ninsianna in front of the entire village, but when she had
refused to let him show her in private, the impulse to prove he was
right had overtaken his reason.

"Where is it?" Chief Kiyan asked. Jamin
always thought of his father as 'the chief.' It was the way his
father liked it.

Jamin wordlessly held it out for him to take,
the torchlight accentuating the glint of gold. This object could
not have originated in this world, a heavenly artifact too
beautiful to have been wrought by mortal hands. The Chief turned
the coin over and examined it.

"And what does this prove?"

"Look at it!" Jamin's pitch rose higher than
he usually spoke. "This is what the slavers use to buy our
women!"

"I can see it's gold," the Chief's eyes
hardened. "Bought with my flaxseed oil. What I don't
see is why my son has made another trip out to cavort with our
enemies then broadcast this shame to my entire village!"

"Don't you see, Father? This is proof the
winged demon is behind the raids!"

The Chief turned the coin over and studied
the winged serpent.

"I see no winged man depicted on this coin,"
the Chief said. "Only a lizard person. Just as Ninsianna has
prophesized."

"The Halifians obtained these coins from the
Amorites," Jamin said. "Who in turn obtained them from the lizard
people, who are only middle men themselves. The end-buyers are
Angelics, the same as Mikhail."

"Have you spoken to these lizard people?"

"No."

"Have you seen them?"

"No."

"Have the Halifians seen them?"

"No … but…"

The Chief cut him off. "Where, then, are
these other Angelics?" the Chief asked. "And why have they not come
to take their comrade home?"

"Perhaps he has been rejected by their
leaders?"

"Then he is not connected to them," the Chief
said, "and not at fault."

"He has been sent here to spy."

"And so to help these other Angelics
conquer us," the Chief's expression was incredulous, "he decided to
teach us how to use advanced weapons so we could use them
against his people?"

"He's trying to gain our trust so he can
betray us."

The Chief sighed. "He has my trust.
You, on the other hand…"

Anger flared in Jamin's veins, that seething
hatred which had threatened to boil over ever since the day
Ninsianna had run into the winged demon's arms. Temper. He must
control his temper! His usual way of dealing with a blow to his
honor had gotten him nowhere. He might hate the winged demon with
every ounce of his being, but he had also learned from him. He
schooled his face into an icy mask, hiding his clenched fist behind
his back so his father would not see his anger.

"So now you do not trust me?" His voice was
as cold as the winter wind.

The Chief threw the coin into the air. It
glistened like fire in the torchlight. He caught it and tucked it
into his own pouch, it being understood the coin was
compensation for the flaxseed oil Jamin had taken to obtain it.
Once upon a time he had been able to talk to his father and
reason with him, but not anymore. At some point, Chief Kiyan had
gone from being his father to being The Chief. It was the stranger
who spoke to him now.

"I have no cause to trust you anymore," the
Chief said. "And many reasons not to trust you ever since
you stole my grain to buy mercenaries."

"I was trying to rescue Ninsianna!"

"Your own friends do not back your tale," the
Chief sighed. "And now you have stolen from me once again. If you
want my trust, you must earn it."

"I am trying!"

"You are not trying!" the Chief
shouted. "Our village has come under attack, and instead of
training our people to defend themselves, you are off chasing
phantoms in the desert."

"I treat with the people of the
desert," Jamin said. "I have earned their trust."

"There is no trusting mercenaries!"

"You do not understand their code of
honor."

"Jackals have no honor." The Chief's eyes
burned with hatred.

"They do not honor treaties you can buy with
gold," Jamin pointed to the leather pouch where his father had
stashed the golden disc. "But ties of blood."

"I would sooner bugger a goat than allow such
filth into my tribe!" the Chief spat.

Jamin's announcement that he considered doing
just that, of letting go of his hope of winning back Ninsianna and
forming an alliance of convenience to enrich their tribe, died upon
his lips. Filth? He would hardly call the desert beauty filth.

"And yet you allow Ninsianna to carry a
half-demon child?"

Emotion flashed across his father's face, but
it was hard to tell whether that emotion was surprise, or
revulsion. Had he even known she was pregnant?

"You have to let her go, son," the Chief said
softly. "It was wrong of me to attempt to force an allegiance
between our two families. You have your own obligations to
attend to now."

With a sigh, his father grabbed the cushion
Jamin had kicked earlier and carried it over to a low table in one
corner of the room. He took a small, clay lamp filled with rendered
animal fat and touched the wick against the torch Jamin had lit to
illuminate the room. The lamp caught fire, casting a small,
cheerful flame onto the table. His father took out the gold disc
and examined it closer, his expression guarded.

"I suppose I shall have to expend this to pay
the bride price," he said at last.

An eerie chill sped up Jamin's spine. How
could his father know of the deal he had cut with the desert
shaykh?

"Ninsianna married another," Jamin said
carefully. "No bride price is owed."

"I warned you that if you spread your seed
indiscriminately," the Chief said, "that someday it would bind you
to a union you did not wish."

"I have not yet touched her," Jamin said,
thinking of his promise to deliver to Aturdokht the winged demons
heart. "There are … things … I need to attend to first."

"The entire village knows you did,"
the Chief snapped. "Do you think we are all blind to what goes on
behind the goat pens?"

That sinking feeling in the pit of his
stomach made him realize which liaison his father referred
to. Not Aturdokht, the woman he was, up to a few minutes ago,
seriously considering as a not-so-unhappy alternative to the woman
he really wanted, but Shahla, a woman who was no stranger to
the affections of men.

"I have not touched her in weeks," Jamin
said. "Why do you think I am never here? I have been avoiding her
because she will not take no for an answer."

The chief flipped the coin over and stared at
the six-pointed star, not making eye contact.

"It is not what you did three weeks ago that
gives rise to the problem I now must give recompense for," the
Chief said softly, "but what you did at the summer solstice."

His father looked up at him, his expression
guarded.

"It cannot be true," Jamin said. "Shahla has
made such claims before. Just ask Siamek. She once tried to entrap
him. And Firouz, too! And also a warrior from Nineveh! Each
time, the claim turned out to be false."

"Needa, herself, has confirmed the
quickening."

That sinking feeling began to feel like
drowning.

"How do I know it is even mine?" Jamin threw
his hands out in frustration. "She has slept with every warrior in
the village."

His father's knowing smirk was confirmation
enough he knew of Shahla's reputation. Before he had been gored by
the auroch and healed by Ninsianna, he had cavorted with Shahla off
and on, a dalliance his father had ordered stopped under threat of
death, dismemberment and disinheritance, all the exasperated
threats of a father who meant no such harm, but enough to convince
Jamin to cast aside a woman he had no interest in anyways. The
Chief studied once again the coin.

"Her parents came to me while you were gone,"
the Chief said. "Demanding recompense for your defilation of their
daughter. Either you are to marry her, or they shall bring suit
before the tribunal, demanding you support your bastard until he
reaches adulthood. You know the law."

He felt, just for a moment, as though he
would faint. The tribunal? His father had the power to overrule
them, but never did, the three-elder panel being considered the
voice of law.

The village had an interest in ensuring no
dependent strained the communal granary, so whenever a young woman
became pregnant, the tribunal would put the finger on whichever man
could be demonstrated had indulged in a dalliance. Young men were
usually compelled to marriage, while adulterous older men often
found themselves supporting two wives, a de facto one, and a
concubine they supported on the side.

Two wives. Only moments ago he had been
considering marrying Aturdokht to gain an allegiance to win peace
for his tribe, and then following the Halifian custom to seize a
defeated enemies women as a subordinate-wife, his only hesitation
being not the concept of multiple wives, but getting Ninsianna to
agree to such a union. Could he pull it off with three?

No! Alimony was the least of his worries! It
would not be testimony about what they had been doing behind the
goat shed that Shahla would tell, but the biggest mistake he had
ever made, not understanding that a mercenary's allegiance could
never be bought with gold. Because of him, the raid he had
orchestrated to lure the winged demon out of the village had turned
into a full-blown raid. Eleven Assurians had died because the
mercenaries had brought other mercenary friends, including
Aturdokht's dead husband's tribe.

The raid was a mistake. It hadn't been
supposed to turn out that way…

"The child cannot be mine," Jamin felt as
though he might be sick. "If she was pregnant, she would have told
me."

"She did not tell her own best friend," Chief
Kiyan said. "Her parents realized several days ago that she was
gaining weight and got the truth out of her."

He, too, had noticed a weight gain, but had
thought nothing of it at the time. Shahla was a schemer, but for
what reason she had withheld this information, he did not know. For
months she had been trying to blackmail him into marrying her. Why
not tell him directly?

Because he would not believe her because of
her previous lies. That was why!

Shahla knew better than to blackmail him
after the last time she had threatened to expose him. She
was as guilty as he was, having been the one to tell the
Halifians where Pareesa liked to hunt so the slavers could grab
her. This way, Shahla had gotten her parents to do the dirty work
for her.

Master manipulation…

"I will speak to her," Jamin clenched his
fist.

"I had hoped … I kept quiet when you first
began cavorting with her again because your obsession with
Ninsianna worried me," the Chief said. He set aside the coin and
made eye contact at last. "She is not my first choice in a wife for
you, but her family is powerful, with ties to the Kemet traders.
Would it be so bad if you were to settle down?"

Jamin gulped. All of a sudden he stared
eternity in the face, and Shahla was his jailor. She had him by the
testicles, and she knew it. Anger boiled in his veins. Anger not
only at her game, but this whole sorry situation.

"You once told me I should marry a woman who
loved me like you say my mother loved you," Jamin said.

His father looked up at a small woven rug he
had hung upon the wall, the unfinished tapestry his mother had
started to line the cradle of the baby sister whose birth had taken
both of their lives. He looked again at the golden disc, the first
of many he would need to pay to tell Shahla's parents to make her
go away. The old man was cheap. He would not pay from his own
resources to support Shahla's bastard child. He tucked the disc
back into his pouch.

"There will be consequences to our village if
her parents renege upon the trade deals I have so carefully
nurtured," the Chief said, his stiff posture that of the village
chief handing down judgment, not a father speaking to his son. "I
have coddled you your entire life. It is time for you to take your
blows upon the chin and do the right thing."

"I do not love her," Jamin said.

"You should have thought of that before you
began cavorting with her again," the Chief said. "There was a
reason I ordered you to stay away from her the last
time you were seeing her."

Anger boiled in Jamin's veins. Needa had
confirmed a quickening? He was no expert on procreation, but he was
certain it took longer than the time he had been seeing her again
for a child to quicken. The child could not be his!

"I will not allow her to blackmail me
thus!"

"You will marry that girl," the Chief
growled. "Just as you will start training with the rest of
the villagers so we are ready the next time your so-called
friends attack!"

The anger Jamin had been fighting to keep
beneath the surface finally erupted.

“I will train with him the day he teaches us
to use a real weapon!" Jamin said. "The firestick he keeps
strapped onto his thigh! Not those sticks he teaches the women to
shoot at trees!”

"Gasur was just attacked," the Chief said,
"and there have been 16 more women kidnapped from Eshnunna,
Qattara, and Nineveh. It is only a matter of time before we are
attacked again."

"Then teach our warriors real fighting
skills," Jamin said. "Not waste time teaching the sons of potters
and bakers."

“Our warriors learn the same skills GOD
teaches the armies of heaven!” the Chief said.

“What god?” Jamin asked. “Tell me father …
where is this god of his? How come we have never seen him? Or heard
of him except in old songs that only the shamans know? Where are
his god's temples? And why has this god not simply come down from
the heavens to rescue him!”

“The legends say our people were stranded
here when a great canoe washed up on this shore,” the Chief said.
“It was prophesized that someday his kind would return to our
world.”

“So says Ninsianna’s father!!!” Jamin
shouted. “If Mikhail did not carry his name pressed into a tablet
tied around his neck, he would not even know his own name!”

“He trains us to repel your friends
who have been stealing our women and selling them to these lizard
demons,” the Chief said. “Your golden disc only supports his claim.
Not disproves it.”

"He has been sent here to spy on us and
report our weaknesses back to our enemies." Jamin snatched the
small woven carpet from the wall and shook it in his father's face.
"I shall prove this to you even if I have to follow my mother into
the dreamtime to do it. His people are evil!"

The Chief blanched. Was it because the
thought of his only surviving child following his wife into the
dreamtime bothered him? Or because he had just taken the precious
rug? Probably the latter. The Chief had never remarried after his
mother's death. In fact, so far as he knew, his father had never
even looked at another woman. Jamin clutched the rug in his
fist, the last tangible memory they had of his mother.

“Mikhail's training is important even without
proof of lizard demons,” Chief Kiyan said softly. “There is a good
reason every village up and down the Hiddekel has been repeatedly
hit while they’ve only hit Assur once and then left us alone.”

“What import?” Jamin asked. “To march around
carrying buckets of water, chanting silly rhyming songs? To stick
your hand over your eye and say ‘sir?’ To jump up and down waving
your hands for hours on end with his silly exercises? It’s a waste
of time!”

"You will train with him," the Chief said
stonefaced, "or you will never be chief.”

“I would rather rot in hell!”

His father struck him. Had any other man done
it, Jamin would have killed him. Only that remnant of fear every
child carries because once upon a time their parents were bigger
than them, along with a shred of disbelief, prevented him from
reacting. He stood in shocked silence, holding his cheek as though
to ask, 'did you really just strike me?'

“There can only be one leader in this
village,” Chief Kiyan spoke slow and cold, "and you are not
him.”

Jamin spat upon his father. Before he did
something even more foolish, such as strike him, he stormed
out the door, slamming it so hard the dust shook out of the
mud-bricks. He would show his father who was meant to be chief!

He rounded the corner of the village square
and ran chest-first into Gita trailing home late from her nightly
training, in no hurry to return to her drunken father. The moon
cast long shadows from the mud-brick houses into the empty square.
Once upon a time he would have greeted her, but she was now one of
them.

"Get out of my way!" he hissed.

She was as ill-dressed and scrawny as ever,
but in her hand she gripped a spear, the one he had given
her. He had taught her to throw that spear after he had
found her sobbing behind her father's house one night, her eyes
swollen shut from a beating. A freshly crafted bow sat strung
across her back, along with a quiver of arrows. The old … and the
new. It felt like a betrayal.

He shoved past her, anxious to be away from
those perceptive black eyes. Sorcerer's eyes. That was the
explanation her father had given when he'd found him, sobbing
drunk, and beaten the truth out of him as to why he'd felt
compelled to nearly kill his daughter. Merariy had tried to poke
out the echo of his dead wife's eyes, the one he had betrayed to
the Amorites as a Priestess of Ki. Jamin thought he had gotten away
from the girl without exposing his soul when she finally spoke.

"You intend to cast Shahla aside?"

Jamin stiffened. Gita could read him like no
other person in the village. He did not turn to meet her prescient
gaze.

"I never told her that I loved her," he said
carefully. It was true. He had never said those exact words. But he
had insinuated he might make someday make her his wife … to keep
her quiet. He had blamed his lack of commitment on his father,
never dreaming the Chief would turn around and order him to marry
her.

"That's not what she says," Gita
said.

"She lies."

He took a step to escape that too-perceptive
gaze and was stopped by her next words.

"Did you know Shahla was pregnant?" Her voice
was filled with surprise. She. She who lurked in the shadows and
knew everything.

The shadows lurked closer. First he'd lost
Ninsianna, then his father's trust, then the respect of his people
and his friends, and then his own self-esteem as he had made
blunder after blunder. Just when he had begun to see a chance to
redeem himself, Shahla had mucked it up with her scheming. Which
piece of news today had been worse? That Ninsianna carried the
winged demon's child? Or that Shahla might be carrying
his?

No! It could not be true!

"Did you know she was pregnant?" Jamin
towered over her, more than four cubits of muscle which had been
honed by years of practice into a weapon. He stepped forward,
intending to intimidate her into leaving him alone. "I hear she
didn't tell you, either? Don't you find that odd?"

The scrawny young woman held her ground, bold
in a way she had never been before with the knowledge she had an
army at her back. The faint light of the evening star shone down
upon her pale, gaunt face. He lost himself in the twin dark pools
of her eyes, so large and black they made the night itself seem
like the dawn. It felt as though he was stripped naked.

"Yes, I believe she has not told you,"
Gita said softly. "I think I know why."

"Why?"

The twin pools blinked. Gita cast her gaze
downwards.

"Perhaps you should speak to Shahla?"

He glanced behind him, expecting the brassy
young woman to come barging up and shriek accusations at him for
not coming to her bed the minute he got back, and was relieved not
to see her. He turned to ask Gita another question and realized she
had disappeared back into the shadows that were her home.

His mother's rug was still clutched in his
hand. Here he had thought things could not get any worse, and once
again fate had made a mockery of him.

"How did I get myself into this mess?" he
asked the small woven carpet.

The tapestry, of course, did not answer. It
was an inanimate object. A symbol of the only thing he had once had
in common with his father. His dead mother.

He clutched the relic to his chest as though
it were a shield and crept through the shadows, praying he could
avoid Shahla until he had a chance to think. Had the winged demon
not flown off with his fiancé on what would have been
his wedding day, he never would have slept with Shahla in
the first place. No matter which direction he turned, it always led
him face-to-face with the winged demon.

His father wanted proof the bastard was evil?
He would get it!

 


 


* * * * *
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Abaddon

"Meet me back here in an hour," General
Abaddon ordered the Mantoid Lieutenant who shadowed him as an
assistant. "Get yourself a cup of caife and a bite to eat. I
hear the roast fianna is especially tasty over there at the
701."

The 701 was the restaurant where
politicians and lobbyists cavorted over pricy burgers or banished
their legislative aids whenever they wished to discuss business too
risky to contemplate in front of a witness. It was also the closest
he could offer his hard-working assistant to a genuine shore leave,
his first return to Haven in years generating an endless stream of
visitors. Jophiel was a competent general, but she was inflexible
when it came to greasing the invisible wheels that made life easier
in the military.

Graft she called these things. Abaddon
simply called it dealing with reality. He didn't take
bribes. That didn't mean he had never passed along a favor to some
captain of industry who held access to the weaponry he needed by
the short hairs. The mercantilists understood they needed to play
nicely with the men with the guns, while the men with the guns
understood their power would evaporate without bullets. It was an
uneasy … and longstanding … relationship.

"Would you like me to get you something,
Sir?" Lieutenant Sikurull asked. "I could get it wrapped to
go?"

Abaddon ran his hand down his still-solid
abdomen, gauging his hunger. Many hybrids allowed themselves to go
to paunch when they reached their 500th year, but Abaddon prided
himself on keeping his physique battle-ready. It had been an hour
since he'd last eaten, but the meal had been sparse. An hour from
now, he might be hungry, or he might not be, depending upon how
badly he wanted to throttle Lucifer by the time he left the Halls
of Parliament.

"Get me something that won't taste bad if it
gets cold," Abaddon told his assistant. "Pick something. You know
my tastes."

"Yes, Sir," the Mantoid saluted him. He
hurried off to speak to a group of Mantoid females who clustered in
front of the restaurant, clicking in the Mantoid native language
about what was posted on the menu-board. Lieutenant Sikurull
approached his twenty-five year discharge date. He had begun to
seriously court any female Mantoid he came across, searching for a
potential mate.

Unlike the four hybrid races, who by virtue
of their long lives were obligated to serve 500 years in the
military, the naturally evolved species only served 25 before they
were freed from the Emperor's anti-fraternization laws. With no
infertility problems and discharged young enough to still begat
offspring, his naturally evolved subordinates had no ridiculous
mandates to cast their name into a breeding pool and be cycled
around in a genetic lottery to fill the Emperor's ranks like farm
animals raised for slaughter.

Abaddon was old enough to retire. He had not
done so at first because, with the Emperor gone, he had not trusted
Lucifer to fill his shoes and then, once the Emperor had come back
and sidelined him, he'd realized he had no place to go. Most
retired females looked up lottery-mates they had successfully sired
offspring with in the past. No female had any interest in a scarred
old goat such as himself, bitter and used to being in command.

Sarvenaz had changed all that…

"Make sure you get their numbers," Abaddon
called after Sikurull's retreating back. "You cannot cavort with
them for three more months, but that does not mean you cannot call
them."

The Lieutenant's green mandibles spread wide
in a Mantoid grin, his under wings whirring with gratitude as his
green arms came up in a second salute. Abaddon enforced the letter
of the Emperor's edict, but he often looked the other way for small
infractions when a serviceman approached his retirement date. He
hoped the Emperor would someday forgive his breach of the
anti-fraternization laws, although in his mind he justified this
deceit because he had been eligible to retire 118 years ago.

If Lucifer's trade bill passed, mandatory
military service for hybrids would only extend for the first 25
years, putting them on more equal footing with the naturally
evolved races. It wasn't quite full Alliance membership, which
hybrids were denied because they had been genetically engineered
and not evolved, but it would be a step in the right direction.

The Halls of Parliament had arisen out of a
dense urban area. The entrance Abaddon approached now was the one
where ground-busses and private shuttlecraft deposited the
cornucopia of people who made up the Alliance's populace. Unlike
the classical architecture of the Eternal Emperor's palace, what
had started out as a small domed building had blossomed under
Lucifer's reign into an enormous circular one, nearly as large as
the Eternal Palace, only it served tens of thousands of people each
day instead of just one.

The original domed building where the
delegates met still sat at its center. Surrounding the entire
complex like a twenty-story wall sat an enormous round building,
the outer ring where delegates kept their offices, including
Lucifer.

"General Abaddon, Sir," the guards greeted
him. "You may go straight through."

Abaddon was glad to not be put through the
same wringer he'd been put through to enter the Emperor's palace.
The metal detector went off, but he was simply waved through. None
dared disarm The Destroyer, the most battle-decorated
general in two empires. Fresh faces peered at him with curiosity,
little more than kids compared to his advancing age, but all
cleared out of his way. It was a respect he had once received at
the Eternal Palace, but did no more.

The building had a rightness about it, this
place where ordinary people walked through the hallways, trying to
capture the ear of their elected officials. Abaddon had no taste
for politics, but he understood it. It behooved an elected official
to make himself accessible to his electorate, even if that access
was illusory.

He stepped inside a lush office where, at the
front desk, a pretty Leonid cadet sat dictating letters to a
sentient AI. It had been the one security measure he had forced
down Lucifer's throat, to surround himself with Alliance military
personnel instead of just cold-eyed goons. Abaddon frowned when he
saw that Furcas and Pruflas stood on either side of the inner door
which accessed Lucifer's office instead of the two who usually
accompanied him to the palace. Those cold blue eyes gave even
him the chills.

But he wouldn't show that…

"Tell Lucifer I am here to see him," Abaddon
ordered, determined to not give the appearance he came to Lucifer
hat in hand.

"Right away, General Abaddon," the Leonid
cadet's whiskers trembled as she gave him an instinctive sniff and
determined his brusqueness was not a threat. She might be young,
but even the youngest hybrid could dismember any threat which came
through Lucifer's door.

With a salute, she rose from her seat and
moved purposefully to the inner office. Abaddon noted the way she
instinctively scrunched her shoulders as she passed between the two
goons despite the fact she towered over them to avoid brushing
against them. She felt the same way about them as he
did.

"Tell him to come in," Lucifer's voice called
from inside his office. His voice sounded cheerful today, not the
weary exhaustion he'd exhibited yesterday.

Abaddon gave the cadet a polite salute of
thanks. He wondered how long it would be before Lucifer gave this
one a roll in his bed before sending her packing back to her
commanding officer. Had he done such a thing, the females
would have hated his guts, but for some reason any female who
succumbed to Lucifer's significant charms always gushed praises
upon him afterwards, as though all it took was one liaison with the
alpha-stud to bend them to his will. Every female except for
one…

Abaddon shoved the thought out of his mind.
It was not common knowledge that the ice princess had once been a
mare in Lucifer's stable. Whatever had happened between them,
instead of adoring him as other the females did, Supreme
Commander-General Jophiel hated Lucifer's guts. Sure, men resented
Lucifer, but it was because they were secretly jealous. What man
wouldn't want to have it all? Money? Power? And women throwing
themselves at his feet. Abaddon was one of the few people who knew
the reality was more complex.

He waited until the door shut behind him
before laying into Lucifer.

"When the hell are you going to push
through this trade deal?!!"

Lucifer rose from his chair in a move the
Emperor had made him practice a thousand times, back before he had
disappeared. It was the move of prince granting a boon to his
retainers.

"Have a seat, General," Lucifer gestured to a
comfortable leather wing-chair that sat directly in front of his
desk. He stepped towards his bar. "Would you like some
humiwa?"

His hand lingered over a translucent bottle
filled with an iridescent green liquid.

"Just a nip." Abaddon waited while Lucifer
poured two glasses of the potent Mantoid liquor into crystal
glasses and walked over to him, holding out one glass. "Thank
you."

Lucifer moved with cat-like grace into the
chair opposite him, his white wings drooping as he let out a sigh.
Eerie silver eyes regarded his hawkish grey ones, waiting to hear
what he had to say. Abaddon's eyes drifted over to the photograph
on the bookshelf behind Lucifer's shoulder, a picture of him as a
little boy standing next to his mother. Back then, Lucifer had
still looked like her, even though he had inherited Shemijaza's
silver eyes, white-blonde hair and wings instead of Asherah's dark
ones. Adulthood had squared off his features, but there was still
an ethereal quality about the man, as though he was too beautiful
to be real.

"When will you to push through this trade
deal?" Abaddon asked more politely this time, somewhat mollified by
the weary droop of Lucifer's wings. "My wife is miserable cooped up
in my room."

"As are mine," Lucifer sighed. "Though I
don't know what else to do with them. Never have I met such
hostile creatures as these humans my father used to form the basis
of his armies."

Abaddon raised one eyebrow with surprise. The
alpha-stud had trouble wooing a female? His impression of humans
went up another notch.

"My wife likes the apiary," Abaddon
suggested. "Perhaps if you brought them there and taught them what
it feels like to fly? Sarvenaz likes that."

Lucifer gave him a bemused expression, as
though he were a little boy talking about playing with his
puppy.

"Perhaps I might try that sometime," Lucifer
said. "Although the Prince of Tyre does not have an apiary
like your command carrier does. I fear if I bring them down to a
planet, they will run off." He toyed with his glass, swirling the
potent green liquor, deep in thought. "The last thing I want after
225 years of shooting blanks is to have them run off carrying my
offspring."

Something about Lucifer's condescending tone
bothered him, but Lucifer was often condescending,
interspersed with moments of breathtaking, sometimes genuine
warmth. Abaddon had no idea how many human wives Lucifer had taken,
adopting the Sata'anic custom of multiple wives. He'd had three
offspring on the way when he'd introduced him to Sarvenaz. Given
how desperately Lucifer had been trying to fulfill his father's
edict to sire an heir, he could not fault the man for being
excessive.

Lucifer sucked down his entire glass in a
single draught and rose from his chair, hand out to take Abaddon's
glass and give him a refill. Abaddon looked down at the potent
green liquor and waved off Lucifer's hand. Two glasses of this
stuff and he'd have to summons his cadet to carry him out.

"No thank you," Abaddon said. "I'm good. You
go ahead."

He was no stranger to watching Lucifer
imbibe, as though the man could not embrace life fast enough to
delight in all its pleasures. Lucifer had always been precocious,
even as a child, but after his mother had died exuberance had given
way to excess. Lucifer poured himself a second glass and stood at
the bar, wings held weary.

"I'm afraid I'm going to have to ask for a
little more patience." Lucifer downed the second glass in a single
gulp, his lip twitching as the potent liquor burned down his
throat. The façade of cheerfulness slipped, revealing once again
that shaken, weary look Lucifer had exhibited yesterday.

Abaddon took a sip of his own glass,
relishing the way it turned his tongue numb. Given most Angelic's
woefully low tolerance to alcohol, he'd learned to cherish every
sip.

"How much longer?"

"I've found wives for 330 hybrids," Lucifer
said. "But Shay'tan now plays games, promising more women, but
making excuses why he can't deliver them. I'm also having problems
finding females who will accept a Leonid or Centauri for a
mate."

Kunopegos angry demeanor yesterday made
sense. If Lucifer had promised the man a solution, he could see why
the Centauri general would be less than pleased.

"Have you tried matchmaking a male on female
pairing?" Abaddon fished for information. "One male could begat
many offspring on our beleaguered hybrid females, and it would
solve our inbreeding problem."

"It failed," Lucifer said. "The one male I
got the Sata'an Empire to cough up gave me this." He rolled
up his sleeve. On his forearm sat the pink scars of deep
scratch-marks, perhaps a month old. He returned to the bar and
poured himself another glass.

"What happened?" Abaddon asked. He swirled
the liquor in his glass, scrutinizing the potent green substance so
Lucifer would not detect his eagerness to free Sarvenaz's
homeworld. If humans refused to accept their people, finding an
excuse to annex it could prove difficult.

Lucifer poured himself a third glass. Less
graceful this time, though it was hard to tell whether his
callousness was due to his weariness or the liquor, he moved back
to the chair and plopped down, heedless of crushing his
feathers.

"I can't remember."

"What?"

Lucifer held up the glass in a mock toast and
then downed it in a single gulp. Had it been Abaddon imbibing in
that much liquor, he'd be crawling on the floor, but years of
over-indulgence had given Lucifer a tolerance most Angelics could
only dream of.

Lucifer's entire lifestyle was one the
average hybrid could only dream of…

With an exhalation of satisfaction, Lucifer
plunked his glass upon the small end-table which sat between
them.

Abaddon took another sip. Only two drops, but
already he could feel the potent liquor hitting his system. Its
warmth felt good, relaxation spreading through his body much the
way it did whenever he lay entangled in his wife's arms. How he
wished the Emperor had engineered his species to have an almost
unlimited capacity to drink, like the Mantoids did.

"Perhaps I should lay off this stuff?"
Lucifer gave him that eerie look that Abaddon knew was the seasoned
politician sizing him up. "Don't you think?"

Abaddon could imagine the arrogant Lucifer
getting stumbling drunk and then being attacked by the human male
after he tried to explain, with a language barrier, why the
Sata'an Empire had sold him to their enemies to be, essentially, a
stud-animal. A human male would be smaller than an Angelic, but
from what Sarvenaz said, they were every bit as fearless.

"Perhaps you should take those self-defense
classes I've been telling you to take," Abaddon suggested. "Who
knows? If you get any good at it, perhaps your Chief of Staff can
use it for one of his fake P.R. campaigns?"

Chief of Staff Zepar forever leaked so-called
'candid' photo-ops to the media so the paparazzi could photograph
Lucifer doing things that made the female hearts in this Alliance
twitter while the males all wanted to be just like him.

"That's what that is for," Lucifer
pointed to a jewel-encrusted, gold-plated pulse rifle gifted to him
by one of the weapons manufacturers. "One shot of that and anyone
who comes at me will be primordial goo." Technically politicians
were forbidden to accept gifts, but there were loopholes which
allowed things such as weapons for self-defense purchased for a
token price.

The weapon was beautiful, but inaccessible
should somebody come through the door and shoot him before he could
dive for the glass case and smash it to release the gun. They'd had
this conversation before and Lucifer had simply laughed it off. The
two cold-eyed goons were disincentive enough for the occasional
kook, he claimed.

"How many more women do you think you'll
need?" Abaddon asked.

"They've been all gifted to men such as
yourself, General," Lucifer said. "Men who can persuade large
numbers of followers even though they, themselves, don't possess a
vote. Beyond that, please don't ask me to betray confidences that
you, yourself, would be upset about if I spilled it to the other
recipients."

Abaddon grunted acknowledgement. He
was old enough to simply retire and keep his wife the moment the
seed world restrictions that prohibited him from even having
contact with her species were lifted. The other hybrids
might not be so lucky. If Lucifer was not able to also lower the
retirement age or waive the anti-fraternization laws, it would
leave his younger peers open for court-martial. The Alliance
power-brokers had a vested interest in making sure voteless
hybrids acted as their cannon fodder, not the sons and
daughters of naturally evolved citizens who had a vote. Lucifer had
been playing the game long enough to hedge his bets.

"All I need is a few more shipments to reach
a critical mass," Lucifer said. "Enough to ensure the Emperor won't
be able to thwart me with a veto. It would be tragic if I let the
coinín [rabbit] out of the hat and then my father rallied enough
support at the eleventh hour to defeat my override."

Abaddon was familiar with Parliamentary
overrides. Until the Emperor had returned from his 200 year
vacation, it had been the only way Parliament had gotten anything
done since, under Alliance law, any bill the Emperor did not sign
was technically vetoed. Parliament's cooperation to govern itself
had ended the day the Emperor had returned and seized back power,
the past 25 years a tug-of-war between newer planets who had grown
accustomed to the notion that self-governance was the way Alliance
business should be done, and the older sentient races who still
held much regard for the Eternal Emperor. Hashem gave much
lip-service to free will, but he made damned sure nobody ever got
their political act together well enough to threaten his position
as sovereign.

Not when it was so easy to divide them…

It had been the chess move of a master, one
even Lucifer had not seen coming. Three days after his father had
returned from his 200 year absence, he had thanked Lucifer for
keeping his empire intact by creating a military position so
powerful it had reignited old fears about hybrid domination. Two
hundred years of carefully orchestrating the admission of former
seed worlds recently freed from Shay'tan's grip into the Alliance,
all under the guise of building up a neutral zone between the two
great empires, had quietly eroded the ancient races grip upon the
electorate. The newer races did not remember a time, millennia ago,
when Shay'tan's Nephilim had risen up against him and nearly
destroyed both empires. Hashem had created the hybrids to
defeat the Nephilim, but his benevolence ended the moment his
super-soldiers began to assert rights for themselves.

Even with his own adopted son…

The newer sentient races looked up to the
hybrids, but the older races feared the sheer physical power of
four species that had been genetically engineered to fight. It was
why the hybrids had never been given voting rights. Hashem had
deliberately reignited that fear by creating the implied threat of
military intervention for any world which refused to follow his
lead. It was why Lucifer had so much trouble getting traction for
their people now. The citizens of the Alliance were grateful
the hybrids kept the peace, but there were factions who feared
Hashem would order his military to end their little experiment in
democracy and return things to the way they had been before.

Abaddon looked into Lucifer's eerie silver
eyes and shivered. Lucifer had never met his biological father.
Heck! What Shemijaza had accomplished in his short-lived experiment
into a Third Empire had never even made it into the history books!
But somehow in the Emperor's absence Lucifer had instinctively
created an almost exact replica of the government Hashem had
eliminated from the galaxy when he had blown up Tyre.

Memory of the mural at the back of the Great
Door whispered into his mind. Shay'tan holding up an eight-pointed
star. What did it mean?

"My wife is miserable," Abaddon said. "I
don't care what it takes. Get this little intrigue of yours
rolling, or I'll be making my own press announcement. I'm
old enough to retire."

"Can't you just give her some toys to play
with?" Lucifer asked. "Though mine aren't even smart enough to
amuse themselves. All they do is sit around and yowl."

Yowl? Odd descriptor…

"Have you tried teaching them to use the AI?"
Abaddon asked. "Savanez's Galactic Standard is still a little
rough, but she understands well enough to access educational
tutorials."

"Educational tutorials?" Lucifer gave him a
curious look. "What in Hades do you expect to teach her?"

"Our history, for one thing," Abaddon
defended. "Sarvenaz is fascinated by our films."

"Ahhh…" Lucifer said. "She must enjoy the
colors moving across the screen. Perhaps I will ask Zepar to
install a viewing monitor so the women can watch. What's that show
the babies like about the little stuffed creatures that don't talk?
Tel-ze-zubbies?"

"Sarvenaz prefers to watch As the Galaxy
Turns," Abaddon said. The show was an addictively popular
Mantoid soap opera that two-thirds of the galaxy tuned into each
week … including a censored rebroadcast in the Sata'an Empire. "But
mostly she likes movies about us doing heroic things. Her
favorite is All Quiet on the Tokoloshe Front."

Lucifer gave him a patronizing smile. "Aren't
you taking the whole mail-order bride propaganda a little too far,
general? I'm glad you're trying to train her to act more sentient,
but let's face it. Human's aren't the brightest species in the gene
pool?"

"Sarvenaz is quiet smart," Abaddon
growled. Blood rushed to his face as his hand moved without
thinking towards his hip.

"They're little more than trained moncaís," Lucifer laughed.

Wings flapping, Abaddon was out of his chair
before he had a chance to temper his instinct to throttle
the pompous ass and grabbed Lucifer by the collar. With a shriek
that could only be described as girlish, Lucifer trembled as
Abaddon stood over him, veins popping from his forehead.

The door behind him burst open. Lucifer's two
goons rushed in, followed by his Leonid cadet, and failed to pull
him off of him.

"Mister Prime Minister, are you alright?" the
young Leonid shrieked. Had it been anyone but Abaddon holding
Lucifer by the throat, she would have torn him apart. She stood
there, her golden fur standing on end, as she tried to figure out
if Lucifer was in any danger.

"I-I-I'm fine," Lucifer stuttered. "General
Abaddon and I were just having an … um … a demonstration. In … um …
self-defense."

Abaddon let go of Lucifer's collar, but did
not back off. With a powerful flap of wings that a falcon might
make upon dropping a prey animal into the nest, he puffed out his
shoulders in a stance that warned the two goons it would be
them he smote if they dared lay a hand upon him again.

"This is my wife you are talking
about," Abaddon snarled softly so that only Lucifer could hear. "I
pray you shall never forget that fact again."

Rustling his grey feathers, he adjusted his
uniform and gave Lucifer's two cold-eyed goons a 'what are you
looking at' glare. Furcas and Pruflas stepped aside to allow
him to pass.

Lieutenant Sikurull stood on the front steps
of Parliament waiting for him, a box lunch and caife held in one of
his armored exoskeleton limbs.

"Take me home," Abaddon growled as he took
his sandwich. "I've got work to do."

He'd show Lucifer who the trained moncaí was!
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Mikhail

"Mikhail," Needa's voice whispered. "Son …
you have to wake up."

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!'

"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!" The shaking grew more
frantic, shaking him awake.

Those piercing blue eyes stayed
with him as he opened his eyes. The room was dark, but with his
enhanced genetics he did not need much light to see the outline
which stood before him, clutching her shawl.

"Mama?" With a groan he sat up
from the makeshift bed and rubbed his back.

"My father just got back from
patrol," Needa whispered. "Forty raiders move towards us from the
south."

"Are they this Uruk tribe?"
Mikhail asked. "Or Halifians."

"Uruk, he thinks," Needa said.
"It was hard to tell. He did not dare creep close enough to discern
their attire."

Mikhail grabbed at the dream,
but it had already faded. He noticed a new scent mingling with
underlying odor of in the room, musky, male, a combination of sweat
and fear. When they had finally bedded down last night Needa's
father had not yet been back from his patrol. Logic dictated this
was the only person who would arrive here in the middle of the
night. It was time to meet his grandfather-in-law.

"Sir?" Mikhail asked the dark
shape standing in the shadows. The man had not lit a lamp, a
precaution, likely, to ensure the raiders did not know there was
somebody awake. Pressing his palms against his eyes to shake off
his scanty sleep, he instinctively held out his hand in an Alliance
handshake before remembering these people were not familiar with
the gesture.

"I am Mukannishum," the man
stepped forward.

Mikhail could just barely make
out a triple-fringed kilt and simple shawl in the murk of the room,
but even in the dim light he could make out the echo the man's face
bore of Needa's eyes.

"I have heard much about
my grandaughter's winged husband," Mukannishum said.

"Father," Needa chastised him. "Remember what
I showed you!"

Mukannishum stuck
out his arm, more a gesture of pointing than a handshake, but
Mikhail was glad he made the effort. He took the man's hand in the
proper greeting, weapons hand to weapons hand. The man was older,
perhaps late-50's, but like any warrior he instinctively recognized
the gesture for what is was and grasped Mikhail's hand firmly, a
show of strength. It put Mikhail at ease.

"What preparations do you make?" Mikhail
asked.

"Shumana and Harrood go quietly from house to
house to raise the alarm," Mukannishum
said. "We want to know what you would do, winged one?"

"I am not here to usurp your chain of
command," Mikhail said. "Only to protect Needa and provide support.
What of your warriors?"

"Chief Jiljab gathers them now," Mukannishum said. "But we are a small village, less
than 300, and of those many are young, old, or women. Our archers
are also our warriors, plus twelve women taught to hunt squirrels
with the bow.

"Thirty archer warriors," Mikhail said, "and
twelve females to provide cover against forty hardened raiders with
these throwing sticks you showed me. I think, perhaps, they are
depending upon the element of surprise?"

"They killed nine people in the last raid,"
Mukannishum said. "And injured others,
although they caught us by surprise. They will receive no quarter
when we ambush them."

Mikhail held his tongue. He was a soldier,
not an executioner. He would stand at these people's side if the
raiders came because that was what he was trained to do, but he
would exact no revenge on their behalf. He'd learned the hard way
that the hot-tempered humans were reluctant to cool their blood
lust, a problem he'd been experiencing himself lately
the longer he lived amongst them.

"I have only seen the heavy atlatls used by
the Assurians," Mikhail said. "Not these shorter ones the Uruk use.
What can you tell me of them?"

"They fly further and are silent,"
Mukannishum said. "Not as far as an arrow, but if it hits you at
close range it is likely fatal."

Mikhail nodded. Needa had come home weeping
last night. Tutanraman, the man she had tried to save, had been a
childhood friend. He had not survived any longer than it had taken
him to take her hand and thank her for coming. The atlatl had
shattered his ribcage and pierced his lung.

He absent-mindedly rubbed the sunken hole in
his own ribcage where Ninsianna had removed the piece of his
ship which had nearly shattered his heart. Only the fact the rod
had lacked an arrowhead had enabled her to pull it out and stitch
up the damage.

"Guide me to fight at your warriors' side,"
Mikhail said. "I will follow your chief's command."

He gave Needa a peck upon the cheek and
waited for her to murmur a blessing, the prayer of a mother to a
son. Mukannishum led him to the center of the village. Perhaps
sixty men and thirty women made preparations to fend off the raid.
Most were not warriors, but they moved with chaotic organization to
gather rocks, spears, arrows, and supplies such as food and water
in case the battle turned into a siege.

Chief Jiljab seemed a competent man, his
village less industrious, perhaps, than the tight control Chief
Kiyan wielded over Assurian commerce, but his warriors' command
structure reminded him of something he had once seen, a memory
which lurked beneath the surface but would not come to light.
Whatever it was, it was reassuring.

"They work well together," Mikhail said to
Chief Jiljab.

"If one man falls," Jiljab said. "Another
must step forward to take his place. We do not have the luxury of
specialized warriors."

"Assur's warriors have nowhere near this
level of cooperation … yet." He noticed the awkward way one of the
Gasurian archers jammed his arrows into his quiver. "But then again
… what they do know, they know exceedingly well."

"Perhaps it is simply a matter of getting
them to train together often enough to become familiar with each
other's weaknesses?" Chief Jiljab said. "Gasur is a tiny village.
We have no choice but to work together. Anyone who does not follow
direction ends up dead."

Mikhail thought back to Needa's lamentations.
The man who had died had run out to wreak vengeance upon the
raiders who had killed his wife, the apprentice healer who had also
been killed. The most basic premise of fighting as an army was
everyone, from the loftiest general to the lowliest soldier in the
trenches, must follow the chain of command. If anybody stopped to
question orders, the whole works got gummed up and things fell
apart. The battlefield was no place for free will.

A hush fell over the villagers as whispers
made their way through the crowd.

"They come," Mukannishum said.

"Mikhail?" Harroot beckoned. "Behind here. We
suspect they do not know you are in our village."

He glanced down the alleyway where Needa's
parent's house was. Gasur's houses had been built so the
street-door could be barricaded and access only gained through the
heat-vent in the roof. The ladders people used to climb up and down
were quietly being pulled upwards so the attackers could not gain
access and shutters to tiny slits of windows fastened shut. Unlike
Assur, whose outer ring had been built at the foot of the hill to
act as a wall, Gasur had many more avenues for ingress. Once
inside, however, it was harder to penetrate their mud-brick
houses.

Twelve female archers moved silently in the
shadows above, their bows aimed south. The healer's house had been
targeted in the last raid, a target which made no strategic sense
as the house was located deep within the village. The elderly
healer … and her middle-aged apprentice … were not the usual
slaver's prize of young women of marriageable age.

He glanced up at the sky. The moon had set,
only the bright light of what he knew to be a planet
illuminating the dark. There would be no moonlight to betray his
silhouette to his enemies.

"I have a better idea," he said. "Are you
certain they do not know I am here?"

"Not unless they had spotters when you landed
yesterday," Harrood said. "There are no strangers in our village to
act as spies. It would please us to have them make your
acquaintance."

The young man's incisors reminded Mikhail of
a dog's fangs as he flashed him a grim smile.

"Perhaps you could carry one of us to their
rear?" Shumama said. "We have seen the ease with which you carry
Ninsianna."

"A man weighs more than a woman," Mikhail
said. He sized up their weight, calculating whether he could carry
them. "You saw how heavily I landed when I carried my
mother-in-law. My gift is stealth. They will hear us when we crash
into the ground."

"Pity," Shumama gave him a rueful smile. "Too
bad the goddess did not see fit to give us wings."

"Your defenses are sound," Mikhail said. "My
best use is from the air. I shall fly a patrol and look for
unpleasant surprises."

"We are honored to receive any assistance you
may give," Chief Jiljab said. "Go … and watch our backs."

Mikhail faded into the darker line of houses
and made his way to the north side of the village, the opposite
side from where Mukannishum had spotted
the raiders. He would do these people no favors if the sound of
beating wings alerted their enemies their quarry was awake.

A child cried out from inside one of the
houses and was shushed. Villagers murmured in fear like partridges
roosting in a tree with a jackal prowling around its trunk. Every
Ubaid village was accustomed to being attacked. What made this
attack different was the fact the Uruk had come up with a more
effective spear throwing device. He touched the sword strapped onto
his hip. The familiar coldness of the killing dance fell upon him,
the Cherubim incantations he could only faintly remember learning,
but which he just knew, emptying his mind of all but the
most important thoughts.

Smite … the … enemy.

The cool night air ruffled through his
feathers, a respite from the desert heat. This time of year the air
cooled at night, whispering hints of the rains that were soon to
come. He spied the enemy creeping through the landscape south of
the village, just as Mukannishum had seen
them, but he also spied a second group moving down from the hills
to the north. The second group was small, six, perhaps seven
men.

Wind currents carried him to their rear. In
the stillness of pre-dawn, the rustle of feathers might alert them
to look up, so he glided just far enough away to muffle the
flapping of his wings as he descended that final few feet.
Instinct, or training, he could not remember which, caused him to
immediately flatten out so his wings appeared to be a rise in the
land.

One of the men looked up. He waited until the
man turned around before unsheathing the survival knife he wore
strapped to his calf. Ninsianna claimed the blade was evil, nearly
a cubit long with a razor sharp edge on one side, saw-like teeth
upon the other, but she always ran her finger along the edge with
morbid fascination, daring the knife to cut her. It was one of the
things he loved about her, the way she spoke of peace, but accepted
his need to prepare for war.

He crept forward, his wings stretched out
behind him like a lion stalking a gazelle. The ancient Cherubim
pray flowed automatically to his lips.

"Oni o taiji suru tame ni, watashi ni
anata no chikara o sazukeru." To subjugate the demons, grant me
thy strength.

That peculiar coldness his wife called the
killing dance, that prayer that separated the part of him that
could kill from the part of him that could feel, showed him all the
places his enemy was weak. It was not the sensation Ninsianna
reported whenever She-who-is stepped into her body and took over.
It was more like hyper-awareness, as though he was more of
what he already was, able to sense what people would do before they
did it not because some old god told him what they would do,
but because his own mind pieced together subtle data that included
someone's not-quite-manifest intentions. He stalked them like a
lion through the grass, the tall stalks of grain slapping sheaths
against his face as he moved forward like a wraith, knife clenched
in his fist.

One of the Uruk turned and looked behind him,
not from any sound Mikhail had made, for he was certain he had made
none, but the peculiar sensation of being watched. Or perhaps his
scent had carried in the wind? The man's compatriot laughed and
punched him in the arm. The two turned away and moved closer to the
village, ignoring death stalking them through the grasses.

They were too closely grouped together, too
well organized for him to pick off one at a time. This was a group
which fought together and watched each other’s back. Should he take
them on himself? Or recruit the Gasurian villagers to defend the
second front?

An odd thought pierced the killing dance, and
touched that part of him that could still feel. His wife was
expecting their first child. If he was killed taking on six men at
once, she would be a widow raising their child alone. Not even the
killing dance could erase the emotion that thought caused. Let the
Gasurians smite their own attackers! He would fight at their side
as their ally, not smite their enemies for them. Wasn't that
what he was trying to get the Assurians to do?

The killing incantations faded from his lips.
He slipped his knife back into his boot and moved backwards, far
enough down into a gully that the beating of his wings would not
alert them they'd been made. Sticking to the shadows, he landed in
the alleyway where he had taken off so his landing was obscured by
the buildings. He crept forward to where Jiljab waited to spring
their trap.

"Six move sneaking in from the north,"
Mikhail warned. "Hardened mercenaries by the look of them. You're
about to fight a battle on two fronts."

"I did not see them," Mukannishum said.

"You cannot be two places at once," Mikhail
absolved his grandfather-in-law of any negligence. "Do the Uruk
often engage in such tactics?"

"No," Jiljab said.

"Not recently," the older Mukannishum corrected Jiljab. "But in the past, yes.
I have seen such tactics before. In the time of your father."

Needa's father had once been Chief Jiljab's
father's lieutenant … and had reportedly opposed her marriage to
Immanu. It had begun to dawn on him that, when his father-in-law
spoke of kidnappings as often being a young man's way of overcoming
her parent's objections to their marriage, that perhaps he spoke
from first-hand experience?

A dynamic in the Needa-Immanu relationship
which had never made sense before fell into place. Oh! How had he
been so dull? Immanu had all but come right out and told him! No
wonder he worshipped the ground Needa walked upon … and feared her
return to her village.

"They come!" the hushed whisper flew down
from the rooftops, the female archers who had an eagle's eye.

He did not know what orders Jiljab had given
while he'd been flying patrol. To scare off the raiders with
arrows? Or wait until they were trapped between the buildings and
ambush them? When no volley flew, he had his answer. These Uruk had
cost them three lives yesterday and wounded others. Today, the
Gasurians would have their revenge.

The raiders got past the first few houses
before an imperceptible sound, so quiet even Mikhail never heard
what tipped them off, caused the raiders to explode into
action.

"Now!" Jiljab shouted.

A volley of arrows flew down from the
rooftops, the cries of men preceding the whistle of arrows through
the air. A mere heartbeat later, a second volley followed, the air
filled with screams of dying men. The men on the ground, archers
and warriors, let loose two volleys before rushing forward with a
cry of 'revenge!'

Mikhail moved with them, the sensation of
being part of a wave of soldiers both familiar, and also peculiarly
crowded. Without memories, his recollection of what he had done in
the service of the Emperor was scant, but what few memories he
did have all involved smaller groups such as the six men
he'd spotted moving in from the north. S.O.F. the cuneiform spelled
out on his dog tags. Special Operations Forces. Yes. Perhaps that
was why training small groups of archers felt so natural, but the
larger army he now commanded felt unwieldy? A piece of his missing
past fell into place.

A return volley flew at them from the Uruk
raiders. Shrieks of agony erupted all around him as slender spears
given devastating velocity by the atlatls thudded into the Gasurian
defenders. In front of him, Harrood fell. The Uruk raider who had
gotten him loaded a second spear into his throwing-stick and cast
back his arm to aim a second shot. The spear was imbedded in
Harrood's shoulder, a wound he was likely to survive. Mikhail
flared his wings, daring the raider to take a shot at a bigger
target. Him.

The raider pointed and shouted a string of
words in the Uruk language. The others followed suit. The tide of
raiders which had, until now, been focused solely on extricating
themselves from the ambush suddenly shifted. With single-minded
purpose, the Uruk raiders all aimed and took shots at
him.

"Damantia!" Mikhail grunted as he used his
sword to deflect more than a dozen spears. One thudded into his
wings. Pain screamed down the injured limb, but it had not landed
in a bone which would prevent his flight. The Cherubim incantations
he had only lightly been reciting, just enough to aid his focus,
rushed to the forefront of his mind. Until now, he had only used
them to give him an edge, so as not to frighten the Gasurian
warriors who had never seen him transform into the blue-eyed visage
Ninsianna described. He lost those inhibitions now.

He stepped in front of Harrood. That part of
his consciousness that remembered how to feel tucked the
Gasurian warrior's facial expressions, their body language as they
realized he'd transformed himself into something more, away
to be analyzed later. Several waivered, not certain whether to be
more afraid of the Uruk attackers … or him.

With a viscous downward slice, he decapitated
the first Uruk to rush at him; a second jabbed through the heart to
join the first. Confusion reigned as Gasurian defenders were left
with no one to defend against as the Uruk abandoned their group
cohesion and attacked him.

Jiljab was a competent leader. Within seconds
he had his men swarming against the exposed Uruk back, stabbing the
raiders as the fighting was now too close to use their bows. That
didn't help him much as far more enemies sought his
blood instead of the Gasurian's.

Perhaps he would have been better off smiting
the six he'd let live in the field?

Some part of his mind analyzed all the places
the Gasurian defenders were weak. The awkward moves. The places
where the chain of command broke down. Warriors whose deficits in
basic skills left them open to attack and, in a few places, left
them wounded. Shouting from the rooftops alerted them the second
raiding party now moved in from their rear.

"To me, to me!" Jiljab rallied a group to
defend against the second attack.

"Looks like I'll get to drop into the back
after all," Shumama shouted at him over the din. He ran towards one
of the buildings where a rope ladder had been dropped to allow his
ascent. An archer he'd introduced yesterday as his wife gave him a
hand up then crouched back down out of atlatl-aim as her husband
ran across the flat rooftops, leaping onto the next house, and then
the next. Two other Gasurian warriors did the same.

A spear barely missed Mikhail's cheek. He
refocused his attention on the enemy, some who only cared about
smiting him, others who recognized they couldn't all
come after him with the Gasurian warriors rallying around their
fringe. Arrows whistled towards the invisible enemy to their rear.
Shouting from the back of the village indicated Shumama and his
friends had dropped down from the rooftops to engage the six-man
unit in battle.

Little by little the raiders who'd attacked
their front began to thin out. Some died at the end of his sword,
but many more simply faded into the night, the inevitability of
their defeat causing them to run. The last raider circled, stabbing
him for everything he was worth, and recognized he stood alone.

There was no hatred in the last man
standing's eyes. Only determination. That eerie sense that
sometimes whispered to him to be merciful did so now. With a nod,
Mikhail lowered his sword just enough to signal he was letting the
man go. The man backed out of sword range and then ran.

The fight still raged behind him. The
Gasurians swarmed around the six men who had come at them from the
rear. The men were outnumbered and begged for mercy, but Jiljab
gave them none. These men had targeted their village not once, but
twice. It was not Mikhail's way to kill an enemy who wished to
surrender, but this was not his village. Only the lingering
coldness of the killing dance prevented him from wincing as the
raiders were mercilessly butchered. He had spared them in vain.

This … was not his way…

He took to the air, whispering prayers he
could only half-remember for some god he did not worship to carry
the souls of the men he had smote into the dreamtime. He did not
know where he had learned such things other than it had been at the
hands of the Cherubim, but he must fend off the lurking darkness he
felt strongest at times such as this, that black wound that
threatened to break his control and tempt him to succumb to his
blood lust.

What would happen if that dark beast was ever
let off its leash? He did not want to know…

It was later as Needa patched up the damage
to his wing, the spear having been too heavy to stick once he'd
flapped his wings, that Shumama came back, Harrood at his side with
his arm held in a sling, and handed him the gold they had pilfered,
one from each enemy body.

Gold...

Sata'anic gold…

"What manner of creature is this?" Chief
Jiljab pointed to the front of the coin.

Mikhail turned it over in his hand, not even
memory loss enough to erase his god's sworn enemy.

"It's a dragon…"
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“It has been said, 'the
truth will make men free.'

The truth alone has never made anyone
free.

It is only doubt which will bring mental
emancipation.”

 


The Satanic Bible
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Kasib

Sata'an Royal Navy Lieutenant Kasib looked at
the sound of a light knock upon his door, one of the few
real doors in this forward operating base which was still comprised
largely of tents. The stacks of paperwork on his desk were so high
he could barely peer over them to see who sought entrance to
General Hudhafah's office. He instinctively tasted the air with his
long, forked tongue for clues as to who stood outside his door.

"Enter," he called out.

Pheromones of anxiety preceded his old
friend, Lieutenant Apausha, into the room. Apausha was not
technically navy, but one of the countless men inducted into the
Sata'an Merchant Marine which was in fact a quiet fifth branch of
the Empire's military. Emperor Shay'tan, may he be blessed with a
thousand graces, was too wary to trust the shipment of Sata'an
goods to a bunch of mercantilists, pirates and thieves to get his
less-sanctioned goods where they needed to go, so he'd created his
own fleet of smugglers. Loyal men, trained the same as any
military man, only given the imprimatur of 'private industry' so
Shay'tan could have plausible deniability if one of their less
savory shipments were intercepted.

"Salam," Kasib greeted. "Have you finished
loading the next shipment?" His reared dorsal crest was the only
indicator he possessed mixed feelings about his carrying out his
orders.

"Not yet," Apausha said. "I wanted to speak
with General Hudhafah first."

"What about?" Kasib asked.

Apausha tasted the air to feel him out before
divulging something that was otherwise best left to the general.
The long, slender end of his tail curled and uncurled around the
leg of a chair Kasib had propped in front of a filing cabinet so
he'd have someplace extra to pile all these reports.

"You know I've been working under-the-cuff
for Ba'al Zebub?" Apausha asked. "Right?"

"We all put our shoulders to the wheels of
the Empire and push," Kasib said. "Even those tasks our Emperor
deems must remain beneath scrutiny."

"Beneath!" Apausha's nostrils flared. "I have
seen goings on even our emperor would not stoop to!"

"The gods move in mysterious ways," Kasib
gesticulated to his head, his snout and his heart. "Shay'tan be
praised."

Apausha held a crumpled piece of paper. It
had the look about it of a report that had been written, then
crumpled, then written on again. He noted the way Apausha fidgeted
with the cuff of his uniform, his claws engaging in the hatchling
habit of scratching his own clothing for comfort. Whatever Apausha
had seen, it truly had him rattled. Kasib's cat-like irises
expanded, detecting the dark scribble down on the signature
line.

"Is it signed?" Kasib asked.

"Yes," Apausha said.

"Are you going to turn it in?"

"That depends."

"On what?"

"On whether or not you believe General
Hudhafah will take the word of a lowly Lieutenant from a disgraced
family over the word of our highest-ranking official," Apausha
said. His tongue flitted out again, tasting the air for his
response.

"Who?" Kasib asked.

"Maybe it's better if you don't know."
Apausha stood with his arms bowed out at his sides, like a
gunslinger who anticipated any moment now he might need to fight
his way out. The pheromones which came off of him, however, were
not aggression, but angst and fear.

"Isn't your wife sitting on a clutch of
eggs?" Kasib asked gently.

Apausha's sharp intake of breath gave him his
answer.

"What do you think General Hudhafah could do
that filing your report through ordinary channels would fail to
accomplish?" Kasib asked.

"I hear he is a good man," Apausha said.
"Only takes enough graft to pad his retirement and uses the rest to
make sure his men have enough bullets. I know he's not my direct
commander, but perhaps he knows someone who can do something
about this?"

Kasib stared at the small icon every Sata'an
soldier kept of their emperor and god above their desk.

"What would Shay'tan do?" Kasib asked.

Apausha's hand trembled as he crumpled the
paper a bit more, and then put it on Kasib's desk, all balled
up.

"The old dragon would want to know," Apausha
said.

Kasib uncrumpled the report and smoothed it
out. Apausha was silent as he read what was written on the report.
A sensation akin to falling made it feel as though he were about to
tumble out of his chair. Taram's sister had been on that first
shipment! As well as her cousin!

"You say Ba'al Zebub got your initial report
and refused to do anything about this?" Kasib asked.

"Yes."

Kasib looked up at his old friend. They had
come up through the Sata'an Naval Academy together before Ba'al
Zebub had snatched him to run guns and other smuggled goods under
the auspices of the Sata'an Merchant Marine. Had Apausha's family
not been disgraced, a casualty of a father who had been captured in
battle and, some say, executed by the Destroyer himself, his friend
would have been a Captain or perhaps even a Major by now. Having
just been gifted a wife by Ba'al Zebub for loyalty not too many
months before, would Apausha risk everything to turn in his own
benefactor for the benefit of a few non-Sata'an females he didn't
even know.

Kasib re-read the report just to be certain
he wasn't having a bad dream, perhaps, a nightmare induced by
eating too many of the strange, tasty fruits this world
produced.

Yes. And he would too…

But that was just because he had no
wife and hatchlings to disgrace if Apausha was wrong. What if
General Hudhafah was not a good man. At least not good
enough to bite the hand that fed him, as well? Ba'al Zebub
had given Hudhafah his command.

Kasib glanced once more at the icon of
Shay'tan, resplendent in his bejeweled robes, scepter, and throne.
What would Shay'tan do?

Shay'tan was a devious old devil. He'd find a
way to make this information known and stymie things, gum up the
works and make it look like something else was at fault
until he could find a way to outmaneuver the bastard and show his
hand.

"The fifty women in Yellow Area One are ready
for shipment," Kasib slid the signed report into his pencil-drawer.
"You should load them and complete the mission."

Apausha wavered, confused. "I thought there
three hundred brides awaiting delivery to their new husbands?"

Kasib pulled out the written orders he had
prepared, the ones that had initially been authorized to load fifty
women, but several days ago he had received a message ordering him
to increase that number to three hundred. The updated order sat in
the folder, but with work piling up around him, he hadn't had a
chance to bring it into Hudhafah to get it signed. He pulled the
unsigned orders out of the folder and slid it across the desk to
let Apausha open the folder and read it.

"Ba'al Zebub will crucify you if he finds out
it was you who mixed up the orders," Apausha said.

Kasib's scales rippled at the thought of what
would happen to him if they found out he had been the one to
initiate the screw-up, but he'd been playing the shell game on
Hudhafah's behalf for too many years to not know how to cover his
tracks. Besides, he was an unmarried male with few prospects of
being gifted a wife anytime soon, unlike Apausha, who had a wife
and hatchlings to think of now.

"Fifty women," Kasib said. "It's the best
that I can do for now. But if I find a way to get this report
through to somebody without putting your family in danger, I will.
You have my word."

"Thank you," Apausha breathed a sigh of
relief. "What about the ones who aren't so lucky?"

"Sometimes we must accept things we do not
agree with until a better opportunity presents itself," Kasib said.
"Shay'tan be praised."

"Shay'tan be praised." Apausha tucked his
tail up along his right side and gave Kasib the kind of formal
salute you might give a commanding officer even though he had no
such obligation to a male who was not within his own chain of
command. With a murmured goodbye, Apausha went back to performing
his distasteful duties.

Kasib pulled the crumpled report out of his
pencil drawer. Hashem's bushy eyebrows! There would be Haven to pay
if Ba'al Zebub found out it was him who had botched the
shipment! As tempting as it was, he didn't want to just slip it
onto General Hudhafah's desk and let him take the fall. He'd
made paperwork disappear before on behalf of the general, made
funds appear where no such funds existed, or made things disappear,
including people Hudhafah wanted out of the picture, but these
orders were different. Whatever the Haven Ba'al Zebub had cooked up
with the Alliance Prime Minister, it was so far off the map of
black market deals and graft that greased the wheels of the Empire
that even Hudhafah himself wasn't high-ranking enough to deal with
it.

But Kasib knew who was…

They operated this base under full long-range
radio silence so the Alliance spies who skittered around the
fringes of every troop movement would not detect they were here,
but once each week a small, fast scout ship was dispatched with a
black box full of radio communications to be plugged into the
regular military command channels once they got back within Sata'an
Empire borders. It was risky, but there was one venue a
nobody like him could use to get a message back to somebody who
might care.

He scanned the hand-written report and
attached it to an email to someone he knew within the Sata'an
Central Intelligence Agency. His contact was way down in the food
chain, about as far down in the ranks you could get and still be in
the agency, but his contact had been there a long time and knew
which men could be relied upon to be discreet, and which ones were
tail-turns, ready to sell you out to curry favor.

It would take time for this report to work
its way up to the intended recipient, if ever, but Shay'tan had
quietly installed a spider web to alert him if something was amiss.
The slow, indirect route was safer than walking into the door right
in front of him and plunking it down on Hudhafah's desk.

Kasib stapled the original report to the
unsigned orders and hid the folder in the bottommost pile. The way
paperwork was piling up, even if they did suspect him of
botching the report intentionally, it would take them years to dig
through it all.
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Ninsianna

The three Magian women had been stranded here
by the Amorite slavers, so far from home that even the furthest
trading partners claimed they had never heard of their people.
Strange featured, with black hair, almond eyes, and flat faces,
Ninsianna had promised she would help them find a way home. Mikhail
had freed them the day the Halifians had snatched Pareesa to to
lure Mikhail into a trap.

"Are you ready?" Papa lay out his prayer mat
and arranged the sacred objects that signified their willingness to
receive the wisdom of the goddess.

"How will I make the journey without kratom?"
Ninsianna lamented. Kratom was a blue flower which induced
hallucinations.

"You are with child," Papa's tawny-beige eyes
crinkled in a sympathetic expression. "You don't want to harm your
baby."

"I know," Ninsianna sighed. "It's just … "
She trailed off. The mind-expanding properties of the toxic flower
propelled her into the dreamtime in a way that no amount of
meditation had been able to replicate since. She looked down at her
thickening waist which only 'showed' her pregnancy if you searched
for symptoms. For years she'd helped Mama tend to the new mothers
in this village, but until she'd become pregnant herself, it had
never dawned on her how much bearing Mikhail's child would impinge
upon her everyday activities.

"Each day your gift grows stronger, child,"
Papa reassured her. "The kratom is just an aid. If She-who-is wants
you to find their people, she will show you. If she does not, then
no amount of kratom will help."

Ninsianna turned to Seyahat, a petite woman
in her twenties. In her lap sat a red wool cape dyed a shade of
scarlet no Ubaid pigmentation had ever achieved, redder than a
pomegranate, with embroidered flowers wrought of threads of many
different colors and beads woven into the hem. -If-
Ninsianna could help them find a way home, Seyahat had promised
after three months stranded with the Ubaid, she would give her this
cape to her as her gift. Ninsianna would have attempted this
journey even without the promise of the cape, but its fiery red
coloration, symbolic of blood and inner strength, compelled her to
be bold and travel far even without the crutch of kratom to expand
the reach of her mind.

"Don't be afraid," Ninsianna gestured for
Seyahat to sit on Papa's prayer mat in the center of the sacred
symbols. "It helps me focus better when you sit within the circle
along with me."

Seyahat eyed the objects Papa had arranged to
keep out evil spirits. "Will this hurt?"

"No," Ninsianna said. "But whenever I journey
into the Dreamtime, my mind travels far from my body. These objects
keep me safe and help me find my way home again."

She squeezed the Magian woman's hand, but it
was really she who needed the reassurance. There was always
danger any time a shaman traveled into the dreamtime. Several times
she had gone too far and needed Papa to come in to get her, or
worse, fetch Mikhail to call her back into her body. If she ever
became lost there, her body would wither for want of a spirit to
inhabit it. It was for this reason, even though she was the
Chosen of She-who-is, that Papa came with her into the dreamtime,
at least as far as he was capable, which was not nearly as far as
her. He was like the man who stood inside the entrance of a cave,
calling out as she explored further so she could track his voice
back to the entrance. Papa might be the less talented of the two,
but his gift was more reliable from years of practice.

"I am not afraid," Seyahat said. Her
trembling lip said otherwise. She clutched Ninsianna's hand the way
one might when learning to swim.

Seyahat's older sister, Fatma, was the most
outspoken of the trio, prone to cattiness, and the one Ninsianna
liked the least. She scrutinized the sacred objects as though they
were goat dung.

"I do not like this magic," Fatma pursed her
lips. "If she were a true medicine woman, she would not take
away your fine red cape." Her black eyes glowered at Ninsianna. "In
our tribe, such magic is called sorcery."

Ninsianna was thankful her father could not
understand their language. He was unaware she had made this bargain
for the cape, although in her defense, amongst the Ubaid it was
customary to give a gift to a shaman who helped you in accordance
with your means. It had been Seyahat who had offered the cape as an
enticement after Ninsianna had expressed doubt about whether she
should even attempt such a journey, not because Ninsianna had
asked.

The youngest of the three Magian women,
Norhan, swatted at the thin plume of smoke which streamed from the
bundle of dried cedar Papa used to smudge her.

"In our village, sorcerers are stoned to
death," Norhan blurted out.

Heat radiated into Ninsianna's cheeks. How
dare they accuse her of sorcery when she was about to risk her life
to help them?

"Norhan…" Seyahat gave her cousin a
disapproving look.

Norhan immediately qualified her statement.
"Although Ninsianna does not act like any of the sorcerers
my uncle has put to death."

Fatma glowered at Papa as he smudged her next
and coughed, waving him away as though he enveloped her in burned
goat dung instead of the pleasant scent of aromatic cedar.

"She speaks our language even though she
never learned it," Fatma said. "And her eyes are filled with fire.
We should trade the cape for passage north with one of the trading
caravans."

"I am certain our husbands wait for us near
the last village we traded in," Norhan said. "Perhaps we should
just go there?"

"And be kidnapped again?" Seyahat cut her
off. "Chief Kiyan sent word of our rescue far and wide. No one has
come to claim us."

"So she says," Fatma pointed at
Ninsianna. "She is the only one who speaks our language. How do we
know what she says is true?"

Ninsianna wished fervently she had inherited
her grandfather, Lugalbanda's, legendary ability to reach through
the dreamtime and throttle somebody!

"These people have been nothing but kind to
us," Norhan sided with Seyahat. "I communicate well enough with
Pareesa to understand they have done all they can. If we want to
get home, we must put our trust in Ninsianna."

"Ninsianna did not ask me for this cape,"
Seyahat reassured her sister. "I offered it of my own free will. If
she can help us find a way home, it will be a fair trade."

"It was a bridal gift crafted by your
mother-in-law's own hand," Fatma snorted. "It will not be
replaced!"

"I would rather live amongst our own people
wearing rags," Seyahat said, "then be fashionable amongst the pity
of strangers. The cape is mine to trade.."

"Do you want to go home or don't you?"
Ninsianna interrupted their bickering. "Because the Chief sent word
through every network he could think of. Nobody in Ubaid territory
has ever even heard of Margiana."

The three women looked at one another and
nodded.

"We have been treated kindly here," Seyahat
said. "But I miss my husband. With no families to provide for us,
we are a burden on your people."

"Your ways are strange to us," Norhan said,
"to be settled into villages which do not move and live by grains
instead of herds. Please. Help us find our way home." Tears
glistened in her dark eyes. Norhan had been a newlywed when the
Amorites had kidnapped them and had just found out she was carrying
his child. She still bore hope her husband was alive.

"I will do my best," Ninsianna's annoyance
softened, "but without kratom, I cannot make any promises. This is
a type of journey I have never made before."

"If you fail," Fatma shook her finger at
Ninsianna's face, "Seyahat will not give you her red cape."

Ninsianna glanced at the prize. It wasn't
about the cape. But goddess be! Its scarlet color beckoned
to her!

"Ninsianna, I am ready," Papa touched her
arm. He spoke in Ubaid, not the lilting Magian language.

Ninsianna gave him a fake smile to hide her
annoyance, thankful he did not understand their language. Papa
began to shake his rattle, a dried gourd with dried emmer seeds
inside to add percussion to his chants. He repeated the same prayer
over and over again.

'Mother. Carry me in your wind so I may
see.'

Ninsianna closed her eyes and added her voice
to her father's earthy chant, her light tone adding harmonies. The
three Magian women, the chanting, the rattle grew far away as she
dove into the stream of consciousness which lay closer to the
surface each time she sought the wisdom of the goddess, a river of
light which eased the heaviness from her flesh. Finding her way
in to the dreamtime was always easy. It was forcing herself
to come out again which always gave her problems.

The way grew brighter. So many baubles
beckoned within the mind of She-who-is, bright, shiny, wonderful!
Stars, planets, and other amazing things her people had observed,
but had no words to describe, danced before her eyes as though they
were playthings. All information that had ever existed, and someday
might exist, lay at her disposal. One particularly beautiful
cluster of lights appealed to her, pink and purple and white, with
a configuration in the middle like the head of a horse. She stepped
off the path to move towards it.

'Nebulae…'

Information jumped into her mind about the
stellar nursery being shaped by She-who-is's own hand. She could
sense the way the sparkling lights pleased HER. Knowledge of
how the dust settled until it gained enough weight to ignite and
the stars sang songs to each other as they became aware of their
own consciousness danced into her mind. Stars were alive? Her
curiosity aroused, Ninsianna stepped further off the path to touch
them.

"Focus, child," Papa's voice called from far
away. "You must never let go of that thread that connects you to
your body. You can examine these things another time, once you have
gained better control of your gift."

She looked back, hoping to see Papa standing
with her in the golden mists, but it was as though he stood on a
cliff, overlooking the universal mind, but unable to fly over it
the way that she could. Papa's voice anchored her between the
stellar nursery and her parent's kitchen where her body sat
muttering to the three Magian women and reminded her of why she was
here.

'Ninsianna … see…'

She-who-is directed her attention back to the
path she wished for her to follow.

The mists cleared. The life-thread that
connected Seyahat to her distant family glowed brighter. Strange
creatures pranced across an endless field of grass, so flat there
were no mountains in any direction. Almond-eyed, black-haired
people lived in round huts which could be moved wherever their
herds grazed. A man prowled the grasslands on the back of one of
the beasts, not a camelid like the Kemet traders rode, but a
horse.

Why … she'd had no idea such creatures could
be ridden thus! Until now Ubaid had always hunted them for their
long tail-hairs and their meat!

A falcon circled a man. He held out his arm
and the raptor landed. Raptors were sacred to Ninsianna's people,
so this man must be Seyahat's brother. He untied a small packet
tied to the falcon's leg … a piece of paper with pictographs that
reminded her of the silly 'cuneiform' Mikhail kept trying to teach
her to read.

The man kicked the haunches of the beast and
raced back to the huts, shouting as he leaped off his horse. Men
and women listened as he told them about the ambush of the Magian
traders. Men raced to gather their things and rounded up their
horses, some for riding, others laden with supplies the way the
Kemet traders weighed down their camelids.

"Ninsianna!" Papa called. "You have been in
the dreamtime too long, daughter. You have found the information we
need. Please come back."

'Keep watching…'

The men rode the beasts west across the
grasslands to a desert where the grass became withered and dry. The
goddess coaxed her to leave the men behind. She understood this was
as far as they had journeyed thus far. The warm air carried her as
though she possessed her husband's wings. She left the desert
behind journeyed west to an enormous body of water.

'That is the Hyrcanian Ocean…'

Oh! She had heard of this fresh-water ocean,
though never had she traveled to it! It was one of the places Jamin
had promised to take her before he had broken his promise and told
her a woman's place was in the village, the reason she had balked
at marrying him. Now, she could see it for herself.

"Thank you, Mother!"

Laughter welled in the physical body which
still sat in Papa's kitchen as she soared above the ocean, stopping
at a coastal village to peek into the houses of the people who
lived there. So wonderful and strange, these people! They wove
enormous nets of pounded grasses and threw them onto the waters,
gathering schools of fish and spreading them on drying racks in the
sun, dipped first in salt so the fish would not spoil. She could
teach her people these things when she got back!

More! She wanted more! She begged the goddess
to teach her everything there was to know. Like an indulgent
mother, She-who-is drew her eyes to the next wonderful thing and
Ninsianna drank it in.

"Mo ghrá," a deeper voice
whispered across the distance, "tá sé eagla a chur orm nuair a
théann tú chomh fada uaidh. Eagla orm lá éigin go mbeidh tú a
fhágáil dom agus ní teacht ar ais."

The strong, golden thread which connected her
to her husband vibrated, all of the emotion he felt as he called
her back from the dreamtime. Without his saying the words, she
could hear the question he did not dare ask. Someday will you
leave me too?

She could almost feel the accusation
filter through a second, weaker thread which was connected to her
mother. Selfish? Who? Her?

No! She-who-is favored curiosity! But why
make her husband fret unnecessarily? She could sense his
unhappiness, his fear that someday she would abandon him for the
goddess, and it made her sad, too.

She-who-is called her attention to a new
light which called to her, her unborn child. If she let go of the
thread which connected her to her body, her child would die along
with it. This the goddess did not want. Ninsianna felt a
nudge, urging her to go back to her husband.

With one last look back at the colorful
village, Ninsianna willed herself to rejoin Papa in the world
between, that place which lay between the realm where shamans could
journey and the further realms only the Chosen of She-who-is could
see without first casting off their mortal shell. Oh! How she hated
this place where darkness merged with light to create the material
realms.

"I saw Seyahat's people!" Ninsianna
exclaimed. "A long distance from here in a land unlike any I have
ever seen! I counted three mountain ranges in the direction of the
rising sun, then south along the shore of the Hyrcanian Ocean,
across a desert to the grassland that lies beyond."

"Such a journey would take months!" Papa
said. "We cannot spare the warriors to escort three captured women
that far!"

"Their men ride animals which can carry a man
across the desert in a matter of weeks," Ninsianna said. "The
leader of this group is Seyahat's brother. He is riding to
rendezvous with Norhan's uncle along the south shore of the
Hyrcanian Ocean and will be there in two weeks. Is there some way
we can get a message to them?"

"The Hyrcanian Ocean? We have trading ties
with the Guilian tribe that lives along the western shore." It was
eerie how much Papa's spirit-body mimicked his physical body as he
ran his fingers through his wild hair. "Why haven't their
husbands come looking for them?"

"They were killed by the Amorites," the
information spilled forth from her mortal lips before she thought
to temper it. "It was terrible to watch! They didn't just smite
them! They tortured them as though it brought them pleasure!"

Some part of her consciousness heard the
three Magian women cry out with grief. Oh, no! She had not meant to
give that information so casually! While she had gotten better
about not losing track of her body, she had not yet mastered
the art of controlling what her body did whenever she
traveled.

"We shall work on that." Papa's expression
was sympathetic. "You're not the only shaman who ever had
difficulty learning restraint." From his sheepish expression, she
knew he referred to himself.

Papa held out his non-corporeal hand. She
took it like she had when she'd still been a little girl, not
minding being led the final distance through the astral realms
which existed just above the material realms where their bodies
sat. Although she might be the more powerful journeyman of the two,
her father's years of discipline and training kept them safe.

Some small part of her registered the
physical sensation of being gathered into strong arms.

"Mo ghrá," Mikhail whispered,
not with just his voice, but with his heart. "Le do thoil teacht
abhaile. Tá a fhios agat frightens sé dom nuair a bhfuil tú imithe
seo fada."

Her gift of tongues translated
the Galactic Standard. Come home, love. It frightens me when you
are gone so long.

"It appears we are being summoned home," Papa
said.

"He calls too soon," Ninsianna complained. "I
finally got to see the Hyrcanian Ocean! Why does Mama never call
you home like a naughty child?"

"Who do you think fetched your husband to
call you back?" Papa laughed. "Mama has been calling both of
us for quite some time now. You just weren't listening, child."

Shadows danced around them, ghosts of the
deceased and dark creatures with neither shape nor form. Oh, how
she hated this last part of the journey where the paths converged!
A spirit blocked their path. The ghost was a man with the same
almond eyes as the Magian women.

"The way into the dreamtime is there," Papa
pointed down the path of light from which they'd just come. "Your
kin comes to fetch your wife. We shall see that they find her."

The wraith's mouth moved, but no sound came
out. Images intruded into Ninsianna's mind like head lice, or some
other unwelcome violation into the golden bubble which followed her
out of the dreamtime and drew the dead to her like moths to a
lantern flame. With a bow of gratitude, Norhan's dead husband
disappeared.

A shaman's duties included carrying out the
death rituals, but Ninsianna hated the dark. She glanced
down the opposite path of the one she followed to She-who-is, the
one her father insisted she must someday learn if she wished to
become a full-fledged shaman. The realm of He-who's-not yawned
empty in that direction like a vast, terrifying hunger.

She would not go there! No! Not ever!

"You should not be so fearful of the dead,"
Papa gently admonished her. "You carry the light of She-who-is, but
a shaman must also be able to find their way through the
shadow-realm."

"I shall gather the light around me until it
shines so bright the darkness would not dare come close to
me!" Ninsianna exclaimed.

Papa sighed. "I pray, child, that you shall
never have to find your own way through the dark. For there
you are completely blind."

Ninsianna jutted out her chin, not
really her chin but the projection of a chin she had crafted
with her own mind, and turned back towards the path of light to
give the goddess a prayer of gratitude.

"Thank you, Mother, for giving us this
information."

A feeling of joy welled up in her chest. Her
boldness in projecting her consciousness so far out-of-body without
the benefit of kratom had made the goddess proud.

She focused on her husband's voice, the
tremble of the strong arms which cradled her as though she might
break, and willed herself to open her eyes.

"Ninsianna," Mikhail's eyes were filled with
worry. "Tá sé eagla orm nuair nach mbeidh tú ag
teacht abhaile [it frightens me when you won't come home]." Such
beautiful eyes her husband had, intelligent, wide set, the color of
the winter sky, framed by long, dark lashes.

"But I was fine." Ninsianna traced his high
cheekbone across to the bridge of his straight nose, then down to
touch his lips. "It is the goddess' will I learn this
information."

"SHE should be a little more sensitive
to your frightened mother," Mikhail scolded her.

He nuzzled her neck like an eagle tucking a
chick into its downy breast and settled her further into his wings.
Ninsianna noted the way his heart beat too fast. She leaned back
into his downy underfeathers and sighed. A similar scene occurred
between her parents; only Mama could feel what Papa saw in
the dreamtime, a gift of empathy Ninsianna had not inherited. The
sound of crying filtered through the feathery cocoon of her
husband's wings.

"Why are they so upset?" Ninsianna asked.

"Did you just tell them their husbands are
dead?" Mama waggled her finger like an accusation. She knew
Ninsianna well enough to see the flush of guilt in her cheeks.
"What did you expect?!"

"Oh!" Ninsianna gave Papa a look that
communicated 'please help me.'

"Ninsianna is still learning to use her
gift," Papa said. "They would still be crying if she were to tell
them right now instead of with the voice of She-who-is. At least
now they know their loved ones found safe passage into the
dreamtime."

All except for the spirit which had lingered.
Papa had made that spirit a promise, and promises to the dead bore
the weight of law, not only in this realm, but in the one beyond.
They must help these women get home. She glanced at Mikhail.

"You should fly out to meet them,"
Ninsianna said. "And tell them how to get here. It would take us
months to walk that far, but you could do it in a couple of
days."

Mikhail retreated behind an unreadable
expression, but not before the shadow of disagreement danced across
his face. He had just gotten back from three days in Gasur. During
that time, Eshnunna had been attacked and their healer's
apprentice killed, as well.

"Where?" Mikhail tensed beneath her
fingertips.

"Six men on horseback," Ninsianna said. "Just
fly east and tell them where to find us. The creatures they ride
will convey them here in a matter of weeks."

"Did you say they ride on horseback?" Mama
asked incredulously. "I have never heard of such a thing."

"We shall see soon enough," Papa gave her a
conspiratorial wink. "Either these men will ride here on the backs
of animals we hunt for food, or they shall not. Until then, it is
too soon to speculate."

Ninsianna gave Papa a grateful smile. She had
always been good at getting people to do what was best for them,
her gentle touch often succeeding where more aggressive methods
failed, but since she had become the Chosen One of She-who-is, Papa
helped her navigate the strange politics of not just women, but
also men. Men liked to have proof, and like most men, so did her
Mama.

Seyahat huddled with her kin, weeping at the
confirmation of her husband's death. They'd suspected as much, but
now it had been confirmed by none other than She-who-is.

"Your brother comes for you." Ninsianna used
her gift of tongues to speak in the Magian women's language. "He is
several weeks away. My husband …"

Ninsianna veered off mid-sentence. That
now-familiar thread sent thrills through her body as her mouth
formed words different than those she had intended to
speak.

"…is needed here."

Mama gave her a sharp look, Mikhail a
resigned sigh. Each had seen this happen enough times to recognize
the interruption of the goddess. Ninsianna translated what the
goddess had just compelled her to say into Ubaid so her husband and
parents could understand it.

"Seyahat's brother rides for the southern
shore of the Hyrcanian Ocean," Papa said to Mikhail. "Perhaps we
can send messengers to the Guilan tribe to inform any travelers
they are here in Assur. Or better yet, perhaps we could find safe
passage for the women to meet them there?"

"Chief Jiljab owes me," Mikhail said. "And is
friendly with the Mannean tribe to their east. It will get them
that much closer to this inland sea you describe."

Ninsianna shot Papa a grateful look and
translated the revised plan into the Magian women's language.

"Anahita be praised," Seyahat sobbed. The
three Magian women huddled together, consoling each other, until at
last Seyahat dried her tears and approached Ninsianna with the red
cape.

"Thank you for finding us a way home,"
Seyahat tucked the cape around Ninsianna's shoulders. "After seeing
how worried your husband was to discover you made this journey, I
feel my gift is inadequate to compensate you for the risk you took
to help us."

"I'm glad She-who-is wished to help,"
Ninsianna said. She rubbed her cheek against the soft wool. It was
still warm from Seyahat's body and felt furry and luscious the same
way it felt to be enveloped in her husband's wings.

With subdued tears, the three Magian women
bid them farewell and headed back to the families who were hosting
them. Mama recognized the buzz of light Ninsianna usually carried
with her out of these journeys was wearing off, leaving her feeling
heavy and tired.

"You!" Mama ordered. To bed!"

"I am fine!" Ninsianna tried to stand and
swooned back into her husband's arms.

"You journeyed too long, mo ghrá," Mikhail admonished her. "You are with child. You
must take things easy."

Strong arms picked her up
as though she was a child's doll and carried her upstairs to
settle her into the tiny raised pallet which served as their bed.
He squeezed in behind her, everything about this house too small
for a man who was larger than life, and gave a contented sigh as
she rolled into him and placed her hand over his heart. He had not
taken off her red cape, understanding she coveted it, but he
covered her with one wing anyways, fluffing out his feathers to
increase her warmth.

"It worries me when you go so far into the
dreamtime that you no longer answer," Mikhail's blue eyes were
troubled. His large hand moved to cover her smaller one and pressed
it tighter against his chest. "When you go there, it just doesn't
feel right to me."

His heart trembled beneath the scarred flesh
where she could dip her fingers beneath the level of his shattered
ribcage to feel his heart pulsating against the skin. He was
vulnerable here, this place the goddess had nearly broken him to
bring him into her village. Ninsianna gave him a weak smile. She
had heard him call her. She just hadn't wanted to leave.

"I hate passing through the dark whenever I
come back," she mumbled excuses. "I wish I could just light a fire
and make it all go away."

Mikhail kissed her hair. "Do not fear the
dark, mo ghrá. Sometimes, the night can be your
friend."

She would have answered him, but
already she had drifted off to sleep. To dream of horses ... and
what it would be like to ride one of them.
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Kunopegos

 


Kunopegos

The Centauri had been genetically engineered
to be the Alliance's cavalry. Spliced together from the powerful
running portion of that extinct animal, the horse, with the torso
and intellect of the equally extinct sentient creatures, humans,
the Emperor had created soldiers powerful enough to leap over
obstacles and run into battle, weapons blazing, to defeat his
enemies, without the inconvenience of hauling around beasts of
burden or mechanical equipment from solar system to solar system.
But like all hybrids, the inbreeding necessary to maintain their
recessive genes came at a price. Over the millennia, inbreeding had
rendered most Centauri sterile.

General Kunopegos towered over the ship's
medical officer. He was a proud stallion coming from a long line of
decorated generals, not one of them having achieved a rank of less
than brigadier. Once upon a time their species had come in a
variety of markings, coats that were pinto, paint and buckskin
instead of the ubiquitous chestnut all Centauri possessed today.
The citizens of this great Alliance joked that all Centauri looked
alike, and in a way they did, because every Centauri in existence
was descended from a narrow bloodline which grew narrower all the
time.

If the Centauri could be visualized as a
funnel, then Kunopegos thought of himself as the narrow spigot
which dropped off into nothingness. Sterile. The last of his
bloodline.

Or at least he had been until Lucifer
introduced him to his wife…

He stared at the stallion who swished a
medical wand through the blue, translucent gel smeared over his
wife's swollen abdomen, praying for good news. The swish of the
doctor's tail, back and forth, hold, back and forth, hold, broke
the prognosis even before he had finished.

"I see … inside … the ma-sheen?" Aigharn
reached for the tiny, black-and-white display monitor of the
ultrasound. Her swollen abdomen, far too large for a mare …
correction … human woman … barely three months pregnant, got in her
way.

"Not right now," Doctor Fufluns took her hand
and squeezed it. "Machine … broken. First must speak to
husband."

Aigharn nodded, tears welling in her
beautiful, almond-shaped eyes. She knew the news was bad.
Her lips trembled as Kunopegos kissed her then followed the doctor
out of the medical bay into the viewing chamber, where they could
watch Aigharn struggle out of the hospital gown to get back into
her regular clothes.

“She is too tiny to bear such an enormous
foal," Doctor Fufluns said after a long silence. "I fear you will
have no choice but to abort it."

"Like Hades!!!" Kunopegos practically
shouted. "This is my foal you're talking about!"

Fufluns tail swished again, back and forth,
stop, back and forth, stop. Kunopegos had made these late-night
trips down to the medical bay often enough, the hallways cleared of
all personnel and Aigharn clad in the strange, shapeless burqa
which hid what she was from his crew, to know when the
doctor bore more bad news. Lately, all the news had
been bad.

"Perhaps you can try again," Fufluns said
gently. "After the Prime Minister has passed his trade
resolution lifting the seed world restrictions from her
homeworld."

"I will not kill my own foal!" Kunopegos
hooves struck sparks off the deck. He crossed his arms in front of
his chest, more to ease the pressure that felt as though his heart
was breaking than anger.

He turned back to the window to watch his
wife clutch at the womb the doctor said was out of room and wince
in pain. Three months gone … eight more to go … although Lucifer
had sworn it only took her species nine months to bear a colt, not
the eleven of a Centauri mare. A duty-calendar was posted at the
entrance to the sick bay, laying out the roster for the next few
months. Those months taunted him. Five hundred and thirty-five
years he'd try to sire a colt and now that he finally had one on
the way, his foal was condemned to die for wont of a measly few
months!

"Lucifer said no harm would come to her if we
took the colt eleven weeks early!" His uniform made a tearing sound
as pressure caused by pulling his biceps tighter across his chest
caused the fabric to rip. "Perhaps if we took the foal a little
earlier than that? Took a chance? Maybe we could save her?"

Her. Already he thought of the blurry,
black and white picture he kept in his chest pocket, above his
heart, as his. His foal. The one he had waited for over 500
years.

"You need to choose between Aigharn's life
and your daughters,” Doctor Fuflun sighed. "The way this pregnancy
is progressing, your wife won't live long enough to make it
to the earliest point we've ever been able to take a colt and have
it survive."

Kunopegos stared though the glass at his
mate, dressed now and waiting for him to come in and tell her
everything would be alright. Just once he had taken her. Just once
he had given in to his species overwhelming instinct for a stallion
to mount a mare that was in heat and consummate his marriage. She
had bled so profusely afterwards he had thought he had killed
her!

When they had first mated, he'd thought her a
marginally sentient creature. If you'd asked him then, his answer
would have been easy. Yes. Risk the mare and save the foal. To a
species teetering at the edge of extinction, the only thing that
mattered was to save the foal.

Then the drugs Lucifer had injected into
Aigharn to keep her pliant wore off. The personality which emerged
was different from the childlike doll he had thought of as little
more than a vessel when Lucifer had made him go through the farce
of a marriage ceremony. It was why Lucifer had insisted he
marry her, he realized now. To open him to court-martial for
two crimes, not just one, three if you counted the
fact he had taken her without her consent, since being drugged did
not constitute 'consent' under Alliance law.

His sharp intake of breath pressed his
ribcage against his too-tight grip, making his chest hurt all the
more. His heart beat beneath the biceps he couldn't pull tight
enough to press away the feeling it was breaking. Terrible choices!
Why had he given into his instinct to mate with the mare when his
common sense had told him Lucifer's reassurances were a lie!

"How much longer do we have to decide?" The
words came out a mournful bass, a broken horn that no longer had
the heart to herald the charge.

"Not long," Fuflun said. "Maybe a few weeks?
Your foal is petite for a Centauri, but she has already surpassed
your wife's ability to carry her to term. Aigharn is beginning to
experience renal failure. If you wait too long, you will lose them
both."

The tears finally began to flow.

"What's the earliest you've ever harvested a
foal and had it survive?"

"Twenty-eight weeks," Fuflun said. "But after
you first came to me with her to confirm she was pregnant, I did a
little digging. The Emperor did some research on saving the human
root race after Nibiru was destroyed and of his twelve seed worlds
went down in flames. Some of the purebred humans had babies he
saved as early as twenty-two weeks. If Lucifer acts quickly to get
this override, your foal will be that much closer to term. If you
throw yourself at the mercy of the Eternal Emperor, before he
court-marshals you, I believe he will do all he can to save
her."

"I should do so now," Kunopegos said. He
inhaled and it came out a long, shuddering breath. "The gods help
me, I should do the right thing and do so now!"

He would not go to the Emperor … and
neither would Fuflun. Both knew what the Emperor would do upon
being faced with this dilemma. Abort the foal. Keep the mare. Send
her back to his precious seed world and let his species continue to
go extinct.

Doctor Fuflun's front hoof pawed anxiously on
the deck. He'd be implicated, as well, if Kunopegos went to
the Emperor. As the ship's physician, not only had he sworn an oath
to harm none, but he also had a legal obligation to report
violations of the hybrid anti-fraternization, anti-marriage,
anti-seed world, and anti-rape laws the minute they came to light.
And it had been rape! Oh gods, it had! It had taken him
days, after the drugs had worn off, to make Aigharn understand he
had mistaken her actions to disrobe as consent. He hadn't known she
was in a fugue state, some sort of drug induced stupor!

"You're not the only hybrid who hasn't
been able to sire a child, Sir," Fuflun finally said. "I kept
silent for a reason, which is why I suspect Lucifer chose
you as a recipient … he knew you weren't the only stallion
on this ship experiencing problems."

The two stallions stared in silence at the
tiny human female sitting at the edge of the hospital bed, twirling
her jet-black hair, her dark eyes filled with worry.

"How long until Lucifer can push through his
override?" Fuflun finally asked.

"He doesn't know," Kunopegos said. "Shay'tan
started jerking him around, withholding shipments and claiming
there have been delays. He's afraid if he doesn't build a critical
mass of votes, the old races will rally behind the Emperor and
shoot his override down."

Fuflun sighed. "Did you ask him why he'd told
you it was safe to mate with her? Even he should have known
the thought of such of thing was absurd. Even for him."

Kunopegos hesitated.

"What?"

"He says he doesn't remember saying
that."

"I've known you a long time," Fuflun said.
"You're a bit of a hothead, but never have I known you to take a
mare against her will, or even exert pressure on one to pair with
you for a mating appointment, even after the mares began to shun
you. You must have had witnesses?"

"His Chief of Staff required total secrecy
for the meeting where he gifted her to me," Kunopegos said, "in the
Sata'an custom of giving a bride for valor. He claimed Lucifer
never said any such thing, and those two goons he always has
shadowing him backed his claims."

Fuflun's tail began that back and forth, hold
motion again, the one which clued Kunopegos he found fault with
what he said.

"You don't believe me?"

"I believe that you believe you,"
Fuflun said. "Sir. May I speak freely?"

"You're the Chief Medical Officer," Kunopegos
said. "On all matters that relate to my health, including my mental
health, you have total sway. You're about to tell me to get my head
examined?"

"Not in so many words," Fuflun said. "It's
just…"

"It's just what?"

"Either way, we're all in a whole heap of
dung, Sir," Fuflun said. "Especially you. Insanity is a viable
legal defense against all crimes. Including…"

"Including negligent homicide," Kunopegos
said, staring through the window at his wife, who had by now burst
into tears at their long delay.

"Just in case she doesn't make it," Fuflun
said. "Or your foal. In case we have to make a hard choice to save
her life. Who knows what legal actions the Emperor might take to
retaliate against you if the foal is stillborn before Lucifer
pushes through his override?"

That part of him which had been trained from
birth to be a brilliant military commander, to look at all the
angles of how he might use assets on the ground and exploit his
enemies weaknesses, warred against that part of him that was
nothing but a soldier, a man who simply wanted to charge in, guns
blazing, to save the good guys and kill off the bad. Right now, he
was one of the bad ones.

"I knew damned well what I was doing was
against common sense when I mated with her," Kunopegos said. "Now
if you'll excuse me. I cannot bear to watch my wife cry."

Doctor Fuflun stepped aside as he tölted back
into the sick bay to rejoin his wife. Tears streamed down her
cheeks.

"Baby … not good?" Aigharn asked.

"Baby okay," Kunopegos used the pidgin of
Galactic Standard and a few words in her language he'd
picked up to help them communicate. "Aigharn not good. Aigharn
sick. Baby too big."

Aigharn's hand moved protectively over her
abdomen, already an unbelievable size for a mare so tiny. Centauri
mares carried their offspring in their animal half, the half
Aigharn did not possess, which had naturally evolved to carry an
offspring as large as a Centauri colt.

"Baby too big too soon," Aigharn said.
"Husband big. Baby big, too."

His nostrils flared as the simplicity of her
words twisted in his heart like a knife. He should have known
better than to mount her no matter what Lucifer had told
him, although the icy, calculating man which had brought him
Aigharn, and the puzzled, clownish man he had confronted at the
Emperor's Palace might as well be two different men, for all the
differences in their demeanor! Perhaps Fuflun was right? Maybe he
had heard what he wanted to hear? Because he'd been so
desperate to sire a colt?

"Baby too big, mother die," Aigharn
whispered. Her eyes were filled with fear.

Kunopegos lip trembled, unable to give her
the terrible news. Not yet. Not when there was still hope Lucifer
could get his override through and perhaps the sheer groundswell of
public sentiment would force the Emperor off of his high throne and
make him help her so he could save face in light of his son's
rebellion?

"You thirteen weeks with baby." Kunopegos
gathered her into his arms while she sobbed. "Doctor say he can
take baby out in nine weeks, put in machine. Machine do work of
Aigharn. Make baby okay. Make you okay."

It was a lie, but it was the only hope he
could give her, could give himself…

"My people … shaman give tea … make baby go
away," Aigharn whispered.

Kunopegos stiffened.

"Is that what you want?"

Her dark brown eyes stared up into his light
brown ones, hers so unusual, his so ordinary. She looked down and
patted her swollen abdomen.

"Doctor say baby a girl," Aigharn said. "In
my tribe, shaman say girl, sometimes husband ask shaman to make
baby go away. No want girl. Want boy. You want boy?"

She did not look up at him.

He kissed the top of her head. He might be a
monster for doing this to her, but there was one reassurance he
could give her that no tragic circumstance could ever make
go away.

"I want our foal no matter what her gender,"
Kunopegos tilted her chin up so she looked into his eyes. "And I
will do whatever it takes to make sure both of you are okay.
Even if I have to show up at the Emperor's door and aim the
Syracusia's pulse cannons at his genetics laboratory until
he makes things right."

Aigharn smiled. She was a warrior, he had
discovered. Her people rode the animal half of his species into
battle and she loved nothing better than to run together in the
ships communal pasture. Or at least she had until her
pregnancy had made it impossible for him to ride at anything faster
than a canter. She touched his cheek and wiped away a tear.

“Aigiarn love you,” she said softly. “Love
baby too. You want baby … more … any man want … baby. My people …
man … only want baby … some of time. Boy, yes. Girl, no. You …
want. Baby be … loved. Be … special.”

"You have no idea how special this baby will
be," Kunopegos crushed her to his chest. "Not just to me, but to my
entire people." His chest shuddered with tears. "Our god is angry
at us. No make babies no more! Aigharn give us babies. Make my
people very happy."

"You make me one promise, Husband?" Aigharn
asked.

“Anything.” Kunopegos twirled her straight
black hair which had always fascinated him.

“I die,” Aigiarn said. “You raise baby. No
send off to … place … you say god sends … babies. Okay?”

“You have my word,” Kunopegos promised.

He knelt down so she could slide from the bed
onto his back without needing to climb. When he'd first married
her, she'd been able to leap from the ground onto his back, a feat
of athleticism few species in the galaxy could match. Not anymore.
It was all Aigharn could do to walk back and forth from her bed to
the bathroom. He bent around to help her so she would not be
jostled.

“Would you like to go for a walk in the
pasture?” he asked. "I could clear it out so we can go for a
run?"

She hadn't been up for a run lately. Or to
shoot her bow and arrows at any targets. But it was the activity
which had first helped them bond after the drugs had worn of and
he'd had to get to know his wife.

"Aigharn tired." Sleep a lot, make twenty-two
weeks come sooner?"

"You sleep," Kunopegos said. "Doctor Fuflun
will get machine to make baby girl okay."

He looked across the room to where Doctor
Fuflun stood, staring through the glass. Thanks to the two-way
intercom, he was certain the ship's doctor had heard every word
they'd said. Fuflun met his eyes and nodded. Yes. He would dig up
whatever research the Emperor had done on the human root stock to
keep their babies alive when their species not been able to adapt
to the trauma of forced relocation from their homeworld after it
had been destroyed by an asteroid and taken away the solution the
Emperor had used for tens of thousands of years to prevent his
armies from becoming inbred.

“Gyyyah!!!,” Aigiarn squeezed his sides with
her thighs. On her homeworld, the species that made up his
animal half had been domesticated by her people. Kunopegos had
discovered he enjoyed being domesticated by her, his fierce
race of warriors who liked to do nothing better than to run. Hope
seeped through his anguish as she scooted up his back and wrapped
her arms and legs around the human half of his torso.

“Why do you love an old stallion like me?”
Kunopegos asked. “I don’t deserve you, you know?”

“My people … live by horse,” Aigiarn said.
“We have legend. Gods. Half man. Half horse. Like you. Kinnara.
Come down from mountains. Choose my people for mates. Help my
people … survive.”

“You’ve seen my kind on your planet?”
Kunopegos asked.

“No,” Aigiarn said. “Nobody see. Only old
story. But say be like Kinnara highest honor for my people.
Inseparable. Not fall off horse. Our baby. She no never fall off
horse.”

She pointed to his breast pocket, where he
kept the latest ultrasound picture Doctor Fulflun had taken of
their foal. She was amazed they had machines which could peek into
her womb. To her, he was a god. She had every confidence when he
promised Doctor Fulflun would make a machine to make their baby
okay.

He prayed he wasn't lying…

He gave the order to clear the hallways
between the sick bay and his quarters so his crew would not know
his unusual behavior was related to his illegal marriage to a
creature of legend and carried her at the slowest gait he could
manage so he would not jostle her. Her … and their priceless
foal.
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Abaddon

The reassuring whine of hyperdrives spooling
down as the shuttlecraft exited hyperspace felt like trumpets
heralding his arrival home. The Jehoshaphat appeared to be
little more than a speck against an enormous green orb, a world
with 17 billion people and repository of the engines of industry
which powered the wealth of the Alliance. The speck grew larger, a
long, sleek bullet aimed towards the Sata'an Empire even though
this solar system lay millions of light years from the nearest
Sata'anic planet.

"They're hailing us, Sir," the pilot called.
"What shall I tell them?"

"Tell them The Destroyer has
returned," Abaddon looked at them from his damaged eye. His pale
scar caught the glow of the expanding sun and reflected into his
grey eyes, giving them the appearance of steel which had been
thrust into a forge. "The moment I step foot on my command carrier,
there will be a briefing. And then I will retreat into my room and
not be disturbed for anything short of Shay'tan himself. Is that
understood?"

"Yes, General," the pilot and co-pilot said
together.

Abaddon returned his focus to the
Jehoshaphat, flagship of the Alliance Air Force. She was the
largest and strongest of all the command carriers, Parliament's
thank-you gift after the Emperor had disappeared and Shay'tan's
first act had been to wage war against them, trying to achieve in
his adversary's absence what he'd been unable to do for the
previous 150,000 years.

They'd defeated him … he and Lucifer
together. They had put the old dragon back into his place, showing
him that it had not just been Hashem who'd kept him at bay all
these years, but a clever boy and the military machinery the boy
had been playing with as chess pieces for almost as long as the kid
had been alive.

Oh, how quickly the Emperor had forgotten how
much he owed them! Lucifer had filled the Emperor's shoes, but that
kind of power was corrosive, especially to a 15-year-old boy who
had just lost his mother and the only father he had ever known.

Lucifer had understood what it took to make
the armies serve him, unlikely candidate that he was. Abaddon did
not flinch at sacrifice, but he expected to be acknowledged for
those sacrifices, especially those of his men. A fleet which had
been aging and falling apart had been reinvigorated, newer sentient
races recruited to fill the ranks of their dying armies, and a
system of commendations and rewards crafted to thank the
soldiers they lobbed at Shay'tan like mortar shells for the
sacrifices they made. The threat of Shay'tan nipping at their
borders had compelled the ancient races to finally open up their
tax rolls and fund development of the hybrid fleet. It would have
been a golden age, had Hashem not left them teetering at the brink
of extinction.

Hashem's return had seemed a godsend … hah!
Godsend. Oh, goddess that was funny! Abaddon choked out a
laugh.

"Sir?" Lieutenant Sikurull tilted his green,
heart-shaped head with curiosity. Green compound eyes regarded him
with interest.

Abaddon gave him a grimace that might have
been a smile … or just him breaking wind. Sikurull had served as
his personal assistant long enough to know that meant he didn't
feel like enlightening him about what he found so funny.

"Yes, Sir."

Sikurull turned his attention back to his
tablet device where he plotted out Abaddon's schedule for the next
few days, the conference calls he would make, the in-person
meetings, all the people whose asses he needed to kiss to fill the
holes being created by the resources Supreme Commander-General
Jophiel yanked out from under his feet without first consulting him
or telling him why one resource was a better choice than an
equally good, more logical one.

"What in Hades is she up to?" Abaddon stared
back out the window. The Jehoshaphat grew larger as the
shuttle lined itself up with the one of the launch bays.

"Would you like me to schedule time for you
to return to your quarters and freshen up before you brief the
men?" Sikurull asked.

Abaddon looked down at his crumpled uniform.
Unlike the Emperor, who could simply manifest himself from one end
of the galaxy to the other, Angelics had to rely upon the vagaries
of interstellar machinery. He'd spent three days in a cramped
shuttle with little more than a seat to recline and a cramped
watering closet to freshen up. He'd been sleeping in his uniform
and it showed.

An image of his wife touched upon his mind.
She knew he was coming. Warmth spread through his heart. He could
feel her anticipation as though it was his own. He'd always
believed the stories about his Seraphim ancestors to be little more
than fairy tales, but now he believed they might be true.

Telepathic? Perhaps not. But sometimes it
felt like the bond he shared with his wife was telepathy.
That sensation of knowing what one was about to say before the
other one said the words. The way one's unhappiness echoed in the
other's heart. The way she just knew things about him, in
spite of their lingering language barrier, or he her. She knew his
shuttle approached even though she had no idea what a
shuttlecraft was, or how far he had traveled to return to her.

Haven help him, if he went to his quarters
first, not even the Emperor would be able to pry him out of
Sarvenaz's arms!

"Not yet, mo ghrá," Abaddon whispered out the
window to the command carrier which had grown to fill the entire
portal. "Soon."

His heart registered her disappointment, if
it were possible to communicate between two species thus. Heart …
to heart. He would make it up to her, the delay duty kept
infringing upon his time with her. Someday soon his mission would
be finished here, his duty to protect the Alliance, and then he
would retire.

"As soon as this shuttle lands, assign
someone to go to my quarters and slip this beneath the door."
Abaddon pulled out a slender package he had purchased while in
Haven, little more than a manila envelope

"Would you like me to have it placed inside
your room?" Sikurull eyed him with a neutral expression. "Your
bureau, perhaps?"

"Just slip it beneath the door," Abaddon
said. "Remind the messenger of the penalty for breaching my
personal quarters."

"Yes, Sir." Sikurull placed the package in a
satchel he carried with dozens of other messages, orders, and
packages carried on his general's behalf and tapped a series of
instructions into his tablet device with his armored insectoid
fingers. One of the things Abaddon liked best about Sikurull was
his discretion.

He turned back to scrutinize the ship which
had been the love of his life until Lucifer had brought him an even
greater love to tempt his loyalty to the Emperor. She was
beautiful, the Jehoshaphat, not just a warship of the
Alliance, but a beacon of the very light Shay'tan had dared
question when he'd attacked their borders. A long, slender bullet
of a ship, twin hyperdrives lifted out of her fuselage like
Angelic's wings. Her name was emblazoned in cuneiform in large
black letters … Jehoshaphat … Judgment of God.

Her coloring was grey, to match his feathers,
and like him, every square inch of her bristled with weaponry.
Until Lucifer had introduced him to his wife, Jehoshaphat
had been the mistress in whose arms he had sworn to spend the rest
of his life. To blazon a path together until someday a battle would
occur so great they would go down together like two ancient lovers
who, unable to bear the thought of separation, cast their bodies
into the sea as one to drown.

She could take on any ship in Shay'tan's
navy, but her true talent was the countless vessels she could birth
like arrows from a quiver, his deadly offspring, each carrying a
battalion of Angelics and airborne Mantoid soldiers who could not
only fly dogfights in outer space, but could abandon their vessels
and fight mid-air once a ship had breached the inner
atmosphere.

Radar could pick up metal objects, but a
living weapon hurtling through the sky meant Shay'tan's forces had
a hard time seeing them coming. Once a battle shifted planetside,
Angelics had an advantage because all they had to do was dive onto
any ship which happened to be passing by and drop a grenade into
the antimatter induction ports.

"Fasten all seatbelts," the pilot called out.
"The autopilot will now guide us in."

The machinery guiding the shuttle into the
landing arm gave a familiar bump. Abaddon stared out as the ship
was carried in through the outer launch bay doors and waited for
the enormous gateways to close. His ears popped as the exterior of
the ship was repressurized. Sikurull diligently tapped away at his
tablet device, relaying his orders even though the shuttle had not
yet touched down. The inner set of launch doors opened. The crane
hummed as it carried the shuttle down the central launch strip and
turned it to park in a line of dozens of identical transport
shuttles.

Abaddon was at the door before the ship even
touched down upon the flight deck, eager to reunite with his
inanimate lover.

"Sikurull," he shouted when he did not see
his men assembled. "What's the status of my briefing?"

"There's a battle cruiser coming in for
maintenance in twenty minutes, Sir," Sikurull said. "I've assembled
them in Launch Bay Four rather than delay maintenance of the
smaller ship."

"Fine," Abaddon grunted. Had he been asked,
that's exactly what he would have ordered the Lieutenant to do. He
returned the salute of the A.T.O. as he descended the gangplank
onto the flight deck, the Jehoshaphat solid and welcoming
beneath his feet. He knelt down and placed his palm upon her deck,
flaring his wings so they did not drag.

"Hello, beag gorm [little falcon]," he
whispered to the ship which would always be his first, but no
longer his greatest, love. "I missed you while I was gone."

The reassuring hum of Jehoshaphat's
engines vibrated up through his hands, suppressed power, waiting to
be released. Her vibration settled into his feathers and sent
warmth into his heart, pleading with him to carry her away from
this tedious duty and send her soaring through the heavens to
hunt.

"Soon, beag gorm," Abaddon murmured to his
ship. "Your heart is so strong it does not matter that I have
brought you home a sister-wife. Only the hunt … and that I love you
still."

Sikurull pretended to look the other way,
used to this oddity in his commanding officer's behavior. With a
few barked orders, he rose and marched from Launch Bay Three to
Launch Bay Four, returning salutes along the way. The men stood in
loose formation, not the tight ship he customarily ran. Already,
Jophiel's cockamamie pillaging of their resources undermined crew
morale.

"Attention!" the Mantoid Shift Commander
shouted. "General Abaddon is on the deck!!!"

The men snapped into attention, straightening
up their lines and eyeing him with the respect he demanded. He
paced up their line, his burly physique intimidating even to the
foolhardiest. They were good men, dozens of Angelics, an assortment
of men and women from the assorted thousand species which made up
the Galactic Alliance, and Mantoids. Lots and lots of Mantoids. He
turned the scarred side of his face to them as he briefed his
men.

"Three days ago the Eternal Emperor compiled
evidence that the Sata'an Empire may be developing some kind of
expeditionary force," Abaddon said. "To counter that threat, excess
resources from all four branches of the military are being
reassigned to figure out what in HADES Shay'tan is up
to!"

A low rumble of discontent rippled through
his men. He waited for the anonymous comment he knew would come
from somewhere in the back of the assembly.

"We're already spread too thin."

Abaddon puffed out his feathers and flexed
his biceps to appear the way his men always depicted him. The
Destroyer. Larger than life. Ready to take on any threat to the
Alliance, including Shay'tan himself. His hand reached down as he
spoke to caress the hilt of his sword.

"That's the mistake we made when we chose not
to assign ships to defend the Seraphim homeworld," Abaddon growled.
"Does anybody care to make that mistake a second time?"

No smart reply issued from the assembly. His
men trusted him to lead them into whatever shit storm the Emperor
threw them into and lead them out again, largely intact. No man
dared question the Destroyer, not only because of his
reputation, but also because he always watched out for his men. If
it was time to give Shay'tan his due, every man in this room knew
Abaddon would make the old dragon pay … with interest.

"Dismissed!" Abaddon ordered. The general
assembly broke up. Around him swarmed the lesser commanders
Sikurull had messaged and told to approach him for a second
briefing.

"She's pulling ships we need," one
protested.

"How in Hades will I replace that ship?" a
second complained.

"Why did she pull the Graupius when
the Carnedd was so much closer to Zulu Sector?" a third
scratched his head.

"These orders have been handed down by the
Eternal Emperor himself," Abaddon said. "Who are we to question the
will of our god?" He might not like the Emperor's orders,
but he would carry them out.

"Thy will be done," his colonels
murmured.

Several conference calls with his expanded
fleet later, he was free. Blaming exhaustion, he made his way to
his personal quarters and stood before two airmen standing at
attention on either side of his door, one a Mantoid, the other an
Angelic. It had raised eyebrows when he had first assigned two
crewmen to conduct so curious a duty as standing outside of his
empty quarters, but none dared question him.

"Sir!" the two airmen saluted.

"At ease," Abaddon ordered. "Anything happen
while I was away?"

"No, Sir!" the two airmen said in unison.

"Thank you, men. You're dismissed."

With a formal clack of their heels, the two
marched away, neither daring to question their peculiar duty.

He knocked twice. An answering tap came from
the other side. Shooting one last glance down the hallway to make
sure the coast was clear, he pressed his palm against the scanner
he'd installed to back up the keycard that locked his door and
slipped inside.

"Husband!" Sarvenaz threw her arms around his
neck. "You … late. You say … come home … yesterday."

She had mahogany brown eyes that could
perceive every nuance of his behavior and three grey hairs which
graced her long, dark tresses. Three hairs, exactly, for he counted
them every time he made love to her and kissed the almost
imperceptible crow's feet which graced the corners of her eyes. He
had no idea how old she was; she had no memory of this herself, but
had she been an Angelic she'd be well into her four-hundredth year,
an age when most female hybrids were given up as beyond hope for
reproduction. The child which grew in her womb must be a miracle
for her, as well, for she could recall having no previous ones.

"I'm sorry, mo
ghrá," Abaddon relished the feel of the silks he'd sent down
ahead of him, slender enough to pass beneath the crack under the
door, as they pressed against the coarse fabric of his uniform. "I
had no way to get you a message."

With the Emperor's peculiar behavior, he
hadn't dared send a transmission. His men would deflect Jophiel's
inquiries until he got back, but if the Supreme Commander-General
herself was doing the investigation, there was no safe code to
scramble a subspace message.

What he'd been about to say next flew
out the airlock as she silenced him with a kiss. Her intoxicating
scent crept into some ancient part of his brain that not even
Hashem had been able to breed out of his species and caused his
manhood to harden. The swell of her breasts reminded him of the
fruit it was said had once graced the branches of the Eternal Tree.
She knew the power she had over him and she gave him no
quarter.

"Sarvenaz … miss … Husband." Her brown eyes
filled with hunger as she pressed her body against his. "No should
spend … time … away." The scent of HcgT, the hormones of her
pregnancy, overwhelmed his senses like a drug.

"No."

And with that one simple word, the
Destroyer acknowledged his complete and utter defeat at her
hands, not a single shot fired before he threw up the white flag.
Without another word, he picked her up and carried her to their
bed.

"Husband miss … too?" she laughed as he
fumbled with the buttons of his uniform shirt and resorted to
pulling it up over his head, forgetting about the buttons which
enabled the shirt to fit around his wings and getting it tangled in
his feathers. With a delicious smile, she unbuttoned each button,
one at a time, prolonging his submission as he whimpered beneath
her exquisite torture, starved to feel her touch.

He had no words to describe how painful it
had been to be away from her, so he captured her mouth and exhaled
into her lungs, his heart racing as they passed the same breath
back and forth until, at last, its oxygen depleted, they were
forced to come up for air and capture a new breath to share. He
fumbled with his breeches, just barely able to push them down
before she took his manhood in her hand and pulled him towards
her.

"Oh, gods!" he took his emperors name in
vain. The earthy scent of her arousal called to him. The animal
part of his brain shut down all thoughts except for one. To
reconsummate his forbidden marriage.

She moaned as he pushed into her depths,
frantic to feel at one with her again. His grey wings pounding
against the bed, she rose up to meet him, her soft cries egging him
to carry her higher as they rose together in a flight that had
nothing to do with wings or the sky, but the beating of two hearts
which yearned to be as one.

"Husband!" Oh, how he loved to her say that
word, that forbidden, delightful word which had been the first word
he had taught her, even before she'd learned to say his name.

He felt her release as if it was his own,
pushed it ahead of him and raced to keep up, this sensual woman who
had tempted him to rebel against the edicts of his emperor. With a
triumphant cry of ecstasy, it was she who carried him
into the heavens, their mutual release feeling as though they were
being carried along on the tide of a beautiful song. The sensation
was fleeting, a glimpse of godhood, but he knew this feeling was
right, and that the Emperor was wrong to deny his
species love, and that the gods themselves had no power to separate
them once they'd made up their mind to be together … always.

His flight expended, he collapsed on top of
her, weeping at a sensation he was unable to put into words. He
curled his wings around her and nestled her into his arms,
unashamed of the tears which streamed down from his grey eyes as he
sank his nose into her neck and inhaled the scent of their
pregnancy.

"Husband … miss … me," Sarvenaz said
tenderly, her dark eyes glistening as well.

"You know I did," he whispered. "You felt
it."

"Yes." She touched her chest, just above
where her heart beat, and then touched his. "I feel. Here."

He adjusted the mate ring she wore on the
second finger of her left hand, the twin of the one he wore hidden
on a chain directly over his heart, and drifted off to sleep, to
dream of one another and the child which grew in her womb.

Beneath them the Jehoshaphat hummed a
contented purr, warship, lover, Judgment of God. Cradling
them the same way they wrapped their hearts around each
other, she whispered, if such a thing was possible, that their love
was right.

It felt as though heaven, itself, carried
them in her song…
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Young Lucifer

'Ea-katella, kowtella,
kahtellah, kow'ten' droned in the background like the buzzing of a
fly. I watched the pretty colors dance around inside Dephar's head
as he drilled the lesson about conjugating Sata'anic verb tenses
into my brain. His mind wasn't on the lesson any more than mine
was, but I couldn't very well come out and tell him I could read
his mind, now, could I?

His thoughts were just
like his lessons … well-trained soldiers marching in straight
lines, never veering off-course no matter -how- tempting the new
information. I suppressed a yawn.

"Lucifer!" Dephar snapped.
"How will you communicate with the emissaries of the Sata'an Empire
if you don't learn to speak their language?"

"I already speak their
language," I told the wingless serpent that had been my father's
chief geneticist since before I had been born. "And besides … it's
not like Father will actually let me meet them."

"Your well-being is his
only concern," was Dephar's typical evasive answer. He straightened
his lab coat over his slender frame with his short arms. Lately, it
was not Shay'tan my Father fretted about, but that peculiar group
of silver planets Mama had forbidden me touch on the galactic
chessboard.

"But I want to go to the
Great Hall!"

Perhaps I was whining?
Okay. I -was- whining! But wouldn't -you- whine if you'd spent all
nine years of your life cooped up in a single wing of the palace?
Sometimes I imagined I was being held prisoner here, just like the
people in Father's secret history books.

"Lucifer!" Dephar shook
his claws at me. "Repeat the four Sata'anic verb tenses of the word
'to smite?'"

Even as he spoke the word
'conjugations,' the four sounds he wanted to hear, along with a few
unkind thoughts about me, drifted into my mind like the historical
videos Father sometimes let me watch, although he never let me
watch regular television. I repeated them word-for-word.

"Ea-katella, kowtella,
kahtellah, kow'ten," I said as though I'd been paying attention. A
fifth image came into my mind. A phrase. An image of what the
curse-word meant. I repeated it, just to see what the stuffy old
Muqqib'at dragon would say.

"Shay'tan
mehcun'dum."

Dephar blanched. "Where'd
you learn that?"

"Why from you, of
course, Máistir Dephar," I
gave him a victorious grin. "Don't you remember?" Dehpar choked as
as I sent him a false memory of himself cursing moments before I'd
walked into the library this morning. It wasn't nice to plant
images in Dephar's mind, but he was a stuffy old dragon and had no
idea I'd inherited my Mama's gift.

"I ... I
don't use such language," Dephar puffed out his slender chest with
indigation. His short arms grabbed for the lesson-tablet with the
verb tenses displayed on the screen. "You must have
misunderstood."

"Perhaps..."

Oh, how I
couldn't wait for this lesson to be over! The key I had hidden
earlier, the one that opened the cabinet where Dephar hid the
secret history books Father didn't want anyone to know about,
taunted me from its hiding place on She-who-is's pointy ear. It was
tucked into the delicate marble crevasse like a pencil, as though
SHE and I were in cahoots even though I had never made her
acquaintance except one time at my birth. Father spoke of it as
though I should remember such a momentous event, but really! I was
only minutes old! I have a good memory, but not -that-
good!

I fidgeted as
Dephar made me conjugate all the tenses, both past and present, of
the verbs to fudge, to fib, to understate and to exaggerate.
Today's lesson had taken on a familiar pattern. Whenever the
Sata'an emissaries came, Dephar grew paranoid about
deception.

"Aren't we
going to conjugate the verb 'to lie?'"

"There is no
such verb in the Sata'anic language," Dephar said.

"What do you
mean there is no such word?" I asked. "Everybody knows Shay'tan is
a liar!"

"Everybody?"
Dephar raised on eyebrow-ridge. For the first time all day he
appeared to be amused. In my world, 'everybody' consisted of
himself, my Mama, Father, and a few Cherubim masters. I glanced
once again at the golden key taunting me from She-who-is's pointy
ear.

The golden
key twinkled, as though She-who-is was winking at me from her
statue. Dephar's eyes narrowed into slits as he scrutinized me to
see if I was making fun of him again.

"Shaytan does
not lie," Dephar said at last.

"But the
textbooks say..."

"It doesn't
matter what they say," Dephar said. "Shaytan is many things.
Power-hungry. Devious. Controlling. Inflexible. But one thing he is
not is a liar."

"But why does
everybody say that about him, then?"

"Because he
tempts you with just enough promises to sway you to his way of
thinking," Dephar said. "But he never tells you about the
consequences unless you know to ask him explicitly. People expect
gifts, and instead they get strings."

"But isn't an
omission a lie?" I asked.

"It's not
quite the same thing," Dephar looked uncomfortable. "Sometimes ...
omissions are necessary."

That golden
key twinkled at me again, the one Dephar had no idea I had stolen
from his desk. No one was allowed in this room except for Dephar,
Father, and me. Actually -I- wasn't really allowed here alone,
either, but nine years of boredom had inspired me to become
creative about lapses in Dephar's focus.

One such
lapse always occurred around twenty minutes after he began sipping
a fresh cup of caife. Sip the caife. Start the lecture. Twenty
minutes later, Dephar rushed into the watering closet. This
morning, however, anxiety about the arrival of the Sata'an emissary
had caused him to forsake his usual beverage. He'd droned on and on
about Ba'al Zebub and denied me a chance to put back the book I'd
snitched.

He had to go
to the bathroom sometime, didn't he? Even quasi-ascended beings had
bodily functions while they were living down here in the material
realms. It was one of the laws of She-who-is...

"If you'll
excuse me," Dephar said at last.

Oh! Thank the
goddess! The voluminous text Dephar had assigned for reading
tonight was too large to fit inside my satchel next to the weighty
tome I had snitched several days ago! I yanked the book out of my
bag and dove for the golden key, pausing only long enough to rub
She-who-is's ear for good luck before unlocking the cabinet that
held father's secret history books. The ones that did not
exist.

'A Complete
History of the Nephilim' was put back into its slot. Father said
the universe was better off without them, but the way the Nephilim
had been written about in that old history book had made them sound
rather sympathetic. The book had been written before they'd
rebelled against Emperor Shay'tan, so I -still- didn't understand
why their rebellion against Father's enemy had been so bad? The
first three shelves had already been read, so I fluttered up to the
fourth hoping Dephar wouldn't hear my wings and felt around until
my hand landed on a book slender enough to fit inside my book bag
with the Sata'anic language text. I pulled it down and looked at
the gold lettering.

'Amhrán Ki.'
Song of Ki. It was a slender black volume comprised of verses, but
it also had a few pictures. I heard the toilet flushing and water
running as Dephar washed his claws. Jamming shut the cabinet door,
I popped the key back into its hiding place, pausing just long
enough to rub She-who-is's ear before shoving the slender book into
my satchel.

With a
snuffle, Dephar sat down and continued the lesson until Mama
knocked and announced it was time for lunch.

"Mama!" I
flew into her arms. She was in a good mood today, not one of her
sad ones. Lately she'd been a little happier, but every now and
again she still had one of those days. I always went out of my way
to make her happy.

"Time to eat,
chol beag," Mama kissed the top of my head. "And then it will be
time for Father to teach you your daily game of chess."

Without so
much as a backwards glance, I skipped down the hall after my
mother, wings fluttering to keep up as we walked hand in hand. We
ate together in our apartment overlooking the garden, the Eternal
Tree dominating the center courtyard. Beneath us frolicked
creatures Mama said existed no other place in the universe. My
favorite was a plain little bird that sang a song so musical it
sometimes made Mama cry, but they were good tears, as if something
about that song made her happy.

I called this
creature Happy Bird ... after the way it made my Mama feel. It was
so much nicer than the dull name Dephar called it. Song
thrush.

"Will Father
let me meet the Sata'an emissary today?" I asked. "He said that one
day he would."

Mama's dark
wings stiffened. Her hair fell across her face so I could not see
her blue eyes.

"Not this
year, chol beag," Mama said. "Someday. When you are a little
older."

"Why can't I
meet him?"

"Father
doesn't want people to know about you just yet."

Her words
didn't sit right. Mama knew I could read her thoughts and took
great pains to hide them unless she wanted to share something, but
this wing of the palace was boring, so lately I had been playing a
game where I would poke into her mind and see how long I could stay
there until she realized what I was up to and kicked me
out.

"Is Father
ashamed of me?"

"No. Of
course not, chol beag," Mama said. That is what her words said. Her
thoughts, however, were dark and stormy, so dark I couldn't see
through them. That image of a wall she used to block me out of her
mind appeared between us.

"Father said
someday -I- would negotiate with the Sata'an emisarries," I said.
"He wants me to take care of that kind of business for him so he
can focus on what he -really- wants to do ... work in his
laboratory."

"I would take
what Father says with a grain of salt," Mama said. "He promises
much, but sometimes when it comes time to deliver he forgets he
made a promise to you in the first place."

"Father would
-never- go back on his word!"

Mama gave me
an indulgent smile. The kind she had given when I was five and
would ask to eat cake for breakfast. We finished our lunch in
silence.

"Off with
you," Mama ordered when we were done. "Father said to meet him in
the game room at two o'clock."

She kissed
the top of my head, her lips lingering as though I were the most
precious thing in the world to her. I had forty-five minutes until
I had to be at Father's appointment. I passed the door where the
two Cherubim masters stood guard.

"We're a bit
early today," Master Urebitimo asked. "Aren't we, little
prince?"

"Mama said I
mustn't be late."

"Go straight
there, then, little one," Master Urebitimo said. "By way of the
garden hallway. There are elements in the palace today your Father
would not want you to encounter. They could place you in
danger."

Endanger ...
me? With two Cherubim masters guarding my mother and two more
guarding the entrance to the Great Hall? Father was all powerful! A
god!

"I go there
now," I bowed to them both.

I did not let
them see I had my fingers crossed behind my back. No sooner had I
gotten out of sight when I veered off through a doorway into the
garden, past the pillar of fire Father had programmed to allow me
entrance into his garden, down a path and then into another doorway
guarded by a similar fire that circumvented the Cherubim masters. I
crept into the little room behind Father's throne and peeked out
the door into the Great Hall.

My eyes grew
wide at the sight of two Sata'anic lizards haggling in the
Sata'anic language. Father spoke all languages, but so could I.
Almost. I could -almost- understand all languages. Whenever anyone
spoke to me, even if I did not understand the words themselves, so
long as the species was sentient enough to have coherent thoughts,
I could see them. The lizard people were angry.

An empire. A
third empire. Father wanted their emperor to cast out a third
empire so he could destroy it. The lizard men refused.

One of the
two lizard men glanced past Father's lofty chair and spied my
white-blonde hair sticking out of the door. Although he was the
younger of the two, from his portly demeanor and way his dewlap
reddened to a deep scarlet, I could tell he was the higher-ranking.
That ... and his sash of state told me who had spotted
me.

Ba'al Zebub's
gold-green eyes narrowed into slits. He licked the air with his
long, forked tongue and pointed to the door, those serpentine eyes
intensely curious. Was it true the lizard people could taste
emotion? If so ... I was scared.

This was
Shay'tan's second-in-command...

I ducked out
the back door of Father's office, past the pillar of fire into the
garden, and wandered over to the Eternal Tree. It was forbidden to
even touch it, but that old tree and I got along just fine. It had
enormous roots that jutted out of its trunk and made it look as
though it had legs. The ancient bark provided sturdy handholds, as
if it -liked- being climbed, so I usually scrambled up the trunk
instead of flew. Its lowest branch stood level with the roof of
Father's palace, but I had never dared soar up into the uppermost
branches, so high they appeared to be holding up the sky. I found
my favorite branch, a place where it flattened out to make a seat,
and arranged my wings to hang over the side, swinging my legs back
and forth as I listened to the Happy Bird warbling it's cheerful
song.

At last
Father came out of the palace. He addressed the pillar of flame
which had allowed me ingress to his office earlier then made his
way over to the tree. I thought of hiding from him, but there was
no use. Father was a god. He -always- knew where I hid.

"You snuck
into my office again, chol beag," Father called up to me. I could
tell from his golden eyes he was more concerned than angry. I never
saw Father's thoughts the way I could Dephar or Mama, but then
again Father wasn't all that hard to read.

"I was
curious," I said. "I hope you are not too angry."

Father sat
down on a root near ground level. I could have sworn that old tree
bent its root upwards to be just the right height so Father would
not have to bend. His shoulders stooped as he stared off into the
garden. The Happy Bird ceased its song.

"My first
concern is to keep you safe," Father sighed. "You have no idea
what's at stake."

My feet swung
back and forth, back and forth from the branch where I had settled.
Father always spoke in terms of calculated risks. When we played
chess together, I knew that somewhere there were real people behind
those moves, but I could not understand why he sometimes thought
that way about -me.- What importance could I be, a nine-year-old
boy?

"I tried not
to be seen," I said at last. "Is it true the lizard men can smell
your feelings?"

"Somewhat,"
Father said. "They can taste your pheremones, the little chemical
messengers your body gives off when your brain tells your muscles
what to do."

Father had
been teaching me about pheremones in my biology lessons. "What did
my messengers tell him about me?"

"That you are
a naughty little boy who wasn't supposed to be peeking out of my
office," Father said. He ran his fingers through his wild, white
hair. "I convinced Ba'al Zebub you were the son of a servant, but
you should not take such risks. The last thing I want is the old
dragon to find out I've got a son." Fear darted across his face, a
peculiar emotion for a god as powerful as my father.

"Are you
ashamed of me, Father?"

"No."
Father's face wrinkled up into a smile. I liked the older, kindlier
version of him better than the younger, more aggressive version he
liked to show my Mama. I was relieved he was not truly angry with
me. In some way, I think my curiosity reminded him of
himself.

"What were
you arguing about with the lizard men?"

The smile
faded. "Nothing that is your concern."

Father got
that intense look he sometimes got when he looked at me, a look
that was not quite hatred or anger, but it left me cold. I could
never understand -why- Father often looked at me that way, as if I
had done something wrong. Did he know I had stolen a book from his
library? I hid my thoughts the way Mama had taught me to do so
Father would not know about the slender black volume hidden in my
room.

"Come,"
Father beckoned for me to come down. "Let's go practice your chess
game. Someday, it will be -you- who plays directly against
Shay'tan."

I fluttered
down from the Eternal Tree, my feathers cushioning my descent as I
fell.

"I have
better things to do than keep the old dragon amused!" Father placed
his hand upon my shoulder and squeezed.

I wiggled
with delight at the warm sensation that always accompanied Father's
touch. We walked to the game room together, side by side, my wings
tucked tightly against my back. We did not skip hand-in-hand the
way I did my with Mama. Although Father might lay a hand upon my
shoulder if I made a brilliant chess move or learned a lesson well,
he did not like to be touched ... except maybe by Mama.

The game room
was as it always was, She-who-is painted on one wall, Shay'tan at
the rear, and the big black wall which had never spoken to me a
second time. The galactic chess board hummed softly on its axis,
the pieces set up exactly as Father had left them. I moved over to
the smaller replica I used to practice against Father. Sometimes he
let me pretend to be -him-, but more often he liked to have me play
the role of Emperor Shay'tan, with the black game pieces that
represented the lizard men set up to replicate whatever conundrum
Father was working through.

I wondered if
the old dragon knew it was -me- he often played against, and not
Father?

Father left
me to play against myself, to move the Sata'anic game pieces he'd
set up to do what I thought Shay'tan had up his sleeve, and then
switch sides to defend the Alliance, moving white game pieces to
defeat Shay'tan's next possible move. These days, Father didn't
care all that much about beating Shay'tan. He only cared about
beating the opponent who lived on that peculiar homeworld that I
did not dare ask him about because it always made him angry. Tyre.
The world he and the lizard-men had been arguing about because
Shay'tan wouldn't let him blow it up.

Who lived on that world that had
angered Father so? And why did it sometimes make him angry at
-me-?
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Now there was a day when the sons of God

Came to present themselves before the
LORD,

And Satan also came among them.

And the LORD said unto Satan,

"From whence comest thou?"

Then Satan answered the LORD and said,

"From going to and fro on the earth,

And from walking up and down upon it."

 


Job 1:6-7

 


Galactic Standard Date:
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Haven-1

Supreme Commander-General
Jophiel

 


Jophiel

"Supreme Commander-General," Master Ubijetso
bowed. "The Emperor is expecting you."

Jophiel nodded to the two fierce, ant-like
Cherubim, intimidating in their full battle regalia, who guarded
the door to the throne room. They were a noble species, but
painfully few in number. How much longer until they escaped into
the higher realms as the Wheles had done and left her solely
responsible for keeping the Emperor safe?

Two Angelics also lurked in the entry hall,
their pale wings flared to look intimidating. They might have
achieved that effect if they hadn't stood next to the enormous
Cherubim, their efforts coming across more as two small dogs who
growled to protect their master rather than any real threat.

Across the aisle, two of Ba'al Zebub's
Sata'anic guards looked similarly ridiculous, sizing up the
Angelics. Lizard people were the same approximate height as an
Angelic, but more muscular, their claws, dorsal crest and tail
counter-balancing the advantage of Angelic's wings. What gave
Angelics an edge over Shay'tan's armies was not sheer brute
strength, but the fact their species had been engineered for
agility.

The guards eyed each other with distaste, a
reflection of their master's sentiments. She might have greeted all
four of them if they hadn't served the two most loathsome creatures
in the universe as far as she was concerned. Ba'al Zebub … and
Lucifer. Instead, she gave them her trademark icy stare.

"You may go inside," the Cherubim said as
they pulled open the enormous gilded doors. Twenty-five years she
had been coming here and still every time she entered this hall it
felt as though she were coming home. Blinding light streamed into
the darker hallway from the throne room, causing her to blink. She
stepped inside.

"Jophiel!" the Emperor called from the end of
a red carpet so long he was nearly a speck on the horizon. "Glad
you could make it."

She had once joked the Great Hall was so
large she could fit her command carrier inside of it. The Emperor
had laughed and said in all things a god must appear to be larger
than life or his subjects would have no respect for him.

"Thine will be done," Jophiel murmured. Some
hybrids joked the familiar answer had a double meaning. 'And
what else I was I supposed to do when you issued a direct order,
Sir?' But for her, each time she carried out an order for him
it was a privilege.

The lush crimson runner muffled her steps.
The two diplomats had heedlessly crushed their footprints into the
lush pile, darker against the freshly-vacuumed perfection. It
seemed sacrilegious to mar this carpet with her dress shoes, but it
was all part of the game.

“Your Majesty,” Jophiel bowed, “Lord Zebub,”
she placed her hand on her forehead and her heart as was the
customary greeting for his kind, “and Prime Minister Lucifer.” She
eyed Lucifer with contempt.

"Supreme Commander-General Jophiel," Lucifer
greeted her warmly as though she were someone he liked. "Such a
pleasure to see you again."

She schooled the bland expression she knew
drove Lucifer nuts. The alpha-stud was used to having females swoon
at his every word. It goaded him that he'd never been able to get
her to drop her guard a second time.

She pictured a wall between them. Thirty-five
years it had been since he'd seduced her, and for thirty-four of
those years not a single day had passed that her subconscious had
not pleaded with her to give him a second chance to sire a child.
Never!

She had been young and naive when Lucifer had
taken her innocence straight out of the Air Force Academy. A
nobody, with both parents dead and no family except the military to
rear her. A sucker for a story about a lonely boy who'd climbed the
branches of the Eternal Tree to listen to a Happy Bird sing every
time he feared his father didn't love him. Thank the gods Raphael
had finally erased the feel of that bastard's hand upon her flesh
from her soul!

Raphael … now that was a whole other
problem…

“General Jophiel.” Ba’al Zebub's pink tongue
darted out to taste the air. His mouth widened into an insincere
smirk, flashing sharp, pointed teeth. “You’re looking well.”

He was a portly lizard, grown fatter in the
25 years she'd been forced to deal with him, with a taste for
excess which rivaled even Lucifer's. Sata'an lizards had lifespans
that could reach 350 years if intrigues … or being used as
Shay'tan's cannon fodder … didn't cut short their lives. He wore
the plush, jeweled robe typical of the Sata'anic species, for
despite being warm-blooded, they still carried the evolutionary
echo of some cold-blooded ancestor's love of warmth.

“You look well, also, Lord Zebub,” Jophiel
held her icy mask. 'Well' wasn't the correct word, but she
didn't dare use a more accurate descriptor such as 'obese.'
She'd learned early on that if she showed a hint of emotion, even
if that emotion was only snark, a good ol' boy such as Ba'al Zebub
would walk all over her.

“Ba’al Zebub and I were just discussing the
Sata’an Empire's policy on opening pre-technological homeworlds to
trade." The Emperor eyed the Sata'anic emissary like a mouse sizing
up a cobra. "It appears Emperor Shay'tan thinks he has something we
might desire."

Jophiel scrutinized Lucifer out of the corner
of her eye, watching his reaction. What in Hades was he
doing here? The Emperor had said he didn't want to bring Lucifer in
on the loop any more than her four subordinate generals. Had he
changed his mind? Or was Shay'tan toying with them, demanding the
Prime Minister's presence? Probably the latter.

“We were just positing a ‘what if’ scenario,”
Lucifer's eerie silver eyes sparkled with interest. "What if
Shay'tan had something we really needed, but the planet it resided
upon was one we would consider a protected seed world? Would we
enforce the same laws upon the Sata'an Empire that we would our
own?

"What kind of resource?" Jophiel feigned
obtuseness. "Are we talking about the species itself? Or a resource
which happens to lie on the same homeworld as a protected
species?"

Ba'al Zebub's green-gold eyes narrowed into
slits. Once. Twice. Three times his sensitive tongue darted out to
taste what stress hormones she was producing during this
conversation. Those perceptive gold-green eyes darted between her
and Lucifer, searching for nuances that would betray important
information. Shay'tan had sent him here to see how much they knew
about the human homeworld, of that she was certain. The Emperor
gave her a subtle nod. He knew the game.

"The answer would always be the same," the
Emperor hedged his answer. "A seed world is a seed world."

"If the species is worthy of protection in
our own empire," Jophiel picked up on the Emperor's lead,
"then it is worthy of protection in any empire."

A look passed between Lucifer and Ba'al
Zebub. Those two were up to something. But what? She entertained
the notion that Ba'al Zebub had spilled the beans, but immediately
rejected the idea. Lucifer was the Alliance's highest-ranking
elected official and also the most visible symbol of the pending
hybrid extinction. If he caught wind Shay'tan had a solution to
their problem, he'd have a petition before Parliament in a
heartbeat. It was why the Emperor had decided not to brief
his son about Colonel Mannuki'ili's transmission until he actually
knew where the last bastion of humanity was located.

“Let's up the ante a little," Ba'al Zebub
paced. "What if the Sata’an Empire possessed a solution to your
hybrid infertility problem? What concessions would the Alliance be
willing to make to ensure its own survival?”

He stopped pacing directly in front of
Lucifer. She expected Lucifer would demand more information, but he
was uncustomarily silent. His pale silver eyes watched the Emperor
with calculated interest. Cahoots? No. Ba'al Zebub watched
Lucifer closer than anybody. But Lucifer knew
something. Did Shay'tan have some other chess piece up his
sleeve in addition to humans?

"Shay'tan overestimates the scope of the
problem," the Emperor laughed. "He's been saying the exact same
thing about the Cherubim for the past ten thousand years, and yet
their population has remained stable."

Lucifer stiffened. His wings swung up like a
raptor moving into a dive. She had often seen him move in for a
political kill, but there was something primal in his expression
that gave Jophiel a chill.

"You did not answer his question, Father.
What would you do if our esteemed colleague came to us with
a solution to our problem?"

Jophiel gasped at this breach of solidarity
in front of their enemy's ambassador. The Emperor's eyes glowed
fiery copper, scrutinizing him as though he were a demon.

"I did not realize there was a
question," a cold chill came into the room as the Emperor spoke.
"Son…"

"There was, Father," Lucifer's wings
trembled with anger. "Would you compromise your seed world policies
if it meant our species would survive? Or would you allow the
armies that defend you to die out so you can continue your pissing
contest with Emperor Shay'tan?"

Static electricity built in the air as
reddish-gold eyes locked with silver ones, causing Jophiel's hair
to stand on end. She had only ever seen the Emperor's benevolent
side, but she had heard about incidents of Hashem's temper …
classified reports … histories that only she was authorized
to see. Terrible things. Some every bit as awful as when Shay'tan
was on a rampage. This shakedown had been a long time coming, but
did it have to happen in front of Ba'al Zebub?

"Lucifer," she voiced a desperate plea.

"Well, Father," Lucifer pushed past
Ba'al Zebub and stood defiantly beneath the Emperor's throne. "Will
you answer the question?"

Lucifer was not a military man, but a
politician, with a politician's tastes and weaknesses. He did not
look like a politician now. Jophiel saw the echo of the man
who had sired him, the man who had been Hashem's most brilliant
general until rebellion had cast him down from grace and Abaddon
had risen up to fill his roost. The man whose picture had been
erased from the history books, but whose face she had seen videos
of because only she possessed a high enough security
clearance to peek into the records of hurtful histories the Emperor
wished to keep suppressed.

The Emperor saw that echo, too. The
temperature in the room dropped thirty degrees as Hashem's control
over the illusion he wore of a mortal creature slipped and that
wrathful, dark-haired visage of the God of Lightning which
dominated the Great Gate made its appearance for the first time
since Jophiel had been alive.

"I would let your species rot in Hades," the
Emperor spat at the echo of the man who had stolen the women he
loved, "before I would compromise one bit with Emperor
Shay'tan!"

Lucifer's white wings trembled as he closed
his eyes, his lip twitching as he took a breath. For thirty-five
years she had dreamed of watching somebody rip out Lucifer's heart
the way he had torn out hers. Now that she was watching it, she
wanted to make it stop. Oh, gods! Please, goddess! Make the Emperor
stop! Those silver eyes opened and met hers, far too bright.

"That's what I thought," Lucifer said so
softly Jophiel wasn't even sure she'd heard it. "At least now I
know the truth."

"Gentlemen!" Ba'al Zebub stepped between them
and slapped Lucifer on the back of his wings as though he were an
old friend. "This question is just a hypothetical. Nothing more.
Let us not quarrel about matters of no importance!"

Jophiel expected Lucifer to turn on Ba'al
Zebub and demand to know whether Shay'tan really did have a
solution, but he did not. His cheek twitched as he forced himself
to get his emotions under control. Wings tucked tightly against his
back, he clenched his fists at his side and bowed.

"If you'll excuse me, Father,"
Lucifer's eerie silver eyes never left the Emperor's fiery gold
ones. "I need to go get some air."

An image of Lucifer sitting in the branches
of the Eternal Tree, listening to the Happy Bird as he waited for
the man he'd been raised to believe was his father to come out and
tell him everything would be all right, came into Jophiel's mind.
That same loneliness she'd empathized with then resonated
with her now. The Emperor had wounded him, and she took no pleasure
in his downfall.

"You're dismissed," the Emperor's words were
clipped.

Lucifer wheeled around and headed, not back
down the red carpet, but towards the side-door that led into the
garden and the Eternal Tree. All these years she'd thought that
story had been a lie! Lucifer had almost made it to the door where
salvation lay when Hashem spoke to him again.

"That way is blocked, son," the
Emperor gloated. "Only the purest hearts may enter Haven's
garden."

Lucifer stiffened, his back to the Emperor,
and did not turn around. Jophiel's mouth opened and closed, her
instincts screaming that this thing that was happening must
be stopped, this final rift between Lucifer and his father that she
knew must never come to pass.

She willed her mouth to form the words, to
call his name, to rush to his side and stand with him against his
father's pride. If she stood with him, favorite daughter,
Hashem would back down. Two flawed stars whose light could
illuminate the way when the other faltered. Yes. When cooler heads
prevailed, they could approach the Emperor together and heal
this wound she sensed had very little to do with Lucifer, but with
Hashem's unresolved anger at his dead sire.

Lucifer did not know the Emperor was, even
now, assembling an armada to take on Shay'tan. If she told him…

Ba'al Zebub eyed her like a cobra
scrutinizing a mouse, watching to see what she would do. Lucifer
had just dishonored the Emperor in front of his oldest enemy's
ambassador. If she did so as well, Hashem might give up on
all humanoids, wash his hands of them and disappear back
into the ascended realms for good. As he had already done once
before…

She kept her mouth shut.

In her heart, she knew it was the wrong thing
to do.

Lucifer clenched his fist. Wings pressed
tightly against his back, he turned and walked out of his father's
throne room without uttering a sound. Ba'al Zebub had enough sense
to keep his mouth shut until the Emperor felt like speaking.

"So," the Emperor said with forced interest.
"Was there anything else my esteemed brother wished to discuss with
me today?"

"There is the matter of the mineral
rights of those star systems located in the Romeo Sector," Ba'al
Zebub gloated.

"Jophiel," the Emperor engaged her in the
negotiations to prevent her from going after him. "What do you
think? Is there some way we can buffer the presence of two armies
in that sector to mine those planets without constantly firing upon
one another?"

The thud of the door closing echoed through
the Great Hall. Duty instructed her to answer the Emperor's
questions rather than to give solace to the lover who had
not been lying when he'd laid in her arms and told her,
tears in his eyes, about how he used to sit in the branches of the
Eternal Tree and let the Happy Bird fill the hole in his heart as a
little boy because, deep down, he'd always known the Emperor did
not love him.
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Colonel Mikhail
Mannuki'ili

 


Mikhail

As much as he'd tried to disabuse these
people of their curious notion that, just because some people were
born with male reproductive organs and others female, that
therefore one gender was incapable of performing the functions of
the other, the truth was, it had become such an uphill ordeal that
he'd begun to pick his battles. The group that had been called into
the Chief's house was not unusual for who gathered here, but rather
who was missing.

Needa.

Pareesa.

Alalah.

Yalda.

All four women were the foundations upon
which the Chief was built his army, although each in a different
capacity. Without Needa, a scratch could fester and kill a warrior.
Pareesa was the fire who inspired his warriors to become more.
Alalah trained new archers now that he was occupied
elsewhere, and Yalda, his adopted grandmother, was the senior-most
elder on the tribunal, the law-giving body of this village. It
seemed wrong not to invite them and seek their counsel.

Had it simply been a meeting with the Chief,
Mikhail's opinion would have prevailed. Chief Kiyan's treatment of
women was not perfect, but he was a pragmatic man. The other
village chiefs were not so practical. What the Chief could get away
with amongst his own people would make him look like a fool
amongst allies who whispered he let the women wear the kilts.

Ninsianna had been invited.

The others had not.

Mikhail pressed his wings against his back in
a tight dress-wings formation as Chief Kiyan, Chief Jiljab from
Gasur, and the chiefs from the nearest allied villages of Nineveh
and Arrapha squabbled over his latest proposal. Jamin sat at his
father's side, his black eyes glowering with hatred. A chill crept
down his spine, causing his feathers to rustle like dead leaves. If
looks could kill, he'd already be dead. Whatever the Chief
held over Jamin's head to get his son to attend, it was as though
he held an angry lion on a short rope, hoping nobody would get
devoured.

"Individually we are an easy target," Chief
Jiljab said. "But together we are strong." Jiljab had come wearing
fancier attire than he had worn in Gasur, but his ceremonial finery
was a poor step-sister to that of the other three chiefs.

"You are being attacked by a different enemy
than us," Sinalshu said, chief of Nineveh. "We have no
problems with the Uruk tribe! Why should we create enemies where we
have none?"

A stout man in his mid-fifties, it appeared
as though Chief Sinalshu and Chief Kiyan ran a constant wager to
see which one could wear the most fringes on their kilts, the
thickest gold bracelets, the most elaborately embroidered shawls,
and the tallest hats. Chief Kiyan had an edge over Sinalhsu by
virtue of his elaborate golden torc, but not by much.

"Uruk has nipped at our boundaries in
the past," Chief Kiyan rebutted Sinalshu. "Although not lately.
Let's not forget the reason they stopped harassing our
village is because the Ubaid united and stopped their advance. We
must remain united, or we shall all find ourselves
paying tribute to an Uruk chieftain."

"Uruk is not our enemy," a new man spoke,
Laum, a trader of cloth and, if what Ninsianna said was true, soon
to be Jamin's father-in-law. "Normalizing trade would benefit
all Ubaid tribes."

Laum was a tall man, dark-haired and well
formed, but not muscular like one of the warriors. Mikhail could
see where Shahla got her good looks.

Jamin glowered at his soon-to-be
father-in-law even more than he glowered at Mikhail.
Ninsianna had enlightened him about Shahla's 'condition.' There was
no denying Jamin was the father. Every person in the village had
seen those two coming out from behind the goat shed, or the
date-palm orchard, or a copse of reeds left high by the receding
river, their clothing disheveled.

"The Uruk are a hostile tribe," the chief of
Arrapha contradicted him, Chief Yasma'addu, an elderly man with a
look of profound weariness. "We have suffered their incursions for
years. To break our bonds of unity now would be a
mistake!"

"Immanu?" Chief Kiyan turned to Ninsianna's
father. "What do the gods advise in this matter?"

Everyone knew Ninsianna spoke with the voice
of the goddess, but it was hard enough getting the other chiefs to
accept the fact a woman had been invited to this meeting at all,
much less ask her what the gods thought. If She-who-is felt like
making her presence felt, there would be no doubt in the men's
minds if Ninsianna spoke with HER voice. If not, the chiefs
would give Assur's opinions more weight if they were uttered from
the mouth of another man. Mikhail chafed at this injustice, but
Ninsianna had taken it in stride, happy to be invited at all.

Foolish, primitive people. They were every
bit as recalcitrant as the goat!

"The goddess has spoken," Immanu said. "We
gather because each of our villages has been attacked by foes
possessing these!" He pulled out the gold coin Mikhail had
brought back from Gasur, one of several they had taken from the
bodies of the slain attackers. "As did Quattara."

The Sata'anic coin glittered in the light
streaming through the skylight above, turning the golden dragon
red. Mikhail shivered. He should remember more about the
real enemy building a base somewhere on this planet, but his
memories were like a spider web, a network of silver threads sturdy
enough for him to still function, but not solid like a woven
cloth.

"Qattara is not here," Laum spoke, the cloth
trader. "And they were attacked by the Anatolians."

Mikhail decided he did not like the man. Not
because he promoted a different opinion than the others, but
because he used Qattara's distance and the infeasibility of travel
on such short notice for an emergency meeting as an argument
against them. It seemed unfair. He could see where Shahla got the
conniving Ninsianna hated so much.

"Our attackers were also Halifian," Chief
Sinalshu said, the chief of Nineveh. "But they only killed our
apprentice healer."

"Only?" Immanu asked. From the worried look
in the shaman's tawny-beige eyes, there was no 'only.' He was
worried sick about Needa.

"Ours were Uruk," Chief Jiljab said from
Gasur. "They killed both our healer and our apprentice
healer."

"Don't you see a pattern?" Immanu said. "Four
villages, all attacked by hostile tribes carrying these golden
discs with a dragon stamped into the back. Two of those villages
lost healers. It's too much of a coincidence."

"Happenstance," Laum, the cloth-merchant
said. "Everybody knows the apprentice healer's house in Nineveh was
at the outer edge of the village. Those are always the first houses
hit. And your two healers were killed within the same house.
Don't read intentions into actions that may not exist."

"We did not take any of the gold-wielders
alive to ask what their intentions were," Chief Jiljab sighed. "Had
we known they were coordinating their efforts with other tribes,
perhaps we would have made a greater effort?"

Mikhail remembered the man he had set free,
the one who had lowered his spear. How he wished he had grabbed the
man now and put him to questioning with Ninsianna's gift of
tongues! Had the Gasurian's not been in the process of butchering
the other Uruk they'd defeated, he would have done so, but killing
a man who wished to surrender went against the direction of his
feathers.

He glanced up. Ninsianna's coy expression
indicated she found his irritation to be amusing. Despite his best
efforts to maintain a neutral mask, he'd been having trouble
keeping up the facade lately, feeling out-of-place being the only
emotionless one amongst a horde of people so expressive. He
allowed himself the luxury of a single raised eyebrow. Ninsianna's
smile grew wider. Her ability to perceive what he felt was
uncanny.

Jamin saw it too…

"This one is a fool!" Jamin
practically spat at soon-to-be his father-in-law. He grabbed the
coin and shook it in Mikhail's direction. "This coin is a bounty …
for him! They target healers because the lizard-demons pay a
bounty to find him. Word has gotten around that an Ubaid healer
found him and healed him! The only thing working in our favor right
now is the fact they still work against one another, eager to keep
secret which village harbors him so their tribe can collect the
bounty!"

"And how did our enemies come by this
information?" the dulcimer flute of Ninsianna's voice asked. "He
who traveled out to the Halifian tribe to treat with our
enemies?"

Her voice was soft and light, but her
narrowed eyes belied her simple question. For a moment Mikhail
thought she spoke with the voice of She-who-is, but her words,
while having the ring of unshakeable truth, did not carry that odd
electricity he'd come to associate with the goddess of All-that-is
telling him how much he failed to measure up. This was Ninsianna's
voice … but her question was every bit as deadly.

"I needed information," Jamin hissed. "So I
took flaxseed oil and traded for it."

"Your own son broke our treaty, Kiyan?" the
three other chiefs spoke in unison.

Chief Kiyan gave his son a look that was
neither anger nor pride, and then looked down. This revelation was
planned. The reason for Jamin's presence was becoming clear.

"It was necessary," Chief Kiyan said. "A good
chief needs to know what his enemies are up to." He pulled out his
own gold coin and added it to the ones Immanu and Jiljab had
brought. "You've all been told of Ninsianna's prophecy?"

"Lizard-demons," Jiljab and Sinalshu said
together. "Come down from the sky like he did. Only these
ones are led by an Evil One."

"Is this creature on the coin what you see,
Ninsianna?" Arrapha's chief Yasma'addu asked.

"Not exactly," Ninsianna answered truthfully.
"The creatures I see do not have wings, but are in other ways
similar."

Her eyes met Mikhail's across the room. It
remained unspoken, but he knew what words she omitted. 'Except
for a white-winged Angelic more horrible and evil than any
dragon.'

"That's not all," Jamin rose from his
seat-cushion and pointed at Mikhail. "They also told me…"

"Jamin!" Chief Kiyan snapped. "That's
enough!"

"But he…" Jamin lurched forward.

The Chief rose like an animal handler yanking
back a viscous dog on a leash, grabbing his son by the arm and
giving it a twist.

"I said that's enough," Chief Kiyan hissed.
"You say one more insult and I swear by the gods I will banish you
from this village and send word you are to be given no quarter in
any Ubaid village!"

Jamin's black eyes smoldered with hatred.
Chief Kiyan knew, but they had agreed to keep it quiet lest it cast
doubt upon his command. Jamin shook off his father's arm. He jerked
his head in Mikhail's direction as though to say 'you'll get
yours soon enough' then sat back down, his expression
seething.

Mikhail could feel the man's hatred
boring into his body, as though Jamin thought if he stared hard
enough, he could carve out his internal organs and kill him.

The Chief picked up the two coins and looked
at Laum, the man who was soon to become his
brother-in-marriage.

"Just as Jamin used something he knew the
Halifians were desperate to obtain to get information," Chief Kiyan
said, "I summoned as many of you as I could on a day's notice to
seek permission to try something similar with the Uruk. I do not
condone how my hotheaded son got this information,
unilaterally, without first reaching an agreement with our friends.
But I do acknowledge that getting it was necessary."

Chief Kiyan looked at the men seated around
him on cushions.

"Laum has trading partners familiar with the
Uruk tribe," Kiyan continued. "I would like a consensus to send him
there on a limited trade."

"What you propose will anger the northern
Ubaid tribes," Sinalshu from Nineveh said. "Unity is unity."

"I sent runners," Chief Kiyan said, "but
we bear the cost of holding the line so the northern tribes
can be free of Uruk aggression. It is we who bear the cost,
just as our northern brothers keep the Anatolian tribe on their own
side of the Taurus Mountains."

"You wish to send me on a false trading
mission?" Laum asked unhappily. Mikhail could see the cloth
trader adding up in his head what it would cost his reputation.

"Perhaps it need not be false," Immanu said.
"If the future happens as Ninsianna foresees, our tribe may need to
unite with enemies to fend these lizard demons off. It does not
hurt to feel out a potential alliance."

Immanu looked at Chief Kiyan. Kiyan nodded.
One by one, the other Chief's nodded as well.

"Who will pay the cost of a one-sided trade?"
Laum protested. "I don't want it coming out of my
funds!"

Chief Kiyan tossed the coin in the air and
slapped it on the back of his hand, exposing it to show the
six-pointed star that adorned its back.

"Who said the trade needs to be one-sided,"
Chief Kiyan grinned. "The oil my son brought my enemies had grown
so stale it was useless as anything except lamp oil. The Halifians
were so desperate to have it, they gave him something far more
valuable in return. The information was just a bonus."

From Jamin's surprised expression, he'd not
been aware the gold coin was that valuable. The other chiefs broke
out a vat of Yalda's most potent brew and began passing around
reeds to sip the beverage from the communal bowl, the straws
necessary to sip the liquids from the bottom without consuming the
disgusting yeast sentiments which floated on the top. Even Laum
looked pleased. He had permission to conduct a test-trade with
their enemies. Chief Kiyan had saved face for his son's
transgression, a masterful move.

Jiljab handed Mikhail one of the cubit-long
straws, while Sinalshu handed Jamin another. Happenstance caused
them both to move towards the vat at the same time. Jamin stiffened
and drew back, that momentary look of puzzlement hardening back
into the hatred which had been his state of being from the first
time Mikhail had ever laid eyes upon the man.

"I do not drink with demons!" Jamin
spat. He crumpled the reed in his fist and jabbed it forward, like
a knife aimed straight at Mikhail's heart.

Anger surged through Mikhail's entire body,
an anger matching that of the angry young chieftain and then
surpassing it, exceeding it until it drew upon something more.
Every man in the room intuited the shift of energy as a dark rage
descended upon him and whispered it was time to set it free.
Mikhail's pupils expanded, causing them to lose all but the
thinnest edge of blue and giving him the appearance that his irises
had almost turned back. The room grew deathly silent.

"Mikhail," Ninsianna touched his wings.

He glanced up at her. Whatever she saw within
his spirit-light with her goddess-kissed eyes caused her to recoil,
but she had seen him thus before and this was only the slightest
edge of that state, the one the Cherubim had taught him he must
never succumb to.

"Let's leave Jamin to break bread with his
soon-to-be father-in-law," Ninsianna said. "It is right that
he share this moment with the chiefs, for someday soon he
will be one of them."

Her words were gentle, but from the way she
glanced between Jamin and his soon-to-be father-in-law, she saw
something that led her believe Jamin would rather share a beer with
him than Shahla's father. Her lips curved up in a sweet
smile, perhaps a bit forced, but also bearing a hint of
maliciousness. Yes. The Chosen One saw a better way. As he had
since the day his ship had first crash-landed here, he took her
lead.

"Ninsianna is with child," Mikhail glanced
back at the chiefs. "If she cannot drink, then it would be
unfair for me to drink, either."

He rose as graciously as morning glory
opening at dawn, not a man who had just been terribly insulted.
'Charming goats' his father-in-law called these lessons …
how to handle the foibles of humans without losing face. His calm
reaction made Jamin's poor-sportmanship appear even more
petty than it already was.

"If you'll excuse me," he said, that dark pit
of anger subsiding, "I will see my wife home."

As she led him out of the Chief's house, he
could hear the explosion of questions behind them as her words
registered and congratulations erupted from the other chiefs, both
at the news Ninsianna was with child, and also that the Chief's son
was about to marry Laum's daughter. From Jamin's murderous
expression, Ninsianna had just condemned him to a fate worse than
death.

Her sweet laughter tickled his ears the
moment they got outside the door.

"You … are an evil woman," Mikhail pulled her
into his arms. "Did you know that?"

"Yes … I am," Ninsianna stood on tiptoe and
pressed a kiss to his lips. "And you love me for it!"

Warmth spread into his loins as she stretched
against his torso, her breasts pressing against his abdomen like
luscious, ripe chate melons, erasing the memory that lurked beneath
the surface, the one he did not want to remember, the cause
of his rage. Her scent filled his nostrils, soap root and a scent
which grew more delicious every week her pregnancy progressed,
eliciting a response that was primal.

Such full lips she had, made for kissing and
watching them tremble as he brought her skyward to commune in
ecstasy, a feeling of joy he could never get enough of. Let Jamin
have his beer! He had better things to do.

"I love you," he pulled her against
him and picked her up. "Everything else is just a honey cake."

With an exhalation of laughter, he unfurled
his wings and carried them both up into the sky.

 


 


* * * * *


Chapter 31
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Galactic Standard Date:
152,323.10 AE

Kilo Sector: 'Prince of
Tyre'

Alliance Secret Services:
Special Agent Eligor

 


Eligor

"Eligor!" the call came over his
communications pin. "Report immediately to the Chief of Staff."

Eligor glanced up from the air ducts he was
cleaning inside the dormitory where Lucifer's seventeen 'wives'
huddled, hissing at them like angry cats. Outside they appeared to
be Angelics, only without the wings, but inside, well, thank the
goddess the Emperor had gifted his species with sentience
when he had spliced their genome together from the root races of
humans and raptors … and then made those genes dominant so none of
their offspring would end up like … that.

"I'll be right there, Sir," Eligor called
into the pin attached to his breast pocket. His lips pressed into a
grim line as he finished pulling out the dust dragons that forever
clogged these ports even though space was supposed to be a sterile
atmosphere and screwed down the screen.

"What's that about?" Lerajie asked.

"Don't know," Eligor straightened and threw
the screwdriver back into the toolbox. "And wish to Hades I didn't
have to find out."

The women yowled at his sudden movement,
their guttural hisses and grunts reminding him of a pack of wild
mhoncaí in a jungle world, hissing and throwing
rotten fruit from the trees.

"Shut up!" Eligor snapped at
them. He flared his wings just enough to get them to back off.
Otherwise, they'd pick up their own excrement and throw it at them
as they retreated through the door.

"That one shit in the
corner again," Lerajie pointed to the alcove the disgusting
creatures had designated a bathroom instead of going to the
real bathroom, the one with running water. "Never have I seen a
species more terrified of the sound of a flushing
toilet!"

"I don't get their
proclivity to shit in a bowl instead of using the toilet," Eligor
wrinkled up his nose in disgust. "I mean, okay, if you don't like
the sound of the toilet, then just shit in the toilet bowl and
leave it for us
to flush. Not shit in a dinner bowl and then put a
napkin over it!"

If that wasn't disgusting
enough, sometimes the creatures would retaliate for letting the
bowl get too full between emptyings and shit on the floor. Like one
had just done. Or worse! More than once he'd had to go back to his
room and change because one of them had picked up their own turds
and flung them at him, like mhoncaí in a zoo!

"At least they go in the same
place all the time," Lerajie said. "A lot of pre-sentient creatures
do that. The first one designated that spot their litter box, so
now all the beta-females follow her example."

Eligor glanced over at the
statuesque, ebony-skinned female who sat apart from the others,
knees tucked into her chest. Lucifer's first wife. That one never
gave them any trouble, unlike the others who would claw out his
eyes if they weren't careful. She just sat there, rocking, making
the same sound over and over again as if it were a word that a
sentient species might speak. Iblisi. Iblisi. Iblisi.

"I'll come back with a shovel to
clean it up later," Eligor said. "We've still got to herd them into
the shower. That should be a lot of fun."

The first few times they'd
showered the ebony-skinned female, he'd admit it. The sight of her
taut black skin stretched over her curves had given him an
erection, especially when her pregnancy had begun to swell her
breasts and enhance her curves. Unfortunately, the female screeched
in terror and tried to climb the walls the moment they flared their
wings. They'd learned to get the shower started first so the water
wasn't too cold, then hold her down and strip her, an action she
always fought tooth and nail. Once they got her clothing off she
wasn't too bad. They'd herd her into the shower and let her stand
under the faucet. That one, at least, seemed to like the water once
she'd gotten in there. Unlike some of the others, who acted like
they'd never even seen water before ... or soap.

"I'll take care of it," Lerajie
said. "You go find out what his holiness the puppetmaster wants
before he sic's his goons on us."

Eligor shoved his hands into his pockets and
trudged through the ship, curiously empty for one so large,
greeting fellow crewmen only when he had to. The military tended to
produce a breed of Angelics that were taciturn, but even amongst
them Eligor was an enigma. He didn't know his fellow crewmen all
that well, despite having served in Lucifer's service for well over
200 years, and he didn't want to know them, either.

Technically, every man on this ship was
Secret Service, not military, a special security branch whose sole
purpose was to protect the Prime Minister. That meant he didn't
answer to Supreme Commander-General Jophiel. Secret Service his
foot! They were all mercenaries here, but Eligor suspected
he hid the most skeletons in his closet. The most except for
the two cold-eyed goons who stood like gargoyles in Chief of Staff
Zepar's office when he got there.

Furcas held his arm, blood visible on his
cuff, while Pruflas had scratches on his face. Neither bodyguard
spoke, only eyed him with their usual cold-eyed stare. Eligor
wondered if he'd ever seen them blink…

"You called for me, Sir?" Eligor asked
Zepar.

"Yes," Zepar lay out a series of neatly
labelled syringes and vials into a box. "We're about to rendezvous
with the Beylan to transfer cargo to a new recipient. I need
you to help the Prime Minister get cleaned up and into the
shuttle."

"Yes, Sir," Eligor said. He stepped towards
the door and stopped. "The Beylan? That's a Leonid battle
cruiser, isn't it?"

"Yes," Zepar put the last syringe into the
box and handed them to Pruflas. "Any more unnecessary
questions?"

No, Sir," Eligor glanced at the syringes.
"It's just … I thought you'd had no luck getting them to accept our
Leonid brothers?"

Zepar's feathers rippled with annoyance.

"I haven't. And they need a solution to their
problem. So I'm going to let them take care of the
confounded male Ba'al Zebub dumped on us as some kind of sick
joke."

Eligor glanced at Furcas holding his bloody
arm, no emotion in his eyes except the icy stare he would swear was
hatred if not for the fact he'd never done anything to arouse the
mercenaries ire.

So? The dark-skinned human had gotten him.
Again? Eligor wasn't the kind of man to find humor in someone
else's downfall, but even he had to admit it was poetic
justice. He was being called in because, as the
longest-serving crewman and one whose loyalty had never been called
into question, they wanted him along instead of the
idealistic Lerajie in case the human male attacked someone and
needed to be beaten and drugged into a stupor. Eligor hadn't seen
the human male since he'd dropped him off at Lucifer's weeks
before, but he'd seen Lucifer's arm afterwards, an injury requiring
seventeen stitches. Whatever depraved crap Lucifer was into these
days, the dark-skinned man hadn't taken it laying down.

"Perhaps the Leonids will pose a significant
enough threat to get him to behave," Eligor said. At an average
height of nine feet for the lionesses and eleven for the males,
they sure as hell scared the shit out of him. "Do you think
they'll be able to get him to breed?"

Zepar shrugged. "Lionesses are tempting
creatures when they go into heat. I've been acclimating him to
video footage and pictures. We'll just have to see."

"Too bad you can't just explain the
situation to him, Sir," Eligor said. "I mean, I know they can't
talk or anything, but maybe they're like the Cephalopods? Smart
enough to mimic you if you show them a bunch of times what to do?
He seems to be a lot smarter than the females."

"That is not your concern," Zepar gave him a
stare that was every bit as malignant and cold as those of the two
goons. "And I wouldn't go repeating that observation if I was you.
Do you know what would happen if the media released stories of
humans being more intelligent than they really are?"

Yes. It was all he could do to encourage his
idealistic sidekick Lerajie to keep his mouth shut and not go
running to the animal rights activists. They'd have wackos dogging
their every step.

"Sir," Eligor said, duly chastised.

"You do hope to get one of your own
someday for reproduction, don't you, Eligor?" Zepar asked. "How old
are you now?"

"Four hundred and fifty eight," Eligor
said.

"Past the age when the Emperor deems you
expendable enough to ship you out to the Tokoloshe Front because
he's washed your genome off as a lost cause," Zepar said. "Is that
what you want to have happen?"

Images of being captured by the Tokloshe,
strapped down to a feeding table, and devoured alive popped into
his mind. Eligor felt sick to his stomach. He was well aware of
what happened to an Angelic once they got blacklisted. Some, such
as The Destroyer, were kept close because Shay'tan was scared
shitless of them, but most others got sent on missions with
ridiculously high body counts.

"No, Sir," Eligor said.

"Go," Zepar said. "Get the prima donna out of
bed and make sure he looks presentable enough to give the sales
pitch. We'll take care of the dark-skinned male."

Zepar picked up the last syringe on the tray,
a large, thick-needled hypodermic with a plunger full of enough
sedative to knock out a whole herd of Centauri. He turned his back
to Eligor and motioned the two cold-eyed goons to move into the
holding area where no one but Zepar was allowed to go. The goons
intercepted all cargo until Zepar had a chance to figure out which
ones he could train as breeding stock and which ones were useless
except to be stuck in Lucifer's harem.

Some of the crewman whispered they thought it
was unfair Lucifer had kept so many for himself, but Eligor had
watch duty over the rejects four days a week. He'd rather wait for
one of the trainable ones. The thought of … ugh! He didn't know how
Lucifer did it. Fucking something that couldn't even think!
Although at least the alpha-stud only took them once … just long
enough to plant his seed.

He shoved his hands deep into his pockets and
moved out of Zepar's office to the sound of shouting and bodies
being thrown against the wall in the back room. Eligor shrugged. So
far as he was concerned, Furcas and Pruflas got what they
deserved.

He made his way down to the Prime Minister's
personal quarters. There was no guard stationed outside his door
today, which was unusual. No one had seen him since the day he'd
come out of his father's throne room, trembling, and ordered them
to drop him off at his living needle ship so he could return to the
Prince of Tyre without a lengthy shuttle run.

Whatever had happened in the Emperor's throne
room, it had been really, really bad…

"Mister Prime Minister," Eligor called as he
knocked on the door. "Sir?" There was no answer. No sound at all.
After trying several more times, he used his keycard to access the
door. It wasn't even locked.

"Sir?" Eligor called out. The room was pitch
black. The scent of vomit assailed his nostrils. He ruffled his
feathers with disgust.

"Mister Prime Minister, Sir?" Eligor called.
He flipped on the light switch and, for a moment, thought perhaps
he was the first man on-scene at a murder.

"Sir?" Eligor tripped over an empty liquor
bottle as he moved over to the figure sprawled across the bed to
check for a pulse. It was too fast and a bit erratic, but otherwise
it appeared to be in order. "Sir? Are you alright?"

Lucifer groaned and curled up in a fetal
position, his snowy wings trembling like a bird which had just
slammed into glass and lay trembling upon the ground, waiting for a
predator to come eat it.

"I can't do this anymore," Lucifer mumbled.
"Get someone else to do it. I give up."

Eligor gasped as not only disjointed images
came into his mind, but emotions flowed into his body. Sorrow. With
a sob, he covered his mouth, unable to make sense of the flood of
images which violated his mind, unable to tune them out. Shit!
They'd always joked the Prime Minister had the power of persuasion,
but this was the first time he'd realized the man had abilities
reserved for the gods!

He recognized the attack was not intentional,
but a side-effect of the potent Mantoid liquor whose empties were
scattered about the room. Was it possible to drink so much you died
of alchol poisoning? Yes. He'd heard of such things in lesser
species. He'd better get help.

"Zepar, this is Eligor," he called into his
comms pin. "I think you'd better get up here."

There was a delay, then an annoyed
answer.

"I'm busy," Zepar said. "Whatever it is, deal
with it yourself."

The sound of a struggle and shouting filled
the static in the background. It appeared the Leonids 'gift' wasn't
going willingly.

"He ain't doing so good, Sir," Eligor stared
at the unconscious figure. "I don't think he'll even be able to
walk. Much less look presentable for your VIP's. Maybe they're
going to have to take a rain check?"

"Just clean him up and roll him into the
shuttle," Zepar said, not sounding surprised. "I'll sober him up
once we get there."

The sound of fighting grew louder, including
shouted expletives in a voice he recognized as Pruflas. Eligor
snorted a rare thrill of victory. Good. The dark-skinned man did
what many of the crew wished somebody dared do, put the two goons
in traction.

"I'll get him there, Sir," Eligor called.
"The rest is up to you."

Zepar cut him off with a curt response.

Was this what really went on when
Zepar chased them all away from the Prime Minister and wouldn't let
anybody near him except for Furcas and Pruflas? If so, he could see
why Lucifer's Chief of Staff liked to keep things under wraps. He
stared at the pathetic puppet prince curled up on the bed, white
wings trembling as he tried to claw his way back into his alcoholic
stupor.

"Sir," Eligor said. "I've got to get you
cleaned up. Okay? Zepar asked me to help you down to the shuttle
bay."

"Why won't he leave me alone?" Lucifer
sobbed. "I told him I need to get my head examined."

Eligor resisted the temptation to agree with
him.

"It looks like you've got a nosebleed, Sir,"
Eligor said. "Did you bump yourself?"

Tripped on a liquor bottle was more like
it…

"Headaches," Lucifer mumbled. "Hurts so much
all the time. Can't think. Not supposed to be like this."

"Like what, Sir?"

"Can't remember." Lucifer's eyes, which had
only been open a crack, rolled back in his head. Eligor checked his
pulse again. Erratic and too fast, but otherwise fine. He'd just
passed out.

Gee … this duty seemed familiar. Like wives …
like husband. Nice to know 150,000 years of evolution hadn't
changed much in their species. Eligor moved into the bathroom to
get the shower running, trying to decide whether he should give him
a cold shower to sober him up, or a hot one to just get him cleaned
up and comfortable. Soft moans came from the room, as though
Lucifer was crying. Hot. Definitely hot. Eligor was a pragmatic
man, not a cruel one. Not unless he had to be. He waited
until the bathroom filled with steam.

"C'mon, Sir," Eligor dragged him to the edge
of the bed and sat him up. Lucifer teetered on the edge like a
drunken rag doll, ready to fall. He had a crumpled piece of paper
in his hand. Eligor pried his fingers open to get him to release
it. Lucifer began to sob.

"I don't know why she didn't speak up for
me," Lucifer wept. "What did I ever do to her? She rejected
me because I wasn't able to beget offspring upon her."

Eligor had no idea what the hell that
was about, the drunken ramblings of a broken man, and did not care.
He shoved his shoulder under Lucifer's armpit and half-dragged,
half-walked him to the bathroom to sit him down upon the toilet
seat, unable to avoid crushing a few of his primary feathers in the
process. Lucifer could take his own damned dump! As soon as he'd
stripped him down to his boxer shorts, habit compelled Lucifer to
finish his own grooming routine.

Eligor caught a glimpse of two thin pink
scars running down either side of Lucifer's spine, thickening just
where they disappeared into his boxer briefs as he stumbled into
the shower. An old injury? He'd been Lucifer's man for 225 years
and didn't remember him receiving such an injury. Perhaps
before that, when he'd been a little boy?

He stepped out to give the man some privacy,
praying he wouldn't have to haul a wet, drunken, naked politician
out of the shower if Lucifer passed out. Now that would make
for some awkward media coverage! For him… Eligor liked his
mating appointments to be with women, thank you very much,
and anyone who insinuated otherwise would have to deal with the
wrong end of his fist!

He moved about the room, picking up the
empties and depositing them in the trash. The wastecan overflowed
with liquor bottles. Why in Hades did Zepar enable the guy by
letting him have access to this much liquor? Shit! Had that been
him who'd drunk that much, he'd have died of alcohol
poinsoning! He knew Lucifer liked to drink, but 225 years he'd been
serving the man and never realized it had gotten this bad. A thud
in the shower jolted him out of his worries.

"Sir?" Eligor knocked on the door. "Are you
alright, Sir?"

"I'm okay," his response was thin and weak.
"Just give me a minute, okay?"

Oh. Shit. Clothes. He should have done that
part first. What the hell should a Prime Minister wear to traffic
illegal, non-sentient sex slaves to half-humanoid lion-people? He
rummaged through Lucifer's closet, everything looking far too
expensive. He'd been stuck on goon-squad duty for so long he'd lost
touch with what was even supposed to be fashionable. He thanked the
goddess this wasn't an important state dinner he was dressing
Lucifer for, but just an internal mission. He settled on a simple
off-white suit jacket, matching slacks, and undergarments. Dressy.
But not the fanciest he'd ever seen the Prime Minister wear.

"Did you, perchance, grab me any clothes?"
Lucifer's speech was slurred, but better than Eligor had thought it
would be.

"I … um … here," Eligor shoved the garments
through the door. He expected Lucifer would throw the outfit back
in his face, but he did not. He waited and waited, for a time
fearing Lucifer had passed out again, but the occasional thump and
curse let him know Lucifer was getting himself dressed.

He stared at the crumpled paper he had pried
out of Lucifer's grasp. The comforter was smeared with vomit from
Lucifer's bender. Might as well clean it up and give the guy a
clean place to crash after Zepar finished using him for whatever
intrigue he was up to now. He smoothed out the parchment and went
to put it on the bureau, where the envelope was strewn, and noted
angry red handwriting scribbled across the front in a bold,
masculine hand.

 


'REFUSED! Return to sender…'

 


The letter was addressed:

 


Private Jophiel

10th Force Support Squadron

Minshara Air Force Base

Kepler 22-b System

 


Eligor was not a curious man, which is why
Zepar had hired him to cruise around the galaxy backing up
Lucifer's under-radar adventures, but with Lucifer taking his sweet
time getting dressed, it wasn't like he had anything better to do.
He smoothed out the letter, the paper heavy and thick with it's
gold-leaf emblem at the top announcing it was an official document
from the office of the Prime Minister, the mere use of paper
to communicate instead of an electronic document proof this letter
carried matters of great import, and read the carefully scripted
handwriting that was dated 35 years ago:

 


* * *

'My dearest Jophiel,

I know our time together was unsuccessful,
but I think of you every day. I have written to you two prior times
and not received an answer. I, like you, desire to obey our beloved
Emperor and god, my father, who art in Haven. But he has been gone
these long 190 years, and while I have tried my hardest to fulfill
his edict to be fruitful and multiply, the truth is, I am
weary.

Our species was not meant to be bred like
farm animals, to fill the ranks of my Father's armies and be denied
the chance to love. If he was still here to see what his policies
have reduced us to, I truly believe he would relent about these
terrible laws that make us bow down to the naturally evolved
species, but deny us the chance to -live.-

My father went away and left -me- in charge.
If you would give me a chance, I would move Haven to make our union
a permanent one, and get Parliament to grant the same rights to
others of our species so all could find the happiness I have found
in your arms. Perhaps, in time, She-who-is would be moved by our
example and gift us with a child?

Is féidir liom a bhraitheann
tú, chol beag. [I can feel you, little dove]

Love,

Lucifer

* * *

 


The scrape at the door made Eligor fold the
note and shove it inside the envelope, the one that had the words
'REFUSED' scrawled across it in angry red ink. Shit! No
wonder the Prime Minister hated the Supreme Commander-General's
guts! 35 years ago? Crap! The woman couldn't have been more than a
cadet at the time! And she'd refused him? The Prime Minister? After
Lucifer had poured his heart out to her?

And now Lucifer was off on the mother of all
benders because Jophiel had caused the Emperor to say
something horrible to Lucifer at that meeting they'd had
several days ago.

"I could use a little help," Lucifer's voice
floated out of the bathroom, soft and weak. Eligor pushed open the
door and was taken with how pathetic Lucifer appeared, a broken
man, not the prince depicted in the media. His feathers were
disheveled and his wings drooped so low they dragged on the ground.
He looked, if anything, like a bird who'd been mauled by a cat.

'Which twin is he today?' Eligor asked
the question he found running through his mind each time he lay
eyes upon the man lately. 'The good one.' Right now, Lucifer
was about as raw and real as a guy could get without slitting his
wrists.

"What happened, Sir?" Eligor asked. He didn't
usually pry, but sometimes if you signalled you wouldn't tell
someone to shut up if they needed to talk, they'd open up and chew
your ear off.

Lucifer leaned on him as he led him out to a
chair and helped him sit down to put on his dress shoes. Eligor
ended up tying the shoelaces for him. Those eeries silver eyes
stared into his and, for a moment, Eligor caught an image of a boy
sitting in the branches of the Eternal Tree, listening to a little
bird sing.

The power of persuasion. It was rumored the
Seraphim had possessed such gifts, healing, telepathy and
telekinesis, a grand experiment in eugenics which had resulted in
any Angelic who didn't measure up getting tossed off their planet,
which is why Eligor had Seraphim blood running through his veins
within 6 generations. After the Emperor had disappeared, Zepar had
suppressed the history of what Lucifer's biological father had done
to try to get him back, but like any Angelic older than 225, Eligor
had been there. Lucifer had more Seraphim blood flowing
through his veins than anyone except for perhaps Abaddon and the
Colonel.

"Let's just say it's been a bad last couple
of days," Lucifer's voice warbled as he spoke.

"The Emperor?" Eligor had been there when
Lucifer had come out of the Great Room, looking like somebody had
just torn out his heart.

Lucifer looked at him as though deciding
whether or not to share a confidence with him. He, Eligor, who'd
worked for the man 225 years and barely knew him. Lucifer looked
down. Trust. Lucifer didn't trust anybody but Zepar. Eligor's mouth
twitched with disappointment. Not so much that Lucifer didn't trust
him. Shit! He'd just been reading the guys mail. But that he
trusted Zepar, who should have never let Lucifer get this bad.

He was surprised when Lucifer spoke without
looking up.

"I suppose it was going to happen anyways …
when I get this trade deal through Parliament," Lucifer mumbled.
"He's still not speaking to me because of the last override I got,
and that was more than six months ago. I just didn't expect him to
jump the gun before I even let the cubs out of the bag."

"I don't know what he's like," Eligor said.
"I've never met him." He didn't add how annoyed he was at
the fact that, in all the years he'd babysat the man's trips to the
palace, he'd never once been invited inside to meet the Eternal
Emperor.

Lucifer stared over his shoulder at the
letter Eligor had put on the dresser. Eligor prayed Lucifer was so
fuzzy from the alcohol he'd think he'd left it there himself.

"It was all a lie," Lucifer said. "Always. I
knew that, but I guess I just needed him to tell me straight to my
face to accept the truth."

Eligor did not dare ask him what
truth. You mean there was a worse truth than having his own
father elevate the woman who had ripped out his heart to be his
equal?

Lucifer pressed his hands upon his thighs to
push himself out of the chair and stumbled. Eligor had to help him
stand, letting the man lean on him so he wouldn't land flat on his
face.

"Sir, your nose is bleeding again," Eligor
said. "Did you bump yourself?"

"Get me a couple of handkerchiefs out of that
top drawer over there," Lucifer said. "I usually need two."

"It's not normal to get nosebleeds, Sir,"
Eligor said. "You should go to a doctor and get it checked
out."

"And give my father an excuse to evict me
from Parliament and lock me up in a looney bin someplace?" Lucifer
pushed his hand away. "No thank you." He dabbed at the trickle of
blood with a practiced hand.

Eligor clamped his mouth shut before he asked
something really stupid like, 'why would he send you to a mental
hospital when you're physically ill?' Perhaps Lucifer meant
detox? It certainly looked like he needed detox.

"C'mon, Sir," Eligor said. "The Chief of
Staff will have my hide if you're late."

"Why'd he send you?" Lucifer's eyes
cleared from the lingering alcoholic fog.

"We've reached the Beylan, Sir,"
Eligor said. "The dark skinned human male put up too much of a
fight for your regular guards to handle alone. Zepar was sedating
him when I left."

"Oh?" Lucifer looked surpised. "I had no idea
Zepar had set up a dropoff. Though he usually doesn't tell me these
things. I just show up and play act, telling people whatever he
wants me to say."

Eligor raised one eyebrow in surprise. He'd
known Zepar called the shots, but when that whole other side of
Lucifer appeared that the crewmen called 'the evil twin
brother' Zepar practically lapped at Lucifer's heels like a
little dog. The power dynamics between the two had never made sense
and he'd given up trying to figure it out long ago. He'd learned
the hard way not to think too hard or there'd be consequences.

They made their way through the ship, Lucifer
leaning on his arm. Several times he nearly stumbled. And here he'd
thought Lucifer had it all, and now he was realizing he had even
less than he did. At least he had Lerajie, an
idealistic pain-in-the-neck sidekick.

Zepar was chomping at the bit when they got
to the shuttle.

"What took you so long?"

"Had to help him get cleaned up," Eligor
said.

"It was my fault," Lucifer said as docile as
a little boy. "Not his. I wasn't ready."

Eligor helped Lucifer into his seat, buckling
him up as though he were a child, and fired up the impulse engines.
In the back the two cold-eyed goons wrestled the dark-skinned man
into the cargo area, as far away from Lucifer as they could. Eligor
manauevered the shuttle out of a launch bay that looked like it had
never been designed for Alliance technology even though it was this
empire's flagship. The Leonid battlecruiser stretched beneath him,
the same approximate size as the Prince of Tyre, only
official military craft kept their weaponry out in the open.
Lucifer's flagship was armed to the teeth with state-of-the-art
weaponry which was only now beginning to make its way onto
mainstream military ships, but to the untrained eye, it appeared to
be a civilian vessel.

Soft snores coming from the passenger
compartment clued him that Lucifer had passed out again. Good. Let
the man sleep. With Zepar here, perhaps Lucifer wouldn't even need
to make a personal appearance? He would tell the Leonid commander
that Lucifer was sick.

He shut down the engines the minute it landed
on the Beylan and made his way down the gangplank to chock
his landing gear and make sure the shuttle was secure. The two
goons wrestled out the human male who was in chains, so drugged the
creature could barely walk. Eligor was relieved when Zepar came
out, sans Lucifer, to address the Leonid commander. He prayed the
Chief of Staff would let the poor bastard sleep it off.

The attractive, middle-aged lioness who
commanded the Beylan, Colonel Orias, gave the black-skinned
male a sniff, her whiskers twitching with skepticism.

"You claim this unimpressive creature can
help my poor daughter and other daughters of the pride begat
offspring?" Colonel Orias asked.

Eligor noted the two goons' cold stare.
Pruflas and Furcas held the dark-skinned human like bookends.

"As I explained through our intermediaries,"
Zepar said. "I can make no promises as to a human male. We've had
great success with the females, but this male is combative and
resistant to all training. We hope that by delivering him to
you, a more, how shall I put this, imposing species,
that you will be able to succeed where we have failed."

Eligor noted a pretty, slightly younger
lioness who lurked at the edge of the launch bay which had
otherwise been cleared of crewmen. Her whiskers twitched as she
sniffed the unusual scent of the root race of the humanoid half of
her species. She bore a strong resemblance to the ship's commander.
Her daughter? It would explain why Zepar had chosen her to
try this experiment in avoiding extinction.

"Why would it work for this creature when our
strapping Leonid males have failed?" Colonel Orias asked.

Eligor glanced at the dark-skinned man. Even
through his drugged stupor, the look of recognition was
unmistakeable. Systematically desensitized or not, the man was
terrified of the lion-people who towered over him.

The pretty Leonid moved closer, her whiskers
twitching with curiosity. It was on this young woman's behalf that
her mother rebelled against her Emperor's seed world policies,
actions which would get her court-martialled.

What would Lucifer do?

"Why don't you introduce yourself to him,"
Eligor called her over. "He doesn't have a name or anything, but
the males seem to be a little bit smarter than the females."

"I'm Habbibah," the lioness introduced
herself.

"Eligor. And he is … well … truth is, they're
not very smart. But maybe he might be able to help?"

From the way the young woman's nostrils
flared, he knew she was the first female the man was hoped to
'help.' Unlike a human female, who could be drugged enough to
perform the sex act and conceive whether or not they were willing,
a male must want to perform a cross-species mating.

If Lucifer was sober enough to speak
on his own behalf, what would he say? C'mon! He'd been watching the
man sweet talk people around to his way of thinking for the past
225 years. Some of that silver tongue must have rubbed off
on his leaden one?

"We got off to a bad start with this one,"
Eligor finally said. "But maybe if you make him feel comfortable
right away you might have better luck with him? We've toilet
trained him, but he's still not very sociable."

Habibah stepped up and bent in front of the
man so her jaws were at eye-level.

"Hello," she said. "I'm Habibe. What's your
name?"

The man shrieked and backed up in terror,
into Pruflas and Furcas. The two goons shoved him right back again.
Dammit! Twin idiots is what they were! The whites of the man's eyes
were a sharp contrast to his dark, nearly ebony skin. He looked at
Eligor with a look that communicated, 'help.'

"Here," Eligor said to Habibah. "If you don't
mind? My buddy, Lerajie? He used to work with pre-sentient animals
on one of the seed worlds. He said if you show them what to
do, you know, model it for them, even though they aren't smart
enough to talk to you about it, they can learn."

It was more words than he'd probably uttered
the entire past month. As awkward as a Centauri colt taking its
first steps, Eligor stepped closer to the lioness and put his arms
around her waist. Haibibah was smart enough to understand what he
was doing and put her arms around him in return. She gave him a
huge grin that exposed her fangs.

"Might not want to smile too much the first
few weeks," Eligor suggested. "Until he gets used to you?"

Colonel Orias gave them a broad grin,
her fangs showing. A deep rumble emanated from her chest. A
purr. She found their little show-and-tell demonstration to be
amusing.

"His markings are attractive," Habibah
admired his nearly ebony skin, coloring no hybrid had possessed in
tens of thousands of years, although some Centauri came close. "But
why does he sway like that? Is he sick?"

"He's sedated," Eligor said. "Zepar keeps him
doped up when he's not locked up in his cage, but maybe you can
reduce the dose after a few days? Can't hurt. Don't think he'll
mess with you guys the way he's been fighting off those two."

"Poor thing!" Habibah cried out. She stepped
toward the human to touch him and he drew back in fear.

"Your claims are intriguing, Chief of Staff
Zepar," Colonel Orias interrupted them. "But I'm not going to risk
the fate of my daughter and my crew on one of Lucifer's intrigues
without assurances. I want to speak to the Prime Minister. Not his
lackey!"

Eligor suppressed a smirk. Only a Leonid
would dare talk to the Prime Minister's second in command that
way.

"The Prime Minister is not feeling well
today, Ma'am," Eligor interjected. "He's in the shuttle, but
whatever bug he's carrying might be contagious. A flu, or
something?"

"I insist." Orias gave him a grin which
exposed her fangs. A low growl rumbled in her chest. There was a
reason Leonids were the most feared of all the hybrid
armies.

"Just one minute," Zepar bowed to her,
adopting that obsequious manner Eligor knew was fake. He hurried
back up the gangplank to the shuttle, his dirty white wings
fluttering as he scurried inside.

Eligor stood watching as Habibah crooned at
the dark-skinned male, trying to win his trust. The man eyed her
with fear, but there was also a bit of curiosity there. What films
had Zepar shown the creature to try to train him not to fear
them?

"I have every confidence you'll have him
trained in no time," a voice called out from the shuttle. "A pretty
lioness such as yourself. Why, they say there are no better lovers
in the galaxy!"

A chill ran down Eligor's spine even though
he knew that voice well, as though someone had just turned up the
sub-bass on an amplifier. Lucifer glided down the ramp with a rock
star's strut, his white wings flared like a raptor's. His posture
was erect and confident, with no sign of his earlier
impairment.

"Mister Prime Minister," both Colonel Orias
and her Lieutenant daughter saluted their Alliance's highest
civilian authority, the voice of the people who even Hashem himself
couldn't evict.

With a cry of terror, the human male forgot
about his fear of the lion people and moved closer to him …
and to the nine-foot-tall lioness he stood next to.

"Why, I do belive there will be cubs in the
oven in no time," Lucifer gave Colonel Orias a practiced smile. "I
do hope you won't be selfish and share your good fortune with
others once you've got him trained?"

"S-s-s-sir," Habibah stammered, the pink skin
on her nose and inner ears turning scarlet to be spoken to so
frankly. Leonids were a passionate race who frequently ignored the
Emperor's anti-fraternization laws, something Eligor knew from
first-hand experience, and he had the fang-marks on his shoulder to
prove it.

"She will share," Colonel Orias said. "And we
will be discreet. I've already compiled a list on this battle
cruiser and several other ships in this sector, all part of my
extended pride. We've sworn a blood-oath of silence. No pride
member will betray your trust, Sir."

"What will the pride member's mate say?"
Eligor asked. "I've heard many of you are getting married."

"We are not like you frigid Angelics,"
Colonel Orias said. "We've already resorted to some … creative …
relationships to get the few cubs we've been able to conceive. We
call it 'let She-who-is decide.' Whichever seed takes, the lawful
husband raises the cubs as though they are his own. We are all one
heart and pride."

"Yes, yes!" The light reflected off Lucifer's
white-blonde hair, giving it the appearance of a halo as he
clapped. "I proposed that for our own species, but the females
would hear nothing of it. I'm glad your species is more
sensible."

Lucifer bore no sign of his earlier
incapacity. It was his eyes, however, which made Eligor gulp. Those
eyes were almost feral in their zeal. It gave Eligor chills. And
he didn't scare easily.

The Evil Twin… he thought to
himself.

The human male had inserted himself between
Eligor and Habbibah, his hands held in front of his face as though
he were terrified. Drugged as he was, guttural sounds came out of
his throut. The same sound, over and over again.

It sounded as though he spoke a word. Eligor
looked at Habibah. She heard it, too.

"Iblisi…" the man repeated over and
over again. "Iblisi."

Habbibah's whiskers trembled.

"Mama," she used her mother's informal name.
"If you don’t mind, I'd like to show our new friend to his
quarters? The sooner we can get him settled in, the sooner we can
teach him what he needs to do?"

"At ease," Colonel Orias said.

"My guards will help her," Zepar stepped
forward.

A deep growl came from Habbibah's throat.
Zepar and his two goons stepped back. Nobody forced a Leonid
to do anything. Not if they valued their flesh.
Especially not a Leonid who was coming into heat, which
Eligor could smell even though they were technically different
species. Half different species. She would want to settle
the human male in and earn his trust before her heat cycle was upon
her so she wouldn't have to wait another year.

"She's a Leonid!" Lucifer waved his hand in
the air as though to sign 'la-di-dah.' "Of course she
doesn't need help!"

Habibah's growl transformed into a purr.

"Good luck, Miss," Eligor said.

"Thank you," Habibah gave him a shy smile.
Speaking to the human male as though he were a cub, she herded him
out of the launch bay, down the side corridor which had been
cleared of crewmen, especially the Spiderid crewmen who made up the
bulk of the crew on all Leonid ships these days.

"Come, Eligor!" Lucifer called. "Our fine
Leonid Colonel has everything under control! You remember the terms
of the contract, right, Colonel?"

"I've already sent out feelers down on the
planet," Orias said. "This sector borders the Tokoloshe Kingdom.
When the time comes to ram through your override, every single one
of these homeworlds will vote your way … or face the Tokoloshe by
themselves."

"Thank you," Lucifer gave her a grin.
"Eligor? The shuttle?"

Eligor trailed behind him. Everything about
the way Lucifer talked and moved spoke of virility, but now that he
knew what he was looking for, he could see the way his feathers
were losing their lustre. His complexion was ghastly where it
wasn't hidden with the makeup Zepar must have just slapped on him
to hide the bags under his eyes and his lips had a blue cast to
them. The moment he turned away from the Leonids, he dabbed at his
nose to wipe away the blood. Whatever drug Zepar had shot him up
with to sober him up, it came at a terrible price.

Lucifer plopped down in his seat and
immediately reached for the flagon of the potent green Mantoid
liquor he liked to drink. He poured himself a glass and downed a
shot as Eligor ran through his circle check before taking off.
Zepar and the two goons still lingered outside, haggling with the
ships commander for additional concessions.

He knew he should keep his mouth shut, but
somebody had to speak up.

"Sir," Eligor called back as he finished his
countdown procedures. "I know I should mind my own business. But
Sir …. don't you think maybe you shouldn't let Zepar push you so
hard? You look … tired." It was the most neutral way he could say,
'sir I think Zepar is using you and it's killing you.'

There was no answer but the hum of the ship's
engines spooling up to return to the Prince of Tyre. Eligor
glanced back. The Prime Minister was sprawled forward in his seat,
out cold and looking very much like a death-warmed-over corpse.

Eligor moved back to buckle him in. As he
pulled his hand away from the shoulder-strap, he noticed it had a
trace of blood. Lucifer also had blood seeping out of his ears…
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Mikhail

Interacting with new people was always a
wearying exercise for Mikhail. Are those real wings? Can I pat
them? Can you fly? Is it true you come from an army of God? Those
questions he'd gotten used to each time someone visited their
village or, in the case of his recent trip to Gasur, flown into
their village to escort Needa. The questions he hated the
most were not the ones the warriors sent to train as an experiment
in mutual aid from the villages of Gasur, Nineveh, and Arrapha
asked aloud, but the ones they whispered behind his back.

'Is it true he was cast down from the
heavens in a fireball?'

'I hear that firestick on his hip shoots
lightning like a thunderstorm … why doesn't he teach us to use
that?'

'Why isn't Jamin in charge here?'

'Jamin says it's -his- people who are buying
Ubaid women. He showed me the golden coin to prove it.'

Mikhail watched Siamek harangue the three
squads of newcomers into line, thankful he'd delegated the
responsibility to someone else and did not have to do it
himself.

"Stand up straight! Back in line. You! Quit
picking your nose!"

Leaving the four chiefs to haggle over
village defenses over a potent vat of Yalda and Zhila's nectar of
the gods had been a stroke of genius … or a mistake … depending on
how you looked at it. On the positive side, all four chiefs had
voted him the man for the job. On the negative side … all
four chiefs had voted him the man for the job. Each of the
three villages had sent sixteen men, as well as a few women he
hadn't yet decided if they were serious about training with him, or
had simply tagged along out of curiosity. The latter he
suspected.

As quickly as Siamek got the newcomers into
line and moved down to get the next group lined up, the first group
dissipated and moved back into little circles of gossip. Siamek
shot him look that was a combination of losing his temper and a cry
for help.

"If you don't line up," Siamek jabbed his
finger at a group of five who preferred to gossip instead of
getting into line, "we can't start!"

Mikhail waited for his lieutenant to get the
job done, mindful not to usurp him. A vague memory whispered
through his mind, a white-winged drill sergeant who had relished
busting his unit's chops. Raphael had sworn the man was out to get
them. Was this what it felt like to take perverse satisfaction in
busting down your men? He didn't like using his imposing height to
intimidate his own men, but now he found himself now sympathizing
with that long-ago drill sergeant who Raphael had sworn had it out
for them.

He remembered his father-in-law's lesson in
Herding Goats 101. Subtlety. Does. Not. Work. At the rate
they were going, he would waste the entire two weeks he'd been
given to train these men the most rudimentary training just
teaching them to line up. He stepped forward and flared his wings
like a raptor about to dive-bomb a rat.

The newcomers grew deathly quiet. Good. Fear
wasn't the emotion he wanted to elicit, but compared to the
chaos of moments before, it was an improvement.

“We seem to be having trouble following a
basic chain-of-command,” Mikhail gave them his sternest
drill-sergeant voice. “These exercises may seem pointless, but
during battle, acting without question becomes critical. You must
learn to think as a single unit. Not Assurian men. Not
Gasur. Not Ninevah. And not Arrapha."

"But Chief Sinalshu said we are also supposed
to learn weapons training," a warrior from Nineveh grunted under
the weight of two buckets. As he walked, he sloshed water all over
the front of his kilt, leaving his foot coverings wet and covered
in mud.

"Then it is important you learn to do this
right!" Mikhail tucked his wings into a perfect dress-wings
formation, "or your chief will blame you when your village
defenses are overrun!"

More likely they'd blame him for
squandering 16 warriors each village on a wasted effort. But he
wasn't about to voice that fear. He had enough problems
without letting these men know he did not have a clue how to
act like an effective commanding officer.

"What a Billy goat's ass," somebody whispered
from the back of the line, not one of the newcomers, but one of
his regular men!

That dark caldera of anger which kept welling
closer and closer to the surface heated his blood and made him
clench his fists. The newer warriors were undermining the fragile
discipline he had fought to instill in his original ones. He said
turn left, the newer men turned right, and the next thing you knew
warriors were crashing into one another and breaking out into bouts
of fisticuffs! Perhaps he should have just asked the chiefs to wait
a few more weeks to finish up this group before starting an
entirely new basic training?

No! As soon as he finished training these
people, somebody else could take over this command! He just
wanted to finish so he could spend more time with Ninsianna!
He took a deep breath and focused on the memory of his wife as they
had lain entangled in each other's arms last night after
lovemaking. There. He pushed back that black reservoir of rage that
felt like it had no bottom or end. His anger was inappropriate.
These men were merely green.

"We are Ubaid," Mikhail shouted above their
complaining. "You must learn to think and act as a single Ubaid
army, because the enemy who has been raiding our villages vastly
outnumbers us. Only by working together can we hope to
prevail.”

Grumbling ensued.

“Sir,” a female warrior from Ninevah asked,
“when will you teach us the more advanced fighting moves that you
taught Pareesa?”

“Pareesa will teach you those moves herself,”
Mikhail said. “After you demonstrate you can work together
as a team. Until then, we’ll keep practicing until you get it
right.”

"But we were told we'd be allowed to train
with you," another of the brand-new women complained. The
two winked at one another and elbowed each other in the ribs.

What was that about? Pareesa was his
most promising warrior. They should be honored to train with
her!

“Siamek,” Mikhail said. “Please march these
troops in formation down to the river to fetch more water for the
livestock. Two buckets, one in each hand. I want them to march back
up the hill, in formation, with their arms out like … this.”

Mikhail demonstrated how to hold your arms
out at a 90 degree angle so the body made a “T” shape to force
development of the chest and shoulder muscles needed to land an
effective blow. The recruits cried out after several minutes that
their arms felt as though they might fall off. An evil little
thrill of satisfaction rumbled in his chest as Siamek marched them
down to the river and back again with first a second, then a third
bucket of water. He usually didn't take pleasure in somebody else's
discomfort, but the new recruit's arm muscles would be screaming in
pain by the time they got back up the hill.

"He's just making us do this so we do
all their work instead of the Assurians," whispered several of the
newer men. "I didn't sign up to do field labor."

Counting wafted his way.

"One-hundred-fifty-seven!
One-hundred-fifty-eight! One-hundred-fifty-nine!"

Mikhail glanced towards the far end of the
line. Pareesa stood tall above her B-team like a slender whip, her
shawl belted high around her waist and hair braided tight,
disciplining her charges for some minor infarction by making them
do pushups. Was it his imagination, or had she grown taller while
he'd been in Gasur? And more self-assured! As though he had merely
needed step back a few days to give her the chance to use skills he
had merely reminded her of from some past lifetime. Skills which
included how to instill the discipline her incompetent recruits
lacked.

"Get those chests all the way down to the
ground!" Pareesa shouted above them like a brutal taskmaster. "Or I
shall make you start all over again and give you one hundred
more!"

Mikhail cocked an eyebrow.

Hmm…

"Pareesa," he called. "Can I please speak to
you?"

The moment she saw he was interested in
speaking to her, the echo faded. She wiggled over to stand before
him like an eager village mutt, waiting to be petted.

"Was I doing okay?" Pareesa's eyes sparkled
with eagerness. "I could make them do more if you want?"

That dark emotion which felt like anger, only
instead of hot it felt peculiarly cold, evaporated in the onslaught
of such helpfulness. Memory of that long-ago drill sergeant, whose
name he could not even remember, or anything other than the fact
the man had punished the entire platoon each time one of them had
committed an infarction, whispered through his mind once more.

"I have a favor to ask."

"Oh, what?" From the way she bounced on
tiptoes, if he asked Pareesa to go smite Shay'tan this very moment,
he had no doubt she'd pick up a spear and give it a try.

"All of you, actually," Mikhail turned to his
docile B-team, who took whatever ridiculous punishment Pareesa
dished out, with only minor complaints, because he had taken
them aside and asked them to do so as a favor. "I need a little
help."

In the armies where he had come from, the
term 'B-team' was not the derogatory label Pareesa had understood
it to be when he'd first explained how the Emperor's
chain-of-command was set up. In Pareesa's mind, she wanted
to be first woman on the scene, so anyone not expected to stand
front-and-center with her must therefore be second-best. While it
was true the military B-teams were rarely sung as front-line
heroes, they served an important function, watching the A-team's
back.

"Anything, Sir," Ebad said, their de facto
team leader.

"So long as you make her stop giving us
push-ups for punishment," Ipquidad whispered to Yaggit.

"I heard that!" Pareesa gave the two young
men a glower that would have been intimidating had she not still
carried the visage of a little girl. "Would you like fifty
more?"

"I fear it will entail more pushups," Mikhail
gave the B-team an apologetic expression that earned him a
surprised grimace. "And sit-ups, and jumping jacks, and lots and
lots of marching with buckets of water."

The B-team groaned.

Pareesa looked so ecstatic you'd have thought
he'd told her she would be goddess-for-a-day, what they called the
maiden assigned to play the role of She-who-is during their many
festivals celebrating some minor religious holiday.

"Effective immediately, I am promoting
each of you to the role of Temporary Special Sergeant in
charge of New Warrior Supplemental Training," Mikhail said. He
pointed to the newcomers who were mucking up his maneuvers. "Each
one of you is to take three newcomers under your wing, one from
each village. As Pareesa leads you through your supplemental
training, make sure your three assigned recruits learn to do the
maneuver right."

"Do we get to order them to do push-ups?"
Yaggit asked, one of the better warriors in the none-that-good
B-team.

An unfamiliar rumble broke free from
Mikhail's chest. It sounded remarkably like the sound which had
escaped that long-ago drill sergeant every time he'd punished
Mikhail's unit. A chuckle.

Mikhail gave the B-team an evil grin.

"As many as you want..."
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Raphael

"Da!"

Grubby little fingers left a smear of some
unrecognizable brown pureed vegetable on the monitor. Either that …
or it was … no! He didn't even want to think about it!

"I miss you too, baby boy," Raphael touched
the screen from his end of the galaxy. "Daddy can't call you
for a little while. But know I'm thinking of you every single
moment."

The bark of Uriel's pet gorock distracted the
infant. Jophiel had set up the monitor so he could talk to their
son whenever work schedules and the solar mechanics which sometimes
made subspace transmissions difficult permitted, but that still
didn't make up for the fact he was far away from the woman he loved
and the son they had conceived together.

"G-G-gi!" Uriel laughed as the gorock ambled
over to snarf down whatever leftover baby food sat in Uriel's dish
and then began licking it off of his face. The smear on the monitor
was efficiently removed, replaced by the drool of the miniature
water dragon.

Raphael laughed as Uriel gave him a
trans-galactic demonstration of his newest physical achievement.
While still not quite walking, Uriel had learned to pull himself
into a standing position and 'cruise' over to whatever critically
important, top-secret mission file was sitting on his mother's
desk. He did so now, his tiny red wings fluttering to help him keep
his balance.

Red...

Raphael had inherited his buff gold plumage
from ancestors with reddish stripes such as he bore on the
underside of his wings, but not in thousands of years had an
Angelic been born with wings and hair which were truly red. Not
until Uriel. Each day, the golden peach fuzz which in most Angelics
transformed into white wings as their pinfeathers grew out was
being replaced by magnificent red feathers. Uriel was a genetic
throwback to an ancestor who had not lived for thousands of
years.

"Your mother named you well, Light of
God!"

Raphael's heart rose in his throat. He felt a
sob of pride as he watched his son let go of the gorock and take
two hesitant steps, wings beating furiously to remain upright
before grabbing the electrical wires which streamed up to his
mother's desk. Uriel squealed with triumph. Jophiel sat hunched
over her paperwork, furiously trying to finish up the last mission
order before he initiated full radio silence.

"Did you see that?" Raphael shouted into the
monitor. "I think he just took his first step."

Jophiel's head shot up.

"Really?" Jophiel called across the room. She
looked more than a little frazzled juggling her dual command of
authorizing the most important mission in Alliance history with
giving their son a chance to say goodbye. "I didn't see it."

"He took two steps," Raphael said. "From the
gorock to your desk. I saw it."

Jophiel's aristocratic features softened into
a proud smile. Most Angelics accused the Supreme Commander-General
of being icy, but Raphael knew nothing could be further from the
truth. Some trauma she refused to discuss had made her wary of
trusting anyone except the Emperor. Her elevation to command all
four branches of the military had forced her to adopt a manner that
no brusque military commander … their own or one of Shay'tan's
generals … would mistake for weakness.

"I'm glad you were the one to see it
first," Jophiel scooped up Uriel and carried him back to the
monitor, stepping on the gorock's tail which trailed out from its
favorite hiding spot beneath her desk. She did a most
un-general-like hop-dance, her white wings beating to keep her
balance without dropping Uriel, who thought the entire thing was
for his benefit and squealed with delight. With a rustle of
feathers, she pulled up a stool so her wings wouldn't drag on the
floor and plopped down in front of the monitor, Uriel still on her
lap.

"Is it time?" Raphael asked, his smile
fading.

Jophiel's smile faded as well. "It is time.
Your orders have been signed with the Eternal Emperor's own hand.
Starting right now, there will be full radio silence between Zulu
Sector and the Alliance proper until you locate the Holy
Grail."

They did not dare discuss what he was
about to do over the airwaves. This was purportedly secure, but
with the fault lines in the Alliance military cracking almost
audibly under the tension of their dying species and accusations of
favoritism at his sudden dual elevation, not just from Major to
Colonel when they'd conceived Uriel, but now from Colonel to
Brigadier-General for reasons the rest of the Alliance did not yet
know, everything Jophiel did to keep the Alliance together was
being called into question.

"The needles can carry communiques between
our ships until then," Jophiel said. "The Emperor has given you
full discretion. Whatever it is, deal with it, and then if you want
a second opinion, send a needle asking for confirmation."

Needles were twenty-foot-long, marginally
sentient trans-dimensional creatures that did not fit any genus of
life as they knew it in this galaxy. They lived in space, ate
stellar material, and could leap between the dimensions the way a
Mer-Levi could swim through the water. They had been engineered by
some ancient race now dead and gone to carry things inside a
pouch-like passenger compartment called a marsupium. Carrying
top-secret messages and small items of cargo between command
carriers was their primary function, but an Angelic could ram their
body, along with an oxygen mask, into that compartment to make a
trip which otherwise only an ascended being such as the Emperor
could do, near-instantaneously.

"Six weeks," Raphael's heart rose in his
throat again, only this time it was sadness which choked his
airway, not joy. "I'll see you both in six weeks' time." That was
when he would hop a needle to brief her on his progress.
They did not have him jump more frequently than that, fearful
gossip within her crew would tip their enemies … or the other
desperate hybrids … that Shay'tan had the salvation of their
species within his grasp and the Emperor had not immediately
declared war.

What were they supposed to do? Take on the
entire Sata'an Empire when they didn't even know the location of
the planet?

Jophiel's mouth turned down in a sad little
smile which was as close as she'd ever come to admitting she would
miss him. Her unearthly blue eyes had the mist of tears as she
reached towards the monitor to turn it off.

"Go find your friend." The mist that clouded
in her eyes welled into her lashes. "Find me that Holy Grail so
all hybrids can follow their hearts."

With a click, the screen went blank before
her tears could fall, leaving Raphael wondering if Jophiel was
finally giving him the answer to the question he kept asking her
over and over again. Marry me. He sat, his hand on the now-dark
monitor, contemplating the magnitude of the responsibility the
Emperor had just placed upon his shoulders. Find the Holy Grail so
their species would not go extinct.

Find the Holy Grail so Jophiel could follow
her heart.

He decided to interpret that as a yes. Or at
least a yes … when.

With a grin, he rose from his desk and
punched the button to his intercom pin with bravado, hailing his
second in command.

"Colonel Glicki," he shouted into the pin.
"Are they ready for me yet?"

"They've been ready for the last
twenty minutes," Glicki answered. "Talk about a stage
entrance!"

"I'm on my way," Raphael said, and it was
true. For as they'd spoken his heart had carried his feet to the
door and halfway down the hallway to the elevator which would lead
him to the main flight hanger where everyone could fit.

Find the Holy Grail so Angelics could follow
their hearts…

The door opened into a hallway jammed with
nearly every species this galaxy had to offer. The ship's
commanders asked for answers, but he was not ready to give it to
them … yet. Jophiel had left them as ignorant as their crewmen
about the real reason their ships had been yanked off of
important duties defending homeworlds and keeping the enemies of
the Alliance at bay.

"You shall all learn of this mission
together," Raphael's dimple communicated his hope better than any
words. "We shall all learn of this mission together. Jophiel
just relayed our final orders, signed by the Emperor's own
hand!"

His wings unfurled as the hallway opened up
into the flight hanger that was normally filled with smaller ships,
but was now filled with men. His men. No. Not his men. The
Emperor's men. Not only had ships been redeployed with no
apparent rhyme or reason, but crewmen within those ships had been
partitioned, many shipped off to bolster the crews of ships left
behind until, in some cases, only the ships themselves remained …
all carrying commanders she was certain were loyal to her.
All carrying crewmen she felt would be sympathetic to their
mission. And all carrying the best, the brightest, the
smartest this Alliance had to offer. All about to be briefed
on the biggest manhunt in the history of the Galactic Alliance.

Raphael spied a lone shuttle left parked at
the side of the massive room, next to the enormous observation
window which could be opened to conduct scientific observations of
the planet below. Beyond the window the gas giant they orbited had
spun their fleet around to the dark side of the planet.

"I thought you cleared the hanger deck?"

"You've got to stand someplace,"
Glicki laughed. Her humming under-wings indicated she found this
funny. "I knew there was no way in Hades you'd authorize me to set
up a stage, so I left the shuttle for you to stand on once
you realized how difficult it would be to address your men standing
on the ground."

His men.

Nearly five thousand of them. An entire
brigade. But of course! That's what a brigadier-general commanded.
A brigade. Raphael gulped. The Emperor's promotion had come so
unexpectedly, so easy, on the heels of his promotion to Colonel
that it had not yet had time to sink in. Brigadier-general. And
these were his men. His men. And now he had to explain to
them why they'd all been yanked off of ships and missions and
deposited in the middle of nowhere to answer to the
Supreme-Commander General's lover.

The weight of the task he'd just been charged
with pressed down upon his wings, real at last. He hesitated.

"C'mon," Glicki's gossamer under-wings hummed
with reassurance. "This will be just like that movie I sent down
for you to watch. The one where the Prime Minister makes a big
speech about not going quietly into that dark night just before go
they take on Shay'tan's armada? Stand tall. Make a speech. Then
let's go hunt them down."

"This isn't one of your Mantoid soap operas,"
Raphael stared at the sheer number of faces standing before
him. Five thousand men. 97 battleships. And hundreds of shuttles
and fighter ships to support those ships. "This is real, Glicki.
And it's all on me."

"You think you're the first guy who's ever
realized he's bitten off more than he can chew?" Glicki tilted her
heart-shaped head. Her mandibles spread wide in a smile. "What do I
always tell you?"

"Fake it 'till you make it," Raphael's voice
was barely audible over the ruckus of 5,000 men crammed into a
hanger bay designed to hold no more than 1,000. His men.

"So there you have it."

Without giving him a chance to have second
thoughts, she lifted her hard outer-wings to expose her softer
flight ones and leaped into the air, her wings not quite giving her
the true flight of an Angelic, but the combination of strong legs
and gossamer wings allowed her species some semblance of flight …
hop-flight … the reason their species had been tapped to fill in
the gaps in Angelics ranks. She landed on top of the shuttlecraft
she had parked there as a stage. A stage. He was about to
give a speech that required him to stand on a stage.

Glicki tapped the comms pin on her breast
pocket to queue up the PA system before he had a chance to faint
and announced, “Attention!!! Brigadier-General Israfa is on the
deck!”

The men snapped into crisp lines, a
well-oiled machine that millennia of specialized training had
turned into an army no force in the galaxy could defeat … not even
Shay'tan. Ready or not, it was time for him to take up the mantle
the Emperor had laid across his shoulders. Commander. Of an
unrecognized, and unacknowledged, fifth branch of the military.
Black ops. This convoy did not exist.

'Find me that Holy Grail so all Angelics can
follow their heart…'

He had a mission to complete and he would do
it. Swallowing his fear, he unfurled his wings the way he had often
seen Jophiel do whenever she addressed the troops, not raptor-like
the way the other generals did, but with the grace and strength of
a swan. He was her man, which is why she had chosen him.
Which is why she had chosen all of them. She trusted them.
He would make sure they did not let her down.

Glicki's mandibles smiled wide as he landed,
sensing the change in him. She handed him the tiny microphone to
clip to his collar. Raphael stared at the briefing report he'd
prepared full of dry data and facts, the kind of things
intelligence operatives such as him drafted to pass up the chain of
command. It was not the material of speeches. He realized he was
inadequate to this task.

"What do I say?" Raphael asked. His golden
eyebrows furrowed into a frown of worry.

"Say what is in your heart," Glicki said.
With a reassuring hum of her under-wings, she attended to that
portion of the presentation in which she was an expert,
making sure the audio and visual support mechanisms were in place
so that, when he needed to refer to it, she could queue up the
images. Her addiction to the overly-dramatized Mantoid soap operas
had caused her to order four enormous viewing screens be set up
around the hanger bay so that all of the men could see the
information simultaneously, so that no man in this room would leave
with any doubt that Mikhail had found them. Humans…

“Good afternoon,” Raphael looked over the
multi-force Air Expeditionary Wing. Almost five thousand men of
every size, shape, color and planetary origin were assembled here
on the flight deck, leaving only skeleton crews on each of the
battle cruisers, destroyers, and other smaller ships which had been
reassigned to his command.

“Earlier this week, many of you were yanked
off of whatever mission you were doing and told to make all
deliberate haste out into the middle of nowhere,” Raphael said.
“Ninety-seven ships total. I suppose you’re wondering why you’ve
been summoned here?”

A murmur went through the individual members
of the flight wing which had just been put under his command.

“What I am about to show you is the most
top-secret piece of intelligence the Alliance has discovered since
the Second Galactic War,” Raphael said. "So top-secret that even
your commanding officers don't know what we're about to embark
upon. But you are all known to one another. I suspect by now that
you have looked around to see who else has been summoned and it's
beginning to dawn on you the nature of this mission?"

Intelligence agents from every branch of the
military were represented here today, even the Mer-Levi, who viewed
the transmission from their ships as the Light Emerging was not
equipped with the proper aquatic environment to support their
species. Glicki queued up smaller monitors that showed the faces of
personnel too critical to leave their ships.

"Effective immediately," Raphael said. "This
fleet will be operating on full radio silence. All transmissions
between ships more than a half light-year away must be manually
relayed via a series of shuttles which will stretch between ships.
We will be fanning out and searching."

A groan went through the men. Radio silence
was burdensome to a species used to being wired to the Alliance at
large. Withdrawal of their information tethers often caused
symptoms similar to detoxification from alcohol addiction. The
'official' rumor that had been leaked to these men was that they
were going to hunt for pirates.

"Glicki?" Raphael said. "If you don't
mind?"

Glicki queued up a map.

"We are in the Orion-Cygnus arm of the Milky
Way," Raphael said. "It's a small, broken-off spiral arm that was
created when this galaxy collided with a smaller one so far in the
past not even Shay'tan was around to see it happen. It is not
attached to either empire or any asset important enough to give the
two great empires reason before now to even explore it. It
is the dead remnant of a dead galaxy."

Glicki moved to the next slide, part of the
briefing Raphael had prepared. It showed a search grid pattern
where the fleet would spread out and systematically search up the
spiral arm.

"Or so we thought," Raphael said. "That is
all about to change."

He looked across the sea of faces staring up
at him, wondering why he had been placed in charge. Was it
favoritism, as the rumors whispered, because their Supreme
Commander-General had finally grown a heart? This briefing was
boring. Cold. Dry. Sterile. It was as sterile as they were.
Only he wasn't sterile. And neither was the woman he loved.
And if they had their way, soon no hybrid would be told they
could never marry because the fate of an empire depended upon
it.

"Speak from your heart," Glicki mouthed the
words.

Raphael untucked his wings from the tight
dress wings formation, exposing the pale red striping which had
carried the genes that had been passed along to his son.

"I had this briefing all prepared," Raphael
held out his tablet with a sheepish grin. "But what I have to say
cannot be put into words." He put his electronic tablet down on the
table Glicki had set up to hold her electronics equipment and
reached towards his men.

“There are no words to describe the miracle
we just found," Raphael said. "So instead of talking, I’m just
going to –show- you. Colonel Glicki?”

Glicki queued up the monitor that displayed
four 50 foot high, 100 foot wide video projections against the
walls. They played Mikhail’s truncated message and then froze the
image at the end, waiting for the crew to recognize what they were
looking at.

***

'Raphael … I’m alive … my ship is toast …
the Sata’an have set up a large base on an M-class planet at these
coordinates … Zulu three zero one eight crackle crackle…'

***

The olive-skinned female stood there in all
of her golden-eyed beauty, this raven-haired goddess who had not
only captivated his best friend's heart, and Raphael knew she
had captured Mikhail's heart or he would not have put his
arm around her, but was the hope for his species to avoid
extinction.

He resisted the urge to speak, years of
coaxing information out of others having taught him that people
learn best when they figure things out for themselves. There was
total silence while the crew tried to understand why a
transmission about the Sata’an Empire setting up a base on an
M-class planet in the middle of nowhere even mattered. Many were
familiar with who Mikhail was and what kind of super-spook missions
he was usually assigned to, so they knew if he was involved it must
be important, but it eluded them.

Then, here and there, a few began to catch
on.

“She doesn’t have any wings,” the whisper
started to go through the crew.

“Can it be?”

“They died out 74,000 years ago…”

“They’re extinct.”

“That’s impossible.”

“What coordinates did he say?”

“Thank the gods! We’re all saved!”

“If Shay’tan has that planet, we’re all
screwed.”

The crew started jabbering with one another
as realization of what they were looking at sank in. He waited
until the volume had reached a dull roar, and then queued up the PA
system to finish his speech.

"We are here to search for a lost friend,"
Raphael said. "But this mission is about more than that. We
are here to search for a colony of lost brothers. Humans.
The root stock from which the armies which protect this Alliance
have sprung."

The gravitational pull of the planet they
orbited tugged the convoy towards the solar system's sun. The first
golden rays of a sunrise appeared in the enormous viewing window
behind him, streaming in the glass and highlighting his golden
feathers so that it looked like a halo. The crew became so silent a
pinfeather could drop.

“You are all intelligent men and women,"
Raphael said. "You don't need me to make a speech about what
the significance of finding the hybrid root stock, alive and well,
means for the Alliance."

He paused.

"Colonel Mannuki’ili has just found the
godsdamned Holy Grail!!!”

Excitement exploded throughout the crew.
Raphael glanced behind him at the rising sun highlighting his
fleet. Proud vessels. Ninety-seven in total including his own. All
symbols of the Eternal Emperor.

Light … Emerging.

“We don't know exactly where they are because
the transmission was cut short, but now that we know a colony has
survived, we will find them. I won't lie to you. This sector
is huge."

Raphael gestured upwards, towards the ceiling
of the command carrier they all stood in now.

"By some chance of fate, this ship was
sanctified the 'Light Emerging' the day she was completed.
Perhaps I am an unlikely commander, but one thing I can tell you
from the deepest recesses of my heart is this."

He drew his fist to his heart. "We do not
leave our men behind!"

He pointed to the image of Mikhail, his face
smiling and happy, an expression he had caught on film just
once.

"This man is my friend. My best
friend. He was shot down on this unknown planet while on a mission.
As you can see from his damaged ship and the primitive technology
he is surrounded with, there should have been no way for him to get
out a message. But he persevered."

"-We- shall persevere!"

Beyond the enormous viewing window lay the
fleet lined up neatly in orbit, noses pointed away from the planet
in a widening arc. The star which crept above the gas giant's
horizon heaved itself to its midpoint, shooting rays of sunlight
across the warships and reflecting that light into empty space as
though they were extensions of the rising sun.

Light … Emerging.

"The Emperor has named this mission the
search for the Holy Grail," Raphael's voice rose. "I shall send
thee forth like arrows from a quiver to find our lost brothers.
Because although some might say our god has abandoned us … we don't
leave our men behind!"

He threw his arm into the air and shook his
pointed finger at each of the battle groups assembled before
him.

"We don't leave our brothers behind.
We don't leave our people behind!"

Service men and women pulled off their hats
and waved them in the air.

"We shall search until we find our lost
brothers!" Raphael shouted towards the image of his friend and the
woman on the screen. "We shall cast out Shay'tan from their world
and lead them back into the light of god, so these lost brothers
know that we have not abandoned them. We shall find this Holy Grail
so we can cast out the darkness which has settled upon this
Alliance and let the light of the Eternal Emperor shine once
more!"

The men went wild. Raphael waited while they
slapped each other on the back and cheered. Let them relish their
high spirits. The area they were searching was huge and they might
be at this for many years. He gave Glicki a relieved grin, exposing
his dimple.

“Report back to your ships immediately,”
Glicki called over the PA system. “We shall be departing into our
grid-search patterns at oh-seven-hundred hours tomorrow morning. In
the meantime, remember. Complete radio silence. You are all …
dismissed.”

The crew shoved back to their transport
shuttles, anxious to get started. It didn’t matter that only a
small portion of the men who had been placed under his command were
hybrids. The newer sentient races that had come into the fold to
fill the shortfall were now a permanent part of the military
landscape. There was nothing like fighting back-to-back in a trench
under fire to make you realize the only thing that mattered was how
brave you were. They were all in this fight together.

“That went well,” Glicki slapped him on the
back with an armored hand as the transport shuttles cleared the
ship and their own crew filtered back to their regular duties.

“Extremely well,” Raphael said. “Now all we
have to do is find them.”

“Major Drulikk of the Emperor’s Elbow
brought a care package from my mother,” Glicki said. “Would you
like to get a few of the officers together for a little toast?”

“Indeed,” Raphael glanced at his watch. “Set
it up. We’ll meet for an informal kickoff toast at nineteen-hundred
hours. And pass word through the crew, they have permission to do
so as well. To toast good luck in finding the Holy Grail. ”

“To finding the Holy Grail,” Glicki said.

“You’d better use small glasses,” Raphael
added as they parted ways, remembering the last time Glicki
had drunk him under the table. “It will help if we can see
straight while we’re searching.”

Glicki whirred her wings in laughter. It was
no secret most Angelics had zero tolerance for alcohol. Especially
the potent kind fermented on her homeworld.

Glicki called into her comms pin to ask the
officer's lounge staff to set out the really small shot
glasses. Inspiring unemotional Angelics to adopt passionate ways
was a favorite topic of the highly addictive Mantoid soap operas
Glicki secretly watched. She was corrupting them. She’d sure as
Hades done a good job of corrupting him.
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Jamin

The sky roiled with thin, murky clouds, baby
shit yellow, the color of the desert. The occasional spark lit up
the darkness building upon the horizon, warning of the sandstorm to
come. Here and there, rays of sunlight shone through, as though the
gods were giving him a baleful eye. The eagles circled the scrawny
herd of goats and sheep, ever watchful for prey as he crested the
hill and stared down at the assembly of tents.

Jamin eyed the sky with neither apprehension
nor fear. The advent of the rainy season was always preceded by
unsettled weather, false lightning and the promise of moisture
which darkened the sky but never reached the ground unless it was
in the form of destructive wet sand. Had he any common sense, he
would wait for the sandstorm to pass, but after days of waiting,
the three wheat-sheaths he'd left tied around a staff left along
the path these people traveled this time of year to sneak to the
river to water their herds had been answered by a single
wheat-sheath and a broken arrowhead, cracked like a compass from
left to right. One day, not three, travel northwest.

The weight of the barley he carried felt
oddly reassuring. This mission was authorized by his father, the
grain a gift, albeit a small one. He would not tell Marwan of the
game the Ubaid now played, sending traders to spy upon their
enemies. His father had no idea he contemplated a more
permanent alliance with the tribe who had been the bane of
their existence his entire life, having made it quite clear he
would rather Jamin bugger a goat.

Goat. He'd rather bugger a goat than
be forced to marry Shahla, who hid behind her father, refusing to
speak to him alone; no doubt fearful of the beating he would give
her. What did she think he'd do after he married her?
Suddenly grow to love her? There was only one woman he
loved, and that woman had just played him right into his soon-to-be
father-in-law's hands.

A ponderous wind blew an empty basket across
the tent settlement, causing the moisture to weigh heavier upon his
skin. It was moist enough to leave his shawl saturated with his own
sweat, but cool enough to make him feel a chill. He wrapped it
tighter to keep out the wind. By some strange stroke of fate it was
Aturdokht who first emerged from Marwan's tent and glanced up the
hill, her eyes burning into his even through the distance, waves of
hatred seething off of her like a mirage in the desert.

She disappeared back into the tent. Jamin
thought perhaps he'd be forced to wait, this wild desert spirit who
hated him defiant enough to not tell her father, but within moments
Marwan emerged with his kin. He was dressed, not in the casual
attire he had worn when Jamin had happened upon their tents
uninvited the last time, but wearing layered robes of many colors,
a green cloth wrapped around his head, and an embroidered
cummerbund into which had been stuck a bone-handled obsidian blade.
The ceremonial finery of a desert shaykh.

"Jamin!"

Marwan came at him with open arms, but Jamin
was a practiced student of his enemies … allies … whatever they
were these days. He had dealt with them often enough to read the
way Marwan's henchmen fanned out to watch not just him, but
three men dressed in the colors of a different group of tents. Two
of the men were known to him, for he had seen their faces in his
village moments before the winged demon had returned to smite their
kinsmen. From their fine, ceremonial attire, similar to Marwan's,
they were high-ranking individuals themselves; although without the
fringes the Ubaid wore it was hard to denote their rank. The third
man attire was deceptively simple, but he wore the attire of a
tribe which sent chills down Jamin's spine.

An Amorite slave dealer…

"If it isn't my future son," Marwan greeted
with false warmth, "come to visit his betrothed."

The scar that ran horizontally beneath his
cheekbone puckered, giving him the appearance of a man speaking out
of two different mouths at the same time, the one which uttered
words that you could hear, and the second, silent mouth which spoke
the truth. It captivated him, that silent mouth his father had
carved into Marwan's cheek.

Jamin stiffened. "I got your message."

"Come, son," Marwan gestured down towards the
tents, emphasizing the word 'son.' "Aturdokht is anxious to
behold her intended."

From the cold-eyed glare she had given him
before disappearing back into the tent, Aturdokht desired no such
thing. But Marwan's puckered scar, that mouth which did not speak,
whispered to play along.

Marwan hesitated just long enough for Jamin
to verify he did not come at him with a knife before putting his
arm around his shoulders as though he were a real son. The
shaykh's dark eyes met his, and then glanced furtively to the three
visitors and back again.

Jamin shifted the knapsack of barley off his
back. "I come bearing a small token of my affection."

From the silent squeeze Marwan gave his
shoulder, Jamin knew it was the correct response. One of the three
strangers looked upon him with curiosity; the other two glowered
with seething anger. What were kinsmen of Aturdokht's slain husband
doing here?

Marwan's men fanned out to drive a wedge
between he and the three visitors. Jamin feigned a level of comfort
he did not feel with the desert shaykh standing close enough to
bury a knife into his ribs, sensing Marwan felt the same way about
him. But whatever was going on, Marwan viewed him as
the lesser threat.

Thunder rumbled. The air grew thicker, more
stifling as they moved amongst the tents. The eagles had, thank the
gods, disappeared, although perhaps that was a bad omen, to be out
of the protective eye of She-who-is? The darkening horizon drew
closer, turning angry red where the wall of sand came closer like
the wrath of the gods.

"A storm is coming," Jamin said.

The men shouted as they moved through the
tents, calling to the women hiding within the way they would when
an enemy was in their midst. Him? Or the three men Marwan kept
separate from him? Cloaked women scurried out, their faces covered
so their enemies would not be tempted by their beauty, securing
tent-posts and ordering children to carry baskets into the tents.
The shifting wind carried smoke from a cook-fire their way. Scents
of a feast, the decadent aroma of roasted goat and onions was so
thick he could almost taste the meat upon his tongue.

"Come, son," Marwan said. "We have friends we
would like you to meet. We have prepared a feast in our guests
honor."

It was not a large feast, not by Assurian
standards, but lavish in its presentation and far more than the
starving Halifians could afford to lay out without hardship later.
A small, low table sat in the center, a table set for five. The
fifth bowl sat clean and untouched. His seat. It was a good
thing he had not eroded what little goodwill lay between them by
being frightened off by the approaching sandstorm.

"I am honored," Jamin said. He noted the way
Marwan's men fanned out, not seated on the central carpet as they
had the last time he'd been here, but seated behind himself and the
three strangers as though they anticipated trouble.

Marwan sat on his plump, embroidered cushion,
even more elaborate than the one in Jamin's house thanks to the
gold this desert shaykh had received in return for Ubaid women. His
mouth tightened into a grim line. No matter how tempting it
was perceive this feast as acceptance, his father was not wrong in
asserting the people of the desert should not be trusted. To move
amongst them without a blood-tie to bind their allegiance was to
walk into a pit of cobras.

"Let us eat!" Marwan clapped his hands. As if
on cue, his method of earning that allegiance glided out,
carrying a crock of roasted goat, sautéed onions, garlic, chickpeas
and mustard greens. Except for the goat, these were not foods the
people of the desert came by easily. From the way the two strangers
from the tribe to the west gestured to the vegetables, this portion
of the feast had been brought as a gift to curry favor. But for
what?

Aturdokht's eyes met his. She was attired the
way a woman of her stature and spirit deserved to be
dressed, a green wrap covering her face in such a way that it
accentuated her smoldering hazel eyes.

Marwan caught his eye, a subtle nod towards
the bag of barley he had brought. Vegetables were a luxury, but
grain was the substance of life to these people, a staple
they could carry with them wherever they traveled that would not
spoil in the desert heat.

Aturdokht saw it too, this silent language
that passed between them. He was being played, but her dark eyes
held no secrets, the green flecks burning with her hatred of him.
She stopped in front of him to serve him first, only the way she
held the platter too tight as he helped himself to goat and
chickpeas betrayed the fact she wished to dump the platter into his
lap. Her wrists had scabbed over where three days of being tied in
the sun had rubbed raw the flesh. Jamin's cheek twitched with
anger. Her offense had not warranted the severity of the
punishment.

"I bring a gift for thee," Jamin met her gaze
with his own, dark one. "Perhaps you might grind this barley and
bake your father some bread so he will be favorably disposed to
me?"

She held his gaze, an intimacy women of the
desert only reserved for a lover. A growl from one of the three
strangers warned which one was Aturdokht's suitor. Her nostrils
flared, an indicator that he had exceeded her expectations. Her
eyes burned into his, filled with hatred and something else. She
straightened without saying a word and made a show of acting demure
in front of the other three men, casting her eyes downwards and
refusing to meet their gaze as she served them their meal.

Marwan clapped. Without having uttered a
word, Aturdokht disappeared behind the curtain which separated the
public portion of the tent from the women's section.

Jamin's mouth twitched with regret. He had
come to inform Marwan he could not take his daughter to wife while
his father forced a marriage to someone else, a complication his
father did not know about when he'd given him the sack of grain to
bring to his enemies. He hoped to negotiate a lesser blood tie that
would secure for Marwan the water rights he craved and alleviate
the stress upon Assur of constantly living with an enemy at their
gate. The people of the desert took many wives to secure
such rights, especially the shaykh's, but Ubaid law permitted only
one wife, the rest considered little more than concubines with few
property rights.

He had lain awake each night since his last
trip here, weighing the choice he had to make between Ninsianna,
Shahla, and Aturdokht, unable to forget those smoldering green
eyes. He had decided he would not dishonor Marwan's daughter by
subjugating her to Shahla's rule. Not only would Shahla's treatment
of the wild desert spirit earn her a knife in her heart, a
complication Jamin would not mind but not for the fact he would
lose both of his wives along with the favorable trade
relations his father wished to foster, but he suspected she might
bury a knife in his heart, as well, for dishonoring her
thus.

"I would like you to meet Yazan and Dirar,
our neighbors to the west," Marwan grinned at the two unknown
Halifians, exposing his rotted teeth, "and Kudursin, their trading
partner."

"I am pleased to make your acquaintance,"
Jamin regarded them, his dark eyes intense as he scrutinized them
for clues as to what this meeting was about. He was being used.
They knew he was being used. Marwan knew he knew he was
being used. And yet they played it, this dance of deceit where
enemies dined with one another and pretended to be friends, just
waiting for the chance to bury a knife into each other's back.

The tent shook, an indicator of the
approaching storm. If he lingered here, soon he would have no
choice but to stay until the storm passed, unable to make it
back to the network of caves where he had left supplies to stay the
night. The other men sensed it too, these men who had pursued
Aturdokht onto Ubaid land. Marwan had moved his tents deliberately
close to Jamin's village, not close enough to provoke retaliation,
but enough to signal to these strangers the tribe sought an
alliance with his people.

"Come … eat!" Marwan ordered. As head of this
tent, custom dictated no guest should eat until he took the first
bite. He did so now, stabbing a portion of roast goat with his
blade and carrying the charred delicacy to his mouth, the mouth
which spoke, that is. The mouth which did not speak, the
scar which had never healed properly and betrayed the emotion
Marwan otherwise kept hidden, whispered something different. Be
careful…

Jamin reached for the carved bone two-tined
fork which had been laid out to eat with, only the shaykh permitted
to unsheathe his blade in the confines of his own tent, and
selected a portion of goat, surprisingly tender. Most meat was
chewy and stringy as herds were slaughtered only as they reached
the end of their useful lives, but this goat had been slaughtered
young. An honor? Or because their herds were starving and it had
been necessary to sacrifice a weaker member of the herd before they
lost it to nature?

The taste of honey exploded onto his tongue,
a delicacy no Halifian could afford. Not only had this goat been
slaughtered young, but it was basted with crushed dates and honey.
Jamin watched his host for guidance. That second-mouth whispered
these strangers were here because they wanted something. Something
Marwan was reluctant to give them.

"It seems there has been a misunderstanding,"
Yazan said at last, the older of the two strangers and, by his
elaborate dress, a shaykh himself. "Aturdokht asked leave after her
husband was killed to seek solace in the company of her sisters and
now she refuses to return. We have come to beg her forgiveness and
ask her to come home."

Jamin glanced in the direction where the
women sat, only a thin opaque curtain separating them from the men,
a barrier as concrete as any defensive wall, and yet so
insubstantial as to let their every word pass. Was she listening to
what he said, his wild desert spirit?

"I was under the impression Aturdokht was a
widow," Jamin spoke carefully, not only because he was dining in a
pit of vipers, but also because he did not wish to lie. "Her
husband died trying to liberate my village from the winged demon.
Marrying her into our tribe would be the honorable thing to
do."

"You are mistaken," Yazan said. "Roshan was
my son. Under tribal law, his closest brother must marry her and
begat a son upon her in Roshan's name so that his name will not die
with him."

"I was told Roshan had no brother," Jamin
said.

"But I do have a brother," Yazan said.
"If no brother is available, then the next closest brother who is
not a father must marry her and give her a son. That would be
Dirar. My younger brother."

Yazan gestured to the younger man who
glowered at him from across the low table. This man was not dressed
quite so elaborately as Yazan, with a sullen expression and a scar
that cut deeply into his nose. He had the look about him of a
mercenary. A younger brother of a younger sister-wife, a
half-brother at best, perhaps a good fifteen years age difference
between he and Yazan. From the way he sat stiffly apart from his
brother, there was no love lost between the two.

"Ahh!" Marwan clapped his hands. "Perhaps had
Dirar come forward and offered to alleviate my daughter's grief
upon learning of her husband's death, Aturdokht might be favorably
disposed to him. But he did not come forward, and your head
wife prevailed upon you to send my daughter packing, back to our
tribe to dishonor her for the death of your son at the winged one's
hands."

"Roshan's mother was beaten severely," Yazan
said, never taking his eyes off of Jamin. "I should have never have
allowed myself to be taken with the hysterical madness of a woman's
grief upon learning of my son's death."

A low heat that was less than anger, but more
than irritation, rose in Jamin's chest and made his cheeks flush.
Was Marwan toying with him? No. From the way Marwan glanced between
him and the women's section of the tent, something else was going
on here. But what?

"The Ubaid do not have your laws of first
marriage," Jamin said. "But Aturdokht bore your son a daughter.
Under Ubaid law, whether or not their offspring was a daughter or a
son, upon becoming a widow, her husband's property passes to
her. She would not have been evicted from her home."

"Your houses are settled!" Dirar
spat.

Yazan gave the man a warning rumble, his
glower ordering his brother to remain silent.

Jamin glanced at Marwan for guidance. The
desert shaykh stared down at his hands, picking at his fingernails.
He was letting them argue it out, knowing full well
Aturdokht listened from the other side of the curtain. What could
he say that would be the truth before he had a chance to pull
Marwan aside and tell him about the problem, but would not upset
whatever plans Marwan had counted on when he'd invited him here? He
was finished with telling lies, but sometimes there were truths
that were less than lies.

"Yes," Jamin said. "Our houses are settled.
They are permanent. And so are the lands my people till to
yield our grain. When you have a baby to raise, sometimes you just
want to know you will always have a home. An Ubaid husband could
give her that security."

The low murmur of voices from behind the
curtain indicated the women were intrigued, although whether that
intrigue was good or bad he could not say.

"You will not have your home for
long," Dirar's mouth twisted into a cruel sneer. "The lizard
gods have set a bounty upon your winged demon's head. The only
reason they have not descended upon your village and leveled it to
the ground with their sky canoes is because we have not told them
which village he resides in … yet!"

Jamin noted the third stranger, the Amorite,
scrutinized the exchange, sitting back but not participating. A
warning bell began to go off in the back of his mind.

"We are all brothers in ridding this land of
the winged demon," Jamin watched the Amorite's reaction out of his
expanded field of vision. "But the last raid your men got greedy. I
warned you not to hit such a powerful creature head-on."

At last the Amorite slaver spoke, his voice
so soft spoken as to be the hiss of a desert adder.

"So you admit that yours is the
village where the winged demon lives?" Kudursin asked. "And not
some other Ubaid village?"

That warning bell grew louder.

"Why do you ask?" Jamin said.

"Don't tell him anything!" Dirar growled.
"He'll only make it more difficult for us!"

"Silence!" Yazan ordered.

Jamin scrutinized the dynamics between the
three. The Amorite didn't know! Mikhail had killed all seven
Amorites who had come to kill him the last time. These two
Halifians wanted nothing to do with Aturdokht except to use her to
collect the bounty.

Jamin gave the Amorite a smile which did not
meet his eyes. "I was not aware the bounty had been raised. How
much is it now?"

"My employers offer a gold coin for every man
who joins us to go after him," Kudursin said. "And three more once
we bring back his head."

A king's ransom. Jamin's eyes met Marwan's
hooded ones. Why had the desert shaykh not simply taken Yazan up on
his offer to raid Assur again? Why were they including
him?

"I will tell you the same thing I told your
kinsmen the last time they came after him," Jamin said. "You
cannot hit such a powerful creature head on. He channels a dark
magic, more powerful than any you have ever seen before. Even more
powerful than these lizard demons of whom you speak, or they would
be coming after him themselves instead of sending you
after him."

"The lizard people have magic which is even
greater," Kudursin said. "I have seen it with my own
eyes. Sky canoes that travel up into the sky and weapons that can
turn rocks into fire. Your winged demon does not possess such
magic!"

Jamin glanced at Marwan, at that second mouth
that did not speak. Eighteen of his kinsmen had met their deaths at
the winged demon's sky canoe, the thing Ninsianna called his
'ship.' Why had Marwan not told them of the location? All of a
sudden he got it. Marwan was giving him a gift.

"You claim you have seen lizard demons?"
Jamin sat up on his cushion to convey disbelief. "These are lies
spread by the winged demon, to cower the Ubaid into submission. How
do we know you are not in league with him?"

Marwan glanced at the curtain where Aturdokht
sat cloistered with the other women, his dark eyes speaking
volumes. Yes. Aturdokht knew something which caused her father to
distrust these men. She had, after all, lived amongst their
tent-group until Yazan had sent her back to her father. Blood ties
were the ties which bound the people of the desert. Without blood,
they had nothing. To the Amorites, however, what bound them
together was money. Not blood. Yazan had violated some ancient
tenant when he had disgraced his daughter and cut off the tribe's
access to the Buranunna River.

"You are a fool!" Dirar growled. He
reached for his blade.

The kinsmen who had faded into the walls of
the tent, not dining with them and so quiet as to be almost
forgotten, stepped forward, their hands on the hilts of the blades
they had shoved into their belts. Yazan put his hand over Dirar's,
clenched on the bone handle of his weapon, and restrained it.

"My brother feels his honor very
passionately," Yazan laughed. "Our young chieftain's tribe is
settled, Dirar! Do not take offense. He has not traveled the
wide desert as we have and seen the wonders we have
seen."

Dirar glowered from beneath his brow ridges,
his bared teeth, split nose and ferocious bushy eyebrows giving him
the appearance of a snarling hyena, but he lifted his hand away
from his belt without drawing the blade. Jamin could see why
Aturdokht might view forced marriage to him as the lesser of
two evils.

"You are right," Jamin said. "I am
settled. My people are tied to the river. So tell me. Where do
these lizard demons reside?"

"My employers would not wish for me to
divulge their location to any old riffraff who wished to
steal their magic," Kudursin said. "Any more than you would wish
for me to tell the other tribes that it is your
village that houses the winged demon, and not some other
Ubaid village. Do you have any idea how many tribes send raiding
parties into every Ubaid village, hoping to collect the
bounty?"

The four chief's discussion about the change
in the way raids had been conducted lately suddenly made sense.

"What do you know of the winged demon?" Jamin
asked.

Kudursin spread his hands wide in a gesture
that reminded Jamin of a king cobra spreading its hood, displaying
its false eyes to bewitch the observer.

"It is said he lives in a healer's house,"
Kudursin gave a smile that reminded him of a flickering tongue.
"And that his life was saved by an apprentice healer. That is all
we know."

Raiders. Sneaking into Ubaid villages.
Targeting healers. It all made sense. Good … kill him.

No! Ninsianna…

"If you target his wife," Jamin growled, "not
only will you earn his wrath, but that of his army."

"Army?" Kudursin laughed. "What do you know
of an army, settled prince?"

Jamin forced himself not to lunge for the
slithery cobra and adopt the stone-faced expression he had seen so
many times on his father.

"I know that the winged demon builds
one within my village," Jamin's voice was filled with ice. "And
that all of the Ubaid tribes move to unite beneath him."

A flicker of something moved beneath the
serpent's gaze, some disquiet, some confirmation of something he
had suspected which Jamin had just confirmed. Both he and Kudursin
glanced over at Marwan at the same time, that desert shaykh so
intently studying his chick peas and watercress, pretending not to
watch their exchange.

"If you move against my village again," Jamin
leaned forward to study the man's serpent-still eyes. "Whether I
want to kill him or not, I will lead our army against you and let
him crush you beneath his heel!"

That slithering glance. So … the Amorites
were afraid of Mikhail? Enough so to unite and move in to
crush him?

"Your winged demon is not the only man
building an army," Kudursin's eyes were intense. "The lizard people
have made my people flush with gold stealing your women.
Soon, we will come for him. Whether that army comes under darkness
to simply rid you of a problem, or hits you head-on, as you so
aptly warn against, we shall collect our bounty."

An uneasy silence weighed upon the room.
Outside the tent, the wind had begun to howl, the tiny patter of
grains of sand pelting the tent as the leading edge of the
sandstorm reached the settlement the only noise.

"I want vengeance for my son's death," Yazan
finally broke the silence, uttering the first honest words which
had come out of his mouth all day. "Kudursin offers me a way to get
it."

Jamin glanced at Marwan. Marwan had stopped
pretending to be occupied fiddling with his food and studied him
with an intent expression.

"You are not the only man to suffer loss
because of this winged demon," Jamin said. "But if you come at him
wrong, you will only increase your losses again … with nothing to
show for it. Dead men can't spend gold."

"It's no longer about the gold," Yazan
sighed. "He killed my son and dozens of my kinsmen. We want him
dead, and your village harbors him."

"The Amorites have more than gold,"
Kudursin said. "The lizard people have given us a magical weapon to
smite this demon and bring them back his head."

Kudursin lifted his robe and waited to show
he wished to make no quick movement. Marwan nodded. The Amorite
reached beneath his robe and slowly slid out a blade, nearly a
cubit in length, and placed it upon the table.

"The lizard people said this blade is magic
to the wielder and can smite anyone," Kudursin said. "Even your
winged demon."

Jamin laughed.

"That is a scian," Jamin said. "A
knife. Nothing more! The winged demon carries one of those strapped
to his hip, and two smaller ones strapped onto holsters on his
calves. You have no idea what you are up against!"

Marwan finally spoke.

"In this we are all united, son," Marwan
said. "We, my brother to the west, and our new friends, the
Amorites."

His dark eyes glittered. That second, silent
mouth which said no words but betrayed his thoughts pursed its
lips, that scar which caused his facial muscles to tremble when
otherwise his thoughts would be unreadable.

"The question is, son, will the Ubaid
stand with the winged demon when the lizard people come to
kill him if we fail? Or will they perish beneath the fire which
falls from the sky? Because the answer to that question shall
determine which tribe shall get my daughter."

"She is mine by rights!!!" Dirir
shouted, slamming his palm down upon the table and causing the
crockery holding the potted lamb to jump.

"Your tribe gave up those rights when
you sent her back to my tents to disgrace her," Marwan leaned
forward, his hand over the blade he had used to stab his dinner.
"Forgive me for being less than eager to send her back again, so
that the next time one of you fools gets yourself killed trying to
collect the bounty you can send her back again, carrying a
second child no man will want."

The men at the back of the room stepped
forward, hands on their weapons. Yazan and Dirir both reached into
their belts and drew theirs. Jamin glanced at the partition which
separated the men from the women and saw Aturdokht peered through
the curtains, her dark eyes filled with hatred as she watched them
destroy each other.

"Aturdokht has named her bride-price," Jamin
spoke loud enough for all to hear. "Whoever pays that price shall
earn her hand."

The men all froze, including Marwan, who
watched him with intense interest.

"It is so," Marwan said. "I am an indulgent
father. Aturdokht said in front of my entire tribe that she will
marry whichever man brings her the winged demon's heart, and I, her
father, accepted that offer, wishing only for her happiness. To go
back on my word in front of my kin, which carries the word of law,
would be to disgrace myself, and to disgrace her. You would
not want a woman, Dirar, who came to you from a disgraced tribe.
Would you?"

"What does that matter," Kudursin said. "The
promise of a woman?"

"It is our law," Marwan said. "Isn't that so,
Yazan? A widow has the right to avenge her husband's death by
demanding an eye for an eye, and Aturdokht has issued that
challenge. Are you so taken by the Amorite's gold that you have
forgotten what it means to belong to the people of the desert?"

"It is so," Yazan said. He fingered his
knife, and then tucked it back into his belt.

"I do not care!" Dirar snarled.

"You do not want her," Yazan said.
"Only to renew the blood ties which will open the lands that stand
between our tent-group and the Ubaid. I will not dishonor the
memory of my son a second time by dishonoring the woman he loved.
You shall pay her bride-price, or you cannot have her."

Dirar stood and pointed at Jamin, his face
twisted with hatred, made all the more sinister by the cut which
had cleaved his nose. "I will have that bounty, one way or
another."

Jamin exhaled a long, silent sigh as the
desert hyena stormed out of the tent, sand from the howling wind
blowing in as he opened the door and causing them all to cough.
Marwen's men stepped aside to let him pass and, with a nod from
their shaykh, moved back into their unobtrusive positions around
the tent.

"And what of your promise to lead me to this
winged demon, Yazan, to collect his head?" the Amorite, Kudursin,
said at last to break the silence.

"You shall collect your bounty," Yazan said.
"One way or another. Our way is simply quieter, to slip in during
the night, take what we want, and leave. If we do it your way, more
of my men will die."

"What does it matter to you," Kudursin
asked, his eyes as baleful as a snake. "If Dirar's fools of men
wish to expend their lives against the winged demon's army?"

"Because my son was just one of those
fools!" Yazan said. "And I listened to you when I punished
his wife for his failure, when she warned him not to join
your ranks and reminded me of such after he was killed, instead of
cutting out your heart instead!"

Marwan looked pleased, both the mouth that
spoke, and the horizontal scar that resembled a second mouth
smiling as he gave a wide grin and exposed his rotted teeth. His
eyes, however, had the look about them of a hungry lion.

"Thank you, Yazan, for coming and introducing
us to your new friend," Marwan said. "It grows late. Perhaps it is
time for you to begin your journey home?"

"But what about the sandstorm?" Kudursin
glanced up at the tent which rattled mightily in the desert wind.
"How shall we find our way?"

The people of the desert were used to such
storms, but the people who lived west of the Buranunna River were
unaccustomed to the desert's naked fury.

"This sandstorm shall be the least of your
worries if we overstay our welcome," Yazan said. He rose and
touched his hand to his forehead. "Goodbye, my brother-in-kin. Tell
your daughter I am sorry for my disgraceful actions, and that
should she choose not to marry this settled chieftain but
wish to return to my tents, her place shall be reinstated and our
treaty restored."

With a farewell from Marwan, the Halifian
chieftain was gone, out into the raging storm. Jamin stared across
the table at his enemy. Friend? Something in between. The Halifians
only honored treaties made in blood.

And friendship…

Which was he now?

"Will you take him up on his offer?" Jamin
asked. "It would be the simplest path to restore your water
rights."

"You named a bride-price and I accepted it,"
Marwan said. "That is our law. Until you either pay the price, or
my daughter declares you have failed, Aturdokht shall stay in my
tents."

A gust of wind rattled the tent. Silt-fine
sand filtered in, causing grit to stick to Jamin's sweat.

"Then I should go," Jamin said. "Before the
storm grows too thick for me to see. But before I do, I would speak
to my intended."

"Nusrat shall sit as escort," Marwan pointed
to one of his sons, a man with similar hazel-brown eyes, only with
fewer flecks of green. Aturdokht's full-brother?

The man shadowed him to sit at the curtain.
Aturdokht glided out, her demeanor watchful. Hatred still burned in
those green-flecked eyes, but perhaps a little less so than before.
She sat, her eyes cast downward as she stared at her hands.

Her red-raw wrists stared out at him like an
accusation, another offense she would always attribute to
him. He'd come here to break off their betrothal, but
realized now the only thing standing between Assur and the army of
mercenaries the Amorites were building paid for with lizard gold
was this loosely-knit group of semi-rival tribes, related by blood
and subject to fracture at the slightest offense. To spurn her
would be a mistake, especially since, truth be told, he desired
her over Shahla. Oh, gods! Anyone but Shahla!

They sat in silence. Aturdokht fiddled with
the sleeve of her robe. At last she spoke.

"They say you do all of this because the
winged demon took your woman?"

"Yes," Jamin said. "But it was more than
that. I made her a promise I could not keep."

Aturdokht looked up. Her eyes narrowed.

"And then my father tried to force a
marriage," Jamin said, "because marrying her would be advantageous
to my tribe."

The hatred returned, along with another
emotion. Pity? Or worry that he would not meet her bride price and
give her revenge?

"It was a mistake," Jamin said. "First to
break my promise, and then to try to force a marriage. Had I not
done so, she would not have fled into the desert the day the winged
demon fell from the sky and cast a spell upon her."

"You love her still?" Aturdokht's pupils
widened, black against the green flecks.

Jamin met those emerald green-flecked
eyes.

"Yes."

Aturdokht resumed fiddling with her sleeve,
her fingers brushing against the scarred wrists which bore the
scabs of her father's discipline.

"Roshan loved me like that." A tear slid out
of those hazel eyes and down her cheek, dropping onto her
wrist.

"I am sorry for your loss."

Aturdokht looked over at her brother, who sat
pretending not to listen, but hearing every word.

"If you kill your demon, will you take her to
be your wife?" she asked softly.

"Yes," Jamin said.

She sat straight, her eyes filled with hatred
once more, but also there was another emotion. Hurt? Fear? Perhaps
a little of both. She was in a tenuous position, a woman without a
husband, and a female babe no one wanted still nursing at her
breast.

"I told you the day I named my bride-gift
that I was not free to marry you," Jamin said. "She will always
have first place in my heart. Just as I understand your husband
would always have a first-place in your heart."

Those eyes did not look up to meet his. A
strange emptiness spread in his chest. He very much wished she
would look up and meet his gaze. A whisper shrieked in his
psyche. Deceiver! He was not in love with this woman, but
Ninsianna. A feeling akin to rotted meat settled in his gut. He
should not lead this woman on. That is how he had ended up in his
predicament with Shahla.

"I shall bring your bride-price," Jamin said.
"Because you and I are alike. Only the winged demon's heart can
ease our pain. But then I will leave it up to you to decide
whether you wish to marry me, knowing you can never be more than a
second-wife, or return to Yazan's tents and select a husband of
your choosing. Either way, I will prevail upon my father to grant
water rights to herd your flocks to the Hiddekel when the streams
run dry, because I have learned the hard way to never break a
promise to a woman."

The wind battered the tent with howling fury,
reminding him he'd better get back to the cave or he would end up
spending the night here. Many of the men, including
Aturdokht's brother, wanted to bury a knife in his gut. Better not
tempt their father's control.

Aturdokht's eyes were filled with resentment,
flaring like a beating heart, but the beats grew further and
further apart as her hatred of him waned.

"I told Roshan not to follow his father into
your village," Aturdokht said. "Nusrat traveled to our tents and
told me what they found when our brother Khuzayma was killed.
Eighteen men, all smote by a single man. Roshan was a much better
man than Dirar, but he was still tempted by the Amorite's
gold."

"I will not smite him for gold," Jamin said.
"Or your hand."

"I know," Aturdokht said. The hatred which
ebbed and flowed flared up again, the green flecks giving her eyes
an almost iridescent emerald color, as though they were solid
green. "You wish to carve out his heart because he carved out
yours."

"Yes."

The hatred he had carried ever since
Ninsianna had broken off their betrothal flared in his eyes and
turned them black, showing her his hatred matched even hers, twin
dark flames that would blacken the sky if their hunger for revenge
was not satiated.

"That, I trust," Aturdokht took his measure.
"More so than any contract made with blood or gold."

With a nod to her brother, she signaled this
conversation was at an end and rose to her feet, slipping behind
the curtain which was her prison. Nusrat gestured towards the
entrance to the tent, where the storm howled outside. Until he
delivered what he had promised to them, he was not welcome
here.

Wrapping his shawl around his nose and face,
Jamin wandered out into the desert. The wind whipped sand into his
face, so thick he could barely see through it. To the west, the sky
had turned black. The real storm. It was headed straight for
Assur.

 


 


* * * * *


Chapter 35
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"As-salatu khairum minannaum"

[Prayer is better than sleep]

 


October 3,390
BC

Earth: Village of
Assur

 


Ninsianna

The whisper of the goddess kissed her soul.
Ninsianna reached up into the light, yearning for that which had
been whispered to her from the day of her birth. No. Even before
she had been born, this gift had been promised to her, favorite
daughter of She-who-is. The promise that her time here would be
short. She had a task to do, and when she was finished, she could
return to the light from whence she'd come.

"Mother," Ninsianna called into the night.
"Take me home." She pushed against the warm torso who held her
captive, seeking to slip his grasp.

Light bathed her in a gentle golden glow,
kissing her hair and carrying her along in the thoughts of
She-who-is. Galaxies sang to herald her arrival home. She touched
the stars and they danced beneath her fingertips like little dogs,
eager to play with her. She tried to join them, but a tether which
erupted out of her naval like an umbilical cord kept her tied to
her earthly body. Accursed chain! Why was she tethered so?

The chains grew heavier, tugging her back
towards the Earth. The light grew further and further away. She
fought, trying to get free of the duty which kept her bound to the
Earth. The tether pulled harder, calling her name. Nin-si-anna. No!
She did not want to go back to that heavy place!

A sharp, sudden pain felt as though someone
had just tried to tear out her heart. The darkness summoned her.
She fought to be free of it, but it caught her through the tether
and pulled.

"No!" she screamed. If one thing terrified
her above all other things, it was the dark.

'It's not right … not right … not right …
not right' the stars chittered. Their light faded and grew far away
as darkness dragged her down its murky path, warning her to beware
of something.

In the distance, a palace loomed out of the
nothingness as large as a mountain and black as soot. She stood
before a pair of enormous carved doors which opened to reveal an
even blacker hall. She jutted her chin into the air. She was the
Chosen of She-who-is! She was starlight. She could light her -own-
way through the dark!

The entire palace hummed with power. She
walked past an enormous golden chair, empty and dark. Black and
white squares adorned the floor in a checkerboard pattern, each one
large enough to swallow the galaxy which was displayed upon it.
Ninsianna whispered a prayer to cast her light brighter, to
illuminate this palace unto which she'd been summoned. Her
footsteps were swallowed by the emptiness.

A terrible, dark vibration called to her
from its walls and tempted her to become one with the void. A
fearsome black man loomed over her, so enormous he dwarfed even his
huge black throne. His face was stern, as though he had never known
what it meant to smile, but his body was well-formed like a
beautiful ebony statue. The power which shuddered off of him
vibrated the particles of her very existence. Deadly wing-spikes
rustled as he leaned forward to regard the insignificant creature
he had summoned before him like the sound of Mikhail's sword
scraping across a whetstone.

A distant voice whispered into her mind, the
voice of She-who-is, naming the deity who had summoned her.

'-HIM-'

The hands which gripped the armrests were
shaped like hers, but at the end of each finger jutted a claw not
unlike those of a lion. Everything about HIM was a weapon, from the
scorpion-like spike which dripped primordial nothingness to his
leathery, spiked bat-wings, to the enormous horns which stabbed out
of his head like the ones which had once gored Jamin. His hand
moved towards her. Ninsianna realized how truly insignificant she
really was.

'It's not right,' HIS voice rumbled with
power.

HE touched the tether which bound her to the
Earth. Velvet eyes swirled with hunger, so vast and empty it felt
as though those eyes would swallow her alive. She had seen these
eyes once before, but she could not remember where.

The shadows writhed around her, echoing the
Dark Lord's words.

'It's not right not right not right not
right' the shadows whirled around her like hungry cats. One
slithered forward and coalesced around her legs. It lapped her
ankles like a curious kitten.

"Get away from me!!!" She kicked the shadow
which had gotten too close to the light. With a whimper, it moved
back to its father and settled into his lap.

Black eyes glittered with disappointment as
HE consoled his terrifying pet. The black man touched the tether
which bound her to the Earth.

'How can you heal this wound if you fear the
dark?'

'It's not right! It's not right! It's not
right!' The shadows howled a grating cacophony.

Ninsianna covered her ears and turned,
trying to escape this horrible place. She needed to find her way
back into the light!

"You must heal this wound or my champion
will fail," the black man's words rumbled through her with
terrifying prophecy.

That stab of pain she had felt earlier
returned once more. Darkness closed around her. The tether dragged
her into the void like a rock tied around a measure of rope.
Ninsianna clutched her chest. Pain! So much pain! She did not wish
to follow him there!

Ninsianna screamed for help. "Mother!"

'Ninsianna … you must choose…'

The voice belonged neither to the black man,
nor to her mistress, She-who-is. Whoever offered her the decision,
Ninsianna knew there was only one answer, the one her mistress
desired of her. Her hand reached down to touch the swell of her
abdomen. She must protect her child!

Ninsianna ripped out the tether and watched
it fall into the void. A mournful cry cut through the darkness and
was silenced. Free. She was free! She ignored the pleas of the
great, black man and ran away from him, he and his accursed pets!
She thrust herself down the pathway she knew led back into the
light of She-who-is.

A wind picked her up and carried her as
though she were a leaf being carried on a stream. She drifted,
unable to find the shore, her womb growing larger. She called for
her husband, but when she reached for him, he was not there. At
last the rustle of wings blew a gentle wind upon her hair.

"Mikhail?"

She turned to embrace him, but in his place
stood a white-winged Angelic, brighter and even more beautiful than
her husband, but inside her goddess-kissed eyes could see his
spirit-light was contaminated with a seething hatred that turned
all it touched into ash.

"Mikhail!!!" Ninsianna screamed for help.

"Nin-si-anna," the Evil One called her name,
the light-featured shell he wore a mockery of the evil which
dwelled within. "Take my hand and together we shall illuminate the
heavens."

It was a lie! It was not -her- he sought,
but the child she carried. The Evil One dragged her towards a sky
canoe. It split open like an eggshell, spewing forth demons and
vile, misshapen creatures that descended upon her village and razed
it into the ground.

"Ninsianna?" Strong arms held her. She fought
them, pounding against warm flesh and the softness of feathers.

The Evil One's face morphed into countless
horrors. He leaned her back upon a sacrificial alter and pulled a
blade. Ancient symbols burned along its length, so ancient that
even her gift of tongues could not translate them. Ninsianna
screamed as he splayed open her abdomen and stole her son from her
womb.

"No!" she screamed, reaching for her
child.

"Ninsianna, wake up!"

Her son cried in terror as the Evil One
devoured him alive. The Earth burned as the Evil One razed it into
dust. One by one, the stars which had sung to her began to die.

"Ninsianna!" The warmth of his torso pressed
against hers finally pulled her out of the vision. Blue eyes, more
brilliant that the desert sky, stared into her brown ones, clouded
with worry.

Her heart galloping so fast it felt as though
she were running in the midst of a herd of stampeding auroch,
Ninsianna burst into tears. Their child! Each night the Evil One
stole their child! Mikhail caressed her hair and kissed her
forehead until her sobs turned into silent shudders and her tears
lessened into hiccoughs.

"Your dreams grow worse, mo ghrá," Mikhail
took one finger and pulled a strand of hair out of her mouth. "It
worries me when I cannot pull you out of your vision."

Ninsianna shivered. The dream had become more
urgent, as though something had changed to bring the Evil One
closer. Her hands found their way down to her still-flat abdomen.
Whenever the Evil One came in the dream, she was always heavy with
child. They still had time.

"I tried to fight him," she said. "But it
wasn't enough. You must finish teaching our people to fight."

"You saw more this time?" he asked.

She traced those features she had fallen in
love with, her beautiful Angelic who had fallen from the sky.

"There was a black man this time." Ninsianna
shuddered at the memory, willing it to go away. Oh! How she
hated the dark!

"What did this black man do?" Mikhail
asked.

"Oh, Mikhail! It was awful! I don't know who
scared me more! The black man? Or the Evil One!" The darkness had
already faded, leaving only the memory of his bottomless black eyes
and how horrifying it had felt to be swallowed by the void. "When
the demons come, they shall raze our village to the ground."

"You know I won't let that happen." Mikhail
pulled her against his chest, one dark wing trembling as he moved
it to cover her and share his warmth. "Even now we band together to
fight them."

She stared into those unearthly blue eyes, so
blue they shone bright against the darkness. Each night she called
for her husband, and each night he did not come. Why would Mikhail
not come to save her? Where were the armies he trained? The allies
he banded together to stand at their back and fight this Evil One?
Was it all for naught?

No! She-who-is would not keep giving her this
vision if there something could not be done to change it! He
was HER champion, and she appointed the Chosen One to give
HER will a voice to help him lead the way. Perhaps that's
what the black man meant? Pushing Mikhail to work harder would not
solve the problem. She must become more powerful as
well.

Her lips trembled as she understood what she
must do. Mama would not approve of her learning this gift, but Papa
knew. She would prevail upon him to teach her how to see
into the dark.

 


* * * * *

 


She staggered in from the sun, her skin
clammy despite the lingering, late-autumn heat. Although she made a
brave show of hiding the morning sickness, truth was she felt woozy
morning, noon-and night. Oh, why hadn't she thought of this before
she'd gone and conceived Mikhail's child? Was this why Mama had
only ever birthed just her? She dropped the basket of laundry she'd
spent the past hour scrubbing in the river and sank down onto a
bench.

"You are late," Papa scolded her. His prayer
mat and the instruments of his trade were already scattered around
him. This was the lesson before the lesson, the one neither
one of them wanted Mama to know about or Papa would be in trouble
for sure. And here she'd gone and mucked it up by getting home
late. If Mama got home early…

She gave him a look that was a combination of
sheepish admission and 'help!' If Papa knew she'd almost
fainted, he'd make Mikhail quarantine her to the house. With not
only She-who-is intruding into her dreams, but now also
He-who's-not, the last thing she wanted was her
overprotective husband hovering over her like some big, dark-winged
broody hen.

"Oh, child," Papa sighed. "Your husband will
be back from his labors and expecting supper within the hour, and
then it will be time to train the archers. It does not leave us
much time to expand your mind."

"I'm sorry," Ninsianna wiped her brow,
wishing fervently she'd stopped at the well to draw a bucket of
fresh water. "I didn't sleep well last night. Everything has gotten
behind itself today."

"You must pace yourself to accommodate the
strain your child places upon your body," Papa's cross look
disappeared. "Have you asked your Mama for a tea?"

"The last time I asked Mama for help settling
my stomach," Ninsianna said, "she scolded Mikhail for letting me
train the archers. I need him to train the villagers, Papa! Not
wait on me hand and foot!"

Papa laughed.

"You should let him do more for you," Papa
said. "He wants to do more for you. I wouldn't let your
mother lift a pinky finger when she was carrying you."

Remnants of last night's vision shuddered
through her brain, a rude reminder that Mikhail had only been
loaned to her as a favor while he completed the goddess's great
mission. Her face must have betrayed her horror, because when she
opened her eyes, Papa stood before her, his grey-streaked dark hair
and bushy eyebrows sticking out all over the place as though he
were a holy man who lived in a cave.

"Ninsianna," Papa's face was filled with
concern. "Is everything all right between you two?"

"I must not distract him from his mission,"
Ninsianna smiled weakly. "The dreams become more urgent. I don't
know how much longer we have until the Evil One arrives."

Papa guided her to sit upon the felted wool
carpet he rolled out whenever he did a shamanic journey. Bowls were
already set out in the four directions. Today he used an arrowhead
to denote the east, some borage the south, a bowl of water the
west, and tubers in the north, symbols of the four elements. Most
shamans invoked the elements to help them perform their magic, but
in Ninsianna's case, the ritual simply helped her focus her
energies. In the middle of the carpet sat a woven reed cage
containing a small, black mouse.

"When the Evil One arrives," Papa said.
"Mikhail will stay and help us fight. You know he will."

Her heart rate increased, reminding her of
the goddess's urgency. Her hand slid down to touch her abdomen,
only the thickening of her waist and engorged breasts betraying the
child which grew within. No one outside of this family, with the
exception of the Chief, knew her prophecy showed the Evil One would
be one of Mikhail's own people, not just the lizard demons who
would accompany him when he came to raze their village.

Perhaps it was time she confided in her Papa
what the real problem was? How could he guide her if she did
not tell him the truth?

"Every night when I call for Mikhail to save
me from the Evil One," Ninsianna cried out with dismay, " he does
not come! Why would my own husband not come to save me?"

Papa gave her a hug. She felt as though she
was living on borrowed time.

"I have searched the dreamtime for HER
purpose, child," Papa told her. "But it feels as though I stare at
a great, dark wall."

"What does it mean?"

"It means when you come to that crossroads,"
Papa said, "there will be some sort of terrible choice."

'You must choose…'

The whisper of the vision came back to her.
Whoever spoke those words, it was not She-who-is.

"What kind of choice?"

"I don't know," Papa said. He held her hand
the way he had when she'd been a frightened little girl. "When the
goddess hides the future, it usually means there will be no good
choices. Only bad ones."

Ninsianna touched her belly, able to sense
the glow of light even though her child had not yet quickened. She
could feel this life which grew within her own, so bright
she suspected her son's light would one day dwarf her own. The
feeling of having won a large wager surged through her veins,
lifting the wooziness which had clung to her the moment she had
stood upright this morning and stepped away from the shelter of her
husband's wings. Her child. Whatever else happened, the goddess
wanted her to protect this child.

Words welled to her throat that were not her
own.

"It means, son of Lugalbanda, that you must
teach your daughter the lessons you abandoned so she is not
handicapped by what you, yourself, refused to learn."

Papa, her Papa who she loved more than anyone
in the world, looked as though he'd been struck, made worse by the
spirit-light he swirled around his heart to protect it from
She-who-is. Papa loved the goddess, but he loved her Mama more.

Lugalbanda had been her grandfather,
reportedly the most powerful shaman the Ubaid had ever seen, though
he had died shortly after Ninsianna had been born. It was said he
was so powerful he could stop the heart of his enemies with a
single thought, but it was also said that his power had cost him
his wife. Papa was a powerful shaman, but sometimes the village
elders whispered he wasn't as good as Lugalbanda had been because,
at some point, Papa had refused to keep paying the user-price.

"I'm sorry," Ninsianna said. "That wasn't
me."

"I know." Papa's hand shook as he picked up
his rattles. "I had a choice to make, and it wasn't HER."
The glint in Papa's eyes indicated whatever his choice had been, he
did not regret it. "All I can do I is make sure my life
choices don't leave you too weak to fight this enemy the
goddess foresees will come."

She would never let the goddess down
thus! If the Evil One intended to cut it her child out of her womb,
then she would make sure Mikhail trained her people so that it was
not just him who stood between them and the destruction she
foresaw, but an entire army! She took a deep breath and steadied
her resolve. Dark magic. This was not a lesson she wished to learn,
but the black man had indicated she must.

"What lesson do you wish to teach me
today?"

Papa pointed to the mouse.

"Today I will teach you how to reach into the
mind of another and make them obey you."

"Obey … me?" Ninsianna laughed. "Why would
anybody want to obey me?"

Papa's eyes crinkled in a bemused expression
that made his eyebrows look even bushier. "If you made people any
more willing to obey you, they'd line up before the house
each morning to perform a dance for you."

"I don't make people obey me!" Ninsianna
huffed, insulted at the insinuation she was a sorceress. She
always followed the light! Not the kinds of dark magic whispered
about by frightened villagers. The kind that required animal
hearts, sacrificed children and blood.

"You don't intentionally make people
obey you," Papa laughed, "but you get your way every single time.
Even with me, who knows what you are up to."

"I do not!"

Papa shot her that same patient smile he had
given when she'd been a little girl, always earning Mama's
displeasure because she'd chased a pretty butterfly or sat down to
share some little boy's honey-cake rather than help her Mama grind
the einkorn. Everyone else understood why the butterfly was
more important, but not her Mama!

"Any time you influence someone to do
something without first giving them the choice," Papa said, "you
dabble in the forbidden arts. Magic comes with a user-price. It is
your intent which decides whether that price will be a
benevolent one, some benefit which comes to both you and the person
you influenced, or results in some cause of action set in motion
that you may not have foreseen."

Papa pointed to the mouse.

"The highest level of making your quarry obey
you is to intuit their deepest desire and guide them towards it,"
Papa said. "That is an ability you inherited from your Mama, which
is why she is immune to your gift. But now I must teach you to
compel creatures to do what they do not want to do
because it is contrary to their interests, or their deepest desire
compels them to act against you, such as hatred, anger, or
fear."

"But isn't compelling others always wrong?"
Ninsianna asked.

"Not when it is necessary," Papa looked down
at the mouse instead of making eye contact. "But you should only
use it as a last resort because dark magic comes with a terrible
user price. Whenever you allow your own ego to divert the pathways
set in motion by She-who-is, it could have unforeseen consequences
down the road. Terrible consequences."

She could see by the dark light which married
Papa's otherwise perfect spirit light that this was a power he had
been burned by and struggled with. He reached into the cage. The
disgusting vermin had soft black fur, rounded ears and quivering
whiskers. Ugh! Mice deposited black turds in their grain,
necessitating it be thrown out or it would bring disease. In a land
with long periods of either too little rain, or raging floods,
Ubaid lives depended upon the storage of their grain.

The mouse sensed her hostility and buried its
face into Papa's hand. Ninsianna smiled. This lesson would be easy.
She took a breath and pictured the mouse was her little friend.

"There, there," she crooned. "I won't hurt
you. Let me pet you and see your cute little ears." She reached to
take the mouse from Papa's hands. She knew from past experience
that, the moment she patted it, it would settle down.

"This time," Papa grinned, "you don't get to
touch the mouse. You must make it come into your hand
willingly."

"But how am I supposed to soothe it if I
cannot touch it?"

"That is the lesson, child."

Papa put the mouse down upon the carpet. It
ran to the edge and stopped, every muscle straining as it tried to
take that final step off the mat so it could escape and could
not.

"How did you do that?" Ninsianna asked with
wonder.

Papa's face was a mask of concentration.

"I have convinced it that its body won't obey
its thoughts," Papa grunted, the strain of both concentrating and
speaking obviously great. "But it is a delicate process, which is
why we are using a mouse to learn this lesson and not one of
your Mama's patients. If you push too hard, your test subject could
die."

Occasionally she saw the same glimmer
of gold in her father's tawny-beige eyes which resided in
hers ever since the goddess had Chosen her to be HER
voice. She saw the power that lived within her father,
uncomfortable and rarely-used, but there nonetheless.

Why had her father chosen to reject it?

She scooped up the mouse and put it back into
its cage. With a jagged sigh of pain, her father let go of the
compulsion, pinching the bridge of his nose between his fingers as
he massaged the red explosion Ninsianna could see in his spirit
light of what had to be a horrific headache.

"Are you okay?" Ninsianna asked.

"We shall continue this lesson tomorrow,
child," Papa's voice was strained. "It has been too long since I
used this gift."

"Why don't you practice it?" Ninsianna
asked.

"Because your Mama hates it." Papa lurched to
his feet and felt his way to the stair which led to the second
floor. Without so much as goodbye, her father staggered up to his
bedroom to sleep it off.

If wielding the gift did that to him,
she could see why Mama hated it, but she was the
Chosen of She-who-is. A feeling of giddiness pushed at her as the
goddess urged her to master this gift her father had refused to
learn to wield on HER behalf. This gift pleased the
goddess.

"Come here, little mouse," Ninsianna lifted
the tiny creature from its cage. It stilled the moment she patted
it, everything about her touch conveying reassurance that she would
not hurt it, but this was not the gift the goddess wished for her
to learn.

She put the mouse upon the floor.

It ran.

'Reach out with your spirit light, child,
and make it stop…'

She pictured building a wall between the
vermin's mind and its tiny body, compelling its legs to stop.

It froze, whiskers twitching.

"That wasn't so hard now, was it?" Ninsianna
said. "Now come back to me so we can try this again."

The mouse did not return.

Ninsianna built the wall up higher. The
mouse's whiskers stopped twitching, but still it did not move.

'Compel it to turn around…'

An image of a delicate spider web dancing
from the mouse's head all the way down to its tiny legs came into
Ninsianna's mind. Her wall prevented the light from getting to the
creature's feet so it could not run away, but it would not compel
the mouse to make them move. To get it to obey her, she must not
only prevent the mouse from doing something, but also take
control of that spiderweb.

She concentrated, trying to master the
delicate framework which turned thought impulses into actions. Pain
exploded into her brain, but she forced herself to push through it,
the nagging vision of the Evil One compulsion enough to make her
try.

"Come back, little vermin," Ninsianna hissed,
recognizing there was a pattern to the way the mouse's thoughts
compelled its muscles to move. She pushed her spirit light into the
spider web and overwhelmed its instinct to run for its life.

The mouse shuddered and collapsed, twitching
as, with its dying breath, it clawed one step closer to her. The
room grew far away. The light beckoned to her, congratulating her
on mastering her first lesson, the death of the mouse insignificant
compared to the knowledge she had just gained. She let go of this
world and slipped into the consciousness of She-who-is.

Pretty, golden playthings…

So pretty. Drifting. Drifting.
She-who-is was thrilled Ninsianna was willing to do what her Papa
had refused.

"Ninsianna? Ninsianna?"

It was a frantic Mikhail who found her
collapsed upon the carpet, the dead mouse clutched in her hand.

"Mo ghrá," Ninsianna's lips curved up in a
victorious smile even before she opened her eyes to stare into his
blue ones. She reached up to smooth the muscle that twitched with
worry in his cheek.

"Excuse me," Mama's face was a mask of anger.
"I have a murder to commit." With a disgusted snort she marched
upstairs to ream out Papa for teaching her about a gift he had
sworn he would never use again.

"Just give me a moment," Ninsianna mumbled,
wishing fervently her Mama was down here to give her a
tincture to alleviate her splitting headache. "And I will make you
some supper."

"The only place you're going is to bed,"
Mikhail picked her up as though she weighed nothing at all and
cradled her against his chest as he carried her up to bed. Warm.
Solid. Strong. It felt like being carried by a mountain of
strength.

At last the yelling in the next room
subsided. Ninsianna could hear Mama's footsteps clatter down the
steep step and the sound of pottery clinking below.

"I do not like it when you try things I
cannot protect you against, mo ghrá," Mikhail
said. "I will ask Siamek to put the warriors through their paces.
They will not suffer for my absence of just one night."

Her wan smile caused a knife of pain to
shudder through her brain. "Go. You must not cease training because
of me."

"You are injured," Mikhail said. "I will not
leave you."

"The Evil One will not cease his plans
because I foolishly tried to master the lesson on my own after Papa
had ended it," Ninsianna touched his cheek. "Next time, I will wait
until Papa teaches me, step by step, so I do not get this horrific
headache."

"I pray your vision about this Evil One is
wrong," Mikhail sank his nose into her hair, "but you have been
right too many times for me to discount it. I will do whatever you
think is best."

Train the village?

Or protect her?

She stared up into those blue eyes. An image
of that great, dark wall Papa described, the one which lay between
the day the Evil One appeared and what would happen next loomed up
in her mind. Mikhail would not be here to save her. He had no idea
she saw the future thus, because if she told him, he would refuse
to leave her side for a single moment.

Terrible choices…

"Go!" Ninsianna ordered. "I will not give you
an excuse to shirk your duties!"

Her return to her bossy self reassured him.
With a rustle of feathers, he gave her a tender kiss and left her
with a warm cloth pressed over her eyes to sleep it off. Her mind
whirred. First thing tomorrow morning, she would put out word she
needed the village children to capture another mouse.

Lots of mice…

 


 


* * * * *


Chapter 36
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Mikhail

"Shay'tan's foot!" Mikhail hissed.

He should have known better than to trust the
accursed creature! He never should have taken pity on her,
rationalizing that perhaps the reason she felt compelled to escape
each day was because being cooped up in a pen was boring. Foolish
him! He had built things to keep her amused, little ramps and boxes
to make the pen seem more like the rocky hills where wild goats
liked to graze. Why, then, was he so surprised the little demon had
repaid his thoughtfulness by using one of the boxes to leap right
over the fence?

With a curse too vulgar to speak aloud, he
took to the air, knowing where the little demoness would head. Sure
enough, no sooner had he caught an updraft and leveled off when a
commotion in the fields below caught his sharp eagle eyes. Dozens
of villagers surrounded the Chief's field, shouting and cheering
while a dark-skinned man with a spear stalked through the
waist-high fields of grain.

Jamin. Preparing to kill his goat for
the crime of leveling his father's field…

Little Nemesis stood in the middle,
contentedly munching on the Chief's grain, clueless she was being
stalked. Unlike Mikhail, who only dreamed of smiting the
goat, mindful his wife would be less than pleased if he actually
followed through on that impulse, the look of concentration on
Jamin's face indicated he intended to follow through on his threat
that if the goat got into their fields one more time, he would
smite it and roast it upon a spit.

"Foolish goat!" Mikhail increased his speed,
a dark-winged blur racing across the sky to intervene on behalf of
a creature that did not deserve to be saved. Part of him laughed in
glee, good riddance! Let Jamin smite the goat and take the
blame. But the larger part of him said he would be damned if he let
his adversary usurp him when it came to anything that was
his, even if that something was a goat whose name he cursed
every single day.

The shouts of the other villagers grew louder
as they spied him racing through the sky. Jamin spied him, too, and
made a rude gesture as he crept faster through the grass, a lion
stalking its prey. Mikhail shouted for the goat to run, something
the goat usually did the moment she spied him swooping hawk
like from the air, but the goat glanced at him stupidly and resumed
munching on her forbidden meal.

Jamin sprinted towards the prize, determined
to bury a spear into her heart before Mikhail could get there to
save her. This wasn't just about the goat. It was about
him.

"Nemesis!" Mikhail shouted a warning. He
pressed his wings against his back in a dive-bomb few Angelics
would dare, the slightest miscalculation a death sentence. The wind
whistled through his feathers as he pulled them tighter against his
back to decrease the drag, his velocity so great his flesh trembled
from the G-force.

Jamin let loose the spear, his aim deadly. He
continued his sprint, his hand reaching into his kilt to pull out
an obsidian blade, determined to finish the job.

On both sides of the field, villagers
cheered, some rooting for Jamin, some for Mikhail, and more still
for the goat who provided a daily source of entertainment in their
otherwise tedious lives. Nemesis's head came up and stared at him
diving toward her with innocent, velvet brown eyes, oblivious to
the spear speeding towards her heart.

"Run!" he shouted.

She stayed.

Mikhail grabbed the goat milliseconds before
the spear reached her, rolling with the creature clutched to his
chest. Just for a second, the world went fuzzy, only the sensation
of goat wriggling in his arms anchoring him so he did not pass out
from slamming into the ground. With an indignant bleat, Nemesis
squirmed out of his grasp and ran away.

"I will smite thee, accursed creature!" Jamin
sprinted after her. "And roast thy flesh upon a spit in my father's
honor!"

Mikhail forced himself to his feet, snorting
dirt and stalks of grain out of his mouth and nose, and staggered
after them. Jamin stabbed at her with his knife, but the same
maneuvers Little Nemesis used to thwart his attempts to
recapture her thwarted Jamin as well, fueling his rage.

"That's my goat!" Mikhail grabbed the
fist which thrust down with a knife in its grip, straight for
Nemesis's heart.

"You!" Jamin shouted. "I shall carve your
heart out and give it to my intended!" His black eyes flashed with
hatred as he turned the knife on him, thrusting for
his heart as the heat of the hunt caused him to lose all
reason and strike at the enemy he really wanted to kill.

Mikhail deflected the knife to scrape
harmlessly downwards, cutting his shirt but not his flesh, but
deflecting Jamin himself was not so easy. The man was more than
four cubits of muscle, trained from birth to hunt, and had
once smote a lion using nothing but that same knife. Mikhail's
knife sat uselessly in his boot, while Jamin's was in his hand. The
cheers of the villagers turned to cries of horror as they realized
the fight which had been brewing ever since he'd first appeared in
their village was finally coming to fruition. Mikhail shoved him
back.

"Don't do this."

The first law of survival was to never get
between a hunter and its prey, especially in the heat of the kill,
or you would become the target. Jamin lunged again, but this
time Mikhail expected it. He deflected Jamin's arm to the side and
twisted, using the momentum of his own body to send him flying.
Jamin rolled and landed in a kneeling position, the knife already
held in front of him for the next deadly thrust.

"Each day that demon escapes and eats our
fields!" Jamin's hands gripped tighter around his obsidian blade,
every muscle in his body screaming his intent to spring at Mikhail
a third time, this time not just in the heat of the hunt, and bury
the weapon into his heart. "Just as the bounty hunters who come
after you are laying waste to our villages!"

"She is but a simple creature," Mikhail held
out his hands to communicate he did not wish to fight. "Her offense
was not deliberate."

"The law is on my side," Jamin
bellowed with rage. "This creature deliberately targets my father's
fields. She is to be put to death!" With the grace of a man who had
hunted his entire life, Jamin was on his feet and airborne, only
this time he targeted the goat that had caused all the problems,
not Mikhail.

"Jamin!!!" a sharp call came from the pathway
which led up the hill to the village. "Stand down!" The Chief
hurried down, coming to see what the commotion was all about.

"How do you expect him to replace me
as leader of our village defenses," Jamin pointed at Mikhail with
his knife, "when he can't even control his own goat?"

"The fault is mine." Mikhail flared his wings
so that the offending goat was no longer in Jamin's line of sight.
"I failed to secure her pen. I will make reparations."

Little Nemesis chose that moment to come
trotting up behind him and nuzzle his hands, looking for a
treat.

"You see! She mocks me!" Jamin shook his
fist.

"It is just a goat, son." Amusement wrinkled
Chief Kiyan's eyes. "Although sometimes I wonder if goats do
mock us." He gave his son a stern look that communicated
'-I- am the Chief.'

The look of unadulterated hatred Jamin shot
at him made Mikhail's blood run cold, his fist still clenched
around his knife. It did not matter how reasonable he tried
to be, he and Jamin had gotten off on the wrong foot and nothing,
he feared, would ever heal that rift. That black pit of his
own hatred rose in kind. Jamin had hired men to kill him
while he had still been injured and vulnerable. That was not the
kind of slight you tended to forgive.

"This is my field, son, not yours,"
Chief Kiyan said. He gave Mikhail a self-satisfied stare. "Once he
finishes training our men to fight, he can make reparations by
rebuilding my levies so that next spring's crop can be planted
sooner."

Mikhail groaned. More back-breaking
labor … in addition to rebuilding his own levies. The
penalty the Chief had just enacted was far more reparations than it
would have cost to simply sacrifice the goat and buy a new one. But
she was his goat and he would not give her up to his enemy
so easily.

"Bah!" Jamin cursed. He waited until his
father ambled off before clenching his fist in Mikhail's direction,
uncaring that his father had ended up the richer from this bargain.
"The next time I see that goat in my field, I will kill it. This I
swear."

Mikhail retreated behind the unreadable
expression the Cherubim had taught him to mask his feelings. He
would never admit this was a sentiment they both shared. The
difference was that Mikhail could control his temper long enough to
remember … usually … that the accursed goat served a higher purpose
… while the hot-headed Jamin was forever stalking off to seek
revenge for whatever slight fueled the fires of his temper …
whether that slight was deliberate or imagined.

The goat followed Mikhail back to the pen, as
docile and obedient as a lamb, intelligent enough to realize she
had gone too far. The villagers disbursed, their daily source of
amusement gone … for now. Long after he herded her back into her
pen, Jamin's accusation rang in his ears.

"How do you expect him to replace me as
leader of our village defenses when he can't even train his own
goat?"
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Shahla

"The Uruk are desperate for our flax-cloth,"
Shahla's father's voice drifted up from the main living quarters
below. "Their weavers don't know how to retch the flax to make the
fibers thin and soft. Their emissary gave us two epahs of einkorn
for the measure I sent to them and promised another twenty in two
weeks if we can bring them a bolt.

"Twenty epahs?" her mother squealed. "Twenty
epahs? For one bolt of cloth? That's enough grain to feed a family
through the winter!"

"We have enough grain already for our
own family," her father said. "I shall hold this credit against the
communal granary until the end of the rainy season, when those too
stupid to store enough grain run out and become desperate, and then
sell that for a profit as well."

"Oh, Laum! This trade is good for
everyone."

Shahla fingered the rough-woven belt she'd
found on her windowsill last night, along with a pomegranate, the
symbol of eternal love. Fashioned from twisted grasses gathered
from the three sacred grains, emmer, einkorn, and barley, it was
not the kind of belt a girl would be proud to claim woven by her
own hand, for the braiding was rough and lumpy, with ends jutting
out in the wrong places. It was the workmanship of a craftsman who
had never had occasion to weave before, patched in places where the
work had been started and stopped many times until it had finally
become recognizable. It was the belt a girl wore on her wedding
day.

Her parent's voices grew louder.

"Do you think the chief will continue
these trade missions?" Her mother's voice took on a tone that was
calculating. "Or will he renege upon them the moment you get the
information he wants?"

"I got the information he wants," Laum
said. "But I only gave the Chief a taste of what the Uruk are up
to. They are flush with gold right now from this new enemy the
winged one speaks of, which is why they are so anxious to trade
with us. They want access to our village so they can gather
information."

"What kind of information?"

"They asked questions about the winged one,"
Laum said. "How many men he trains. What he teaches them. And is it
true he has taken the healer's daughter to be his wife."

"You didn't!"

"I only told them a little," Laum said. "Just
enough to grease the wheels of trade. Not enough to give them the
location of Immanu's house. With every Ubaid village sprouting
archers, they weren't sure which village the winged one actually
lived in."

"So what the winged one says is true?" her
mother said. "There really are lizard demons?"

"The Uruk have never seen these lizard demons
first-hand," Laum said. "Only the Amorites who come bearing gold to
fund every attack. The Uruk emissary did not come out and say so
directly, but I think the Amorites may be raising an army."

"Did you tell the Chief?"

"Not in so many words."

Shahla ran the braided marriage proposal
between her thumb and forefinger. Much as she would like to believe
this proposal had come from Jamin, that his anger had cooled and he
believed her when she said the child was his and not some
other man's, the truth was she knew Jamin would stoop to no such
sentimentality. Wedding-belts were always woven by the woman as a
symbol of giving her fertility to her new husband, not the man. The
pomegranate had the appearance of one which had been unsold because
it was overripe and no customer would trade more than a token
offering for it, the kind of fruit a poor man would buy when he
desperately wished to give his beloved a treat he could not
otherwise afford.

A tear slid down her cheek. Dadbeh had let
her know he would marry her, no matter what. Even if the child was
not his…

The voices grew louder from down in the main
room.

"Why didn't you tell them where Immanu
lived?" her mother's voice grew shrill. "That daughter of his
swooped in and snatched our Shahla's beloved from her arms, and
then shat him out again the moment she found something better! It
is her fault our daughter is in this condition now."

"Do you think I would give away such
information for free?" Laum asked. "Or that these inflated prices
they offer for our flax-cloth are because they wish their wives to
make them fancy shawls? No. What they trade for is information. Not
cloth. The longer there are hostilities between the tribes, the
more time we shall have to make such trades at inflated
prices."

"What of Jamin's threat to bring witnesses
before the tribunal that the child cannot possibly be his?" her
mother said. "Needa said Shahla is at least five months along.
Jamin claims he did not lay down with her again until after
he had passed the wedding day he had set with Ninsianna, after the
summer solstice?"

"We shall tell the tribunal the truth," Laum
said. "The correct truth."

"Which truth is that?" her mother asked.

"That she came to us after Jamin broke off
his engagement with Ninsianna and begged us to give her a fine
shawl because Jamin had come around again and she wished to
encourage his affections."

"That much is true," her mother said. "We
paid the weavers to make it for her in March, and gave it to her
the same week the winged demon came to our village in April, when
Jamin confided in her he'd realized he'd made a mistake. The weaver
with testify to it."

Shahla fingered the coarse-woven belt again
and inhaled the scent of the pomegranate, bruised, but so sweet
smelling it called out to her to take a bite and let the decadent
juices drip down her chin. It was said that once you accepted the
pomegranate and ate it, that a girl had accepted a boy's proposal
of marriage. She had not eaten it … yet.

What was true? That it was not Jamin she had
lay down with after she had gone to him wearing her fine shawl and
bared her breasts to tempt him, for Jamin had told her to stay away
from him and pelted her with sand.

No, it had been her dear, sweet Dadbeh, who
had seen her coming out from the long grasses crying, and let her
weep upon his narrow shoulders until that urge came over her she
felt whenever the world began to close in around her, the urge to
be held in a man's arms and feel the thickness of him inside of
her, grew overwhelming. It had been she who had seduced
him, and he had cried as she had brought him up to ecstasy,
and held her in his arms afterwards and told her he'd been in love
with her for a very long time.

That urge was upon her now, had been
upon her ever since the night Jamin had pounded on her father's
door, demanding to speak to her, and screamed her shame out in the
streets for the entire village to hear. Her father had gone out and
told him he would marry her, or he would take him before the
tribunal.

"What if she doesn’t want to marry
him," her mother asked. "She sits in her room in cries,
claiming that he beats her."

"She has a viperous tongue," Laum said. "She
shall learn to sweeten her words with truths her husband wishes to
hear."

"And if she balks?"

"Then we shall turn her out into the street,"
Laum said, "for dishonoring us, and send her out into the desert
for the jackals to feed upon. We have three fine sons with good
reputations to think of without the burden of a daughter no man
will wed."

And Shahla knew it was true. For after Jamin
had left that night her father had come into her room and
threatened to beat the baby out of her belly, but her mother had
prevailed upon his common sense. Without a baby, they had no way to
compel Jamin to marry her, and without Jamin, they had no way to
make the chief open up trade to the rival Uruk tribe, a tribe
covetous of her father's fine-woven cloth.

That urge to feel a man inside of her, to
feel powerful when a man quivered beneath her touch came upon her,
so powerful it made her wet between the thighs. Once the morning
sickness had passed, the urge had become all-consuming, so much so
that this past month when Jamin became distant it had caused an
ache which made her belly hurt for the need to feel him
inside of her again. But Jamin would never touch her again unless
forced marriage and hunger caused him to resort to her, and each
union would come with a beating. Of that, she was certain.

Just as she was certain that Dadbeh loved
her. And he would marry her. No matter whose child tapped
now at the inside of her belly, tempting her to take a bite of the
pomegranate.

Should she take a bite?

She needed to talk with her best friend. It
was risky, sneaking out of the house behind her parents back, but
she needed to talk to somebody. Gita had not come to her
house since that day she had found her in the fields. With her
parents keeping her under lock and key, she had not had a
chance to search for her, unfaithful friend! Why was her best
friend avoiding her?

Her hands found the coarse rungs of the
ladder that went up through the skylight, her heart pounding each
time there was a lull in her parent's conversation. If they looked
up and spied her escaping through the roof, they would beat her!
Lucky for her, they were more interested in how much money they
would make once she was married to the chief's son than to look up
and see their frightened daughter cling to the ladder. Oh, how she
wished she had wings! Like Ninsianna's beautiful winged
husband!

She ran across the rooftops until she came to
a ladder down, clinging to the shadows, fearful to avoid Jamin, who
would beat the truth out of her if he found her before he'd been
forced to say his wedding vows. With marriage came property rights,
whether or not he ever slept with her again, rights her father was
eager to procure.

Gita's house was in the outermost ring of the
village, part of the wall which fended off attack, a ramshackle
thing, maintained only because the Chief ordered it be maintained
because it was part of the outer wall. She knocked, her heart
beating as Merariy came to the door, sober for once instead of
staggering drunk as he always was. It was as though she stared into
Immanu's face, Ninsianna's father, with that same broad nose, bushy
eyebrows and wild, dark hair peppered with grey, and eyes.
Especially the eyes. Only unlike Immanu, who had inherited the
tawny-beige eyes of a shaman from Lugalbanda, a warrior-shaman so
powerful it was said he could stop a man's heart simply by giving
him a look, Merariy's eyes were an ordinary brown, the
whites bloodshot and flecked with veins from too much alcohol.

"Excuse me," Shahla asked. "I'm looking for
Gita."

"Accursed child!" Merariy grumbled. "Ever
since she took the notion into her head to become a man, I would
not even know I had a daughter."

Shahla had to agree with him. Merariy
appeared to be sober at the moment, but she did not dare voice that
opinion or she knew it would earn Gita a beating later. She looked
past him, into the cluttered room comprised of nothing but a
cracked table and a single chair, with no place for Gita to sit, to
see if what her father said was true. Gita slept in the loft above
as most Ubaid villagers did, but she doubted she was here. Merariy
would not lie for his daughter.

The scent of the pomegranate she clutched in
her hand wafted up, so sweet and ripe it called for her to go to
him. To go to the man who loved her and let him fill the ache which
grew stronger by the moment, the need to have power over a man, to
feel his flesh tremble beneath hers and cry out her name. The fruit
would not remain edible for long, already bruised and overripe,
before the harsh Mesopotamian sun turned it rancid. Dadbeh would
not wait for her forever…

"Do you know where she might be?" Shahla
asked him.

"Who knows," Merariy said. "She seems to
prefer their company to her own father's."

He shut the door in her face before she had a
chance to ask who they was.

She needed to think things through with
someone who told things like they were instead of saying what
people wanted to hear. She moved through the streets, searching for
her friend.

"Excuse me, Liwwaresagil," she asked an older
woman, bent nearly in half carrying a bucket of water from the
well. "Have you seen Gita?"

"Sorry, child," the old woman said. "I
haven't seen her. I hear congratulations are in order?"

"Yes," Shahla gave her a weak smile. "They
are."

"Don't you let that boy shirk his obligations
to you," Liwwaresagil pointed a finger at her. "It's a disgrace,
the way he's been carrying on ever since Ninsianna broke things off
with him. There isn't a person in this village who doesn't know he
seduced you while you were still nursing a broken heart! I'll
testify to that before the tribunal! You know I will!"

"Thank you, Liwwaresagil," Shahla said.

The old woman shuffled off, careful not to
spill a single drop of precious water. Shahla moved further into
the village.

"Excuse me, Ilakabkubu," she called after a
man in his thirties, one she had lay down with in the past, even
though he was married. "Have you seen Gita?"

"Shahla," the man stepped closer to her. "I
hear congratulations are in order?"

"They are," Shahla said. "I'm getting
married."

And that was the truth. The question was,
who? Who would she marry?

"Pity," Ilakabkubu touched her cheek. "The
men around here will miss you. Do you know who the father
really is?"

He stood too close, too familiar, too brazen.
Shahla slapped him. Ilakabkubu laughed at her.

"Don't think the entire village doesn't know
what you are," Ilakabkubu said. "Jamin came to my wife and asked
her to testify against you should the case be brought before the
tribunal. She has not forgiven you for your little lapse in
discretion."

"What about your lapse in discretion?"
Shahla shot back. "I did not make you lay down with me!"

"I only thank the gods I fell a long time ago
so that I am not in the same predicament as Jamin," Ilakabkubu
hissed.

All around them, people pointed, people
whispered. She could hear it closing in on her, their eyes that
could see through her lies. Their whispers about the way her belly
now showed, the baby growing inside of her, a baby with no father.
There were few places a woman in trouble could go if her lover
abandoned her. That need that ached in her belly, the need to feel
a man inside of her so she would not feel so empty, grew stronger,
so palpable it felt as though she was almost in labor.

She ran. She ran from the central square to
the widow-sister's house where Gita often bartered work for food,
an older house that had once been well-maintained, but had fallen
into benign neglect with the occasional newly-repaired shutter or
patched brick attesting to where the two elderly women had
bartered.

"Excuse me, have you seen Gita?"

Zhila, the younger of the two widow-sisters,
and blind as a bat, peered out, not certain whose face was at the
door. The scent of baking bread and fermenting beverages wafted
out, so delicious she could almost taste it.

"Who's that?" Yalda shouted from inside.

"It's … Shahla," Zhila peered at her through
rheumy brown eyes, blue with cataracts.

"What's she want?"

"Gita."

"Gita's not here," Yalda shouted from the
back.

"I'm sorry to disturb you," Shahla said.

Zhila's face wrinkled up like a dried date,
left too long in the sun. For such a blind old woman, few women
could see things like the widow-sisters.

"You going to force that boy to marry you?"
Zhila asked.

"Force?" Shahla asked.

"Don't parrot me, girl," Zhila asked. "Are
you going to take your case before the tribunal?"

Shahla gulped. Zhila did not sit on the
tribunal, but her sister did. Yalda was the oldest person alive in
their village and therefore, under Ubaid law, the head judge in any
legal dispute.

"M-m-my father said he would if Jamin doesn't
do the right thing," Shahla stuttered. If the widow-sisters were
already against her, she did not stand a chance.

Zhila's wrinkled face softened.

"Gita brings us water from the well every
morning," Zhila said. "She's been worried sick about you ever since
you started cavorting back with that boy."

It felt as though a sudden weight had been
lifted from her shoulders. The widow-sisters knew she'd been laying
down with him again? They would not believe Jamin if he denied
it.

"If you see her, can you tell her that I'm
looking for her?" Shahla said.

"Certainly, child," Zhila said.

Shahla turned to go.

"Pity you didn't stay with that nice boy you
were seeing at the summer solstice," Zhila added. "Now him I
like. Nice boy. Very respectful to his elders. You would have been
better off with him."

Shahla felt as though she might faint. Was
Zhila toying with her? Did she know? That feeling of being watched,
of people whispering about her extracurricular activities, closed
in on her. If the widow-sisters knew she'd been cavorting with
Dadbeh right up until Jamin had come to her, after the
summer solstice, she'd have a hard time passing the baby off as
his.

She hurried towards the secondary well, the
one where the young women gathered to fill their goatskins before
going down to the fields to practice archery and marched each night
after dinner. The women who wanted to be men the other
villagers called them, though these days those taunts were often
paired with admiration as well as scorn. The shadows lengthened,
earlier and earlier each night as autumn progressed. They taunted
her, those shadows, whispering that everybody knew.

Maybe it was a blessing. Yes. Maybe the gods
were trying to tell her to marry Dadbeh, even though he was poor?
Yes. She would talk to Gita, and then they would go to Mikhail and
tell him the truth, about how her parents were pressuring her to
lie and say it was Jamin when it really wasn't. That way, Jamin
would back off and so would her parents.

No! They would disown her! Her father had
left brick-marks on her cheek after Jamin had left that night,
warning they'd turn her out on the street if Jamin's accusations
turned out to be true. Dadbeh loved her, but his family had no
land. If her parents refused to give her a dowry so Dadbeh could
buy some, she would spend the rest of her life bent over in
somebody else's field!

The scent of the pomegranate grew
sickly-sweet, the scent of fermented fruit, almost past the time it
was good for eating. That hunger that dwelled inside of her, the
one that could only be filled by the sense of power she felt
whenever she felt the thickness of a man inside of her, grew so
strong it felt as though her belly was a fist, clenching around her
baby. She tripped on a rock and landed face-down in a pile of goat
dung. With a cry of dismay, she kneeled, sobbing as she picked the
foul substance out of her hair.

"Are you okay, Shahla?"

She stared up into a shadow that dwarfed the
sun, so tall it seemed as though she stared up into a mountain,
into a pair of eyes so blue it felt as though she was staring into
the heavens, framed by a head of sable hair. She blinked, not sure
if she was dreaming. His face was unsmiling, as it always was, but
his eyes were filled with sympathy.

She burst into tears.

"Here," he reached down, his hand so large
she thought it would swallow her smaller one alive. "Let me help
you up."

She took his hand and allowed him to pull her
to her feet. Usually he stood away from the women of the village,
afraid of arousing Ninsianna's ire after that first time she had
made the mistake of issuing him a none-too-subtle invitation to lay
down with her in front of the entire village, eager to show that
she could subdue such a powerful male. Usually his body
language said 'stay away,' but right now he simply seemed
concerned.

She stared up into those eyes, ready to give
him a sassy answer, and nothing came out. Gods, he was beautiful.
The most beautiful creature she had ever seen, even without
his wings. What would it be like, to be loved by such a man? To be
carried into the sky and wake up in the luxury of his downy
wings?

His scent swirled around her, musky and male,
the aroma of sweat from a day toiling in the fields mixed with the
river he had bathed in prior to returning to their village, his
wings and hair still damp from the sacred ritual he undertook each
afternoon before touching his wife. That need she felt in her belly
thrummed, filling her with warmth as she imagined what it would be
like to feel the length of him inside of her, filling her at last.
She realized that he still held her hand. And also that she was
uncontrollably crying.

"You're not the only person to ever land
face-down in a pile of goat dung, you know?" He then did something
she had never seen him do before. He smiled at her. A sheepish,
vulnerable kind of smile. "All you can do is pick yourself up and
keep on going."

"Th-th-thank you, M-M-Mikhail," she stuttered
like an idiot.

"If you'll excuse me," he pointed to the
three buckets of water he was carrying. "I've got to drop this one
off at the widow-sisters house," he held up a regular-sized bucket
gripped in one hand, "and then get these other two back to the
house or Ninsianna will have my hide." The other buckets sat
dangling from a pole that was strung across his shoulders, each
three times the size of a bucket carried by an ordinary man.

"T-th-thank you," she stuttered, the mere
presence of the man filling that need and telling it to be silent.
The tears stopped.

He walked away from her. Walked. A
demi-god with wings like a sacred eagle, walked to carry
water to his wife. And as he walked away, that momentary cessation
of her hunger, the one that had eaten at her ever since the day her
parents had given her maidenhead to the desert chieftain rather
than pay the tariff, grew with each step he took away from her.
What would it be like to be loved by such a creature and not some
cruel chiefling?

"Mikhail!" she called after him. "Have you
seen Gita?"

He turned back to look at her, the setting
sun giving him the appearance of a statue. Perfect. In every way.
That image was burned into her mind. Her … ideal … man.

"Nobody ever sees Gita," his eyes wrinkled to
betray the smile he kept from his lips. "But if you are looking for
her, ask where Pareesa is. The last time I saw her she was headed
down to the lower well."

She watched his retreating wings, sable brown
with even darker striping, so dark they were almost black, a
creature of heaven carrying an earthly burden. She watched until he
turned around a corner and disappeared, pressing her hand to her
face and relishing the way it had felt in his, as though the forces
of life itself flowed through that hand.

It was him she wanted. Not Jamin. Not
Dadbeh. Not any of the other paltry creatures who had used her
because they understood the way she needed to be held, to feel a
man inside of her, telling her she was beautiful as he filled her
with his seed. She wanted him inside of her. He would fill
her good, a man that tall. She shut her eyes and imagined what it
would feel like to be loved by an angel, to hear him cry out in
ecstasy and call her name. Yes. He was the one she had
wanted all along.

And Gita had gone and mucked it up that first
day by being bold and touching his wings!

She realized all eyes were watching her,
standing in the middle of the street, covered in goat dung, her
arms wrapped around herself as she had shut her eyes and tilted her
head back, imagining what it would feel like to take him inside of
her, her beautiful angel.

Whispers. Did you hear Shahla's pregnant? Did
you hear the baby is Jamin's? Did you hear Jamin denies the baby is
his? Everybody knows they've been seen coming out from behind the
goat shed. Everybody knows Shahla has slept with every man in the
village. She slept with my husband. She stole my boyfriend.
It's about time somebody made that boy grow up and stop being such
a sheep's ass. I hear she doesn't know who the father
is?

She pressed her hands over her ears and ran,
in the direction Mikhail had pointed. She needed to talk to Gita.
Gita was her best friend. Gita was her only friend when you
took away the people who clung to her father's kilt-fringe, looking
for ways to woo a better trade, and the boyfriends she'd lain down
with to fill the emptiness she'd felt ever since she was a little
girl. But Gita had been avoiding her lately. She chased
after the winged one just like every other woman in this
village!

She found them clustered around the lesser
well, Pareesa, surrounded by three-dozen women, their shawls
wrapped high around their waists like men's kilts so they could
step lightly as they sparred. Pareesa, a little snit who had
suddenly sprouted breasts and announced she was some kind of
warrior princess, demonstrated how to spin a spear with a second
spear-point added around her head. At the other end stood Gita,
fending off Pareesa's blows with the single-tipped spear.

"Gita!" she called.

Gita looked her way. Pareesa took the opening
to thwack Gita off the thigh. Gita yelped, but instead of being
angry, she laughed. She laughed? Since when did Gita laugh?

"Just watch!" Gita's black eyes glittered
with pride. She turned and began hitting at Pareesa with the flat
of the spear, fighting back ferociously. Like a man…

"I really need to talk to you," Shahla
called.

Gita grunted with exertion as Pareesa drove
her back. Pareesa landed what would have been a lethal blow had she
been actually trying to hurt her instead of simply sparring with
her.

"After practice," Gita said. "Can't you just
watch until I'm done?"

Heat flooded up into Shahla's face. Gita had
abandoned her, too? She realized the other women were pointing at
her, whispering about her shame.

I hear she's pregnant. I hear Jamin is the
baby's father. I hear he isn't. I hear the Chief is forcing him to
marry her. I hear he's got seven witnesses to testify against her
that every man in the village has slept with her. Serves her right,
stealing my boyfriend last year. I hear her parents bought
off the Chief. I hear her parents are about to turn her out into
the street. Did you hear about the row her father had with Jamin,
screaming for the entire village to hear that it wasn't his
child?

Gita continued sparring with Pareesa,
oblivious to the whispers. Oblivious to her distress! Gita had
always been attuned to her distress. It was why she'd always
dragged the reclusive girl out of the shadows and invited her to
tag along.

"So now you're ignoring me so you can chase
after Mikhail?!!"

The clacking of spears stopped. Every eye in
that square turned to her.

"Don't do this," Gita said. Color crept into
those pale, gaunt cheeks. Evidence of her guilt.

Shahla noticed Ninsianna had come into the
square, a basket of fresh vegetables balanced on her head to cook
dinner for her husband. Those eerie golden eyes bored into her with
contempt.

Nemesis! The sorceress who had lured Jamin
away from her, then sent him back broken, not just arrogant as he
had been before, but cruel. The woman whose name Jamin had
whispered every time he had filled her with his length, sometimes
hurting her because it was Ninsianna he wanted to hurt, sometimes
whispering Ninsianna's name again and again as he held her so
tenderly it had made her cry, and on one occasion as he'd pressed
into her and cried out Ninsianna's name, she'd seen him cry. She'd
teach her a lesson. She … and her unfaithful former friend!

“Look at all the man-haters,” Shahla taunted
the female warriors. “Hitting each other with sticks so they can
catch Mikhail's eye. Do you think a man wants a woman who looks
like a man?"

"Don't do this," Gita pleaded. Those black
eyes were filled with mortification. "I'll come by to see you after
practice. I promise."

"Did you know the only reason Gita comes to
practice is because she hopes Mikhail will notice her?"

"Shahla!" Gita's response was a whimpered
cry.

“Perhaps if you took my training,” Pareesa
interrupted her, “you wouldn’t have bruises all over your body.”
The little snit stood with her spear held casually as though it
were a walking stick, her other hand on one hip as she eyed Shahla
with contempt.

“Jamin loves me,” Shahla hissed. “It was a
misunderstanding.”

“It’s abuse,” Pareesa jabbed her finger at
her. “And Jamin only uses you to sate his baser needs. You should
not allow him to treat you so poorly.”

Baser needs? What did a thirteen-summer snit
know about baser needs? She, whose breasts were still so small as
to be little more than fresh figs?

“You’re all pathetic!” Shahla gestured
wildly. “The only reason any of you are here is because you all
hope Mikhail will notice you!”

The whispers grew louder. She's one to
talk. I heard she propositioned Mikhail. I heard so too. Did it
right in front of Ninsianna. No, I heard it was Gita who
propositioned him, touched his wings without asking. Gita touched
his wings? Nobody touches Mikhail's wings except for Ninsianna.

Gita turned a ghastly pale color. Good! It
served her right for abandoning her when she'd needed her the
most!

“That’s enough, Shahla,” Pareesa stepped in
front of Gita as though she were a shield, not a woman who was
barely more than a child. She'd gotten taller since the last time
Shahla had stood in front of her, tall with a boyish figure as
though she had simply willed her body to grow up after the
Halifians had kidnapped her and so, by force of will, she had.
Taller than the scrawny Gita. Taller than her.

“If you don’t want to participate, that is
fine," Pareesa said with all the authority of a chief, "but I will
not tolerate you disrupting my training. So either hold your
viperous tongue and watch … or you can leave.”

Shahla noticed Ninsianna was scrutinizing
her, listening to her every word. Who did she think she was,
daughter of a shaman with less money than her father? It was time
to pay the temptress back for all the heartbreak she had put her
through! She, and her unfaithful cousin! Let the sorceress get a
taste of what it felt like to doubt her man!

Shahla new a thing or two about casting
doubt… She whirled on the true source of her ire, her
unfaithful friend, and cast the first stone.

“You’re even more pathetic than they are,"
she pointed at Gita. "Have you told Ninsianna how you follow her
husband around so you can bump into him and say ‘hello?’”

“That’s enough,” Gita pleaded.

Ninsianna glared at her black-eyed cousin now
instead of her, her golden eyes turning that fiery copper
color they all associated with Ninsianna using her sorcery. Yes.
Gita had many secrets hidden in that black, spider's soul of
hers, hurtful things Shahla had sworn never to betray, but that had
been back when she'd still thought Gita was her friend. So easy, to
stoke the simmering embers of hatred between Ninsianna's father and
Gita's father when you had been taught from birth to set rival
traders at each other's throats so you could glean a more favorable
trade. Her parents had taught her well.

Ninsianna's expression became murderous as
she looked into her cousin's soul and saw Shahla's accusation was
true. Gita backed away from those dual, hostile flames so
the rest of the group would not see her guilt.

Now the whispers were about Gita, not
her. Good. Deflect attention away from her. And her
shame. No more whispers. She couldn't take any more whispers.

“Hey, Ninsianna!” Shahla stoked the flames of
hatred higher. “Did Mikhail tell you how Gita waits for him at
Yalda and Zhila’s house each morning with a bucket of water from
the well so she can bump into him?”

“That’s enough, Shahla!” Gita glanced over to
her cousin, who glared at the both of them with daggers
shooting out of her eerie golden eyes which looked flaming red in
the setting sun.

“Oh! Excuse me, Mikhail,” Shahla pantomimed
in a false high voice reciting word for word conversations where
Gita had taken her into her confidence. “You look so hot and
sweaty. Let me help you draw a bucket of water from the well to
cool yourself down. Let me follow you around so I can accidentally
bump into you. Let me follow you everywhere in the shadows so I can
watch how beautiful you are.”

“Why are you being so mean to me?” Gita
sobbed. “I thought you were my friend?”

“You ditched me for … this?” Shahla gestured
first to the group, then Ninsianna. “So you could follow another
woman’s husband around like a lovesick puppy? At least when
-I- lay down with him, he wasn't married yet!”

There was a shocked gasp of breath from the
entire group at this accusation. Gita backed the rest of the way
into the shadows to escape, and then ran away, sobbing. Homa and
Gisou ran after her, leaving Shahla standing in the square
surrounded by Pareesa and three dozen female warriors, all standing
with their spears clutched in their fists as though it was
her they wanted to stab.

Perhaps she should not have let her anger get
away from her? But she had always had a vicious tongue, a skill
learned from her mother. Oh! Why had she let her anger get away
from her when she really needed to talk to someone
sensible to help her make this big decision. She would go to
Gita's her father's house to apologize, and Gita would forgive her,
because that is what Gita had always done. Forgiven her for her
sharp, cruel tongue because Gita did not have any other friends
except for her.

"I don't know what your problem is," Pareesa
stepped forward and gave her a shove. "But you'd better get out of
here, now, before I let them beat that bastard out of your
belly for besmirching Mikhail's name with your false
accusations!"

She turned and realized Ninsianna stood in
front of her. At least she had done one thing right, because the
whispers were now about her. Not just Shahla. Shahla gave
her a victorious smirk. Pareesa wasn't the only warrior
whose weapon could hit its mark.

"Take it back," Ninsianna's words were
clipped. "Take it back because it isn't true."

"Take back what?" Shahla feigned innocence.
Aha! It bothered the queen bee to have her insinuate someone else
had stolen her honey. Ahh … this was a game Shahla played well.

"Take back what you said against my
husband."

Those golden eyes bored into hers, so dark
they were almost copper. Shahla glared back. Oh, how she hated this
woman who had stolen the man she loved, a proud chiefling whose
only fault had been was he was perhaps a bit proud, and handed her
back a bitter man whose heart was filled with darkness, all because
of her.

Shahla pulled her shawl tight against her
abdomen, showing her swelling womb. Five moon-turns pregnant, give
or take a few weeks, because she wasn't sure who the baby's
father was, or when it had been conceived. A pregnancy which
clearly dated back before the day Mikhail had carried
Ninsianna into the sky in front of the entire village, announcing
to them that she was his.

It was said a sorceress could see inside of
your mind. Well … let her see this…

Memory of her daydream, the one she had had
earlier after holding Mikhail's hand, danced back into her mind,
still as fresh and vivid as when she'd thought it up. She pictured
it now, the memory given flesh and life by her years of experience
of what it felt like to be held by a man and imagine it was some
other man who cried out her name as he trembled beneath her
touch.

She imagined it was Mikhail's length that had
moved inside of her and sated that hunger, Mikhail who had trembled
beneath her fingers and cried out her name as he reached ecstasy,
Mikhail who had held her in his arms and wrapped her in his
magnificent, dark wings. She imagined his scent, musky and male, an
honest day's sweat blended with the river, his sable hair and wings
still damp as she ran her fingers through them and felt him
tremble.

She could almost feel his seed explode
inside of her, causing her womb to clench at it and keep it, giving
spark to the life which grew inside of her now. Her lips parted and
her eyes rolled back in her head as the mere thought of that
fictitious union gushed warmth between her legs, her vagina
shuddering in her own release.

Ninsianna looked stricken.

"It feels good to be filled by a man
so large," Shahla hissed at her. "Doesn't it, Ninsianna."

Pain exploded inside her brain. It felt as
though she was jerked around and sent walking in the opposite
direction, her feet moving one in front of the other, all of their
own volition. The pomegranate fell from her hand. Abandoned. A
mournful fruit laying unwanted by the well.

Shahla turned, fighting the urge which
compelled her to walk away.

"My pomegranate..."

Her eyes glowing so copper they were almost
red, Ninsianna crushed the sweet fruit beneath her heel, her lips
curling up in an ugly sneer as she moved her foot back and forth
until the blood red seeds were smeared into the earth like an
offering to She-who-is.

The voices whispered behind Shahla as she
walked away, holding her nose to stop the blood which had erupted
from it like a desert stream after a rain.

Whispering. Whispering about her shame.

 


 


* * * * *


Chapter 38

[image: tmp_0380cb5a31af5dd652f0b33852cf9325_GCr2sd_html_m56edefaf.jpg]

 


September 3,390
BC

Earth: Village of
Assur

Colonel Mikhail
Mannuki'ili

 


Mikhail

Her anger preceded her into the house like a
sandstorm, so palpable it felt as though he was being sandblasted
by the desert wind. Mustard greens and leeks leaped onto the floor
as though in terror as she slammed her basket of vegetables onto
the table and wheeled around to face him, her finger pointed into
his face. That part of him which had been trained to fight, to be
intuitive about impending danger, rippled through his feathers at
the sight of her golden eyes almost copper with rage.

"Do you know what she just said about
you?!!"

Mikhail set down the bucket of milk he had
just coaxed from Little Nemesis. Okay, half a bucket of
milk. The goat had been in her pen and amenable to being milked
today. It was what had happened afterwards, as he had bent down to
pick up the half-eaten emmer stalks which had fallen from the treat
basket and forgotten to keep a hand on the bucket so she would not
kick it over. He still had the other half of the bucket of
milk. He simply now wore it emblazoned across the front of his
pants and soaked into the feathers of one wing.

"Who just said what about me?"

"She! Shahla!"

"Shahla? I saw her but a short time ago. Is
she okay?"

His answer, if anything, made her even
more angry. The further they got into Ninsianna's pregnancy,
the more moody she became, lack of sleep and her inability to keep
food in her belly turning her from the patient, if somewhat bossy,
goddess who had tended his wounds into a petty tyrant. Immanu had
advised him to just acknowledge her anger and play along. Once the
morning sickness passed, he reassured him, Ninsianna would return
to being herself.

"She … she … she …"

Her rage turned to tears.

"Ninsianna? Whatever is the matter?"

He reached to pull her into his arms and
comfort her, to sooth away whatever troubled her, and was
rebutted.

"Get away from me!"

Small fists pounded into his chest as she
punched him, knocking the wind out of him, though not from the
force of her blows, but from surprise.

"Mo ghrá?" He did not move to stop her from
hitting him, not even when a blindly flailing fist hit that part of
his ribcage which had been shattered when his ship had crashed and
left his lung tissue vulnerable where she had coarsely stitched it
up, a wound no stone-aged culture should have been able to heal.
That hurt, but it was not the force of her blows that
wounded him, but whatever caused her anger.

"You … you … you … HOW COULD
YOU?!!"

She pushed him away and rushed up the stairs
to their room, leaving him there holding the bucket of milk, now
empty as she had knocked into it as she pressed past him and
spilled the rest. He turned to his mother-in-law with a bewildered
expression.

"Did something happen?"

Needa's lips pursed in a displeased
expression.

"You'd best get up there and talk to her
about whatever is bothering her," Needa said. She turned back to
finish the supper, to pull out the casserole of potted lentils,
flavored with kishch, onion, garlic and watercress.

Mikhail grabbed the narrow stair and climbed
with dread. Had he said something wrong to her? No. He had not even
had a chance to speak before she had exploded. Had he forgotten to
do something? Water … check. Goat tended … check. Grain harvested …
as much as he could in a single day.

He knocked upon their door. "Ninsianna?"

No answer.

"Ninsianna? Did I do something wrong?"

The sound of sobs filtered through the door.
He pressed against it, but she had dragged a box he had fashioned
to act as a shelf for his clothing to block it. He could push it
aside, of course, but he better than anyone understood that
sometimes people needed their privacy. He stuck his head down the
ladder, hoping to catch Needa's eye.

"Mama? What am I supposed to do?"

"Leave her be," Needa shrugged. "This is not
the first time I've seen her such, though not for a very long time.
Leave her be and, when she feels like talking about it, she will
come out and tell me."

It was a silent supper, he and Immanu and
Needa, and the empty place where Ninsianna was supposed to sit, but
all knocks on her door were met with cries and pleas to leave her
alone. That, and the sound of a hard object hitting the back of the
door when her mother had knocked hard and demanded she stop being
irrational and come down and talk about whatever had her so
upset. The lentils lay uneaten on his plate, Needa's tasteless
cooking taking on the consistency of clay with the panicked feeling
which raced through his belly. It felt as though his heart were
breaking.

"You'd best go train the warriors, son,"
Immanu finally said.

"I do not wish to leave her," Mikhail
said.

"Whatever is wrong with her," Immanu said. "I
will lure her out once you are gone since it appears to be
you she is angry with, and not us."

"I did not do anything," Mikhail's brow
wrinkled in perplexity. "I don't think I did anything. Not
that I remember."

Immanu gave him a regretful smile.
"Sometimes, it is not what we do, but what we forget
to do that upsets our women. Go. I'll get it out of her, and when
she calms down, you two can talk."

Had he missed an anniversary? No. He'd not
yet been here for a full cycle of the year. A birthday? No. He
didn't think so. Unless an event occurred the same day as a major
religious occurrence such as a solstice or mid-festival, these
people did not keep a calendar. Had he made her a promise and not
kept it?

He ran the list through his mind his entire
way to the training fields, every promise he had ever made to her,
whether spoken or implied, and whether he had followed through and
delivered it to her. Her disappointment in him, whatever had caused
it, weighed upon him even though he could no longer hear her tears.
Wherever he walked, people whispered, but he could not understand
what they whispered about, the insinuations they were making. It
was Pareesa who finally pulled him aside and enlightened him what
had caused Ninsianna's grief.

"She said what?"

"She claimed she had lain down with you,
prior to you and Ninsianna's marriage," Pareesa repeated. "And that
the baby is yours. Not Jamin's."

Her cheeks and ears turned scarlet as she
filled in the details of what Shahla had said, but she said it
anyways, the only one bold enough to say it to his face. Unlike the
others, who whispered behind his back and would not speak the
accusation where he could disprove it and show the light of
day.

That dark anger which simmered perpetually
beneath the surface, that old wound he could not remember, but was
so terrible he knew it was a blessing to have that trauma wiped
from his mind even though it was inconvenient not to remember his
past, moved beyond that place where anger ran hot into that other
place where anger ran cold. The place the Cherubim had told him he
must never allow himself to go, because bad things could happen if
he ever unleashed his rage.

Pareesa touched his wing, a familiarity he
allowed few except his closest friends. The feeling which soaked
into the flesh beneath his feathers was comforting, reassuring,
just enough to remind him he was a good man who did not go flying
off to grab lying trollops and shake the truth out of them, which
was his impulse now.

"She spoke in anger because Ninsianna
challenged her," Pareesa spoke with a maturity which was far beyond
her years. "Shahla said the lie she knew would hurt her most. That
you were not true."

"I found Shahla weeping upon the ground and
helped her up," Mikhail said. "Why would she say such a hateful
thing about me?"

He glanced at the warriors, huddled into
their sparring groups, glancing his way and whispering. Were they
whispering about the lesson? Or about him?

"I may still be unmarried," Pareesa said,
"but even I have heard of the accusations Shahla makes
whenever a man spurns her affections. It is a viperous tongue, she
has, and it is well known."

"But I did not spurn her," Mikhail said. "I
was kind to her. Because she had fallen."

"Shahla is always fallen," Pareesa
laughed. "Do not fret! Those who know you … or her … will
know it is not true."

That black pit of anger subsided, but not
completely. It still lurked beneath the surface, sensitive to the
whispers that he was a less than honorable man.

"Everyone knows Shahla's not right in the
head," Pareesa twirled her finger around her temple in a universal
sign of crazy. "As for the rest … it could have been worse.
She could have claimed she had lay down with you after you
were married. At least she did not say that lie."

"If you'll excuse me," he glanced at the
warriors. The warriors who whispered. "I have to go attend to my
wife."

"I will finish up," Pareesa said. "Me and
Siamek. We've got your back."

He could hear her voice rising above the
clamor of spears hitting spears. She had the voice and heart of a
hardened warrior, this little girl who was his prodigy, and
although he knew Pareesa bore some affection for him, because
Ninsianna had said it was true and Ninsianna was never wrong about
such things, his wife bore that affliction with some amusement,
because she did not view such a young girl as a threat.

Shahla, on the other hand, he knew she always
had…

Needa met his eyes as he entered the house.
It was sympathy he saw, not an accusation. His load lightened just
a little. Needa knew the lie had no basis. Immanu sat on his prayer
rug, surrounded by his shamanic symbols, coaching Ninsianna to
strengthen her magic so she could become a more powerful vessel of
She-who-is.

"If you'll excuse me," Needa said, "I have to
bring this tincture to Magwen for a boil which has erupted under
her armpit. Immanu? Your counsel is needed as well."

His father-in-law scrambled to his feet,
saying a hasty prayer to excuse himself from his own shamanic
circle, and nodded to him on the way out. Ninsianna had told him
and he did not believe it either. Ohthankthegods! He waited until
the door shut behind them before he approached.

"Ninsianna?"

"What." She kept her back to him, facing the
wall.

"Pareesa told me about Shahla's
accusation."

Ninsianna gave a sniffle, but did not
speak.

"Mo ghrá, you know it is not true."

"She thinks it's true."

"No," he said. "It is a lie. A vicious lie.
Told to hurt you because she still resents that Jamin does not love
her."

"I know," Ninsianna said. "It does not change
the fact the whole village now thinks everything about you is a
lie."

She turned then, her beautiful golden eyes
red-rimmed from crying, her face puffy and red.

"Oh, Mo ghrá," Mikhail held wide his arms.
"What does it matter what people say. You know it is not
true?"

"That's what Mama said," Ninsianna sniffled,
but did not fling herself into his arms the way he had hoped. "She
said you have not had the time to cavort with the likes of
her."

"Or the will," Mikhail said. He gathered her
close anyways, noting the way she did not melt against him the way
she usually did. He circled his wings around her, to shut out the
lies, staring up at the herbs Needa had hanging from the rafters,
casting their assorted odors into the room

Ninsianna stood, trembling, until at last she
began to relax and melt against him. It took a long time. He
nuzzled the top of her head, inhaling her scent which bore the salt
of her tears.

"You are the most important thing that ever
happened to me," he said. "My mate. My wife. Nothing shall ever
come between us. Do you not understand that? Not even death."

She sniffled again. "That's what Papa
says."

"Then why do you doubt me?"

She hesitated, as though there was something
she would not say.

"Because I saw what she pictured in
her own mind!" Ninsianna cried out. "She … she … she imagined it as
if she was me you were laying with and, just for a moment,
it felt real."

"But it never happened," Mikhail
stiffened.

Tears streamed down her cheeks.

"That's what Papa said," Ninsianna sniffled.
"He said that sometimes if somebody wants to believe something
badly enough, they can project that thought onto others." Her
golden eyes met his. "He said all people carry this gift, but some
are better at it than others. The only difference is I can
see the thoughts the deceiver tries to project, and not just
let them whisper it to my subconscious like happens to everybody
else."

"So you believe me that it isn't true,"
Mikhail asked.

"I guess," Ninsianna said. Her stiff
shoulders and the way she would not meet his eyes said
otherwise.

He held her until her quiet tears subsided,
and then carried her up to their bed to wipe the insinuations
Shahla had planted from her psyche, to remind her that his heart
beat only for her.

"Come," he said. "Let me show you what is
real."

He caressed her until she began to respond,
the feel of her against him causing his manhood to harden even
though he could not feel her the way he had grown
accustomed. Shahla had undermined her trust … in this … this thing
that he shared only with her. He caressed her until her nipples
hardened and her body responded, growing moist between her
thighs.

The scent of her arousal called to some
primitive part of his brain that urged to him to strengthen the
bond he shared with his mate every chance he got, but for some
reason he could not feel her. Not even when he was in
her and around her and hearing her cries as she moved against him
and satisfied her own urges without attending to his.

"Ninsianna," his cry was almost a plea as he
sat at the edge of the precipice and could not fall over. Not
without her.

Something else stood between them. Something
else besides Shahla's accusation. Something which had been there
all along, but had not grown strong enough to come between them
until Shahla had cast the final doubt into her mind.

She grew cold in his arms even though he had
not yet reached ecstasy, himself. Whatever was wrong between them,
it was not fixed. He pulled his length from her, gone limp from her
frigidness, and nestled her against his torso, encircling her in
his arms and wings to chase off the chill.

"You know you are the only woman I have ever
loved," Mikhail sighed. "You know that. Don't you?"

"How do I know that?" Ninsianna said. "When
you don't even know who you are?"

Her accusation hit him like a fist. Hadn't he
had those very doubts, before he had asked her to marry him? Even
now, did not the fear that someday this emperor he only vaguely
remembered serving, the one who had outfitted him with a ship
capable of chasing Sata'anic lizard soldiers across the stars and
had brought him here, might someday arrive and compel him to
finish a mission on some distant world? Or worse. Perhaps he even
had a family he had obligations to?

'No,' his heart whispered to him.
Ninsianna will always be your only love.

"Before Shahla came to you with her viperous
lies," Mikhail asked. "Did you ever have any reason to doubt my
love?"

She stiffened, but she did not speak.

"I cannot fix things if you do not tell me
what I have done wrong."

She stared up into the room, grown dark now
that the sun had set. At some point he had heard her parents come
in, although they remained downstairs so they would not have to
hear his wings beat against the wall as he tried to make love to
his wife. Her golden eyes glittered in the dark, that iridescent
internal light they had possessed ever since she had been touched
by the hand of She-who-is. Her blessing. Her burden.

"I have this fear," she finally said. "That
someday, when I need you most, you won't be there for me."

"Why would you think such a thing? Haven't I
always been here when you needed me?"

"Yes."

"You know I would die rather than let
you come to harm."

Ninsianna was silent, her soft form stiff in
his arms.

"I cannot heal this wound between us if you
fear to examine it and bring it into the light," he said.

Something about his words must have hit a
nerve, because she pushed him away. He tugged her tighter, his
wings trembling as he tried to hold her, to prevent that feeling
that his wife was slipping away from him, not just physically, but
away, a feeling which had been growing in his gut the more
her powers increased and the closer she drew to becoming the
perfect vessel for She-who-is. Ninsianna was right there in
his arms, but that part of him that always yearned to feel
connected to her whispered to him that she was
not.

"If I ever lose you, Mo ghrá," he whispered
as she fell into her fitful nightmares and began to call his name,
"I will die of a broken heart."

 


 


* * * * *


Chapter 39
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October 3,390
BC

Sata'an Earth
Base

Lieutenant
Kasib

 


Kasib

Created to work together in tightly knit
extended families, Sata'an lizards possessed an acute sense of
taste. This evolution enabled them to taste pheromones, the tiny
biochemical messengers cast off by the body in response to the
brain telling it to feel different emotions. Fear had a dull,
sodden taste. The sharp bite of anger tasted differently than the
rich, full taste of a lizard who was content. An agitated lizard
tasted differently than one who was telling the truth. Amongst the
lizard people, it was nearly impossible to keep a secret.

Nearly impossible … but not
completely.

Lieutenant Kasib tasted the air to make sure
he wasn't broadcasting his guilt before knocking on General
Hudhafah's door.

"Enter!"

"I have these mission reports ready, Sir."
Kasib stepped backwards towards the door the moment he put the
folders on his commanding officers desk and stood at attention.

"Kasib?"

"Yes, Sir?" His tail twitched, praying
General Hudhafah would not pick up on the telltale scent.

"Have you heard from my armada?"

"Not yet, Sir," Kasib said. "They're
operating under full radio silence, but they're scheduled to be
here within a few more weeks."

"Shay'tan be praised." General Hudhafah
gesticulated to his forehead, snout and heart more from force of
habit than true religious devotion. He glanced up at the picture of
their emperor and god before burying his snout back into the file
he was reading.

Kasib coughed and waited. His clear inner
eyelid began to twitch, an instinctive gesture to protect the eye
before wading into battle. He forced the eyelid to be still and
looked his commanding officer in the eye.

General Hudhafah glanced up. His gold-green
eyes narrowed into slits.

"Do you need something, Lieutenant?"

Kasib's dorsal crest fluttered like butterfly
wings as he took a breath and made the speech he'd rehearsed for
days.

"I believe I may have a solution to the
overcrowding problem, Sir."

Hudhafah set down the personnel folder, still
open and awaiting his decision. He grabbed a red pen, made an angry
mark on it, and then threw it into a pile labeled 'disciplinary
action.' The pile grew larger by the day.

"What?"

"Why not send troops out to quarter in the
village?"

"These jokers are too volatile to
unleash upon a civilian population," Hudhafah growled. He grabbed
another folder and flipped it open. It contained the picture of a
Catoplebas, one of the more volatile species who made up Shay'tan's
armies.

"Perhaps not all of us," Kasib said.
"Just the better behaved soldiers? As a reward? We've been here
long enough for the city dwellers to realize we bring good
things to their lives. They are eager for our technology."

"You know we cannot distribute technology
until they earn it," Hudhafah said. "Each man must earn his
own place in this world. Such is Shay'tan's law."

"But if they give us quarter within the city
and it improves morale," Kasib said. "Wouldn't that be earning
it?"

"These humans barely eke out an existence,"
Hudhafah sighed. He stared at the picture of the Catoplebas soldier
whose actions were at the moment under review, a creature humans
would compare to a large rooting mammal they called a boar, with a
similar temperament. "It will earn resentment if our troops
overburden their families any more than we already do by demanding
tribute. We should wait until our crop specialists get here to
teach them how to increase their crop yields."

"What if we order the soldiers who stay with
them to act as second-sons?" Kasib asked. "To arise early and help
out with the family chores? And to help them on rest-day the way
their own sons would put their shoulder to the wheel? It
would alleviate the overcrowding problem, and it would keep our men
too busy to get into trouble."

Hudhafah looked at the ever-growing pile of
disciplinary reports. If he were to punish them all in
accordance with Sata'anic law, he'd need four brigs, not the
single holding facility they'd carved out of a stone temple too
rickety to hold them if their men took the notion into their head
to riot.

"How in Haven can I mete out
discipline when I'm out of room in the brig?!!"

Hudhafah stood and nearly knocked over his
chair. He paced over to a large map. The satellite image was full
of colored pins laying out the resources they'd already brought to
bear on this world. Also marked were all the petty kingdoms they
would need to subdue before they could roll out Sata'anic rule.

"I've never gone this long without
some kind of troop rotation from the Empire!" Hudhafah ran
his greenish-brown claws over the pins. "Even after the armada
arrives, we're under orders to remain incognito until we've built
up a large enough presence to fend off incursions by the
Alliance."

"This could be a test project, Sir," Kasib
said. "A little mini-rollout of Sata'anic rule while we're waiting
for the rest of our fleet."

Hudhafah tasted the air, his sensitive split
tongue testing for Kasib's earnestness. He rubbed the scales behind
his ear holes, deep in thought.

"You, more than any of my men, seem to have
your claws on the pulse of what makes these humans tick," Hudhafah
said. "What do you suggest we give the humans to make them
cooperative? Besides gold? The Ubaid front is draining the funds
from our treasury."

Kasib pulled out the little glow light he had
fished out of the supply room. The device operated on a harmless
biochemical reaction and could be tied around one's wrist or a
piece of equipment to give a low level of illumination. Each one
lasted several weeks before it needed to be replaced, but it could
be turned off to prolong the battery.

"They seem to like these," Kasib said.
"They pose no danger to our men if they fall into the wrong hands,
and if we run out, the humans have oil lamps, so we have an
alternative light source within our own barracks if we need it. If
we send our men with a few of these to give as gifts to the head of
each household and enough grain to feed each soldier plus an extra
measure to help the family, I think the humans will accept us
without revolt."

Hudhafah grabbed the folder he'd left open on
the desk and tossed that folder in the 'disciplinary action'
box.

"Do it."

"Thank you, Sir." Kasib moved to back out of
the room.

"Oh, Kasib?" Hudhafah called. "What's the
status on that Angelic?" He pointed to a group of white pins
clustered around an area of a large river, surrounded by blue,
yellow and green ones. Scattered around the map were other colors,
but each of those had a reassuring red pin in the center,
confirmation they had made contact with elements within these
kingdoms, the first step in any Sata'anic annexation.

"Our Amorite allies report they've got the
target narrowed down to a six-village radius," Kasib said. "Once
we've got the exact location, should I order a strike?"

Hudhafah looked at the pile of 'disciplinary
action needed' folders and sat back in his chair, his tail
twitching as he thought it over. It was a tempting solution to the
disciplinary problem. Send out men with too much energy to have a
little fun.

"How many men did the Amorites say he
killed?"

"Seventy-six," Kasib said. "Give or take a
few. You know how these primitive people like to exaggerate."

Hudhafah ran his claws over their own
cluster of red pins, distressingly tiny compared to the thronging
masses he'd so expertly manipulated to move against each
other instead of them. They had advanced technology, but
without boots on the ground, the humans could wage a guerilla war
which would make them bleed if they ever got the notion into their
primitive minds to move against them instead of each
other.

"Until that armada gets here," Hudhafah said,
"I'd just assume pay somebody else to go get killed instead
of expending our own. We can always send our men later.
After our allies have weakened them and reduced their
numbers."

"Yes, Sir," Kasib saluted. Pride flared in
his chest. The general was a brilliant tactical commander. Unlike
other generals who really did view their lower-ranking
soldiers as cannon fodder, Hudhafah made sure his men got what they
needed, even if he had to bend a few rules. He did not throw their
lives away needlessly unless he had no choice.

Kasib finished up his duties and then bid the
general goodnight. What he did now was not because he did not trust
his commanding officer, but rather his lack of trust in the chain
of command which lay above him. Showering and putting on a clean
uniform, he grabbed a pack of glow sticks and some other items and
headed out to the village beyond the base.

"Lieutenant!" the guards saluted him as he
passed out the gates. Lieutenant was not a particularly high rank,
but every man on this base knew he was Hudhafah's go-to man.

"At ease," Kasib saluted back.

The village beyond the base was nothing
spectacular by the standards of the Sata'an Empire, but with a
population of nearly 8,000 humans, for this world Ugarit was
a thriving center of trade. Situated where the waters of the
Akdeniz Sea met with several important trade routes that connected
the kingdoms clustered around the sea with the inland kingdoms
served by two enormous rivers, like most sentient worlds Kasib had
seen Shay'tan annex it followed a familiar evolution of trade. Long
before the Sata'an Empire had found this world, the Kemet traders
had run trade caravans through this port.

Guards patrolled the streets to keep the
peace, but humans had finally begun to grow accustomed to their
presence. At least they no longer shrieked in terror every time he
walked by. Normalcy had begun to return to the city. Traders from
outlaying farms had returned to hawk their wares and children were
allowed back onto the street to play.

Kasib glanced over towards a group of women
gathered around the communal well. Most were either very young or
very old. Parents hid their daughters of marriageable age, hoping
to keep them out of the Sata'an female training academies. The
whistle of inertial dampeners slowing a shuttle as it cruised in
for a landing drew his eyes upwards. Soon that would change. It
would be the women of this world, all trained to
indoctrinate their offspring into Shay'tan's armies, who would
transform this world from a primitive stone-aged culture into a
thriving, fully performing tributary of the Sata'an Empire.

A matron moving to obscure view of her
marriageable-aged daughter caused an uneasy feeling to settle in
Kasib's gut. Given the complaint Lieutenant Apausha had filed about
the treatment of human women at Lucifer's hands, perhaps hiding
their daughters was wise?

He wandered through the narrow streets until
he came to the house which was his destination. Unlike houses in
villages they encountered inland, most houses in Ugarit were
constructed of rocks plastered together with a mud-brick mortar. He
sheathed his claws as much as possible before he knocked.

"Alo?"

"It's Lieutenant Kasib," he hissed in the
Kemet language, careful to enunciate the alien 'T' and 'K' sounds.
Kemet was the lingua franca of trade on this world, and the one all
Sata'anic lizards had been ordered to learn as a bridge-language
until they had enough forces here to retrain the humans to speak in
the language of the Empire.

The door was opened by Donatiya, Niqmepa's
wife.

"Kasib! Welcome!"

Kasib looked down so he would not make
contact with Donatiya's unveiled face, a liberty his species
considered disrespectful to another man's wife.

"Is Taram here?"

"Yes, come in," Donatiya said. "Nipmepa!
Kasib is here."

"Alo, Kasib," Nipmepa spoke clearly so Kasib
could hear the unfamiliar sounds so many Sata'anic lizards had
trouble even hearing as those sounds did not have a
counterpart in the Sata'anic language. "Come. Sit. We are soon to
have supper."

"I shouldn't," Kasib said. "I do not wish to
burden your family any more than I already have."

"I insist," Donatiya interrupted. "We have
enough."

A gaggle of children ran in from the
courtyard in the small backyard and clustered around him. Since
most Sata'anic lizards came from large families with many
hatchlings, many from the same clutch, the sheer number of
Nipmeqa's offspring had always reminded him of home. He curled his
tail around his torso so it wouldn't inadvertently get stepped
on.

"Kasib! Kasib! Did you bring us any more
dates?"

Kasib reached into his satchel and pulled out
the packages he had pilfered from the mess tent, a measure of grain
to offset Taram's upkeep and small items which would not be missed,
but adequate to purchase him some good will.

"They had no dates today," Kasib said. "But
we had a shuttle return from the east. This fruit is called
mango. I'm afraid I was only able to get one, so you will
all need to share."

Donatiya took the mango and used the tiny
steel paring knife he'd pilfered when he'd first brought Taram here
to deftly skin and slice small squares off of the enormous pit. The
children oohed and ahhed over the brilliant yellow-orange color and
aroma while their mother slapped away their fingers and told them
they must wait until after supper.

The scent of a delicious porridge tickled his
nostrils. These people were nearly as carnivorous as the Marid, but
most Sata'anic lizards bordered on vegetarianism … at least the
lower-ranking ones. His hosts had quickly learned he really
didn't want them to slaughter a goat in his honor every time
he came to dinner, but to simply keep a crock of porridge simmering
on the oven with a handful of fruits and nuts thrown in to feed him
whenever he stopped by. It made him feel like he was back at home,
with his mama, his sister-mamas, his brothers, sisters,
half-brothers, half-sisters, and of course his father.

"Did you approach your general with your
idea?" Nipmepa asked.

"Yes," Kasib said. "He agreed to it. It would
be better if the host families were willing, so get me a list and
I'll try to pair up honorable men with good families."

"Are you sure this will work?"

Kasib glanced out to the courtyard, where he
could hear Taram chattering with the children as she finished up
her work weeding the tiny kitchen garden these people kept. Most of
his people viewed humans as little more than animals, a primitive
species with little to offer the Sata'an Empire. If that report
he'd anonymously filed with the Sata'anic Secret Service ever
wielded an investigation, he wanted to be sure his fellow soldiers
spoke of these people as sentient creatures, not simply some
problem Shay'tan needed to subdue, so they wouldn't be so anxious
to ship them off-world into the Alliance barbarian's hands.

Hashem's bushy eyebrows!!! What
Lucifer did to those poor women was wrong!

"Kasib!" a light, musical voice called. "Two
days in one week? I am honored you care so much for my
well-being."

Taram held her arm out in front of her as she
stepped carefully through the room until she got to the table,
laughing as the children warned her of a basket and moved it out of
her way so she would not trip. She looked past him, not right at
him, but she found him anyway even though he did not speak. Taram
was blind, but scent was one of the senses she used to compensate
for her lack of sight. Rather like he did. He hoped his
scent was pleasing for her.

"H-h-hello, Taram," Kasib greeted the woman
who had been dumped into his care. Her sister and cousin had been
shipped off to Lucifer … but Taram's blindness made her unsuitable
as a mail order bride. Afraid the Amorites would abandon her in the
desert to die, he had housed her with Nipmeqa and his family,
hoping to figure out where she had come from so he could get her
home.

Five months later, and Taram was still
here…

"Have you brought word of my sister?" Taram
asked. "Or my cousin?"

Her fingers slid across his features to
confirm his face matched his voice even though there was no
mistaking his Sata'anic features for those of another human. A
thrill ran down his dorsal crest and made his immature yellow
dewlap turn the reddish color of a higher-ranking male. Her touch
was not prurient in nature. She was blind. It was necessary for her
to touch him in order for her to see. Her expression tender,
her fingers lingered on his cheek to smooth out a rough scale.

"All I know is they were sent to marry
husbands who have technology so advanced that it would be like a
dream," Kasib lied. "I am sure they are well taken care of."

He did not have the heart to tell her about
Apausha's heart-wrenching report. Were any of those women Taram's
family? Or had they been lucky and sent off-ship before Lucifer had
gotten his hands upon them? Would the other Alliance hybrids treat
the women any better?

Shay'tan told horror stories about the way
the Eternal Emperor treated females in his armies. Making them
fight and birth babies in the heat of battle! Forbidden to marry
and forced to give up their offspring at birth! Their names thrown
into a hat and prostituted out to be impregnated by a different
male every time! It was … horrifying!

If he was ever adjudged worthy to take
a wife, he would worship the ground she walked upon and keep her
sheltered from the world where no harm could ever come to her. Such
was their way. Sata'an men did not treat their women thus!

Nipmeqa called his offspring, "children! Come
to eat! Wash your hands first!"

Donitaya set down the urn of porridge along
with some fresh-baked flat bread, a paste made of chickpeas and
garlic, a salad which Taram had just harvested from the little
garden she tended to supplement her keep, and the mango Kasib had
bought. Eight children crowded in to devour dinner. The grain Kasib
brought each week to pay for Taram's upkeep, what was considered a
measure of grain for a single Sata'an soldier, would feed six
humans for a week. A Sata'anic lizard bringing a double measure of
grain would be welcomed once the families realized how generous
that portion was.

"Tell us a story! Tell us a story,
Kasib!"

"I want a story about the sky ships!"

"I want to hear a story about the evil winged
men!"

"I want to hear the story about the big, red
dragon!"

"Yes, Kasib," Taram laughed. "Do tell us a
story."

Kasib looked up into those sightless eyes,
even though he knew it was disrespectful of him, and tasted the air
for the human counterparts of scent pheromones which he was
learning to discern. Taram enjoyed it when he told her
stories of far-off empires, gods, strange worlds and wondrous
devices.

"I have a good one tonight," Kasib said. "One
of the oldest songs in the universe. It's called the Song of
Ki."

"Sing if for us, Kasib," the children begged.
"Please!"

"This song is about the two high-gods who
rule even old gods such as Emperor Shay'tan and Emperor Hashem,"
Kasib said, "and the mother-goddess who birthed them all. Ki. The
essence from which all matter arises."

They had settled into a routine, Kasib's
weekly visits and his efforts to show them his people were not just
conquerors. With the light tapping of a drum, Nipmeqa encouraged
his children to keep the percussion using rattles and shells. With
a deep, throaty voice no human could match because they did not
have the extra vocal range granted to him by his dewlap, Kasib
began to sing the ancient song.

 


In Ki’s most sorrowful, desperate hour,

When all was lost to blight,

Ki sang her Song of Creation,

And enticed Darkness to protect the
Light.

 


Primordial Light, the architect,

Ki’s daughter, She-who-is,

Spun the darkness of He-who’s-not,

To create life, All-That-Is

 


But then one day, the sickness returned.

Moloch. Enemy of Ki.

The Evil One. The ex-husband spurned.

Collapse. Entropy.

 


He spread his evil, throughout the
worlds,

Undoing all in his path.

Devouring his own children,

To make Ki feel his wrath.

 


But He-who’s-not, the Guardian.

Lord Chaos. The Dark Lord.

Sang the Song of Destruction,

To protect the Light he adored.

 


She-who-is wept bitter tears,

To see her playthings broken,

The Dark Lord could not bear her grief,

And offered his mate a token.

 


To keep the balance so he could protect
her,

They would play a game of chess.

She-who-is would create new pieces.

He-who’s-not would reclaim the rest.

 


But both must remain ever-vigilant,

Against Moloch’s eventual return,

He sends forth Agents to pave the way,

To escape the hell whence he burns.

 


When Moloch gains a foothold,

And desires to be fed,

She-who-is shall appoint a Chosen One

To warn of Moloch’s spread.

 


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.

 


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.

 


Kasib pretended to claw at something on the
final verse to give the song an ominous flare, the way he
had been taught as a hatchling. The children stared at him
wide-eyed, their mouths open. Kasib gave them a toothy grin. He had
given the song just the right amount of dramatic enhancement.

"Alright!" Nipmeqa ordered his offspring.
"Off to bed!"

With groans of 'we want another story,'
Nipmeqa and his wife herded their children into the upper loft of
the house, tucking them in and leaving him some privacy to speak to
Taram alone. Her eyes reflected in the soft green light of the glow
stick he had brought as a gift, seeing him as no other human did,
even though she could not see. It was forbidden to look a
female directly in the eye other than one's mother, sister, or
wife, but Kasib could not help but look, captivated by her
eyes.

"We have songs of She-who-is on our world,"
Taram said. "And even her husband, He-who's-not, although in our
culture we simply call him Death. But who is this other god you
sing of? Moloch? I have never heard of him."

"Oh," Kasib's heart palpitated even though he
knew this story was little more than a legend. "The Evil One is a
terrible god, even more ancient than She-who-is. We call him
the Devourer of Children."

 


 


* * * * *
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Galactic Standard Date:
152,096.07

Haven-1: Eternal
Palace

Young Lucifer - Age
15

 


225 Years Ago…

 


Young Lucifer

"Lucifer," Mama called.
"We're going to be late."

I gave my Nehru jacket one
last tug to make sure the collar was straight and hurried out of my
room. Mama wore that frazzled, overscheduled look she'd been
wearing ever since I'd convinced Father to put her to work. Tending
to the details of Father's lesser diplomatic missions kept her too
busy to sit in her room and pine away for some loss she refused to
speak of. She wore black, as she had every day of my life that I
could remember, but she looked pretty today, with a bit of pink in
her cheeks to draw attention to her unearthly blue eyes, so
different from my own.

I puffed out my chest and
jutted my chin into the air the way a man would and forced my
voice, which still cracked like some out-of-tune bassoon, to remain
steady as I checked out my appearance through the lens of my
mother's sharp fashion sense.

"How do I
look?"

Tears welled in Mama's
eyes. For a moment I feared she might slip back into that sad place
she always went on my birthday, but she brushed back a lock of my
silver-blonde hair and smoothed it into place. The fingers which
touched my forehead trembled.

"You look just like your
father," Mama's voice warbled. She touched my cheek as though for a
moment she looked at someone else. Her dark wings drooped,
beautiful and graceful in their sadness.

I shot her that grin I
knew melted her heart and chased away the ghosts that always made
Mama sad, projecting happy thoughts into her mind of sitting
together beneath the Eternal Tree, reading aloud some ancient
history tome I had pilfered from Dephar's secret library as the
tree bent down her branches to listen and the Happy Bird warbled in
her branches.

If there was anybody in
the world I wanted to be like, it was Father, although long robes
got in the way whenever I climbed the Eternal Tree so I never wore
them. Nor did I have Father's bushy eyebrows, golden eyes or his
wild, white hair. But I must look good today or Mama would not have
told me that I looked like him.

Her mouth curved into a
wistful expression as she handed me the briefing tablet naming all
of the dignitaries who'd been invited to today's event, what they
looked like, who they were connected to, and things I should and
should not discuss with them. At last she was treating me like an
adult!

She dabbed her finger at
the edge of her mouth to moisten it and then scrubbed a bit of
lunch off my chin I'd missed when I'd inhaled my
sandwich.

-Almost- an
adult…

I decided I'd better make
her busy again before she remembered today was my birthday and the
sadness came over her.

"Come, Mama!" I tugged her
towards the Great Hall. "This will be the first time Father lets us
attend an awards ceremony!"

Officially, anyways. After
the 200th time Father had caught me sneaking into the Great Hall to
eavesdrop, I finally convinced him I'd find a way in no matter how
many security measures he put in place, so he might as well invite
me. Father's defenses weren't so tough to breach when the Cherubim
Masters viewed your antics with amusement, the Pillars of Fire were
programmed to only alert Father if I got caught and not incinerate
me, and the Eternal Tree itself was in cahoots, bending her
branches towards little-used upper rooms so I could crawl in
without alerting the flight sensors an Angelic had taken to the
air.

At last, Father would let
me attend for real!

"Remember what Father said
we have to tell people if anybody asks," Mama said.

"I'm from the Gamamene-6
Youth Training Academy here on a biology scholarship," I rattled
off the name of an academy so remote that nobody would be surprised
they had never heard of me before, a nameless, faceless cadet
chosen from Father's countless anonymous ranks.

Father's work into
splicing together new life forms was interesting, but what really
fascinated me was listening to the conversations that went on
between the dignitaries seeking favor. Because I'd been forced to
lurk under tables and hide behind curtains, on more than one
occasion I'd prevented Father from making a terrible mistake when
some courtier came asking for one thing and had some nefarious
intrigue going on the side.

Nefarious. I liked that
word. A smile came to my lips as I not so much walked, but
hop-skipped in a most un-adult manner, my wings fluttering to hurry
up and get there so I could help Father for real!

"Just remember that a wise
diplomat keeps their ears open and their mouths shut," Mama gave me
a stern look. "What people don't say is often more important than
what they do say. Listen … and pay attention."

"I know," I gave her a
grin. "Do you think they know I can peek into their
thoughts?"

"Shhh…" Mama gave me a
cross look. "You must never reveal to anybody you possess this
gift! As far as everybody is concerned, you are merely here on a
scholarship to study recombinant DNA."

Father was obsessed with
learning why my DNA had a nearly complete third strand called TNA
and Mama's didn't. Mama's, he said, was broken, and he was trying
to 'fix' it. He begged me not to squeal when he sent me to steal
hair from her brush or pilfer an unwashed glass where she'd sipped
her morning nectar. Mama was adamant she did not wish to be one of
Father's experiments.

Personally, I thought
Father's work was tedious. It was much more interesting to figure
out what made people tick and get them to do what I
wanted.

I shot Mama a grin. Father
wasn't the only one experimenting on Mama, only unlike Father's
forays into her genome, my experiments were working! Beating
Shay'tan at Galactic Chess was easy compared to making Mama happy,
but I had made some headway. I was determined not to blow it today
and make her proud. Maybe then she'd smile?

Mama paused before the
elaborately carved doors to the Great Room, waiting for Master
Ubicha and Master Higahoni to open the doors and announce us. She
took my hand and squeezed it, her palms sweaty.

"Are you ready for this?"
She seemed as nervous as if it had been her introduction to court
and not mine.

"Ready, Mama!" I tucked my
wings against my back the way old Dephar had shown me was the
proper way for an Angelic to wear his wings at court. She sighed as
I let go of her hand and forced them to my sides. I must pretend
Mama was just a tutor. Father had made me repeat the story again
and again until I got all the details right.

The doors opened into the
Great Hall. Light streamed into the darkened hallway, nearly
blinding me. A peculiar thought that had been bothering me lately
danced through my mind. How come Father never introduced me as his
son? Was he ashamed of me?

Whenever I asked Mama such
questions, she told me to hush, so I pushed the question out of my
mind. I had gotten my wish to be introduced at Father's court. I
should be happy with whatever Father was willing to give
me.

"Cadet Lucifer," the
Master Ubicha called out into the Great Hall. "Recipient of the
Eternal Microbiological Science Scholarship from Gamamene-6, and
his tutor."

My heart swelled with
pride as all heads turned, glanced our direction, and then turned
right back to whatever they were doing with little more than a
shrug. It was almost anticlimactic. Whatever dire occurrence Father
had feared upon allowing me to make my way into the world was for
nothing!

Father winked as we
approached the throne and then pretended not to notice
us.

"What do we do now, Mumm..
um … Mistress Asherah?"

"Master Higahoni will
announce the recipients in a few moments," Mama said. "The
orchestra will play the Alliance national anthem. The soldiers will
march in and line up. Then I will read off their names so the
Emperor can personally pin medals on their chests."

"Do all soldiers get to
see the Emperor when they get medals?"

"Only the bravest," Mama
said.

"What great battle did
these soldiers win?"

"One they should not have
had to fight," Mama's expression darkened. "And we lost. These men
simply held the line long enough for our forces to retreat! Your
father … one of these days his pride will be his
downfall."

Prideful? I glanced up at
Father on his throne designed to convey the proper authority, but
not be so high as to be unattainable. Father wasn't
prideful!

I turned to contradict
her, but already she had moved to attend to her duties. Her list of
soldiers was displayed on her electronic tablet, ready to call
their names. Father invited Mama to stand beside his throne, but
she shook her head and took her place on the floor. Father looked
hurt, but he was distracted when Master Higahoni announced the
recipients were ready to enter the Great Hall.

Father gestured for me to
come and stand beside him, instead. I could not help but flutter my
wings as I leaped up onto the right side of his pedestal, ignoring
Mama's disapproving look. The courtiers eyed me with curiosity, but
these were internal diplomats from worlds within the Alliance, not
like the day the emissary from the lizard-people had
come.

Horns blew revelries. Four
abreast, the heroes marched in and lined up in rows in front of his
throne, the Great Hall so large as to hold them all. Father stepped
down from his throne, gesturing for me to stand beside him. Leonids
moved to the left of the line, Centauri to the right, and Angelics
stood in the middle, all lined up in neat little formations on the
beige-and-russet tiles, looking very much like chess pieces waiting
to be played as they stood there at attention. There were no
Mer-Levi here today as the Eternal Palace had been built before
Father had created them, but Father said there would be a second,
smaller ceremony on their ships to give them their
medals.

“They all look so bold and
brave, Father!”

"They are," Father said.
"These men were surprised by a devious enemy, but they held the
line until they could retreat safely and kept key assets out of our
enemy's hands."

"Retreated?" I asked. "How
is that a victory?"

Father put his arm around
my shoulder, his golden eyes glowing bright as he gave me a look
that could only be called appraising.

"Because I've had the
prize all along and my enemy doesn't even know it."

"Attention!" the brave
Leonid commander called. "Salute the Eternal Emperor."

"Hoo-rah!" the armies
shouted as they saluted then slapped their hands back at their
sides in an audible snap.

"Can I join the military
someday, Father?"

A thundercloud danced
across Father's brow and was gone, replaced by a benign
smile.

"No," Father said. "Your
role is meant to be a civilian one. It is not good to place all of
your trust into your military commander's hands. Sometimes they
will betray you, and then where will you be?" His golden eyes had
that intense look which, truth be told, rather scared
me.

Father moved faced the
soldiers to make his speech. I tried not to fidget as he droned on
and on. Someday, when it was my turn to make speeches, I would make
sure they were never boring! At last he finished.

“Let’s go give them their
medals,” Father nudged me towards the lines of troops. I tried my
hardest to copy Father's regal walk.

“Can I help pin the medals
on?”

“Not today, son,” Father
said. “It is their honor to have me do it personally. But someday,
when –you- are their leader, -you- will be allowed to do
it.”

One by one, Father moved
down the line of first Angelic Air Force, soldiers who stood stiff
and proud as he pinned medals on their chests. Then he gave awards
to the brave Centauri Cavalry. They were so tall each one had to
kneel so Father could reach. Then the Leonid multi-situational
forces received their medals. I had seen them in pictures a
thousand times, but they were my favorite soldiers to play against
Shay'tan on Father's chessboard. The boldest and bravest soldiers
of them all, Father sent into the worst battle situations. Leonids
never stopped fighting until they won, or died.

Father stood in front of
his throne to make another speech about how brave these soldiers
were. I noticed one of the pins which held his elaborate cloak of
state affixed to his robe had come undone. I moved to fix it before
it jabbed him in the shoulder.

A pain shot through my
chest milliseconds before there was a crackle of a pulse rifle
firing and knocked me into Father's arms. I looked up into Father's
golden eyes, my mouth trembling as the scent of burnt flesh
assailed my nostrils.

"Molechu akbhar!!!"
someone shouted.

Gunshots
erupted.

Mama screamed.

The soldiers leaped into
action. A red stain erupted onto my white Nehru jacket, ringed by
the precise black burn mark of a laser-pistol, the tool of an
assassin.

"An agent of Molech has
crept into our midst!"

The air charged with
electricity. Father shoved me aside and waded out into the sea of
soldiers as he changed visages from that kindly, elderly man he
liked to impersonate into the form he sometimes showed my mother,
the one carved into the Great Gate. Energy built in the room as
Father pulled down the power She-who-is had sent him here to
safeguard, but to never use, unless it was against HER
enemies.

I slid down to the floor.
Father loomed mightily above me as he pulled down the powers of the
universe to smite the man who had done this to me. The room grew
dark and began to spin. More gunshots rang out, but they sounded
far away.

"The boy is shot!" a voice
roared. More gunshots. Warm, golden fur pressed me to the ground,
shielding my body with his own.

"Lucifer!
Lucifer!!!" Mama screamed.

"Molechu
akbhar!!!"

It hurt! I gasped for
breath, but nothing came into my lungs.

More gunshots, clomping
hooves, the sound of wings beating, and cries of pain. A flash of
lightning burned through the room as Father turned into his -true-
form and smote the man who had shot me with his godlike powers. The
sound of thunder was deafening, but not loud enough to fill the
sudden vacancy of the sound I -should- have heard … and did not.
The beating of my own heart.

“Look at me, son!” Mama
slapped my cheek. “Listen to my voice. You must follow my voice.
Listen for the song underneath my voice. I want you to follow my
voice into the song.”

The room with the shouting
soldiers and scent of burnt flesh faded and grew dark.

A bright room opened up in
front of me, but it was empty. No family or loved ones waited for
me at the gateway to the Dreamtime as was promised in the old
legends, only emptiness. Alone? I would die alone? I began to cry
even though I was supposed to be too big to cry.

Beyond the room, a great
black chasm yawned. I had looked into this maw once before, the day
the Dark Lord had expressed surprise that I could already see into
the dark, but no black man waited for me at the entrance to
Eternity, only a putrid green fire that tried to pull me
in.

"Mama!" I screamed, but
Mama could not hear me because I was already dead.

The flames grabbed me and
I knew I was a goner, but then I heard it. The song of the Happy
Bird singing its prettiest song, but it was no mortal song thrush
which sang that mournful note, but my mother. My mother, so
beautiful and sad, sang her song into the darkness until I thought
her grief would break my heart. She took that grief and reached
into that horrible green flame to slap it back, more fearless,
even, than Father in her determination to keep me from its
grasp.

"You cannot have my son!"
she shrieked at it. "Shemijaza! Please! This is why I left
you!!!"

Not dead?

Waves of hatred came out
of those green flames, accusations, anger, and then surprise as
Mama sang the song of sadness to make the person she sang to
understand.

A son?

The green flames wavered
as a second consciousness fought its way out of the flames. An
answering song sang hesitantly at first, and then grew stronger.
Anger … then wonder … and then acceptance. Forgiveness. A
white-winged man stepped out from that putrid green flame, tall,
burly, his face scarred from battle, white-blonde hair and silver
eyes just like my own. He sang his own song, deep and sad that Mama
had abandoned him. He reached across the emptiness and took my
Mama's hand.

I have a son…

The green flames shrieked
in rage. The Dreamtime shuddered as it did battle with the man who
asked the question and then lost, leaving nothing but the
white-winged man standing in the darkness, singing the song. He
picked me up and carried me to the roots of a great tree, his
square features softening as he placed me in its branches. Just as
the Eternal Tree bent her branches to sneak me into the palace,
that tree in the world between took me from his arms and carried me
back to my mother, the song growing stronger the closer it carried
me back to her.

I stared up into the
branches and saw the stars. Unlike the Eternal Tree in Father's
garden, this one was filled with fruit. It bent one of its branches
and pressed a fruit to my lips, the branches caressing me as though
it were my mother. Sweet juices burst into my mouth and whispered
my name.

'Luciferi…'

I realized my nose was
pressed into warm, golden fur, and that it was mortal arms which
carried me, not the branches of a tree. The song continued, but it
was Mother who sang it, tears streaming down her cheeks as her
mouth formed the words of a mortal song. The Happy Bird sang
harmonies from its perch in the canopy of the Eternal Tree. My
chest hurt.

"I think he's going to
live." The Leonid soldier wore the stripes of a Colonel on the
shoulder of his uniform, a uniform that was covered in
blood.

"Lucifer," Mama touched my
cheek. "You've been shot. But you're going to be alright
now."

"Mama?" It was the only
word I could squeeze out, but I could breathe again. My heart beat
softly in my ears, no longer silent.

"I'd heard your kind has
the gift," the Leonid said. "But never have I seen it for
myself."

"Thank you for protecting
him, Colonel Harakhti," Mama said. "Had he been shot a second time,
he would have been beyond even -my- abilities to heal
him."

I realized that I lay in
the roots of the Eternal Tree. Above me the branches reached for
the sky, barren of fruit as it had been ever since the end of the
Second Galactic War. Had it all been a dream?

"Let me heal your shoulder
before the song fades," Mama said to the brave Leonid who had
thrown his body over mine. She began to sing again and placed her
hands on his shoulder where he'd been shot protecting me. His
wounds closed up, leaving only his bloody uniform. I touched my
chest, which no longer hurt, and my fingers came up drenched with
blood. The place I had been shot hummed with a deeper song.
Somebody else sang that song along with her, enhancing her gift.
Enhancing -me-. Someone who wasn’t here.

"Shouldn't the Emperor do
this?" the Leonid asked.

"The Emperor doesn't know
-how- to do this." A tear slid down Mama's cheek. "Only a mated
pair can hear the Song of Ki."

"Thank you, Ma'am," the
Leonid said. "Would you like me to tell the Emperor his young cadet
will be alright?"

"The Emperor is gone,"
Mama hissed. "He didn't even notice Lucifer had been shot! He just
went after the Agent and then disappeared."

"I had no idea he was your
son, Ma'am," the Leonid rumbled. "I just did what any Leonid is
trained to do. Protect the Emperor and those he cares most
about."

"Thank you, Colonel
Harakhti," Mama said. "I can never repay you for what you
did."

"Just doing my job,
Ma'am."

The Leonid saluted Mama
and then marched back towards the Great Hall, where I could still
hear shouting and the sounds of disarray. Mama clutched me to her
breast as though I were still a little boy.

"Mama? What just
happened?"

"Ohthankthegods," Mama's
body shook with tears. "Your father helped me heal you!"

"Father?"

Her words were spoken
start-and-stop, the ramblings of a woman who was hysterical with
relief.

"No! Your -real- father!
You gave him what he needed to cast off the shade which has been
feeding his hatred. But now that he knows you exist, nothing will
keep him from you."

Mama squished my face into
her boobs, rather uncomfortable, I might add, and did not answer my
questions until her weeping had run its course. Her heart thumped
beneath my ear, so strong, I realized, when all along I had thought
my mother weak. Her thoughts were a jumbled tangle of emotions, but
the emotion that my gift strained to pick up on, to know the truth
about what had just happened and which, if any of it, had been
real, spoke of a -new- emotion which had taken fire in Mama's
heart.

Hope…

"Mama? What do you mean
Father did not know I existed?"

That enormous wall she
used to hide her thoughts from my gift came up, a wall which had
always been there, I now realized, standing between me and her
memories of that silver-eyed man.

"The Emperor will be very
angry with me." Mama would not meet my eyes. "But I could not bear
to lose you, too. Not after I had lost him."

Up in the branches of the
Eternal Tree, which I now realized existed in all dimensions, the
Happy Bird began to sing its beautiful, musical song. So much like
Mama's. Only this song was happy, not marred with the sadness that
Mama's song had carried. Was she sad because she missed the man who
had come out of the green flame to carry me back to the Eternal
Tree?

That second song which
hummed in my chest gradually faded, but it did not completely go
away. It felt as though something which had always been missing
from my life had suddenly found a home.

I remembered the look in
Father's eyes as he had pushed me aside to wade into the room to
smite the shooter. Why was he not here now? For the first time in
my life, doubt began to creep into my mind.

"Why did Father not notice
I was injured?"

"He lingers in this realm
to fend off the monster you saw in the land between," Mama said.
"Not dabble in the affairs of mortals. We are only a hobby to him.
Something to pass the time."

"Why would he not care?"
Tears welled in my eyes.

"It's not that he doesn't
care," Mama sighed. "It's just that he's a god. Sometimes he
forgets that for the rest of us, life is fleeting."

Her lip trembled. I
remembered what she'd said as she had straightened my collar before
bringing me into the Great Hall today.

"When you said I looked
like my father," I asked her. "You were talking about the man in
the land between. Weren't you, Mama? Not Father."

Mama looked away and did
not answer, her dark wings trembling like a dying swan. That gift
which enabled me to -see- things, hidden beneath people's words,
told me nothing, but that lesser gift I had inherited from her, the
ability to reach into people's hearts and feel empathy, could not
hide this was the man she grieved for every year on my birthday, a
man she had loved and lost.

"What's his
name?"

I thought for a moment she
would not answer, a name forbidden by the Emperor to ever be
spoken, but then she did, her words so soft they were barely more
than a whisper.

"Shemijaza."

It was a name I had heard
whispered around the Eternal Palace but never understood. The name
attached to the small silver Third Empire that Father did battle
against on the great chessboard. It was the name attached to a
holographic image of DNA Father often had displayed in his
laboratory, trying to figure out how to complete Mama's third
strand so it would look more like mine, and hid it every time I
came into his lab.

Father's words as he had
put his arm around me and said he had the -real- prize and his
enemy didn't even know it suddenly made sense. My -real- father was
the ruler of that strange, silver empire.

And Father had stolen me
from him…

 


 


* * * * *
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Chapter 41

 


Galactic Standard Date:
152,324.01 AE

Delta Sector – Command
Carrier ‘Syracusia’

Centauri
Cavalry General Kunopegos

 


Kunopegos

"Clear!"

Kunopegos cringed as Doctor Fuflun slammed
down the paddles on Aigharn's chest and her tiny body jerked
upwards.

"Code blue! Code blue!" Lieutenant Edena,
Fuflun's gazelle-like Saola nurse shouted into her comms pin. "We
need a trauma team in here. Stat!"

"What is the cause of the myocardial
infarction?" a voice crackled from the other end.

The nurse's gaze was accusatory as she glared
at her commanding officer. "Premature labor. We need to perform an
emergency C-section."

Aigharn's heartbeat gave a jagged line across
the monitor, and then flattened out again. The machine screeched
out its high-pitched warning of her cardiac arrest as though it
were a witness to a murder.

"Aigharn!" Kunopegos shook his wife's hand.
"Please! I thought we had more time!"

Medical personnel crowded into the sick bay,
stopping in shocked stupefaction as they stared at the women who
lay upon the table.

"What's a pregnant Angelic doing on a
Centauri command carrier?" one of them whispered.

"Start chest compressions," Doctor Fuflun
shouted. "Lieutenant Edena … give me 120 cc's of atropine. And a
syringe full of adrenaline."

"Step aside, Sir," Edena barked, her
now in charge with Doctor Fuflun frantically trying to restart
Aigharn's heart.

"No no no nooo!!!" Kunopegos hooves clopped
helplessly on the deck. He cringed as Lieutenant Edena filled an
evil-looking needle with a vial, amber liquid and stabbed it
through Aigharn's ribcage into her heart.

"She … doesn't … have … wings?"

One of the medics realized the woman they
were working on was not an Angelic. The trauma team who milled
about, not sure what to do.

"Talk later!" Edena snapped. "And get
him the Hades out of here! He's done enough already!"

Edena's eyes were murderous as she had two of
his burly subordinates wrestle him out of sick bay so they had room
to work. The two security officers shoved him into the next room
and stepped, arms crossed in front of their chests, to block the
door. Only the fact they were Centauri, and that he knew the Saola
was right, that he was in the way, prevented him from
beating both men to a bloody pulp and forcing his way back into
where the trauma team forced air down Aigharn's throat. Two Saola
crewmen manually compressed Aigharn's chest to keep oxygen pumping
to the foal while the rest of the medical personnel prepped for
surgery to take his foal via C-section, far too early for the foal
to survive.

He pressed his face against the glass and
watched helplessly as they sliced his wife's abdomen open and
lifted a tiny bundle, still wrapped in an opaque sacque, and
hurried it over to an incubator. They jammed tubes down its throat
and stuck it full of needles, trying to get his foal to breathe.
Even from here, he could see her coloring was wrong, that the
bundle was black, tinged with blue, and not the color of a proper
Centauri foal.

He wasn't sure which group he should watch.
His wife? Or the foal which had cost her life?

The tide of medics shifted, no longer focused
on Aigharn. Doctor Fuflun moved to work on the foal, leaving
Lieutenant Edena to stitch Aigharn up while a two-man tag-team
pumped air into her lungs and manually compressed her chest. For
Aigharn, he could tell already it was over. Complete renal failure.
Even if they did somehow restart her heart, she had slipped
into a coma three hours ago, her brain devoid of all electrical
activity.

Lieutenant Edena wiped her brow as she took
the final stitch and cut the black thread. She glanced to where her
he stood pressed against the viewing window, Aigharn's blood
smeared across the white blaze on her forehead beneath her horn.
She dropped down to all fours and gestured to the two crewmen who
guarded the door to let him back inside.

"What the hell were you thinking?" she
hissed at him. "To beget a colt upon a mare that tiny?"

The Saola were a deer-like species, faster
than a Centauri, but not much larger than a human themselves. They
were an important component of the Centauri Cavalry, but because
they only had four limbs and needed all four on the ground to run,
they had never been able to fill in the shortfall in the Emperor's
armies created by the Centauri's dwindling numbers. Right now the
cavalry was a hodge-podge of species, none in the galaxy able to
take up the gap created when the Centauri bloodlines had begun to
fail.

How could he explain to his hard-working
Lieutenant he'd been thinking he'd like more of his kind on
his ship and not just her? Especially given what had just
happened?

"Is … she … gone?"

Tears streamed down his cheeks. At the back
of the room, a swarm of medical personnel obscured his foal from
his view, but from the way Doctor Fuflun barked orders, she was
still somehow alive.

Edena's expression softened.

"Kiss your wife goodbye, general," Edena
said. She reached a hand-like hoof up to wipe away her own tears.
"There's nothing we can do for her. As soon as we stop the chest
compressions, I have to call it."

She looked so tiny, so helpless as the
Mantoid medic stiffened her elbow-joints to ram Aigharn's chest
into the emergency room table, her ribcage audibly cracking with
each push they made to force her heart to pump. Her heart had
failed, this brave human female who had dared to try birth a
Centauri foal to save his species. He couldn't even see her face
hidden beneath the oxygen bulb the second medic squeezed to
manually force oxygen into her lungs. Only her long, black hair, so
unique if she had been a hybrid, and the blood smeared all over her
abdomen, now empty of the foal she had died trying to bring into
this world, was recognizable as his wife.

"Let her go," he choked out, snot smearing
from his nose as he wiped his eyes. "Please. We've done enough to
her. It's time to let her go."

The two medics looked to him, wanting to be
certain before they stepped away. They took their horrid
instruments of torture with them and left her there upon the table
for him to see, dead. The heart monitor went flat the moment they
stopped, not even the jagged lines of d-fib to give him hope that,
just one more time, this brave woman's heart would beat for
him.

"Aigharn," Kunopegos caressed her cheek. "I'm
so sorry. I thought we would have a few more weeks."

He gathered her into his arms and buried his
nose into her hair, that long black hair which had always
fascinated him. She smelled of antiseptic and iodine, the scent of
her pregnancy fading as the heart which no longer beat could not
carry the pheromones to the surface. Behind her, Doctor Fuflun
barked orders in the back of the room, a surreal symphony of a
military trauma team more used to dealing with death than trying to
give the hope of their species life. Their words faded and became a
blur, no longer recognizable, as tears streamed down his high, dark
cheeks and heard the promise he had made to his wife whispered into
his heart.

Promise me you shall raise our foal
yourself…

How could he raise this foal when he had just
murdered her mother?

The sea of medical personnel writhed as he
held her, felt her body begin to cool as the life spark which had
animated it fled this world and left him behind to carry out his
promise that her sacrifice would not be in vain.

The medical personnel shifted back and forth,
like the tide of his guilt and that aching hole Aigharn had left in
his heart, his brave star that had graced his life and then left
him before he'd even have a chance to contemplate just how bright
she really was. The sea shifted again, the medics now moving away
from the tiny foal, running to get things. Running to move things
into place. He had not yet heard her cry. Doctor Fuflun wiped his
hands upon a surgical towelette and approached him, tears in his
eyes.

“It’s a girl, Sir,” Fuflun mumbled. “As we
expected.”

"Is she…"

"We've got her stable for now," Fuflun said.
"But for how long? I don't know. No foal has ever been harvested
this early and survived."

No cry came from the incubator. No elation
from the nursing staff at the new life they held in their hands.
There were only silent tears as they frantically worked on the tiny
blue foal and tried to keep her alive.

"I thought you said we would have more time?"
Kunopegos whispered.

Fuflun wept now as well. He was
guilty, not for lying, for he had told Kunopegos all along he
thought Aigharn's only hope was to abort the foal, but for not
pressing him harder to do the right thing, for not reporting this,
for not killing his hope that, somehow, Lucifer would get this
trade deal through and they would have the leverage to force the
Eternal Emperor to not make the choice they knew he would
make if it were left up to him, to abort the foal and save the
mother so he could study her. They had gambled they could save both
… and lost.

The medical personnel began to thin.

"I'd like to hold my daughter." Kunopegos
voice was so choked with tears he could barely utter the words.

He picked up Aigharn's body, a tiny, limp
doll cradled against his chest, and carried her over to the
incubator where their foal lay, looking more like a
transdimensional alien with all the tubes and wires jutting from
her body than any creature that could be alive. Her coat was black,
and so was her hair. Her mother's hair. His tears fell faster as he
held his dead wife and beheld their daughter.

"She looks like you," he kissed Aigharn's
hair. "See? I knew she would look like you. And she has your heart.
See how she fights to breathe?"

Her tiny body jerked with every breath the
oxygenator pumped into her immature lungs, as though each breath
caused her pain. And still she fought, this tiny foal his brave
wife had given him. She fought for life because, somehow, she
understood her mother had given her life to birth her, and
she wanted to stay in this world. He would make sure nothing
stood in her way.

Kunopegos took a deep, shuddering breath. He
was a military commander. He had promised Aigharn when he had told
her they only needed a few more weeks that he would bring the
Syracusia to Haven-1, if necessary, and point its pulse cannons at
the Eternal Emperor's palace to force him to save their foal.
That was a promise he could keep.

He kissed his wife's hair and set her down,
kissing her on the lips one last time. He turned to the two guards
who had wrestled him out of here. They too wept, tears
streaming down mocha cheeks as they realized that not only had
their commanding officer found the Holy Grail, but he had also lost
her.

"Get me Colonel Gamygen," he choked out.

"He's just outside the door, Sir," the two
men said.

The colonel who was his second-in-command, a
gazelle-like Saola like Edena, clopped in, the sound of his soft
cloven hooves lost amongst the whir of medical equipment keeping
the hope for Kunopegos species alive.

"I want you to…" He looked away and wiped a
tear, unable to say the words. He swallowed and tried again.

“Get Supreme Commander-General Jophiel on the
horn,” he choked out. “Tell her I wish to turn myself in for the
murder of my wife."

Gamygen nodded.

"I will only surrender without a fight under
the condition that the Emperor himself makes every effort to
save my foal.”

“Yes, Sir,” Colonel Gamygen said softly.

“Turn this ship around and make top speed
towards Haven-1," Kunopegos said. "I don’t care if you have to melt
down the hyperdrives doing it. The survival of our species depends
upon this foal surviving."

Gamygen queued up his comms pin to relay the
order to prepare for a jump into hyperspace. He placed a hoof upon
Kunopego's equine shoulder, and then turned to carry out the first
half of the order. To call their supreme commander and let her know
what had happened.

"Gamygen," Kunopegos sniffled. "One last
thing? I’m no longer fit to command this ship. I’m hereby formally
relinquishing command to you. You’re in charge.”

“Yes, Sir.” Gamygen gave him a soft salute
and headed out the sick-bay door, leaving him standing there
covered in his dead wife's blood.

He realized Lieutenant Edena, the nurse, was
still in the room. She placed her hoof upon his arm, sorrow
overcoming her anger at his stupidity.

“You should name her, Sir,” Edena said. "If
she doesn’t … at least she should have a name."

All around them, Kunopegos felt the strange
dislocation that indicated a ship jumping into hyperspace.

“Attention all crew,” Colonel Gamygen
announced over the loudspeakers. “General quarters. We are making
an emergency trip to Haven-1 at the fastest speed this ship can
travel. All crew report immediately to their assigned posts and
start taking measures to compensate for the strain of prolonged
post-warp travel on this ship.”

Kunopegos moved back to the incubator, his
steps as heavy as his heart. If he was executed for her mother's
murder, her name would be the only thing he would ever be able to
give to her. His lineage as part of a long line of noble Centauri
cavalry would be meaningless, his name forever besmeared beneath
the shadow of what he had done to her mother. He wouldn’t even be
able to keep his promise that he would raise her himself.

He laid his finger upon the tiny foal's back,
no larger than the palm of his enormous hand, and breathed with
her, in and out, as though by forcing the air in and out of his
own lungs, he could help her breathe. The ship around them
didn’t settle into the usual easy hum of hyperspace travel, but
kept accelerating until, after a certain speed, it, too, began to
jerk, the Syracusia expressing its empathy for the life which
fought to live inside of it.

The Syracusia had been created to run as the
Centauri had, but never for the prolonged period of time that he
demanded of her now. There were no living needle ships on this
carrier. Centauri were far too large to fit, and his foal was too
fragile to jam her, and all the medical equipment keeping her
alive, into one. The uneasy vibration increased as Gamygen kept
increasing the power to the hyperdrives. The backbone of the
Syracusia began to shudder as the sub-audible hum of the
hyperdrives overexerting themselves rattled his teeth. If this foal
would fight to live, then every man on this ship, including the
Syracusia itself, would sacrifice itself to get her to the only man
in the universe capable of saving her.

“Sir?” his comms pin chirped. It was
Gamygen.

“Yes?” Kunopegos interrupted his breathing to
answer.

“They’re on their way, Sir,” Colonel Gamygen
said. “They’ll rendezvous with us in approximately an hour and a
half.”

“An hour and a half?” Kunopegos said. “That’s
… fast.”

“He’s a god,” Gamygen reminded him. “HE can
be here in a few minutes. An hour and a half is how long it will
take to load whatever medical equipment he needs onto a ship so he
can transport the entire thing here along with him.”

“Thank you,” Kunopegos breathed a sigh of
relief and cut off the audio transmission. An hour and a half. All
he had to do was keep encouraging her to breath for an hour and a
half and then she would be in the Emperor’s hands.

“Just keep breathing, baby girl,” Kunopegos
touched her with one finger. “I won’t leave your side until the
Emperor gets here.”

Her skin was purplish in color, the blood
moving visibly beneath the black peach fuzz of her translucent
skin. He didn’t dare hold her, but he would let her know she was
loved for as long as he could, until he was arrested.

“Have you thought of a name for her, Sir?”
Lieutenant Edena asked gently.

He glanced over to the forlorn figure lying
abandoned on the surgical table, her long black hair trailing out
from beneath the white sheet which covered her face.

“Dierdre.” Tears streamed down his face as
his grief overtook him. “It means sorrow.”
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Jamin

He felt like a man being led to his own
execution. His father had ordered he would marry Shahla at the
late-autumn harvest festival, when they harvested the last
remaining stalks of emmer, einkorn and barley before the winter
rains deluged the fields. Today, Ninsianna's father would perform a
shamanic ceremony to cut the last sheath of grain, fashion it into
a wreath, and then crown a prince to march outside the city to
reside in an Akitu house for five days. At the end of those five
days, the 'Akitu Prince' would be marched back into the village in
an elaborate procession and ceremonially marry the Grain Goddess, a
symbol of fertility for the coming year. Only this year, since she
was already proven fertile, Shahla would be the goddess.

Lucky him. He got to play the role of the
prince. And the marriage would be real…

"I will not do it!" Jamin paced his
father's living room like a caged lion. "Not only do I not love
her, I despise her!"

"You should have thought of that before you
lay down with her again," the Chief said as flatly as if he were
counting the annual grain tribute.

Jamin raised his head and stared at his
father. Tall, well-built and strong, with hair turning to more to
salt than charcoal these days as age and worries lightened his once
dark hair, he had always thought of his father as The Chief, but
lately, he discovered he no longer even thought of him as his
father. Other than the fact he had inherited his father's height
and build, the man was a stranger to him. They did not even look
alike!

Would Shahla's child look like him? Perhaps
he could he stave off marriage until the babe was born and then
disprove it?

"I tell you the child is not mine!" Jamin
slammed his fist down on the table. "She is too far along! I have
witnesses who will attest she has slept with many other men!"

"Have you found a man willing to come forward
and claim the child is his?" the Chief raised one eyebrow.
"Because unless you find some man willing to lay a claim on her,
the tribunal will adjudicate you as the responsible party
because Shahla has named no other as being the likely candidate at
the time this child was conceived. Whether or not you say your
vows, if she takes you before the tribunal, you will owe to her all
of the property rights of a lawful wife."

That crushing feeling of being trapped, of
being cornered like some beast he hunted and corralled so the
others could close in and stab it to death weighed down upon him.
Every woman in this village whom Shahla had burned by stealing
their boyfriend or sleeping with their husband was willing to
testify what she had done in the past, but no one would come
forward and testify as to what she had done lately because
no one wanted the finger put on them.

"Just three days ago she claimed in front of
half the village the child belonged to the winged demon," Jamin
said. "There were at least three dozen witnesses to this
accusation!"

He kicked a cushion which had fallen onto the
floor. Here he was, the best, no, now the second-best
warrior in all of Assur and a mere woman had trussed him up and was
leading him to the altar for slaughter.

"You know that is not true," the Chief
said.

"How do you know?" Jamin shot him a
glare.

"Because you know it is not true," the
Chief said. "You were there. At the time you thought it was funny
when he refused her. You claimed it was because he lacked a
manhood, remember?"

"Argh!" Jamin paced, that muscle in his cheek
that never sat still these days twitching in anger. "How do we know
she didn't proposition him again after that? And he took her
up on her offer?"

"You should know the answer to that question
better than anyone," the Chief gave him a bemused expression.
"Since you were following him."

"I was not following him!!!"

The Chief gave him a raised eyebrow.

Okay. He had been following him. Or
more precisely, Ninsianna, hoping she would change her mind. That
didn't mean the winged demon couldn't have flown in … no … his wing
had still been broken. Okay. Maybe he had … walked … and bumped
into Shahla … who propositioned him …and the winged demon, being
male … and teased by Ninsianna, who, oh gods he knew better than
anyone what a tease Ninsianna was, especially as she'd been
leading him around by the…

His shoulders sagged. The winged demon would
not have slept with Shahla to sate his baser appetites any more
than he had been able to do because, once Ninsianna had
healed your flesh with her sorcery, there was no way a man would
ever want any other woman to touch him. His father was
right. He knew that better than anyone.

"If you have a witness who can implicate some
other man," the Chief said softly, "I will back you if you take the
case before the tribunal. I will bring every resource I bear to
compel witnesses to come forward and tell the truth. I do not like
this game Laum plays with his daughter. But I will not spread lies
simply because you do not wish to take responsibility for your
actions. It is time for you to grow up."

Jamin's head shot up. It had to be the
closest thing to a supportive statement his father had said to him
in months. He would back him before the tribunal?

The tribunal…

Jamin shivered. It would not be tales of
illicit liaisons behind the goat shed Shahla would speak of if he
challenged her lies, but a far deeper crime. One he had made in
error, but would earn him a punishment much worse than forced
marriage to Shahla.

"Father," he swallowed. "I do not wish to
marry her. I have somebody else in mind. Someone who will
bring more to this village than a few trades of cloth with our
enemies."

"Ninsianna is taken," the Chief said. "And
she is carrying Mikhail's child."

Betrayal still surged through his
veins at the very thought of that, and was extinguished. She did
not love him. She had told him thus. She had told him thus a
thousand times. Everything he had done since then to earn
her love had only dug him in deeper until he had committed a
heinous crime.

"Not Ninsianna," Jamin said. "Somebody
else." He took a deep breath, fighting down that fight-or-flight
instinct that fluttered in his gut right before he asked his father
for something he knew would make him angry. "Someone else
has caught my eye. And if I marry Shahla, I cannot marry
her."

"Who?" The Chief leaned forward, eyebrows
raised.

"Marwan's daughter," Jamin mumbled.

"Who?"

"Marwan's daughter," Jamin gestured west,
towards the desert even though they were standing inside his
father's house. "The Halifian leader. He wants peace. He has
offered me a blood tie with his own daughter to secure it."

"What do the Halifians know of peace?" the
Chief exploded. "They who attack our village and killed eleven of
our people? How could you even consider such a thing?"

Jamin stared past his father's shoulder to
the small, woven rug which adorned the wall. The one that had been
woven by his mother. The one his father had loved the way he
had once loved Ninsianna … and loved none other since.

"Because Aturdokht lost her husband in that
raid," Jamin said softly. "Marwan realized the Amorites are using
them as fools. He is weary of fighting with us for access to the
river."

"Their herds will lay waste to our fields!"
the Chief's voice rose in anger. "You saw what one goat did
to our field, and you wanted to kill her. What do you think an
entire herd of them will do with unfettered access?"

"I considered dedicating a measure of land
upriver for their herds," Jamin said. "They only want access for
two months each summer, when the desert dries down."

"They do not honor boundaries or fences," the
Chief said. "Why do you think we had to evict them from these
lands? They do not know how to respect the rules!"

"They will if we give them a tie of
blood," Jamin said.

"And what else do these hyenas want
from us in return?" the Chief spat. "For unloading this unwanted
widow on us who will only spy on our weaknesses!"

Anger turned Jamin's face hot and red. Memory
of those green-flecked eyes, boring into his with hatred, and
something else, fellowship, made him clench his fist. If nothing
else, the woman intrigued him. Better to take to bed a woman who
would make his flesh sing right before she buried a knife into his
heart for revenge than a slattern such as Shahla!

"You're one to talk of spies and weaknesses!"
Jamin growled. "He who allowed a demon into our midst!"

"Mikhail is a good man!"

"He was sent to spy on us!" Jamin
shouted. "Why can't you see that?"

"Because your hatred over Ninsianna choosing
him over you blinds you!" the Chief shook his finger
in his face. "Mikhail stands between us and whatever threat
comes our way!"

"The threat comes is because his enemies have
paid a bounty for his head!" Jamin said. "Why do you think
they target healers?"

"The people of the desert are cobras!"
the Chief shook with violent anger. "I will not allow one into our
midst!"

"I will not allow one into my bed!"
Jamin hissed. "I will not marry Shahla! The child is not
mine!"

"You will," the Chief said, his voice cold.
"Or I will disown you and send you out to live amongst these desert
cobras you prefer to your own people."

"Bah!" Jamin grabbed his obsidian blade and
shoved it into the belt of his kilt. The door shook dust from the
bricks as he slammed it behind him and stormed out of there. Dadbeh
stood just outside the door, his hands shaking as he clutched an
icon of woven straw and held it out. The sight of it only fueled
his anger. It was the crown he would be forced to wear as the
harvest king, the crown that would seal his fate.

"Um … Jamin?" The lanky man moved to
intercept him.

"Leave me alone," Jamin snarled.

"I really need to speak with you!"

Dadbeh's words were lost as he pushed him
aside and stormed towards Shahla's house. He would get it out of
her! He would get the truth out of her one way or another.

He stalked through the village like a
predator on the hunt, his black hair trailing behind him like an
angry lion's mane. It was supper time, the time of the day when
villagers thronged from the fields and took to the streets to
collect water and vegetables for the nightly meal, and he found
himself swimming against them like a trout upstream. It only fueled
his rage. He pushed through them until he came to the
second-largest house in the village, hers. He pounded on the
door until her conniving father came to answer it.

"Where is she?"

Laum drew up his height as though he were a
chief bestowing judgment upon a ceremonial villager.

"You may speak to her after you have
done the right thing."

Jamin yanked his knife out of his belt and
shoved it up to the underside of Laum's chin. Laum trembled as
Jamin grabbed his shawl and pressed him against the door.

"I will have the truth out of her,"
Jamin growled. "Or I will get it out of your hide!"

Laum was a trader, not a warrior, but
something about Jamin's barely-controlled rage caused this man who
bore little love for his daughter to shut his mouth and refuse to
answer him. Jamin shoved the knife further into his chin. A trickle
of blood seeped down the blade. Laum trembled, but he would not
answer.

"She has snuck out to see that black-eyed
waif who corrupts her to disobey," a woman came from the shadows,
Shahla's mother, a woman whose tongue was so viperous it put even
Shahla's to shame. Her eyes glowed with hatred, although whether it
was at him or her own daughter he could not tell. "She has
defied us, but this will not be the end of it! We shall not let
thee off the hook for shaming us this easily."

"Eshargemelet!" Laum chastised his wife. "Be
silent!"

"You will find her with Gita," Shahla's
mother jutted her finger into his face. "And if you lay a
hand upon her, we shall go before the tribunal and demand
reparations from your father!"

He shoved Laum inside the door to his house
and stormed down the hill, indignant cries from the villagers he
rammed aside as he made his way through the narrow streets to the
outer ring of the village, where the lowest-ranking people
lived.

"Jamin! Wait!" Dadbeh chased after him, but
at this point he was in such a rage that he was in no mood to speak
to the man who had been the first to abandon him the day Mikhail
had won the solstice competition and then flown with Ninsianna into
the sky.

He found Shahla at the lowest well near the
north gate, dressed in her finest dress and talking animatedly to
three middle-aged men. More lovers? That black rage which had come
over him whispered that no man could take what was his! Even
when he did not want it! He grabbed her by the arm and spun
her around.

"We need to talk!"

"Jamin?" Shahla squeaked. She looked to the
three men she'd been flirting with, but they stepped back, anxious
to be out of the path of his well-known temper and the explosion
everyone could see was about to happen.

"I will not marry you!" he shrieked at
her. "Do you hear? I do not love you! And I will not
marry you!"

A throng of curiosity seekers, eager to
alleviate the tedium of their ordinary lives, pressed around them
to hear every word. The showdown the entire village had been
betting upon, fodder for juicy gossip, was finally occurring.
Shahla glanced at the people on either side of her who had begun to
whisper. She put her hands over her ears as if she wished to block
it out. The insinuations he had started against her. She
uncovered her ears and her eyes flashed in defiance. Shahla was her
mother's daughter. He had shamed her and she would
retaliate.

"But I am with child!" she jutted her chin
into the air.

"The baby is not mine!" Jamin dug his
fingernails into her arm. "And even if it were, I
still would not marry you!"

"Then I shall bring you before the tribunal!"
Shahla tossed her head and looked to the people around them,
playing to the murmurs of this audience who would relish such a
spectacle.

"Go ahead," Jamin threatened. "And I
shall bring twenty people in as witnesses to testify as to how you
have lain down with every man in this village."

Several villagers laughed. It was well known
that Shahla was no stranger to men's affections. Shahla turned red
at their whispered insinuations.

"And I shall bring twenty witnesses who will
testify that the only man they have seen me with since you broke up
with Ninsianna is you." Shahla leaned into his face and
shook her finger, her brown eyes flashing with anger. "And they
will believe me. Because you have made so many enemies these
past few months that people are eager to think the worst of
you!"

The villagers around them laughed, the crowd
growing thicker as people poured out of houses and called to their
friends to come listen to the most scandalous argument to happen in
this village in a very long time. Whispers that agreed with her,
that he had made many enemies by daring to challenge the winged
demon, made his blood boil in his veins.

"And I will bring Dubuque and Sididdinum as
witnesses to testify that, just last November, when you claim you
were broken-hearted over me when I announced my betrothal to
Ninsianna, that you took the both of them into the reeds
beside the river and lay down with the both of them … at the
same time! Let's see how your conniving father likes that
black mark on his reputation as a trader!"

Shahla blanched. There were many forms of
promiscuity the Ubaid tolerated, but laying down with two men at
once would so besmirch her parent's reputation that they would be
the laughing stock of the entire Ubaid territory, dealers of
prostitutes instead of traders of cloth. From the anger he had seen
earlier in her mother's eyes, he knew they would turn her out into
the desert.

Shahla had never been one to back down from a
fight. At least not a fight which was verbal. She leaned forward,
her black eyes filled with hatred, and hissed in his face like a
striking cobra.

"And I shall tell the tribunal how you asked
me to find out where Pareesa liked to hunt," Shahla delivered the
deadly venom she had carried on her tongue all these months. "And
then that night there were men lying in wait for her.
Halifian men. The men it is known you cavort with. To lure
Mikhail out of this village and kill him!"

He was upon her before the last word could
tumble from her venomous lips, his fingers around her throat, this
woman who had blackmailed him into feigning affection when all he
wanted to do was throttle her.

"And … I … will … kill you!" he smashed his
fist into her face, determined to tear that viperous tongue out
once and for all.

Shahla screamed, but no villager came to her
rescue. Free from its leash, that black rage that had begun the day
Ninsianna had broken her vow and abandoned him, that loss and
sorrow that had festered into something hideous, tasted blood, and
it wanted more blood, her blood, for blackmailing him
about something which had been a mistake.

She fell to the ground, but that dark rage
shoved him forward, whispering to him, taunting him. Kill her. Kill
her. Kill her. He kicked her in the stomach. The accursed bastard
that was not his! He kicked her again, and again, and again, until
the whole world went red with rage and the blood pounding in his
ears was the only sound he could hear as his own screams drowned
out hers until nothing came out of her mouth but a pathetic
whimper, and still his anger was not satiated.

Hands lay upon him. Mismatched eyes. A lesser
hunter come to challenge the king of the beasts? This was
his kill and he would not share it! Without even turning, he
delivered a back fist to the challengers face and turned back to
finish off his prey. Kill. Kill. Kill. The sight of her blood only
fueled his rage. The urge to see those venomous lips go silent had
become a hunger and he the beast who would eat her
alive.

“You!” an elderly couple shouted, the first
bystanders to finally move into action. “Leave her alone! We are
calling your father!”

They threw things at him, but they were old
and he did not fear them. His rage developed a life of its own, as
though he were sitting above his body and watching it do things to
her body, but it was not him. Some other Jamin beat Shahla.
Not him. He just wanted to shut her up so she would not tell
everyone he had made a mistake.

A shadow fell across the well. The rustle of
feathers. A hand grabbed his fist and yanked it back before he hit
her again, yanking him off her of her as though he were no more
than a little yippy dog. He spun around to smite his adversary and
looked up into cold, blue eyes.

Cold glowing blue eyes…

It was back. The demon! His
real enemy!

"You will not hit a woman," Mikhail said as
soft and cold as the winter wind.

Jamin pulled his knife and plunged straight
for Mikhail's heart, the place he knew the bones were broken to
slip a knife into that cold, black heart, determined to rid his
village of this plague. He would smite this demon and fulfill his
promise to Aturdokht to deliver up its heart! He expected Mikhail
to push aside his hand as he had done before when he had struck at
him in the heat of the hunt for the goat, but this time,
Mikhail meant to hurt him. As rapid as a striking cobra, Mikhail
caught his wrist mid-lunge and gave it a twist. The cracking sound
reached Jamin's ears before the pain.

"Aieeeeee!!!" Jamin screamed as pain went
screaming through his body. The knife fell from his hands.

"You will not hit a woman."

His arm was twisted behind him, up his back
until the broken wrist nearly reached the base of his neck. He
tried to break free, but a boot slammed into the back of his knee
and knocked him into a kneeling position, his arm twisted up behind
him so he could not move. Pain. It was agony which shrieked out of
his mouth, not anger, but the winged demon did not care.

Villagers seethed around him like jackals
swarming a carcass abandoned by a lion. Some women tended the
unconscious Shahla, others shouted for someone to run and get the
Chief. Still that huge mountain of a demon gripped him tight, his
broken wrist, and twisted arm to force his face all the way down
into the ground so that he was incapacitated.

One person kneeled in front of him, her shawl
tied high around her waist just like a man. Black eyes stared into
his, as empty as death.

"Jamin … what have you done?"

"She came to the well to cavort with three
men," Jamin hissed at Gita. "As if she hasn't shamed me already
enough!"

"She came to meet me," Gita said. "I
told her I would fetch Mikhail to speak to her. I was late because
my father was drunk again!"

Shahla began to regain consciousness. She
gripped at her belly and cried out in pain.

"What happened?" the Chief's voice cut
through the crowd. The throng of curiosity seekers parted like the
waters embracing an eagle diving for a fish.

"See what your son has done," Mikhail said,
as cold and empty as though he had no feelings about it either
way.

A second set of hands grabbed his arm and
twisted it, and then a third. He struggled against them, to break
their hold, but that strange rage which had strengthened him only
moments before fled, leaving him too weak to fight. He looked into
the eyes of whoever held him captive and found not a friend, but
someone who viewed him with disgust.

"Siamek?"

Bile rose in his throat at Siamek's betrayal,
the bitter emotion leaving him with the urge to choke. His former
best friend would not make eye contact. Nor would Firouz or
Tirdard, his former warriors, now clearly Mikhail's men. Dadbeh lay
unconscious, his nose broken, the small, thin man who had dared
jump to Shahla's rescue instead of jumping to his, still
clutching that crude image woven of straw.

Shahla gripped her belly and screamed, a
deep, howling cry that cut even through his rage. Blood
seeped from between her legs, a dark red stain against the
whiteness of her dress. Some part of him, the part that had existed
before the rage, asked 'what have I done?' But that other
part of him, the part which had been pushed too far until there was
nothing left but anger, thought 'good … problem solved.'

"Throw him in the pit," the Chief growled.
His face was hard, no understanding in his father's eyes as he
surveyed the scene and adjudicated Jamin the aggressor.

The pit?

"No! Father! She provoked me!" Jamin
struggled to break free.

Mikhail kneeled in front of her, this woman
who had besmirched his name and claimed it was his child,
not Jamin's or some other man's, in front of his wife. Just for a
moment Jamin hoped maybe in this they might have some
interest in common? A man had a point at which his anger could be
pushed no further, the point at which he snapped and the anger took
over, a hungry dark animal ravenous to be fed. This woman had
claimed the child was Mikhail's child to his wife. If there
was one thing Jamin had always understood about Ninsianna, it was
that she would tolerate no others. Ever. Not even the
insinuation of others.

"Are you okay, Shahla?" Mikhail asked. That
icy blue glow faded from his eyes, leaving only the eyes of a
mortal man.

"My baby!"

Shahla writhed upon the ground like a sheep
whose throat had just been cut and shuddered in its death throes,
clutching her belly as the blood poured out from between her legs,
a bright red stain that soaked into the parched earth, eager to be
fed.

The winged demon slipped his arms under her
legs and armpits and picked her up, whispering comfort to her as
she cried out in pain. He gave Jamin a cold stare, cradling Shahla
to his chest as though she were an injured child.

"I will take you to Needa." Mikhail tucked
her head under his chin. "Needa will take care of you." He looked
at Jamin with an unreadable expression. "And your baby."

Shahla threw back her head and screamed.
Jamin watched all of this transpire with detached interest, the
screams not real, the sound of the people who raised their voices
against him not real, the blood which flowed out of her not real.
The only thing that was real was the recrimination that stared out
of those icy blue eyes, still tinged with the glow of whatever
demon took hold of him and turned him into something more
than a human man. Those cold blue eyes passed judgment down upon
him.

Guilty.

A sharp cry pierced through the cacophony of
the thronging villagers, answered by its mate. Jamin looked up. The
two eagles which perpetually circled their village swooped so close
to the rooftops he thought for a moment they might dive for him and
claw out his eyes. Sacred raptors, the goddess's eyes, had seen his
act of rage and shrieked his guilt to She-who-is.

A cloud blew across the sun, casting its dark
shadow upon only him. The wind picked up. It felt not like a
caress, but a slap as a gust blew back his hair as though someone
had just spat right into his face.

You are no longer favored…

The winged demon spread those wings, so much
like the eagles, and stretched into the wind which had just
condemned him. Shahla whimpered like a wounded animal. With a
murmur of reassurance, those wings pounded against the earth and
carried her into the sky, as though the goddess herself had swooped
in save her. The last thing Jamin saw was the condemnation in those
cold, blue eyes.

Siamek and Marsha hauled him to his feet. His
father stared at him, his face a cold mask of anger.

"Get him out of here."

"Father!" Jamin cried out as they dragged him
away. "She asked for it! She taunted me!"

"Get him out of my sight," the Chief said,
his face every bit as unreadable as the winged demon's.

He struggled the entire way to the pit, where
they threw him in and covered him with the big flat rock, the
closest thing Assur had to a jail. There was only enough room to
lean against the sides with your knees up at your chest, with food
and water thrown down twice per day so you would not die of
starvation. He seethed at the unfairness of it until his blood
finally cooled and that part of him which had once been a good man
finally made its reappearance.

A cold chill spread through his body as he
stared up at the slim beacon of light which crept through the rock
above and cast a single ray into the darkness to touch his
cheek.

"What have I done?"

He put his face down in his hands and wept.
In fighting the demon, he had just become one…
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Eligor

"Prime Minister's office, hello. *click*
Prime Minister's office, how may I help you? *click* Prime Minis…
Oh! Drat!"

Eligor stared at the pretty young Leonid, her
whiskers twitching as she answered first one call, then another,
and then another, her sheathed claws too thick to properly hit the
buttons on the switchboard and cutting off every few calls. General
Abaddon insisted Lucifer keep a cadet at the front desk as a
deterrent against any whack-job who might make it through the first
fifty layers of security at the Halls of Parliament. It was a pity
Zepar never kept any of the cadets around long enough to actually
become competent enough to answer the damned phone!

"The Prime Minister is … no he isn't … no …
he um … hey!" An ominous growl filled the room, the sound a
Leonid made right before it attacked. "Would you care to come in
here and say that to me in person, sir?"

Lerajie shot Eligor a grin. This was the
first time Zepar had rustled up a cadet who wasn't an Angelic. It
was rather amusing, watching pissed-off constituents storm into
Lucifer's office to give him a piece of their mind and encounter
that sitting at the front desk instead of some dainty
Angelic female. It added spice to an otherwise boring babysitting
duty.

"Prime Minister's office, how may I help you?
*click* Prime Min…Oh! Not again!"

The Leonid resumed her switchboard duty, bred
and trained from birth to kill, not to perform the futile duty of
keeping the unwashed masses of the Alliance happy.

"What do you think ever happened to Pravuil?"
Lerajie asked. "Now she was competent." Pravuil had been the
dirt-plain Angelic Lucifer now claimed he could not remember.

"It's none of our business!" Eligor said. He
pressed his wings against the doorjamb and began picking at his
fingernails, not meeting his idealistic sidekick's eyes.

"Shouldn't we make inquiries?"

"Thinking too much in this line of work will
get you transferred someplace less desirable," Eligor said. "Like
the Tokoloshe front."

"Ugh! Cannibals!" Lerajie shuddered. "I can't
believe he sold out the colonies in the Trifid Nebula to King
Barabas."

Eligor glanced up at the pretty young Leonid,
who had just cut off another call and was beginning to become
agitated. Her golden fur stood up at the nape of her neck as
whoever's call she had just dropped called back and reamed her
out.

"He had his reasons."

"They were Alliance citizens!"

"Not anymore."

"How can you just not be an Alliance
citizen anymore?"

"We aren't Alliance citizens," Eligor
reminded him. "Remember? We're not naturally evolved."

Lerajie was silent, the both of them watching
the lioness's fat fingers, engineered for tearing enemies apart,
not playing switchboard operator, hit multiple buttons at the same
time. The poor cadet had only been here a few weeks and already
twice Lucifer's angry constituents had driven her to such
frustration she'd burst into tears. A Leonid!

"I never got that whole planet-swap with the
Tokoloshe Kingdom," Lerajie said. "I mean, I know those were
Centauri patrolled worlds and the Centauri are now almost extinct,
but why sell them out."

"There's nobody to replace them," Eligor
stared at the Leonid. "The Mantoids can fly well enough to take up
some of the slack for us, the Delphiniums are amphibians so
they can replace the Mer-Levi on swamp worlds, and the Spiderids
are even scarier looking than the Leonids, but nobody's stepped up
to replace our cavalry, so he had to let those worlds go."

"Why are you defending him?" Lerajie
asked.

Eligor picked at his fingernails again. "I'm
not. I just pay attention to what's going on around me. That's
all."

Pay attention? Like to what Lucifer was
discussing right now with the delegate from what had once
been an Alliance protectorate, but was now part of the Tokoloshe
Kingdom? Eligor had been surprised when Lucifer let those worlds go
to the cannibals. They were, after all, planets which had been
terraformed by none other than Shemijaza, Lucifer's own biological
father, the last remnants of the conquered Third Empire, but he did
not dare tell Lerajie he had spent time on one of those worlds. It
was all part of a past he'd best forget. He glanced up at Lerajie,
who had sidled as close to the door as he could get to eavesdrop
without being obvious about it.

"Knock it off," Eligor said.

"Did you hear that?" Lerajie whispered. "He
said the Tokoloshe enslaved them all the minute they seized control
of the planet."

"They were told they had 90 days to get the
Hades out of there," Eligor said. "Did they think Lucifer was
kidding?"

The voices grew louder, arguing.

"Those people lived on that planet for six
generations and terraformed it from an uninhabitable rock into the
beginnings of an atmosphere," Lerajie said. "Did he really think
they would just give up their homes?"

"Yup. Get out. Or get eaten."

Lerajie glared at him.

The arguing grew louder. The sound of glass
breaking compelled them to act. Eligor yanked open the door.

"Your father would have never sold us
out like this!!!"

Eligor rushed for the Mekurabe which had
Lucifer by the throat, its many eyes popping out of a bumpy head
that looked like nothing so much as a collection of skulls. The
creature's tentacles were wrapped around the Prime Minister's neck.
Lucifer's white wings helplessly flailed, unable to even call for
help as the squid-like creature squeezed his trachea.

"Get … its …" Eligor shouted and was cut off
as a second tentacle smacked into the side of his head. Lerajie
dove for the limb wrapped around Lucifer's neck. Lucifer's face
turned an interesting shade of purple as his blood vessels expended
the available oxygen and began to turn his flesh blue.

"Graahhhhh!!!"

A golden-furred blur leaped through the
air.

Eligor leaped out of the way just in time to
avoid becoming collateral damage as the Leonid cadet clawed at the
man who had Lucifer by the throat and pinned him to the ground, his
multi-eyed skull a helpless orb in her powerful jaws. The man's
tentacles flailed, but he let go before she clamped shut her jaws
and drove her sharp fangs through the man's eyes. The lioness
crouched, growling, as she waited for her orders.

Lucifer gasped for breath and clutched his
throat, a crumpled pile of white feathers. Lerajie rushed to help
him up.

"Are you alright, Sir?"

Lucifer hyperventilated until he caught his
breath, shaken, but not cowering the way Eligor would assume
a man of his background would be upon being attacked. Lerajie
helped the boss man to his feet while Eligor frisked the Mekurabe
for weapons.

"He's clean," Eligor said.

The Leonid cadet's tail twitched with her
suppressed urge to clamp her jaws and turn the attackers head into
meat. Eligor gave her a thumbs-up for a job well done. Her golden
feline pupils widened, a hint of a grin twitching at her powerful
maw as she growled again just to get her point across.

As much as the other Angelics bitched about
the delay while Lucifer scrounged up humans who would take the
Leonids as mates, Eligor had to say he agreed with the man.
Angelics were versatile creatures, but sometimes you had to back up
your pretty promises with the threat of pure brute strength,
something that was missing as more and more Leonids and Centauri
died out and left no creature capable of replacing them.

"Your father never would have abandoned us
like this," the Mekurabe wept, his tentacles shuddering as he
flailed helplessly beneath the Leonid's jaws.

Lucifer let Lerajie help him back into a
standing position and flapped his wings, twisting his head to crack
his neck back into place and rotating one shoulder to get a crick
out of it. His eerie silver eyes glittered with hatred as he went
down on one knee in front of the defeated Mekurabe and pointed into
one of its many eyes.

"Shemijaza did abandon you the day he
pissed off Shay'tan by coming after me."

Lucifer's eyes drifted up to meet Eligor's.
Eligor had an eerie sense of déjà vu as Lucifer's ethereally
beautiful features hardened into the square-jawed echo of a man he
had once known. Good twin? Evil one?

"What should we do with him, Sir?" Lerajie
interrupted.

"Throw him the Hades out of here and tell the
guards to blacklist him so he can't get back into the building,"
Lucifer said. The echo faded. He rose to his feet and began to
straighten out his expensive designer clothes, the puppet-prince
once more.

The Leonid unclenched her jaws and grabbed
the Mekurabe by the shoulder, his tentacles twisted behind his back
as she dragged him out of there.

"Don't you want us to have him arrested,
Sir?" Lerajie asked.

Eligor watched those eerie silver eyes.
Lucifer's hand came up and pinched the bridge of his nose. His
white wings drooped with defeat as he sat down on the edge of his
desk and sighed.

"No," Lucifer said. "The man was right. We
sold them out because we don't have the resources to protect them
anymore. It was them … or us. I had to think about the bigger
picture."

Lerajie opened his mouth to say something
more. Eligor grabbed him before he could stick his feathers in his
mouth and yanked him outside. He could hear the clink of crystal as
Lucifer moved to his bar and uncorked a flagon of liquor to pour
himself a shot. Lerajie stood in front of the door, staring with
mute disbelief while Eligor fished out his personal data device and
began punching in a series of digits.

Lerajie stared at him.

"What?"

Lerajie shut his mouth.

"Told you so," Eligor said. "You got your
answer why."

For once, Lerajie didn't launch into a speech
about the Alliance's job being to protect the weak, yadayadayada.
The Leonid came back in, smoothed her fur, and resumed her
frustrating duty of pretending she was office staff when the
real reason she was here was to do the job she had just
demonstrated so well. Lerajie shot her a sheepish grin and resumed
his bookend position at the other side of Lucifer's doorjamb.

Eligor finished entering in the code he used
to record date, time, instigating incident, and other data he had
begun to track. He stared at the device, remembering the look in
Lucifer's eerie silver eyes.

"Whatcha doing?" Lerajie asked.

Eligor gave his sidekick an unreadable
expression. "Video game."

"You know we ain't supposed to play those
while on duty," Lerajie said. "Especially not with…"

Eligor looked up at the Leonid at the desk,
her hackles already rising as she cut off yet another call and had
six more come in simultaneously, more lines ringing than she had
fingers to hit the buttons.

Lerajie looked at her, too.

"Okay, maybe this babysitting duty is
getting a little boring."

Eligor stared back down at the PDA. Good
twin? Or the evil one?

"G"

He turned off the device and stuck it back
into his pocket. Lucifer's next appointment came in, and then the
next, and the next, and the next, until this day blurred into every
other day he and Eligor had ever played babysitter, guarding
Lucifer's person. The clock crept closer to quitting time, which
was good because the Leonid was ready to rip the switchboard out of
her desk and heave it through the window. Thank the goddess Zepar
wasn't here today to talk down at her in the same condescending
voice he usually spoke to the starry-eyed Angelic cadets
he'd recruited before now. Eligor was willing to place a sizeable
wager on the young lioness doing the same thing to Zepar
that she'd done to the Mekurabe earlier.

Now that would be something he'd enjoy
watching…

Their end-of-day doldrums were interrupted by
the outer office door being thrust back and two enormous armor-clad
forms clanking through the door. Eligor, Lerajie, and the lioness
all looked up at once, and gaped.

"Oh…" Lerajie started.

"Shit…" Eligor finished. It looked like their
number was up.

The lioness stood at her desk and then sat
back down. Not even a Leonid would tangle with one of the Eternal
Emperor's enormous, thirteen-foot-tall, four-armed Cherubim Guard.
Especially not two of them, clad in full battle regalia.

A third Cherubim clanked in behind the other
two.

"Where is he?" Master Yoritomo demanded.

Master Yoritomo himself? The Eternal
Emperor's Master-of-Arms and the highest ranking Cherubim monk?
Second only to Jingu herself, the Cherubim queen?

Lerajie gaped.

Eligor stepped aside.

"He's in there, Sir."

The three Cherubim moved towards the inner
office, everything about them a deadly weapon, from their spiked
armor to the hard exoskeletons beneath that armor which had
evolved for just one purpose. To defend the Eternal Emperor.
Lucifer gave a surprised gasp of surprise as the door burst open
and the Cherubim muscled their way past them into his office.

"What is the meaning of this?" Lucifer stood
up.

"Prime Minister Lucifer?" Master Yoritomo
asked in a stern voice.

"You know that's who I am," Lucifer said,
"Master Yoritomo."

"I have a warrant for your arrest signed by
the Eternal Emperor himself."

"On what grounds?"

Lucifer's eyes met Eligor's, those eerie
silver eyes filled with fear. They'd been made.

"You are hereby under arrest for the murder
of General Kunopegos wife, Aigharn, and the illegal trafficking of
a protected sentient seed-race as sex slaves."

"M-m-murder?" Lucifer's eyes widened with
horror. This was far worse than what they'd feared.

"Come with us."

It was not a request. The two lower-ranking
Cherubim clanked forward to grab Lucifer, twisted his arms behind
his back to slap on handcuffs, and then slapped a wing-harness on
his back so he could not fly. It was the third pair of restraints,
however, which made even the Leonid, a mere cadet, leap forward and
dare to hold out a paw.

"Is that necessary, Sir?"

The Cherubim Master-of-Arms gave her an
emotionless look, the blue light which shone through his compound
eyes hinting that they were dealing with more than a mortal
creature.

"Effective immediately, the Prime Minister is
classified as an enemy combatant," Master Yoritomo said. "He shall
be detained in a facility of the Emperor's choosing until such time
if the Emperor decides to set him free. If you speak of this
matter to anyone, you shall be classified as enemy
combatants, as well, and held indefinitely without a trial. That is
an order."

Enemy combatant? Eligor gulped. That was
verbiage the Emperor used to 'disappear' people he didn't feel like
subjecting to his normal judicial procedures, civilian trial or
court-marshal, so he wouldn't have to deal with the political
aftermath of bad publicity.

"Eligor?" Lucifer had a panicked expression
as the Cherubim clapped the final pair of shackles around his
ankles and ran a chain through the three pairs pinning his arms,
his legs and his wings as though he were a mass murderer. "Call
Zepar! Tell him to petition Parliament for a Writ of Habeas
Corpus!"

The second Cherubim dragged him out of there,
shouting, and hauled him not towards the elevator which would bring
him through the front lobby for all to see, but the Prime
Minister's private elevator where two more Cherubim stood, the
hallways cleared so there would be no civilian witnesses to see
Lucifer hauled off in chains.

Master Yoritomo leaned towards him, his voice
an ominous rumble.

"You know the penalty for disobeying the
Eternal Emperor."

With a clank of armor, he was out of there,
leaving the three of them sitting alone to wonder at what had just
happened. The Leonid burst into tears, having no idea what was
really going on. She would not disobey a direct order from
the Emperor.

"C'mon," Eligor grabbed his sidekick. "We've
got work to do."

"What?" Lerajie said. "You heard what they
said!"

Eligor had his PDA out and was already
punching in the emergency phone number Zepar had given him just in
case something like this ever happened, although none of
them had expected it would happen like this. Murder?

"What now?" Zepar's obsequious drone came on
the line. Eligor cringed. Oh, how he loathed that toad!

"Shit just hit the fan," Eligor dragged
Lerajie towards the private elevator where Lucifer had just been
taken and punched the button, waiting for it to come back up. "Time
to initiate Plan B."

The doors opened. Eligor signaled for Lerajie
to hold the elevator. Brushing past the sobbing Leonid, he burst
into Lucifer's office and rifled through his desk to grab a flash
drive and a small, handwritten journal. Smashing the case which
held the golden pulse rifle, he aimed it at Lucifer's desktop and
fired, blowing the thing to smithereens so no evidence could be
gotten off of its hard drive, although Lucifer had always been
careful about his off-book dealings.

The Leonid stood at the door but did not stop
him, her loyalty to her employer, however brief, warring with her
loyalty to the Eternal Emperor. Eligor shoved the golden pulse
rifle into a bag and paused just before he pushed past her,
stepping over to the bookshelf to grab the one item he knew Lucifer
could not replace.

"Where are you going?" the Leonid wrung her
paws. Her pale muzzle twitched with suppressed tears, giving her
more the appearance of a lagomorph than a fierce creature which
tore apart its prey.

"Better you don't know, Miss," Eligor
said.

He shoved the picture of Lucifer standing
next to his mother into the bag and made his way back to the
elevator held by Lerajie. He pushed the down button in
silence. Once you left the Prime Minister's penthouse suite, the
only direction you could go was down.

"Where we going?" Lerajie asked the minute
the door closed.

Lerajie turned his face to the number pad
which counted out the floors. Eligor fished under his shirt for a
key kept on a chain and shoved it into an invisible panel at the
side of the buttons that even the Emperor didn't know about, one
that had been built into it when Lucifer had designed this robust
round office building to surround the older, ineffective Great Hall
of Parliament while the Emperor had been off gallivanting through
the ascended realms after his dead mother.

Plan B.

The elevator descended into the
underground.
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Mikhail

"Noooooo!"

Mikhail's eyes met Immanu's. Immanu's met
his. Both shifted uncomfortably as they listened to the poor woman
scream inside Laum's house where they stood vigil so busybodies
could not intrude upon this tragic event. Siamek joined them on the
death-watch, his expression troubled. Another plaintive wail
drifted out through the door.

"Will Dadbeh be alright?" Mikhail asked to
alleviate the silence between the screams, too much even for
him to handle.

"Jamin broke his nose," Siamek said. "Firouz
dragged him back to his parent's house. They're insisting he lay
down until he stops throwing up and passing out. We're worried he
might drop dead from a head injury."

"Was the baby's his?" Immanu
asked.

"She told him she didn't know for certain,"
Siamek looked down at his feet. "We all lay down with her at
one time or another. It could have been any one of ours, which is
why none of us came forward when her parents put the finger on
Jamin."

"Could it have been yours?" Mikhail
glared at him, still unable to believe the story Gita had
come to him with when she'd pleaded with him to intervene and help
Shahla extricate herself from a bad situation.

Siamek looked away. "I don't know. Possibly.
I lay down with her shortly before your sky canoe crashed, though I
don't think she was that far along. We'll just have to see what
Needa says when …"

Siamek fell silent, his expression filled
with guilt. Nobody wanted to give voice to the terrible word for
what was going on inside the house.

Another scream filtered through the door.
Mikhail cringed. Why did it have to take so long? Was this what it
would be like when his child was born? So much pain? The
mere thought of Ninsianna screaming like that made his pinfeathers
stand on end.

Women's voices called for Shahla to push. She
fought it. She fought it and she cursed them and she screamed that
it was too early, fighting for her baby's life even when everyone
inside that room except for Shahla knew the baby was already dead.
Three warriors stood vigil to witness the baby's death, one of the
heavens, one of the spirit world, and one of the earth. All choked
back tears.

"You can't keep holding this baby inside of
you, Shahla," Needa's voice filtered through the door. "You've got
to let the baby be born."

"It's too early!" Shahla cried.

"This is all your fault!" Shahla's mother
shrieked at her daughter. "What the hell did you think he
would do when you told him you were marrying someone else?"

Immanu turned to Siamek.

"Is that true?"

"We're not sure what she told him to
set him off," Siamek looked uncomfortable. "Every witness has a
different story. But Dadbeh said Jamin already had the glint of
murder in his eyes when he came storming out of his father's house,
and that he never had a chance to tell him he would step
forward for the tribunal to finger as the father, whether or not
the baby was his, so Shahla's parents could not force her to marry
him."

Ninsianna's voice was amongst those that told
the young woman she had to let the baby go. Oh … if only he'd
gotten there three minutes sooner! He'd almost flown away and not
listened to Gita, the strange, black-eyed girl who'd come running
to him with a wild story about the plot Shahla's parents had
hatched to trap the Chief's son into marriage. He had made her
repeat it three times, asking questions and challenging the
veracity of what she said. Even when it finally dawned on him that
Gita was telling the truth, it had seemed so ironic that the
goddess had seen fit to repay Jamin's forced betrothal of Ninsianna
with a forced betrothal of his own that he had been in no hurry to
rescue him.

Had the cruel goddess Ninsianna worshipped,
the one who sometimes seized her body and spoke down to him as
though he were an idiot, planned this all along?

Another scream.

"Nooooo." Again and again and again.

Mikhail had to resist the urge to bash down
the door and smite whichever evildoer caused those screams, knowing
he need look no further than his own reflection in a pool of water
to see who was to blame. Him. Three minutes. Perhaps even
two-and-a-half? If he'd just gotten there a few moments sooner,
Shahla would be standing before the Chief right now with Dadbeh,
saying her wedding vows.

There was one last moan, and then a
blood-curdling scream as Needa delivered the news they'd all known
would be the truth. Shahla's mother screamed insults at her,
telling her she was worthless.

"Is she always like that?" Mikhail asked the
two men standing vigil with him.

"Where do you think Shahla got her viperous
tongue?" Immanu said.

"Get her out of here!" Needa ordered.

"This is my house!" Shahla's mother
screeched like some ancient carrion bird. "You get out! And
take this worthless piece of goat-dung with you! The moment she can
walk, we shall turn her out into the desert to be eaten by the
hyenas!"

Shahla wept inside the door as her mother
piled upon her insult after insult. Mikhail felt helpless. If only
he'd gotten there a few minutes sooner! Maybe even two minutes? Two
minutes, and perhaps none of this would have happened. Ninsianna
came outside, wiping her hands upon a cloth.

"Chol beag…" He tried to pull her into his
arms.

Ninsianna pushed him away. She glared at him,
her golden eyes almost copper with her anger. Why was she angry at
him?

"She's asking for you."

"Me?"

"You."

Her eyes were filled with recrimination.
Because he had told Gita to go away when she had first run up to
him and lay her hand upon his arm to get his attention? Because he
had drawn back as if he'd been stung when he'd turned, thinking it
was Ninsianna, and seen instead it was part of the cause of the
marital difficulties he was currently having? Because now the
entire village whispered rumors that Shahla's baby wasn't Jamin's
or Dadbeh's or some other warriors, but his?

Shahla's actions, however irrational, made
sense if the young woman had been looking for an excuse to thwart
her parent's wishes she marry a man who was abusive. She had
pointed the finger at the only man in the village more powerful
than Jamin because the young woman had wanted someone to protect
her … and he had let her down.

"Why?" Mikhail asked.

Ninsianna gave him a look of disgust and
stalked back into Laum's house, leaving the door open behind her.
The room stank of blood like a battle scene, a house of death, not
the life the young woman had tried to give birth to and failed. A
tiny cloth-wrapped bundle lay in Needa's hands. Shahla curled up on
a pallet in a fetal position, weeping over the loss of her baby
while her mother shouted insult after insult at her.

That black anger which bubbled closer to the
surface the longer he dwelt amongst these people, these horrible,
conniving humans who lied and schemed and betrayed one another
every chance they got, welled into his veins and turned his blood
from hot to cold. He grabbed Shahla's mother by the shoulders and
lifted her up level with his face, knocking several chairs over as
he flared his wings.

"One more word from you, woman, and I swear I
shall draw this sword and cut out your viperous tongue!"

Her eyes grew wide with terror, seeing
something in his eyes that silenced even her intemperate
insults. He put her down, shame rushing through him at his abuse of
a woman, but no person in that room jumped to Eshargemelet's
defense, not even the black-eyed girl, who stared at him with
owlish eyes. It was the memory of whispered prayers which urged him
to lay the wound back beneath the dirt, to cover it over and forget
about it before he did something the Cherubim had warned he must
never, ever do, unleash his rage, no matter how justified it
might be.

"Mikhail?" Shahla sobbed. "Mikhail?"

He did not understand why it was his
name she called when it had been Dadbeh who had tried to rescue her
… and been given a head injury and a broken nose for his courage.
He had been too late.

Ninsianna glared at him. Whatever was wrong,
he would speak to her about this chasm which had opened up between
them later.

He knelt down next to her pallet, this
pathetic creature still wearing the blood-soaked dress she had
meant to wear to her wedding. "I am here, Shahla."

Her eyes stared past him, not focused on
him, but on some daydream that he represented, a happy place
where women did not have scheming parents or get beaten by lovers
who did not want them or labor after babies who died.

"Did you see her?" Shahla stared into that
happy world she had created within her own mind. "Did you see our
baby?"

An angry hiss came from behind him, the hiss
of a cat startled by a snake. Despite Shahla's self-deception, he
could not hate her, for how could you loathe a creature that had
been brought this low?

His eyes met Needa's, carrying the child who
had not lived long enough to take its first breath. He knew what
his mother-in-law asked of him even though Ninsianna was here and
she would hate him for it. Tears welled into his eyes. He took
Shahla's hand.

"She is a beautiful little girl," Mikhail
told her. "Too perfect for this world. She-who-is has taken her
straight into the next one, where she shall wait for her mother to
join her."

Shahla smiled, a weak, pathetic little
grimace with tears streaming down her cheeks and trembling lips.
She pointed to the bundle Needa carried.

"Will you take her there for me?" Shahla's
voice was pleading. "Will you carry her into the Dreamtime so she
can meet this emperor you speak of? Your god?"

Already Immanu had come in, carrying his
bundle of incense, his bowl for water, his rattles and the other
implements used to perform the death rituals. He tried to press a
bundle of sacred cedar into Ninsianna's hand so they could perform
the ceremony together, but she shoved it back at him, her golden
eyes glowing with fury at Shahla's accusation, spoken as sweetly as
the kiss of a lover, from her broken mind.

'-She- believes it…' That was the
answer Ninsianna had given him when she said she had looked for the
truth in Shahla's mind.

Mikhail's cheek twitched, faced with a
choice. Give comfort to this poor girl in the hopes that because of
it, eventually her poor broken mind might heal? Or give comfort to
his wife who, because of this woman's lies, now doubted that he was
true? He bowed his head, wishing he could remember which gods he
really prayed to. In his mind, he thought of them all as
village chiefs, even the goddess who tugged Ninsianna's strings
like a puppet. Who had been the god of his ancestors? He
could not remember to even give a prayer to them on this girl's
behalf. But the choice was easy.

"I shall carry her there myself," Mikhail
told her. "And lay her down to sleep in a bed lined with feathers
from my own wings until you join her so she shall never be
cold."

Shahla nodded, her eyes too bright, too eager
as the tears streamed out of them and she lay back down upon her
bed. At the rear of the room, her mother, viperous creature, glared
daggers into his back. He could feel her hatred boring into him
even though he had not been at fault, other than those three
minutes he had been too late. He looked up at the black-eyed girl,
the one who had come to him for help. If anything, this made his
wife even angrier, some ancient dispute he had not been made privy
to, as Shahla sought comfort in Gita's hands and not the hands of
the Chosen One of She-who-is.

Mikhail stood and reached for the bundle.

"It was a normal child," Needa said
softly, her hands lingering on the bundle she had not been able to
save, "perhaps five months in the womb. No more than six."

Normal. In other words, despite what
Shahla claimed, the child did not have wings. It fit into the palm
of his hands, still warm from its mother's body, but he knew it
would not remain so for long. Shahla began to cry again. Her
peculiar friend touched her hair and began to sing, the sound
causing him to hesitate, as though he had heard it somewhere
before, even though the song stopped and started between her
sobs.

"Let's get this over with," Ninsianna's
golden eyes glowed with fury even though she had to know the
accusation was not true.

He cradled the infant to his chest and
carried it outside, Immanu and Ninsianna right behind him. Siamek
leaned against the wall, tears streaming from his eyes as
well. Five, perhaps six months in the womb? Siamek had not been the
sire.

"Give it to my father." Ninsianna's words
were short and crisp, her golden eyes tinged with copper as she
eyed the bundle as though it were a harbinger of plague.

He looked at his wife, and he just
knew that to bury this child, who had never even known the
first kiss of breath, in the midst of such hatred as breathed in
this village would be wrong.

"I made her a promise," Mikhail said. "And I
shall keep it. Because once a vow is made, it should never be
broken."

He spoke of more than his promise to Shahla.
She should know better than anyone that he did not break his
word.

Immanu handed him the sacred cedar and a
water skin to anoint the head of the grave. The words were not
spoken, but although Immanu's gift was the less powerful of the
two, Ninsianna had inherited her second sight from her father. What
Mikhail envisioned was so powerful that Immanu saw it and, unlike
his daughter, he approved.

"Good night," he said to Ninsianna. He leaned
forward to kiss her cheek, but she pulled back, her rejection
feeling very much like a knife in his heart. He stood, his lip
twitching with regret, and stepped back to flare his wings.

"Where do you go, winged one?" Siamek
asked.

"To the highest mountaintop I can find,"
Mikhail said. "It is the closest to the Dreamtime I can carry this
child."

So he flew to the top of the mountain they
called Alfaf, and he lay the tiny bundle down amongst the rocks in
a bed lined with feathers and built a cairn around it so that no
creature could disturb its sleep, and then he wept, not just for
the senseless tragedy of this child's death, or the three minutes
he had delayed where he might have made a difference, or the poor
girl laying broken in the house of her parents who hated her, nor
even his estrangement with Ninsianna, but because he knew not what
god to pray to and, for the first time since he'd been here, he
realized he must have once had a god, a real god,
even though he could feel no connection to one now.

His sadness spent, he flew home and crawled
in behind his sleeping wife, glad when she murmured his name and
melted against him, sad when she awoke the next morning and, upon
noticing the thin spot on the underside of his wings where he had
plucked his feathers, got out of bed without a word and went about
her day as though he wasn't even there.

The Chief retreated into his house and did
not come out. The entire village was subdued as Varshab, the
Chief's man from his younger days, carried out his orders to
question all of the witnesses and make sure his son did not escape
from the hole in the ground until they had a chance to convene the
tribunal. Poor Dadbeh had Firouz and Tirdard carry him to Shahla's
house and was turned away by her parents who blamed him for
upsetting their machinations.

And the village whispered. Oh, how it
whispered accusations, although the accusations were by far not
only about him, but somehow, he, too, had been
implicated.

How had he ended up on trial?
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“And in the news today, the Prime Minister's
Chief of Staff came before an emergency Joint Session of Parliament
to request they issue a Writ of Habeas Corpus compelling the
Eternal Emperor to bring the Prime Minister before that body for
questioning. The Eternal Emperor has refused to state what charges
have been filed against the Prime Minister and will not allow
Lucifer's attorneys to speak to him. The Office of the Eternal
Emperor has issued an official statement of 'no comment' to all
media inquiries."

"Parliament has issued the Writ and demands
the Emperor produce the Prime Minister for a hearing within 24
hours or they will put to a vote a resolution the Speaker of the
Commons filed today to demote the Emperor to a ceremonial
god, as the Mer-Levi Federation did during the Emperor's 200 year
absence, stripping him of all authority to act on the Alliance's
behalf as anything other than a figurehead. The Speaker of the
Commons cited as grounds the Emperor's 200 year abandonment and
questionable actions since then which indicate the Emperor
is no longer competent to act as our Emperor and God."

"When the resolution was put to a non-binding
voice-vote, the resolution passed unanimously. We now go to
reporter Merrilly Booney, who is covering the groundswell vote of
no confidence in the Emperor live at a candlelight
vigil outside of Parliament by angry citizens demanding the Prime
Minister be released. Merrilly?"

Camera cuts to a Delphinium reporter
standing in front of Parliament surrounded by tens of thousands of
people carrying candles and pictures of Lucifer…
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Young Lucifer

Mama said if you lurked in
shadows, someday you might overhear something you wished you'd
never heard. My response was always that if the information hurt,
then you needed to hear it all the more. Especially when you're a
15-year-old kid and everyone assumes you're too dumb to notice
something fishy is going on.

Ever since the shooting,
I'd been lurking in the shadows a lot. The terrible words Mama had
whispered as she'd healed my wounds under the Eternal Tree, that
somebody -else- was my father, ate at me. I wanted to throw myself
into Father's arms and listen to him reassure me it was all a big,
fat lie, but I was big now, so instead I did whatever he asked of
me, hoping he would notice and acknowledge I was his
son.

His -real- son. Not this
other man's son.

Papa did -not- reassure
me. In fact, he'd retreated so deeply into his work that not even
news of some magnificent new chess move I'd won against Emperor
Shay'tan, who had no idea it was a 15-year-old boy he played
against instead of Father. If I wanted to see him, then I needed to
go to -him.-

"Where are you off to this
morning, young prince?" Master Ubiqute asked as I approached the
doorway to the wing which housed Father's genetics
laboratory.

"Father sent me on an
errand to fetch a feather from the ibong adarna," I held up a long,
colorful tail feather. "He wants to run some tests on it." Father
had asked for no such thing, but I wished to speak to him, so why
chance being sent away when I could capture for him a
prize?

The ibong adarna had been
engineered by Father to display every color of the rainbow in the
exact -opposite- color of whatever environment he was perched
against, like a chameleon, only in reverse, so that no matter where
you were, you would always be able to see it. It had long tail
feathers, colorful wings, and a plumulaceous crest that made it one
of the more beautiful birds in Father's garden. Since Father did
not like to leave his creations defenseless, he had also engineered
it to warble a song every bit as soporific as the Happy Bird's song
was happy, often having the effect of putting anyone who was
listened to it asleep.

"The ibong adarna allowed
you to get close enough to pluck it again?" Master Ubiqute's
mandibles widened in about as close as any non-Cherubim might ever
get to seeing one of Father's guards smile.

"I -do- have wings!" I
forced a laugh. "It's not difficult once you know where it makes
its nest. I simply waited until it dozed off so it could not lull
me to sleep, then flew up to pluck this feather."

"You are a clever boy,"
Master Ubiqute said. "And devious. I did not think the ibong adarna
would make the same mistake twice?"

"Everybody makes the same
mistake twice," I said. "And often even a third or fourth time. If
you simply wait long enough, they will drop their guard and let you
pluck their feathers again and again!"

Master Ubiqute stepped
aside to let me pass. As lofty and empty as Father's Great Hall
was, his laboratory was like a living creature, packed with cages
and the pungent aroma of every life form Father dabbled with. I
always found it curious that Father, who claimed he was a staunch
advocate of hands-off natural evolution, liked to tinker with those
creatures DNA, as if the rules which applied to everybody else in
the universe did not apply to -him.-

A cacophony of growls,
hisses, and other sounds gave warning of my entry, but the animals
were already so agitated at the sound of Father arguing with
someone that there was little perceptible increase in the volume.
Any other day I would have called to him, but lately Father and
Mama had not been speaking to each other, at least not since the
fight they'd had the night after I'd been shot. If I asked what the
problem was they told me to mind my business. I was certain it had
to do with the man I had seen in the world between, but Mama
refused to say another word and the one time I asked Father, he
grew so angry I had thought he might smite me for my
insolence.

I should have announced
myself. That would have been the right thing to do when I noticed
Father speaking to old Dephar, but sometimes the only way to find
out what lurked in the shadows was to be a lurker yourself.
Especially when you are a fifteen-year-old boy and everyone thinks
you are too young to understand things. How many years had I been
outwitting Shay'tan and still Father thought of me as a
baby?

"You must pay attention to
the problems of your own empire!" Dephar's dragon-like snout curled
up in a sneer. "Your armies are dying out. You must accelerate a
-new- species to replace them, not keep trying to fix the same old
broken ones."

Father had a hologram of a
sample of Mama's DNA displayed on his workbench, testing it to see
what would happen if he spliced in an elixir to turn a particular
sequence of data in her genome off or on. He had that intense look
upon his face that I saw from time to time, not just determination,
but some other emotion. If I didn't know he was a god, I would have
sworn he looked worried.

"Shemijaza is coming for
her," Father said. "Her and the boy. This is the only gift I can
offer her to make her testify against him."

"What right do you have to
offer immortality to win a dispute?" Dephar said. "Only SHE may
choose who is favored. Every time one of you old gods forgets that
edict, we run into situations like the Nephilim."

Father ran the simulation.
The DNA started to reorganize itself, and then
collapsed.

"Not viable," the
Dardda'il-enhanced computer spoke.

Father sighed.

"I'm not -creating- life,"
Father said. "Only taking care of details SHE is too busy to fix so
so she doesn't end up with so many evolutionary dead ends." Father
queued up another hologram of DNA to spiral next to Mama's, one I
recognized as my own. "My meddling has a place, or SHE would not
allow it."

"These hybrids are
inconsequential," Dephar said. "Why do you waste time on them? They
are not even -real-."

Father pointed to the
third ladder of -my- DNA, what he called TNA or the triploid
strand. He'd been teaching me to interpret some of the easier
sequences, such as eye color or the color of my wings, but most of
the rest of what he did still did not make sense.

"That was not there
before," Father pointed to a small chain of nucleotides which had
been flagged. "Whatever Asherah did to heal him, it made him -more-
than he was before. I asked her how she did it and she said it
wasn't her. She said it was the Song of Ki."

"The Song of Ki is nothing
but a myth," Dephar said. "A fairytale the Seraphim like to tell
one another to justify their separatist beliefs."

No. It wasn't. I had heard
it in the land between.

"The boy was shot," Father
said softly. "I was so concerned with smiting the Agent that I
forgot such an injury was fatal in a mortal. If she had not healed
him…"

Now he -did- look
worried…

Father queued up yet
another spiral of DNA, one I had never seen before. Not that
sequence I had seen with the name Mama had whispered to me, then
refused to speak again. No, this one had three strands just like
mine. It had numerous sequences flagged, including the one Father
had flagged in -my- DNA, the one he said was different, but it also
had lots of broken chunks, as though somebody had taken an axe to
it.

"Lucifer is so close,"
Father said. "If I can figure this out, so can Shemijaza, and then
we'll -really- have a problem. I can't let him take them from me
until I figure out how it's done."

"You do not have the
right, old friend," Dephar put his hand on Father's shoulder. "Any
more than he does. You know the law."

Father tried different
sequences on Mama's DNA. Simulation after simulation failed to fill
in that gap I could see between what I had in -my- third ladder and
what he was trying to fix in hers. I considered clearing my throat
and pretending I had just come into the laboratory, but, quite
frankly, I found it fascinating to hear him talk to old Dephar, who
knew the right questions to ask to help Father think, versus the
awkward questions -I- asked which always annoyed him.

Hey! I can't be good at
everything, now, can I?

A pipette that was
balanced precariously on one of Father's abandoned petri dishes
rolled and tinkled upon the table. Dephar and Father both looked
up, but luckily I'd had enough common sense to pin my wings to my
back so the two fluffy white appendages didn't scream 'here is
Lucifer eavesdropping on you again.' I crouched beneath the
counter, praying Father wouldn't use his ascended powers to scan
for life sparks. Luckily he was preoccupied. He ran another
simulation to fill in one of the small pieces of Mama's missing
ladder.

"Sequence is viable," the
Dardda'il-enhanced computer said.

"See?" Father grew excited
and jotted down the formula he'd just tested. "I'll try it on a
living tissue sample."

"She has refused her
consent," Dephar reminded him.

"Lucifer will fetch me a
sample," Father said.

Father always asked me to
pick hair out of Mama's hairbrush and steal utensils she'd eaten
off of and rummage through the bathroom waste can looking for …
eew! I didn't even want to -think- about the disgusting little
packages she wrapped up in toilet paper five days every year when
she would grow moody and bite my head off. Father sent -me- to fish
for samples of her DNA because Mama refused to let -him- experiment
on her and fishing through the garbage cans was beneath him, though
I had no doubt that, if he had no choice, he would.

Now that was a funny
thought. Father… Stepping down from his throne to rummage through
the waste cans. I chortled a laugh and clapped my hand over my
mouth to prevent myself from betraying my location. I made the
mistake of leaning back into one of the cages. A sharp little claw
jabbed at my wing and I nearly yelped. I'd backed up into the
little bear-mammal cage. The creature snarled and chewed on a
pawful of white feathers.

"She's so close to
completion," Father touched the hologram. "Why -not- complete her?
She is everything the Seraphim were trying to achieve when they
splintered off into their own colony."

"You let them splinter off
so they would stop polluting your armies with their genetic
defects," Dephar said. "Mated pairs!" He pointed at my sample of
DNA, or more precisely, the third strand. "You should focus on the
task She-who-is assigned you to do … figure out how a genetic
lineage which has been extinct for millions of years suddenly
reappeared in the universe with no warning or explanation. Not go
chasing after the boy's mother. She is not interested!"

"Recessive genes," Father
said. "It's the only explanation I've been able to come up
with."

"Across species?" Dephar
shook his head.

There was a ruckus at the
door. A thin, yellow-skinned Grine came rushing in, one of Father's
laboratory assistants. I crept to the side of the room, ignoring
the growl from a small bear-like creature and tucked my wings
tighter so they would not see me.

"Your Majesty! You've got
to watch this!" From the way the Grine shook as he turned on the
monitor located on one wall, it was bad news.

"Another transmission?"
Father asked.

"Yes! This time he has
seized control of every broadcast network in the
Alliance."

Ooh! News! Father -never-
let me watch television. He'd removed them from the palace after
he'd caught me sneaking into the maid's quarters one day to watch
something called a 'soap opera' and given me a stern lecture about
not rotting out my brain. A brutish face, pockmarked with battle
scars came onto the screen. Chills caused my feathers to rustle …
the man in the dream. What was most remarkable was not his
white-blonde hair and wings, for I had discovered nearly -all-
Angelics, except for Mama, had coloring closer to -mine- than to
hers, but that his eyes were the same color as mine.

Silver…

The air crackled with
electricity as Father dropped the illusion of a kindly, elderly man
and transformed into that person I had seen the day I was shot, the
one that had simply pushed me aside to go after the man who had
shot me.

"Shemijaza," Father
snarled.

"He's on all the channels,
Sir," the Grine trembled. "Even the data lines that feed directly
into people's computers. Every citizen in the Alliance can see this
message right now."

I watched, fascinated, as
the man I had seen in the land between came to life on Father's
television screen. He was a hard man, judging by the square,
determined set of his jaw, his features even more brutal and
terrifying than some of the Leonid generals or General Abaddon, and
when he spoke his voice rumbled with power. I crept closer so I
could hear what he said.

"Fifteen years ago," the
man said, "my wife disappeared with neither explanation nor even a
hint of marital distress. I searched for her, but was told she had
committed suicide. I was … devastated."

His face softened. The
screen flashed a picture of Mama, standing next to the man wearing
white, not black as she always wore, and smiling, an expression I
had never seen her wear. The screen flashed back to the silver-eyed
man.

"Three weeks ago," the man
said, "My wife contacted me and informed me that not only had she
borne me a son, but that she's been held prisoner in the Eternal
Emperor's palace for the last fifteen years. And that wasn't all!
She said our son had been shot! Collateral damage in an
assassination attempt on the Eternal Emperor's life! The Emperor's
response was not to help the boy who had just taken a bullet for
him, but to push him to the ground and disappear!"

Powerful images came into
my mind. Images about -me!- Images of the man carrying me bleeding
out of a dark place. But those images were not on the television
screen. But … how? I had always assumed I had gotten the power of
persuasion from my Mama, but now I realized I'd inherited it from
-both- sides of the family! Could other people see these images
besides me? Or did they see them subconsciously, the way I always
coaxed Mama to not be sad?

"The Third Empire is a
peaceful republic," the silver-eyed man said. "We try to resolve
our disputes by using the law. Immediately upon hearing from my
wife, we attempted that avenue by filing a request to make my case
before your Alliance courts as to why the Eternal Emperor should
not return custody to me of my wife and son."

The camera flashed to an
official-looking court document, stamped with an Alliance seal. It
then flashed to a second document issued by the court with the
words 'Writ of Habeas Corpus' written across it with both -my- and
Mama's names.

"Yesterday afternoon, I
received -this.-"

The Writ of Habeas Corpus
came back on the screen, but this time it had scrawled across it in
Father's own hand 'Go to Hades.'

Go to Hades?

It was -his- signature.
There was no denying Father's signature. -Everybody- knew what the
Eternal Emperor's signature looked like!

"For fifteen years, the
Eternal Emperor has held my son captive inside the Eternal Palace
and told everyone he is the bastard child of a servant!" The man's
eyes glittered so silvery-pale they were nearly white with fury,
and it -was- fury, for I could -feel- that fury with every word he
spoke.

A bastard? I remembered
what Father had told Ba'al Zebub when he'd spotted me so I wouldn't
be in trouble.

"An unwanted bastard," the
man repeated. "I received confirmation of this by two emissaries of
the Sata'an Empire."

Those words shivered
through my body. Father hadn't meant it to be taken that way! He
only wanted what was best for me. Right?

"My son is no bastard!"
the man pounded down his fist. "He is a prince. A Prince of Tyre. I
demand his safe return to Tyre -immediately- so he can take his
rightful place at my side as ruler of the Third Empire."

Me? A prince? Well of
course I was a prince. Didn't the Cherubim always call me little
prince? Of course, I had never heard Father call me that. But he
always -did- say that someday he would retire to the ascended
realms with Mama and I could rule in his stead.

"This time," Shemijaza's
voice was an ominously deep rumble, "the Emperor has pushed us too
far. The Third Empire has only ever fought back against Alliance
aggression when they targeted a planet that petitioned to join us.
We wish to simply exist and be left alone, free of the intrigues of
both great empires. But now I find out your emperor holds prisoner
my wife and son!"

Prisoner? Well … um … no …
um … they … maybe? There -were- two Cherubim guard stationed
outside our wing of the palace at all times, and never once had I
been allowed any further than the garden, which sat at the center
of the palace, and not outside. Until three weeks ago, nobody had
even been allowed to see me.

"Until the citizens of the
Alliance tell the Eternal Emperor that your laws -do- apply to
everyone, including -him-, the Alliance and the Third Empire will
be at war!"

"We shall blow up one
planet each day, starting with lightly inhabited resource planets,
and moving up to more densely inhabited ones, until your courts
-give- me a fair hearing to make my case and -prove- my son would
be better off in my hands than in the hands of the Eternal Emperor.
Starting … right … now."

The screen queued to an
image of a small mining colony. Sirens could be heard in the
background, along with a computerized voice giving a countdown.
Miners rushed to shuttlecraft and took off into the atmosphere, the
countdown reciting numbers backwards the entire time. I watched
with morbid fascination as the rocky landscape grew peaceful, with
no sign of life except for a far-distant sun and the computer
calling out the numbers backwards of the countdown.

"Five … four … three … two
… one…"

There was a flash before
the screen went to static.

The camera shifted to a
view taken from space. In the background, the planet developed a
penumbra like the ring of a gas giant, and then exploded, splitting
neatly in half.

"He's got a
planet-killer," Dephar hissed.

"How in Hades did the
Third Empire get their hands on a planet killer!" Father shrieked.
He slammed his fist upon the table.

Sparks flew, illuminating
the laboratory like a bolt of lightning. Illuminating my hiding
place. Static electricity made my feathers stand on end. I cringed
back into that little bear-like mammal cage and managed to not cry
out as sharp claws tore out another handful of feathers. And still
I watched that horrible image on the television, the image of the
horrible man, the one Mama had said was my -real-
father.

The camera shifted to a
spaceship which took the smallest shuttlecraft on board, the ones
not equipped with hyperdrives capable of transporting people to
another planet. It shifted to inside the launch bay. Miners trudged
out of the shuttles and were taken into custody. Alive. Not
mistreated. But now they were prisoners of war.

The camera shifted back to
the scarred face of the silver-eyed man.

"As you can see, we are
not murderers," Shemijaza spoke, his brutal jaw clenched with
determination. "But the most fundamental right of any sentient
creature is to perpetuate their bloodline. Your Emperor has
committed a heinous offense no sentient creature will let stand,
and I -will- not let it stand."

Lucifer watched the
screen, captivated. How many times had he watched Father give
speeches, all mumbly-spoken and boring? The silver-eyed man
masterfully created that perfect balance of righteous indignation
and terror.

"If the Alliance does not
return my wife and son," the silver-eyed man said. "I will
annihilate one planet each day, moving from less populated ones to
Haven-1 itself if necessary, until your courts give me back custody
of my son."

The camera shifted again.
It showed a massive fleet of strange-looking ships surging at the
Alliance border. The implication was clear. The Third Empire had
grown powerful enough that it would invade, if necessary, to get
the silver-eyed man what he wanted.

The message
repeated.

It repeated
again.

It repeated
again.

"Can't somebody jam that
signal?" Father shouted.

"Our communication
specialists are working on it, Your Majesty," the Grine said. "But
he has equipment we have never seen before. It is so sophisticated
we don't know -how- to block it."

"Where was that planet
located?" Dephar asked.

"R-r-right here," the
Grine stuttered. "Haven cluster. It was a small mining planetoid
located in the outer solar system. He loaded the miners and
disappeared without a trace."

"Here?!" The electricity
in the room grew to a critical mass. Father screamed into the air.
"Goddess!!!"

And then he shimmered and
disappeared.

I hid until Dephar and the
Grine had left the room, and then walked up to the video monitor,
watching it replay again, and again, and again, and again. A
message to the citizens of the Alliance that the silver-eyed man
wanted back the son who had been stolen from him.

It felt as though a hole
had just opened up in the pit of my stomach as I watched the brutal
man blow up the planet, again and again and again.

He was coming after -me-?
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Shay'tan

"As you can see, Your Eminence, Styx has the
stronger claim to the asteroid," the Styxian emissary said. He was
a squat man, with the typical greyish hide of his species and two
eyestalks that could rotate to watch what was happening behind his
back. He did so now, watching his emperor and god out of one
eyestalk, while watching his opposing delegate with the other. It
was a trait which made the species valuable as part of Shay'tan's
armies.

"It is one parsec closer to Malebolge!" the
Malbogian delegate argued, a creature that looked like a fish on
legs. "The Asmodel Fields asteroid has an orbit which is
elliptical. It is only closer to Styx three months out of the year!
The other nine it is closest to us." The Malebolge were a
hard-working aquacultural species, but what use was iron on a water
world where iron rusted?

"But right now it is closer to us,"
the Styxian delegate said. "And this case is being heard
now."

Shay'tan tried not to yawn in their faces,
but oh, how tedious it was to arbitrate these petty disputes. He
shifted his massive girth, grown portlier the longer he lingered in
these realms to play these mortal games, and rubbed his back. His
appearance had grown soft over the years to reflect his soft
duties, but that had not always been the case. He daydreamed of a
time when he had still worn the visage of a true dragon.

The two emissaries continued their fight.
Shay'tan pretended to listen to them argue to give the impression
of making a reasoned decision, but he'd already made up his mind.
Asmodel Fields was an iron-rich asteroid, a metal they always had
in short supply. It behooved him to give it to the world which
would use it to further the glory of his Empire.

Budayl, his elderly scribe, came into the
throne room and tucked his tail up alongside his right side,
waiting for him to notice him. The lizard-man had been trained not
to disturb him when he had affairs of state going on, but from the
way he fiddled with the buttons of his uniform, he needed to speak
to him sooner rather than later. Shay'tan cut the two delegates
off.

"I have made my decision," Shay'tan rumbled.
"Since Styx filed this action before Malebolge did, the distance to
the Asmodel Fields Asteroid should be determined as of today. At
the moment, since the asteroid is closest to Styx, Styx shall be
awarded dominion over it.

"But Your Eminence," the Malebolge delegate
protested. "Most of the year the asteroid lays closer to
Malebolge."

Shay'tan growled just enough to convince the
Malebolgian delegate he was annoyed, and in a way he was, but it
was no fun being annoyed when you had already anticipated in
advance their reaction, as well as your own annoyance, and figured
out exactly how to respond to it.

"Are you implying my judgment is
fallible?"

"N-n-no, Your Majesty," the Malebolge
delegate stammered.

Shay'tan waited until the guards had cleared
the room before raising his snout to signal the scribe. The
lizard-man was normally unflappable, but ever since news had broken
that Lucifer had been arrested, with no explanation as to
why, they had all been a little jumpy.

"What news do you have for me?"

"Your Majesty," the scribe bowed. "We were
unable to make contact with Lord Zebub."

Shay'tan drummed his claws against his
throne.

"You are certain he left the Alliance before
this trouble started with the Prime Minister?" Shay'tan asked.

"Yes, Your Eminence."

"What rumors have our spies intercepted about
the charges against the Alliance Prime Minister?"

"The rumors are unconfirmed, Sir," the scribe
said. "But we've heard whispers the Prime Minister has been charged
with the negligent homicide of a protected seed-world species."

"Murder?"

Shay'tan's drumming stopped. He remembered
the frail, ebony-skinned female who had fainted at the sight of
him. She had been an experiment into how badly genetic drift may
have impaired their worth as potential breeding stock. He began to
drum his claws once more. So she had died?

He stretched a crick out of his long,
serpentine neck. Hashem was predictably overreacting, the same
mistake he had made with Shemijaza and, before him, the fifth
species. The man did not learn. He heaved his girth off his gilded
throne and waddled to the door that led to his game room. Budayl
followed. He had enough common sense to stay out of the way when
Shay'tan flared his leathery wings to get the blood flowing back
into them.

"What was Ba'al Zebub's last known
position?"

Shay'tan touched the enormous galactic
chessboard which hummed on its axis, caressing those squares lit up
in a reassuring red, his solar systems, resources and
planets. On the opposite side, Hashem's squares glowed brilliant
blue, the color he had engineered into his Angelic's eyes so that
Shay'tan would be perpetually reminded they were his
species.

"Here, Sir," Budayl pointed to the volatile
buffer zone between the two great empires. "Lord Zebub indicated he
would be making a diplomatic call on King Barabas to feel out his
intentions on the Tokoloshe annexation of Gamygen-6."

Shay'tan noted the ship he'd placed on the
chessboard to track the location of Lucifer's flagship, the
Prince of Tyre, still positioned at the juncture of four
converging hotspots. Hashem had not seized it as would have make
sense if Lucifer had housed the human female there that had
passed away, presumably from the strain of carrying a genetically
incompatible Angelic child. She must have died someplace else where
someone reported the death.

That didn't make any sense! Why stash
your flagship out in the middle of nowhere if you weren't hiding
anything?

"What was Ba'al Zebub's last known location?"
Shay'tan asked.

"Here, Your Eminence," Budayl said. He
pointed to coordinates in the same general area where Lucifer's
flagship sat.

That uncomfortable feeling Shay'tan had been
experiencing ever since they'd found the ebony-skinned female, the
one who was now presumably dead, grabbed his gut like a clump of
bricks.

"When did you last hear from him?"

"Just before the Alliance newscast," Budayl
said.

"And my armada?"

"Still under complete radio silence," Budayl
said. "We've neither seen nor heard from them in three weeks, but
that is to be expected given the route they're circumnavigating to
get to Earth."

Shay'tan caressed the chess square where
Ba'al Zebub had told him Earth was located. Unfortunately
She-who-is blocked him from seeing that world directly, forcing him
to rely upon the intelligence of his own men and his wits. Around
it swarmed assets he had placed there, but even as he'd
played those pieces against his adversary, a warning bell had gone
off in the back of his mind. So many resources … all paid for by
Alliance dollars and the excess tribute flowing into his treasury
that Utbah had flagged as suspicious. That spiral arm thinned out
into largely older, uninhabitable worlds with dead suns and even
deader planets. How had humans ended up there?

All information led back to Ba'al Zebub, and
suddenly Ba'al Zebub was missing.

"Relay a message to Admiral Musab," Shay'tan
said. "Tell him to send his fastest scout ship … here," he pointed
to chess square marked as Earth, "and tell me what he finds."

"Yes, Your Eminence," Budayl bowed. He moved
to leave.

"One other thing," Shay'tan touched the chess
piece he had sent to monitor the Prince of Tyre, waiting for
Lucifer to stumble into his empire so he could secure
leverage on the Prime Minister.

Ba'al Zebub's last known location, and the
current known location of the Prince of Tyre, both hovered
remarkably close to a homeworld which had been nothing but
interstellar dust for 225 years.

"Yes, Your Eminence?"

"Send a message to the Sata'an Secret
Service," Shay'tan touched the little silver chess piece marked
Prince of Tyre which was now neither his chess piece, nor
Hashem's. "I want them to dig up everything they can on Ba'al
Zebub. I don't care if it's a bribe to waive a postage stamp three
hundred years ago. If they've got dirt on him, I want a full
report, no matter how insignificant or petty."

Budayl blinked with his clear inner eyelid,
the one Sata'anic lizards used for protection, but did not taste
the air. The elderly scribe had served him long enough to know when
his emperor was looking for an excuse to evict an underling he no
longer trusted.

"Yes, Your Eminence." With a bow, Budayl left
Shay'tan to stew in his thoughts.
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“Earlier today, the Emperor defied the will
of the people by refusing to bring the Prime Minister before
Parliament on a Writ of Habeas Corpus or even answer questions
about the nature of the charges filed against him. When the Writ
was delivered to the Pearl Gate of the Eternal Palace, it was sent
back to the constable with the words 'Go to Hades' written in the
Emperor's own hand."

Video clip of the Pearl Gate being slammed
in the constable's face.

Video clip of the Writ of Habeas Corpus with
'Go to Hades' scrawled across it in a large hand.

"Members of the Eternal Emperor's staff have
refused to answer a Parliamentary Subpoena demanding they appear
before Parliament and answer the people as to why the Prime
Minister is being held."

Video clip of a throng of reporters
following Supreme Commander-General Jophiel into the Eternal
Palace. Hundreds of thousands of protestors wait outside the
palace, carrying signs that say 'free Lucifer.' The citizens boo
her and begin to press against the military, who can hardly hold
them. Debris is lobbed from the screaming mob.

"Supreme Commander-General! Is it true the
Emperor has staged a military coup d'état to dismantle
Parliament?

The icy beauty turns to the camera and speaks
without emotion. "I have no comment."

"Is it true you refused to obey a
Parliamentary Subpoena?"

"I have no comment." A well-lobbed shoe hits
Jophiel on the wing. She cringes.

"Is it true you have taken a permanent mate,
even though you forbid your own troops to do likewise?"

The ice-mask falters.

"I have no comment." She turns and enters
into the Eternal Palace by the Pearl Gate.

Video transitions back to television network
panel.

"This only proves Parliament's assertions
that the Eternal Emperor has lost touch with the citizen's right to
have justice administered in a fair and consistent manner and not
have a petty tyrant be exempt from the same laws that apply to you
or I. Parliament has responded by calling an Emergency Joint
Session to vote on the Bill filed yesterday to strip the Eternal
Emperor of his authority to rule this Alliance and demote him to a
ceremonial emperor and god. We go now to watch this historic
vote live."

Camera shifts to a Delphinium reporter.
Behind her, delegates from -both- sessions of Parliament move into
their seats. The camera zooms in as the Speaker of the Commons
reads the Bill into the record.

"All in favor?"

"Aye!!!" Nearly every delegate in the room
votes yes.

"Any nays?"

The old species, the Muqqibat, the Dardda'il,
and several others vote nay, along with a single Spiderid lord.
They are heavily outvoted.

"The ayes have it," the Speaker of the
Commons shouts. "The Eternal Emperor, our beloved spiritual leader,
is no longer our commander in chief. Long live Lucifer, the
true representative of the people."

"Long live Lucifer! Long live Lucifer! Long
live Lucifer!"
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October - 3,390
BC

Earth: Village of
Assur

 


Jamin

A thin sliver of moonlight shone through the
crack left in the large, flat rock that covered the pit and touched
Jamin's cheek, the only light he'd had for three days. The crack
had not been left open out of pity. Siamek had spat in the pit as
he'd thrown down his food and water yesterday and told him Shahla's
baby was dead. No. The crack was left because after three days in
the pit, the air ran out and his father had not yet decided whether
he wanted him alive or dead.

"I am sorry," Jamin said to the moon.

The moon, of course, did not answer. How
could it? Not only had the winged demon taken Ninsianna from him,
and then his place as leader of the warriors, and then his pride,
but now he had taken away his very concept of what it meant to have
a place in this universe, to be favored by the gods, if such a
thing existed. The moon was nothing but a rock, a thing the winged
demon called a planet. Even his right to have a deity to call upon
in this darkest moment, to plead intervention, to help him figure
out how his life had just turned so wrong, had been taken
away from him.

He shut his eyes, moving his face so the tiny
sliver would shine upon his eyelids, a light he could see even in
the dark. What was the story his mother used to tell him when he'd
been a little boy? About a goddess who lived in the moon? Not the
goddess worshipped by Ninsianna and the other villagers, but one
his mother's people had worshipped in their far-off village.

Where was she now, his dead mother? Did she
wait for him at the entrance to the dreamtime, as the shamans
claimed when someone passed into the world beyond? Did she watch
over him? Could she help him?

No. Even his mother would be ashamed of what
he had done.

The sliver shifted and he had to kneel to
keep the light upon his face. Then the moon set, leaving him
sitting completely in the dark.

Tomorrow was the third day. As soon as the
sun rose, he would find out his fate. He fought to sleep, to enter
that world in between where he and Ninsianna were still engaged,
where it was him she wrapped her arms around, him she
kissed, him whose child she carried now. Happy dreams. All
that had sustained him these past eight months. The dreams no
longer came. Ever since he had felt the slap of the wind in his
face and the eagles cry that he was guilty, he no longer dreamed of
her at all. Even that had been taken away from him.

He dozed off, but instead of her, he
dreamed of someone else, so bright he could see their light even
here in the pit. The light was a prisoner as he was, but at least
he had simply been thrown into a hole, while this person was
being smothered by darkness. Two souls who had both lost faith in
their gods. Jamin reached across time and space to touch that light
and the world grew blindingly bright. He blinked.

"It is time."

He looked up and realized the stone had been
pulled back, the sun had risen and was at least an hour above the
horizon. It was time to go pay for what he had done.

There was no camaraderie in the faces of the
warriors who dropped a rope into the hole and hauled him up, too
stiff to move after three days in the pit. He schooled a stony
expression so he would not appear desperate. Siamek bound his hands
and ankles so he could not run, then led him to the square in front
of his father's house, the only space large enough to fit the
entire village.

Whispers followed him as he moved through the
streets, from the lowest place where the hole was located, to the
highest point where the communal granary was situated, his father's
house, the upper well, and the shrine dedicated to She-who-is.
Anger welled in his veins as he saw the tribunal had been set up in
front of the temple. SHE had done this to him. SHE,
and her accursed Chosen One who worshipped her, had lay a curse
upon him after she had cast him aside!

That was crazy talk. He knew it was
crazy talk.

He looked for his father's face, praying he
could throw himself at his father's mercy, to beg forgiveness, to
promise that he would reform, but his father's door was firmly
shut, no sign of him as the villagers whispered. His father could
exercise his chiefly prerogative to commute his sentence, or at
least to make sure it wasn't too harsh. He would make reparations.
He would even marry Shahla. A tear slid down his cheek. Why did his
father not care enough to come?

He would rather die than let them see
him cry! He stood in front of the tribunal, his hands bound in
front of him, and forced himself to stand straight, his jaw
clenched together so he would not weep. Why was his father not
here? He stared at the three elders who would be his judge.

Behnam was one of the winged demon's archers.
He would get no impartiality there. The second judge was Yalda, the
oldest woman in the village, as well as the sharpest. Each
afternoon the winged demon brought the two widow-sisters water. He
would not get mercy from her, either. The third judge was the
village flint-knapper, Rakhshan. Jamin had been a frequent visitor
to the flint-knapper's house over the years and could perhaps count
on some good will, but the winged demon had been there often
lately, outfitting the warriors with arrows and spears, so perhaps
he could not? Any way he looked at it, his prospects were dim.

“Who will speak for Jamin?” Yalda asked,
being the oldest of the three elders.

“I will speak for myself,” Jamin said. “I do
not recognize the authority of this tribunal because there is no
impartial judge.”

"An advocate has been appointed to speak on
your behalf," Rakshan said.

Jamin swallowed, tears welling in his eyes as
he realized his father did care for him after all. His lip
twitched and he had to take a breath before saying the words.

"My father sought one out?"

"No," Rakshan said, his expression neutral.
"Mikhail did. He refuses to testify against you unless there is an
impartial advocate to examine witnesses on your behalf. We had to
send a runner all the way to Eshnunna to find someone who was not
biased against you."

The words hit him like a fist. Had he really
made that many enemies? Tears of joy soured in his eyes and made
him blink, hope turning to dirt in his stomach. Pouya, an older
warrior from Eshnunna, stepped forward.

“I will help Jamin defend against these
charges.”

“I don’t need your help,” anger welled in
Jamin's gut as he realized what was going on here. “We all know
what the verdict will be. The only question is the punishment!"

“Jamin,” Rakhshan spoke. “There are two
different accusations against you here today."

Jamin's heart sank even though he had known
this was coming. So … she had done it. She had gotten even by
telling everyone what he had done, the threat hanging over his
heart like a spearhead which had been the thing which really
made him lose his temper and beat her. But he could not say that
without incriminating himself even further, so he clenched his jaw
and remained silent.

"We shall examine the lesser charge first,"
Rakshan said. "The people of this village allege you beat Shahla so
badly she lost her baby. How do you plead?”

He stared at the ring of warriors who stood
between him and the ordinary people of this village, there not only
to ensure he didn't get away, but also that one of
them did not slip a blade between his ribs while his hands
and feet were bound for the second crime which the tribunal had not
charged him with yet. Once upon a time they had been his
men, not the winged demons. Only one thing remained in common
between himself and the warriors who stood between them … at one
time or another Shahla had claimed she was pregnant, trying to
entrap them into marriage, and then claimed it had been a false
pregnancy scare.

“Shahla has slept with every warrior in the
village.” Jamin deflected the question into territory he hoped the
two men on the tribunal might sympathize with. “It was not my
child!”

“That wasn't the question,” Rakhshan said.
“Jamin … three days ago did you beat Shahla so badly she lost her
baby?”

“Shahla tried to blackmail me into marrying
her,” Jamin said. "What was I supposed to do?"

The villagers gasped and muttered amongst
themselves.

“Jamin,” Pouya whispered, “you just
essentially plead guilty. Is that what you really want to
plead?”

Jamin swallowed. It was time to take his
beating. If he was honest about the act every person in the village
had witnessed, his lost temper and the beating he had given her for
blackmailing him, than perhaps they would believe him when it came
time to try him for the more serious charge? No. He would get no
mercy from those cold brown eyes which stood silently in the
square, intently focused on watching him hang himself. Anger welled
in his gut. If he could not save himself, then he would bring down
the man who had done this to him.

“Shahla told the female warriors the baby was
Mikhail's," Jamin made the desperate defense. "For all we know, the
reason she lost the baby is because he dropped her after he flew
her out of there because she had shamed him in front of his
wife.”

"What are you doing?" Pouya hissed.

Jamin was not good at this kind of thing,
seeing all the places where an argument was weak and using it to
cast doubt the way a master manipulator such as Shahla and her
parents could. He had always been the kind of man to hit an enemy
head on, but if there was one thing he had learned from Shahla, it
was that people could be swayed by insinuation if you gave
them a reason to doubt.

"How do you know that isn't what
happened?" Jamin spoke low to Pouya so the others would not hear.
"How many times have you been carried up into the sky?"

Pouya glared at him, but turned back to the
tribunal.

“Jamin makes the defensive claim that the
reason the young woman lost the child is because she was injured
when she was flown from the scene of the argument," Pouya said. The
advocate read the angry buzz which rippled through the villagers at
this defense and added, "it was a most unusual mode of
transportation.”

The villagers began to whisper. Yes. The
thought of being carried into the air was still unthinkable even
though they had seen the winged demon carry his wife into the sky
many times.

The eyes which stared at him remained
hostile. That second charge, the one which had not yet been spoken,
that was the charge these people wanted to hear. But unlike
the beating, those charges hinged on Shahla's credibility.
Everyone knew how vindictive Shahla was when spurned. Perhaps he
could insinuate she was lying? Or even better, perhaps she
had led Mikhail into the trap because she had told him she was
pregnant and he had spurned her.

Yes, perhaps if he cast enough doubt, his
father would become angry enough at Laum's trap to exercise his
chiefly prerogative. He hoped? Panic beat in his throat, urging him
to run. The punishment for eleven people dead would be his
own death. He looked up at the hostile faces. The door to
the house he had grown up in was firmly shut. Why was his father
not here? His father could put a stop to this! Why?

Because his father had abandoned him, that's
why. The Chief has left his fate to the mob…

Execution by mob. His mouth turned to ash. He
could almost feel the stones hitting his flesh. His dark
eyes met Gita's bottomless black ones. There was no more
ignominious way to meet your end than the spectre Gita had
described to him, just once, of how her father had forced her to
watch them bury her mother in the ground up to her waist and watch
as her father had cast the first stone.

He whirled to his advocate, determined to
save his own life.

“How do I prove he dropped her?”

“We ask questions about what happened,” Pouya
said. “But I warn you … you must get the words directly from the
mouths of the witnesses. I will not sully my own reputation to lie
for you.”

Doubt. He needed to cast doubt. What doubt
could he create that would make Shahla's claim he had conspired
with the Halifians sound preposterous?

“We will hear testimony first from the
victim,” Rakhshan spoke for the tribunal. “Where is Shahla?”

“She is here,” Needa lead Shahla into the
square. Her hair was unkempt and she carried a tattered rag doll
from when she'd been a little girl. She did not walk like a proud
strumpet now, but a lost child, stopping to whisper to her dolly
and tilt her head up to speak to someone who was not there.

A breath caught in his throat. Shahla had
always been a little unbalanced, but not like this. She spotted him
and drew back in fear. She looked … brittle. Remorse blended with
hatred of what she had tried to do, blackmail and a forced
marriage. It was the former of the two which had set him off, not
the latter. The latter had just been the fuel which had fed the
fire.

“Shahla,” Yalda spoke for the tribunal this
time, “what happened three days ago?”

Ninsianna's eyes bored into the young woman
like twin spears. It was the same look every woman Shahla
had ever burned carried whenever they looked at her, especially if
the infidelity was fresh. Hope ignited in Jamin's belly. Was there
some truth to Shahla's claim that Ninsianna's husband had strayed
from her?

"Tell us your side of the story, Shahla,"
Behnam said gently.

Shahla looked like something that had been
chewed up by a lion and left for dead. Had he done this to
her? Yes. He had. Remorse flooded into the pit of his stomach.
He had done this to her. It would have been kinder had he
simply killed her that day they had buried their dead.

“I told Jamin I was with child,” Shahla said
shakily. “I told him it was proper to be married. We were … I
thought … I really wanted the baby to be his.” She looked to
one side, ashamed, and then began to play with her dollies clothes.
Unbalanced. She was having a hard time staying focused. What if he
could show them how unbalanced she really was? Perhaps then they
would not believe her?

“It wasn’t my child,” Jamin moved towards
her. “Whose child was it, really?”

Shahla shrieked and cringed, clutching her
doll to her chest.

"The accused will step away from the
witness," Yalda snapped. "Pouya … this is why we hired
you!"

Shahla's eyes lost focus, as though she were
staring into some happy place where only she could see. Yes.
Unbalanced. Shahla looked to where Mikhail stood in the background,
silent, watching, and smiled. She reached towards the winged demon
as though she were a prisoner reaching to touch the sun.

"He said she was too perfect to be born into
this world," Shahla's voice was that of a sweet little girl. "So he
took her straight into the next world, and lay our baby down in a
bed of his own feathers so that she would never be cold, and built
a fine house of stone around her so she could wait for us in
comfort to join her."

"Who?" Pouya stepped forward. "Shahla … who
was the baby's real father?"

"M-m-mmm…." Shahla swayed, as though ready to
speak, and then stopped, her eyes glazing over. Her head began to
twitch her head to one side as though she was trying to dislodge a
fly. A trickle of blood seeped out of her nose.

"It's important to tell the truth?" Pouya
said. "Shahla, who was the baby's father? Do you even know?"

Shahla began to shake. The trickle of blood
grew heavier. She forced her hands up, shaking, until they covered
her ears, and then she began to scream, again and again and again,
exactly the way she had screamed when he had beaten her. Oh, gods,
as she screamed he could feel the satisfying echo of knuckles
hitting flesh as he had emptied out that bottomless pit of his
anger, the anger he could feel welling to the surface, whispering
to him to finish the job.

Ninsianna’s eyes glowed copper as her eyes
bored into Shahla’s head. Jamin shivered. He had seen her angry,
but those fiery eyes went so far beyond anger they made his blood
run cold. Sorcerer's eyes.

“I … don't … know!” Shahla screamed at Pouya.
“All I know is that Jamin killed my baby.” She sank to her knees
and clutched the cloth doll to her chest, weeping.

"Push her further," Jamin whispered to Pouya,
eager to strike the lethal blow to Shahla's reputation. "They need
to see her break."

"The tribunal sympathizes with her," Pouya
shook his hand off of his arm. "Aggressive questioning will
not help your situation!"

It would if it was the charge which would
come next which worried him and not the loss of Shahla's baby! The
advocate glared at him and turned back to Shahla.

“Shahla,” Pouya asked as gently as he could.
“Jamin claims the reason you lost the baby is because Mikhail
injured you when he flew you back to your house for medical
attention. Did he hurt you?”

“No!” Shahla tore at the neckline of her
tunic. “Mikhail saved me! He carried me into the sky like a winged
god and … and … and … he carried me so gently I felt as though … as
though … “ The trickle of blood coming out of Shahla’s nose was now
a full-fledged gusher of a nose bleed.

“Did he drop you?” Pouya asked.

“No!” Shahla screamed at him. She pushed past
the ring of warriors and rushed out of the square, crying. Dadbeh
ran after her. Shahla's parents were nowhere to be seen. Had they
turned her out into the street as they had promised? He would not
doubt it. At least he could take small solace in that.

“We have no further questions for the
victim,” Rakhshan spoke for the tribunal. “We now call the couple
whose house the beating occurred in front of.”

“I’m not done questioning her,” Jamin
protested. "She told Mikhail's warriors that he was the
baby's father. Not me. That would give him cause to harm
her!"

Pouya tugged at his arm and told him to be
quiet. Jamin threw off his hand and stepped forward, realizing this
entire proceeding was preordained, the illusion of justice so his
father could sate his conscience for abandoning him.

“We will judge that,” Rakhshan said. “Do any
of the tribunal wish to hear further testimony from the
victim?”

“NO!!!” all three spoke in unison.

The rest of the tribunal proceeded exactly
the way Jamin expected. He had already been adjudicated guilty and
they had appointed an advocate to prevent him from talking about
the real crime taking place in their village, the winged
demon who had come into their midst to spy upon them.

He shoved Pouya aside and began to
cross-examine the witnesses himself many times, poking holes in
their claims, laying open hurtful things that damaged their
credibility and cast doubt on everyone who dared to speak against
them. Witnesses realized he knew too much information which could
damage them. One at a time the crowd began to thin until only the
ones that were too bold for him to intimidate, the casual curiosity
seekers, and the families of the eleven people who had been slain
remained. Those people would not leave until they had
extracted their punishment … his death.

At last the tribunal called the bastard who
was the cause of all his misery. The winged demon stepped to face
him, dark wings tucked neatly against his back, and regarded him
with a closed expression. If Mikhail gloated at his downfall, he
did not let that emotion show.

“Mikhail,” Behnam spoke for the tribunal this
time. “Tell us what happened three days ago?”

“Gita came to me with a strange tale,"
Mikhail said. "She claimed Shahla's parents were forcing her to
name Jamin as the baby's father. She wished to marry Dadbeh, but
her parents would not let her tell the truth because Dadbeh's
family is poor. I flew towards the well to meet her so I could
bring her to speak to the Chief when I heard a scream."

Dadbeh? Jamin glanced to find him and
realized he was not there. The lanky warrior had run after Shahla
when she'd run out of here, sobbing. He remembered the way the
young man had stepped forward, the woven crown of the harvest king
held in his hands. Oh … shit. Dadbeh had stepped forward to take
the problem off of his hands and he had repaid him by breaking his
nose. A strange sensation akin to falling made the village spin,
leaving only the winged demon at its axis, an angel of death, his
executioner.

"I witnessed Dadbeh unconscious upon the
ground and Jamin holding Shahla down and kicking her," Mikhail
said. "I immobilized him, then told the two people whose house the
incident occurred in front of to go get the chief. Shahla was
bleeding heavily, so I picked her up and flew her home. Her mother
was there, and then Needa arrived and told me to leave. I left.
That is all I know.”

“Jamin alleges you dropped or injured Shahla
while transporting her home,” Pouya said. “Did you drop her?”

“No,” Mikhail said with no emotion
whatsoever.

“I have no further questions,” Pouya
said.

“What do you mean you have no further
questions?” Jamin's anger boiled over. “It wasn’t my child!
She told the entire village it was his. She was blackmailing
him as well as me!"

“Jamin,” Yalda spoke. “Who the father
of the child was is irrelevant. It is your treatment towards women
that matters. We are Ubaid. We do not treat each other thus.”

"She told over forty people the baby was
his," Jamin shouted. "Did anyone even examine the baby to
see if this allegation was true?"

"Needa delivered the baby," Immanu stepped
forward. "And Ninsianna was present. The child was a normal child,
five, perhaps six months in the womb."

"Did anybody else examine this child?"
Jamin asked. "Besides the mother-in-law and wife of the person who
had something to hide? The tribunal must examine it to determine
who the father was."

An angry buzz went through the crowd. He was
demanding they desecrate an infant's grave, but there was a second,
equally loud buzz he could detect, questions from people who had an
inclination to doubt Mikhail, who had reason to doubt Shahla, who
had heard rumors Shahla had alleged the child was really Mikhail's,
from before he had married Ninsianna, and that adjudication that
the child was Mikhail's would give Shahla superior property rights
over Ninsianna.

"Where is this child buried?" Ilakabkubu
called, a middle-aged man who Shahla had once burned. "The people
have a right to know!"

Jamin smirked as he heard that question
echoed by the villagers who had stayed behind to gawk, the casual
bystanders here for a morning's entertainment. He had planted the
seed of doubt about the winged demon's integrity grow. There were
people in this village who would believe it had to be true
because the winged demon was, after all, an outsider and, when you
looked at all the evidence, how could it not be true?

He could feel the fury of Ninsianna's eyes
upon him, the crushing pressure which threatened to burst his
brain. His hatred was his shield. He glared back at her, drawing
upon his hatred to imagine he used a blade to sever whatever tie
she had used to bewitch him. Ninsianna stepped back as though she
had just been struck. That gnawing emptiness which had been eating
at his heart ever since the day she had broken off their betrothal
suddenly ripped out of his gut.

"Sorceress," Jamin hissed at her. "I am
free.”

The tribunal went on without him, oblivious
that he had just defeated a sorceress.

"Mikhail," Rakshan said. "Please answer the
question."

"Shahla begged me to carry the child into the
dreamtime," Mikhail said. "I carried it to the highest mountaintop
I could find because it was the closest I could fly to heaven. I
buried the poor thing where the likes of him could never
desecrate its grave."

His eyes glowed bluer, just a tinge of that
unearthly light that came into his eyes whenever he went into
battle, and something else. The way his pupils expanded to nearly
obscure the iris warned Jamin not to push the issue. Oh? So he
wasn't the only man in this village with an anger management
issue.

Jamin shut his mouth. The whispers would
continue against Mikhail no matter what the verdict. By
Ninsianna's murderous expression, he had hit a nerve. All was not
well between the Chosen One and the goddesses Champion. He could
see it. Revenge was sweet!

It was Yalda who interrupted his gloating by
clearing her throat to get everyone's attention.

“How do the members of the tribunal rule?”
Rakhshan asked.

“Guilty!” all three spoke in unison.

Guilty. The words echoed deep in his
gut. Guilty. They hit that place his anger lived, the rage Shahla
had tapped when he'd found her at the well, and it bubbled
over.

“It’s not fair!!!” Jamin shouted, hoping to
stoke the flames of doubt he had just created to rally the
villagers to his aid. “Ever since that winged demon arrived, he and
his family have manipulated everyone to turn against me!”

“No,” a voice said quietly from the back of
the square. The villagers grew quiet. “The fault is mine. I saw the
darkness in you, and because I loved your mother, I chose not to
address the problem."

His father stepped to stand in front of the
tribunal and met his gaze. "I chose not to discipline you when it
still might have made a difference, and for that, I am sorry. But
you took the life of another … an unborn child. If I do not address
this injustice, then I am not fit to be chief of this village.”

He could see the recrimination in his
father's eyes, the fact his father had already decided to abandon
him to his fate. It made his blood boil.

“I should be chief! And I will, too, someday.
Just you watch!”

“You will never be chief,” the Chief
said. “When my time in this world comes to end, the village will
choose a chief from amongst the people it believes are most fit to
lead. But I can guarantee, son, it will never be you.”

The words were softly spoken, but they hit
him in his heart as though someone were carving it out of his
chest.

“What is the sentence of the tribunal?”
Rakhshan asked.

“Permanent banishment,” Yalda spoke.

“Banishment,” Behnam spoke.

“Banishment,” Rakhshan said.

"What of the second charge?" A sister of a
one of the villagers slain in the Halifian raid stepped forward.
"Who will give justice to the eleven dead?"

His father looked down at the ground, unable
to meet the woman's scorching gaze.

"Shahla's mind is broken," the Chief said.
"She is the only witness to this crime, and it is her word against
his. I am exercising my prerogative as Chief to deny trial on this
issue and depending upon the tribunal to give the harshest possible
sentence on the first crime to give your sister's spirit
peace.

There was an angry buzz, angry at his father
for denying them this final spectacle of entertainment, this pound
of flesh for the families of the people he had wronged. His father
met his eyes and Jamin knew. His father knew he was
guilty, and he was exercising his prerogative as chief to avoid
trial because he knew the sentence would be death.

“At midday today,” Yalda said, “you will be
outfitted with supplies for a long journey and a small amount of
tradable goods and sent on your way. For we are not a heartless
people. But you are not welcome in Assur anymore. Runners will be
sent to all allied villages informing them of our judgment and
recommending you not be allowed to seek shelter there. Should you
attempt to re-enter our village, the penalty will be death. Jamin …
the tribunal decrees you are no longer Ubaid.”

He stood there, numb, as his father went back
inside his house and shut the door. The sun was already high in the
sky. The eviction order would occur immediately. This trial had
been pre-ordained, his father's man having interviewed the
witnesses and prepared the supplies to run him out of the village
as quickly as possible so the families of the eleven people who'd
died because of his stupidity would not haul him out of the hole
and kill him.

His former warriors did not meet his eyes as
they handed him several goatskins of water, a spare shawl and kilt
wrapped to create a bundle for extra food, a few small trade goods
in high demand, no doubt supplied by his father, and an extra
obsidian blade. They escorted him beyond the outer ring of houses
to the place the trading route disappeared into the western desert,
and then handed him a spear.

"So you're just going to let them do this to
me?" Jamin asked.

Siamek did not meet his eyes.

"The man standing before me now is not the
man I once was proud to call my friend," Siamek said softly. "If
that man ever finds his way home again, I shall be glad to take his
hand."

Jamin got a lump in his throat as his best
friend turned his back and walked away, the other warriors walking
backwards in a line, never taking their eyes off of him because
they did not trust him.

Jamin stared up at the two eagles circling
above, watching everything that occurred. Their cry was a piercing
taunt to just how far he had fallen. He waited for the wind to pick
up, to slap him or caress his cheek or otherwise whisper that it
cared, but it did not. Even the gods had abandoned him. The eagles
banked their wings and circled higher, letting the wind currents
carry them back to circle over Assur, the village that was no
longer his home.

"I swear upon All-that-is," Jamin shook his
fist at the retreating eagles, "that I will rid Assur of the winged
demon if I have to carve out my own heart and sell it to the
devil himself!"

 


 


* * * * *
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From what heighth [Lucifer] fallen, so much
the stronger proved

He with his thunder: and till then who
knew

The force of those dire arms? Yet not for
those,

Nor what the Potent Victor in his rage

Can else inflict, do I repent or change,

Though changed in outward luster; that fixed
mind

And high disdain, from sense of injured
merit,

That with the mightiest raised me to
contend,

And to the fierce contention brought
along

Innumerable force of spirits armed

That durst dislike his reign, and me
preferring,

His utmost power with adverse power
opposed

In dubious battle on the plains of
Heaven,

And shook his throne. What though the field
be lost?

John Milton, Paradise Lost, Book I,
92-105
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Jophiel

A rock hit the back of her wings.

Jophiel whirled … just in time to get
somebody's supersized frozen beverage in her face. She shrieked as
the plastic lid popped off and dumped ice down her neck. A large,
pink stain spread across her dress uniform, looking very much like
she'd just been shot in the heart.

"Push that mob back!" Colonel Klikrrr
shouted. Mantoid airmen swarmed around her, pulse rifles drawn and
set to a non-lethal blast. They moved, slender green forms puffed
out to look as intimidating as possible, but even with their
gossamer wings flared they just did not look as unbreachable as she
would have looked had she come surrounded by Angelics.

She glanced over to where a battalion of said
Angelics kept the crowd pushed back just enough from the landing
strip so no citizen would inadvertently be sucked up into the
induction ports of a shuttlecraft or incinerated when it fired its
engines. They did not let the larger throng pass, but they did not
move to help her, either.

A young Rhinosaracin, a pugnacious species of
mammalian hominid with a large horn erupting out of its snout,
breached the line and came at her with his shoe.

"Lucifer … Lucifer … Lucifer …"

One of her men shot him as he cocked his arm
back to throw it at her. The shoe dropped harmlessly to the ground
moments before the Rhinosaracin fell, merely unconscious, but
instead of cowering, the mob which had swelled to over a million
people grew bolder in their anger.

"Hold your fire!" Jophiel shouted. The last
thing she needed was to have her own men prove the theory which had
been circulating in the media. That the Eternal Emperor sought to
strip the people of their elected power and return things to the
weaker status-quo which had existed before he had disappeared.

An allegation she now knew to be true…

"Lucifer … Lucifer … Lucifer …"

The mob undulated like a living creature,
shoving against the fragile line of soldiers who'd been assigned to
ring Parliament and prevent them from climbing its walls. Another
rock flew her direction and hit one of her Mantoid crewmen off the
shoulder, and then another.

"Hold your fire!" Jophiel shouted again. Her
men huddled around her, shielding her with their bodies, and took
the brunt of objects ranging from discarded bits of lunches, shoes,
rocks, and whatever else people could fish out of the trash cans to
lob at her. She. The prime defender of the Eternal Emperor.

"Clear the way!" Klikrrr shouted, his words
lost in the chanting of Lucifer's name. From the fearful eyes of
the crewmen, words were not necessary to convey that order. The
people were many, and they were few.

"We need to get inside," Jophiel said.

It had been a mistake. She had told
him arresting Lucifer without bringing formal criminal charges in
the civilian courts would ignite a powder keg. Fault lines had been
erupting ever since the Eternal Emperor had returned from the
ascended realms and begun wresting power back from his citizens by
appointing her to be the supreme commander of his military.
The citizens had grown bold in their tenure as a godless people.
They would no longer pray for deliverance when, for 200 years,
Lucifer had taught them to roll up their sleeves and fix their
own problems instead of looking to a distant god.

"I don't see why the air traffic controllers
didn't just let us land at the VIP landing strip," one of the
Mantoid soldiers said

"They have a point to prove," Jophiel's
expression was grim. "Parliament wishes to demonstrate they are not
defenseless. They have the power of the people behind them"

Yes. Parliament wished to prove the Alliance
had grown strong and prospered in spite of what the Emperor
did and not because of it.

"Lucifer … Lucifer … Lucifer …"

More rocks flew their way, lobbed from far
back in the crowd. Millions pushed against the fragile line of
Angelics, those men and women who would defend her … or would they?
Favoritism. She had been given something they had been
denied, and in doing so, the Emperor had separated her from those
of her species who did not have such privileges. In their eyes,
that put her in the camp of the Emperor, a camp they had not yet
decided whether or not they wished to support.

A Malotov cocktail flew over the line of
soldiers and landed on the pavement, nowhere close, but it made her
men huddle against her even closer, as if Sata'anic lizards came at
her with pulse rifles instead of the people they were supposed to
defend.

Her men slipped the safeties off their pulse
rifles, ready to fire.

"Let's get you inside, Sir," Colonel Klikrrr
said.

It was fitting the showdown would happen
here. That massive structure Lucifer had built to surround
the smaller, symbolic Great Hall of Parliament which had been all
that had existed until the Emperor had disappeared. The newer
building was round, so that no member of the Alliance would sit any
further away from the Great Hall than any other species, and as
defendable as a fortress. This had been the vision of equality she
had been born into. This had been the vision of equality she had
grown up with. This had been the vision of equality she had
thought she'd seen emanating from the Emperor and god she
adored.

She now knew it was all a lie…

The glass doors closed with an audible sigh,
shutting out the cacophony of the mob. Her peace was short-lived.
Reporters thronged their beleaguered group instead, shoving
microphones in her face and asking for statements like angry bees.
Unlike outside, where there had been a line to keep the mob away
from her, in here she had no such protection. The role of the press
was to voice the truth. The people's truth … not the
Emperor's. That voice was inviolate, and not even the Eternal
Emperor was exempt from their scrutinization, a lesson he had
forgotten at his peril.

"What is the nature of the charges that were
brought against the Prime Minister?"

"That's classified." She schooled her face
into a neutral mask.

"Will the Prime Minister be brought before
the emergency joint session today?"

"No comment." She did not dare tell them she
did not know.

"Have you seen him? Is he still alive?

Jophiel's mouth opened and shut. She would
not tell them she had not seen him since the day he'd had the
knock-down drag-out with the Emperor in front of Ba'al Zebub and
that the Emperor had refused to let anybody see him.

"No comment." It was the only thing she could
say that was not a lie.

The throng parted, allowing a well-dressed
Electrophori aide pass, helped along by the fact their species
emitted an uncomfortable electric charge when they were agitated.
Jophiel could not remember her name, but she was the Speaker of the
Common's legislative assistant.

"Is it true you defied a direct order from
the Eternal Emperor to come here today?" a reporter asked.

She opened her mouth and the placations would
not come out. Jophiel had never been prone to fits of anger, but
her eyes met the cool green eyes of the Electrophori delegate and
noted her smug satisfaction at the chess move Parliament had made
to outmaneuver the Eternal Emperor.

"They seized my offspring!" she hissed at the
reporters.

Cameras flashed. Video cameras were shoved
into her face. All around her, the mob waited for her to spill her
guts and tell them more.

She bowed her head in shame. Uriel was safe
because he'd been with her, but the ones still young enough to be
in the youth training academies had been seized. Why, oh why, had
she given them up, to be used as pawns in this clash between the
will of the people and the will of the Eternal Emperor?

Her head came up, forever proud. She would
not tell the mob how she had pounded on the door to the Emperor's
laboratory, barred entry as he worked to save Kunopegos foal, and
pleaded until her knuckles were bloody for him to come out and
discuss what his hubris was doing to his empire. She would not tell
them that she was here in violation of a direct order because she
knew the Emperor was wrong.

"We did no such thing," the Electrophori's
mouth moved into a dissatisfied moue. "You saw the mob outside the
door? When we heard protestors were gathering outside the youth
training academy on Haven-2 demanding your kids be taken as
hostages, we took them into protective custody."

Jophiel glared at her. Had the roles been
reversed, she would have done the exact same thing, but she
wouldn't kid herself that 'protection' had anything to do with it.
It was a chess move, pure and simple. The Speaker of the Commons
had caught wind that with the near-death of her twelfth child, the
wall of impartiality she had built between her heart and her
offspring had crumbled. He had rolled the dice on a bet that if she
cared about one offspring in a personal manner, she would
care about the other ones, too. And he had won.

The Emperor had refused to see her. She had
finally thrown herself at Master Yoritomo's feet and told him,
weeping, that if the Emperor didn't give her permission, she
would go anyways, and then turn herself in afterwards for court
martial. She was here to offer herself as a sacrificial offering to
sate the people's anger because the Emperor had made it clear he
viewed the will of the people as little more than a pesky gnat.
Perhaps if they tore her apart, they would not tear the
Alliance apart in their eagerness to show the Emperor they
did not need him dictating their lives to them anymore.

"Come," the Electrophori said. "Parliament
waits. You are already twenty minutes late."

Jophiel and her men trailed after her, dogged
by reporters and their cameras the entire way, even after they got
past the security checkpoints, although once they entered the Great
Hall of Parliament itself the reporters were herded over to a media
area where they could view the goings-on without disturbing it. The
Speaker of the Commons was already on the pedestal, warming up his
choir of the people's voices.

A second commotion, even bigger than the
ruckus she had created as she had made her way inside,
erupted amongst the delegates as she looked up at the lofty ceiling
and saw, through the stained glass skylight, the shadow of a battle
cruiser block out the light. A Cherubim battle cruiser. Had
the Emperor decided to end this little experiment in democracy
while all the rabble-rousers were gathered in once place by
exterminating them the way it was rumored he had done with
Lucifer's biological father? The room grew deathly quiet.

The ship moved aside and landed in the
courtyard between the newer outer circle and the older inner one,
the landing strip only Lucifer's shuttle or the Eternal Emperor's
was allowed to land. An audible sigh of relief rippled through
Parliament. Their first impression had been the same as hers, but
then the whispers started. How dare he try to intimidate us
like this? Why send a Cherubim battle cruiser when a shuttle would
have sufficed? It is proof the Emperor has grown drunk with
power.

An aide came running in from outside the
great rotunda and whispered something to the Speaker of the
Commons. His snout thinned in an angry line, but his back was
straight, his expression determined. He would not let the Emperor
cower him.

“Hear ye, hear ye, hear ye,” the Speaker of
the Commons shouted over the clamor. “This joint emergency session
of Parliament has been called to investigate the circumstances and
facts surrounding the arrest of our Prime Minister. I have just
received word the Emperor answered our Writ of Habeas Corpus."

Jophiel cringed. Here it was … the foal, so
to speak, was about to be let out of the bag.

“Bring the accused before the general court,”
the Speaker said.

They came then, the Emperor's Cherubim guard,
not the defenders of a god these people loved, but the oppressors
of someone they loved even more, the man who had ruled in his
father's stead for 200 years after the Emperor had abandoned them
to pursue his grief. They came two-by-two-by-two, surrounding him
so he had no hope of escape, and dumped him down upon his knees at
the foot of the raised dais as though he were refuse before
stepping back to ring the perimeter.

She thought at first it was a joke. That
wretched creature couldn't possibly be Lucifer. Could it? A charred
pile of black feathers, only the trembling of its nearly
featherless stubs, indicated they were looking at an Angelic. The
scent of brimstone wafted through the room.

Parliament gasped. Jophiel found herself
gasping along with them. Hashem had decided to let Lucifer have his
little day in court, to make an example of him, to mock Parliament
and remind the people what happened when citizens rebelled against
their Emperor and god.

It was a warning … to Parliament itself.

It was a mistake…

She thought at first he might be dead, a
victim of his father's temper, but those once-magnificent wings
trembled, drawing strength from the people themselves as he pushed
himself up on first his hands, and then his knees, panting to
remain conscious as he fought back whatever other injuries
the Emperor had inflicted upon him.

Charred black shafts, devoid of the vanes
which gave her species flight, heaved with every breath, a darkened
porcupine straightening its quills, not the graceful wings of an
Angelic. Jophiel heard a sob and realized it came from her own
lips. What had he done? What had he done to the man he had raised
to be his son?

Her hand rose to cover her mouth. Parliament
was so silent you could have heard a pin-feather drop, the
shuddering breath which heaved from beneath those charred wings
audible even in the upper balconies. And yet he moved. Undaunted in
his righteous indignation. Those wing-nubs flailed, unable to catch
the wind to give him balance, so he crawled. He moved first one
arm, and then the other, still shackled, as were his legs, and
crawled up those steps to reach the raised dais where he had once
made rousing speeches. And then he collapsed.

The delegates in the front rows began to cry
as they saw the once-snowy feathers now charred and thin where the
Emperor had pulled down the powers of the heavens and tried to kill
him … and somehow failed.

The whispers grew louder. Anger. How dare the
Emperor do this to the people's representative? Who did he think he
was? This petty tyrant who had stepped out of the pages of some old
testamentary religious text, an old god who had no place in a
modern, technologically advanced Alliance?

The Speaker's aide rushed forward to help him
up. Lucifer waved her off, defiant even in this moment of greatest
shame. Jophiel stood in horrified fascination. How had Lucifer
survived?

The voices grew louder, no longer whispers.
These were a godless people who had banded together to take on
Shay'tan in the Emperor's absence … and won. They would not be
cowed by the Emperor's demonstration of displeasure. Loud voices
turned to shouting. Shouting against the Emperor. Their defiance
grew, these people who did not depend upon the gods to run their
daily affairs, and who had gotten along just fine until the Emperor
had returned and started playing one faction against the other in
an attempt to regain control.

"Take those shackles off of him right this
minute!" the Speaker of the Commons bellowed at the Cherubim
guard.

The Cherubim stood, stone-faced, and did not
move.

Parliament began to riot.

The Speaker of the Commons moved to stand in
front of Master Yoritomo, the leader of the Cherubim guard, dwarfed
by his height and fierce armor, but not afraid.

"You may be strong," the Speaker of the
Commons hissed up at the thirteen-foot tall defenders of the
Emperor. "But you are only one thousand, while we are many."

He gestured up at the delegates bent over the
balconies like raptors about to swoop down for a kill, then pointed
at the door where they had all come in.

"Beyond that door lay the unwashed masses you
and your master hold in such disdain," the Speaker said. "They are
eager to teach you what it means to be subject to the will of the
people! You are powerful, but you have aroused our ire, and we have
discovered our strength. So either you take off those shackles, or
I shall order the guards to open those doors, and the outer doors
that lead to the streets where the masses you stepped over on your
way in here number in the millions, and then we shall see what
happens when you are forced to slaughter civilians in front of the
cameras."

Outside, the shouting grew louder. Parliament
had had the foresight to station video monitors and radios so the
mob could see what was going on inside the building. A new chant
erupted from the mob.

Kill … them! Kill … them! Kill … them! Kill …
them!

The Cherubim did not budge.

"We are done with you and yours," the Speaker
of the Commons said. He looked up the slanted floor that led down
to the theatre. "Bailiff … open the doors."

"Wait!!!" Jophiel leaped onto the floor.
"Master Yoritomo! Please! This is not in the Emperor's best
interests! It is intemperate and unwise!"

For a moment she feared the Cherubim
Master-of-Arms would not move, but then beneath that stone-faced
expression she saw a hint of emotion, that they, too, recognized
the Emperor acted foolishly, so eager to sate his sate his anger by
publicly disgracing his son that he had stepped into a trap. Master
Yoritomo stepped forward and removed the shackles, leaving Lucifer
where he kneeled.

The smell of burnt feathers nearly made her
gag. Every instinct she possessed screamed at her to fall to her
knees and take Lucifer into her arms, to kiss his eyelids and weep
tears into his wounds and tell him she was sorry for not speaking
up on his behalf. But she had not done so, and because she
had not, her last chance to earn the trust of the man she now
realized was not the fop she had always thought him to be had been
lost forever.

"L-l-lucifer," she suppressed a sob.

He still wore the suit he had worn the day
he'd been arrested, but it was so singed and black it seemed the
clothing a workman, the uniform of the people, making him one of
them. He did not look up when his shackles were removed, but kept
his hands together as though in prayer. It was in slow motion that
once-beautiful head rose, those chiseled features, that sensual
mouth, those silver eyes that bored into hers with hatred and
betrayal.

The image danced into her head. It was not a
Happy Bird he projected now, a happy memory he had shared with her
in a moment of intimacy because, after that last time they'd
attempted to conceive a child together, she had felt so connected
to him they had both wept. No, the images that danced through her
brain now were horrible, images of what it had felt like as the
Emperor had burned off his wings, the way the electricity had
jolted through his nerve endings and made him writhe in pain, the
betrayal, and he knew it made her squeamish. He toyed with that
squeamishness, punishing her for being weak.

"Stop," she whispered to him. "Please
stop."

Those eerie silver eyes bored into hers like
twin swords of hatred. He rose to his feet and nearly stumbled, but
refused to take the Speaker's hand, unbowed even though the Emperor
had tried to break him. He never took his eyes off of her, the
accusation in those twin silver orbs, and then turned to face those
who had summoned him here today. The people. His people.

The people cheered. Their champion had
risen.

“Prime Minister Lucifer," the Speaker of the
Commons said. "Do you solemnly swear the testimony you are about to
give is the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, so
help you gods?”

Sobbing erupted from the middle balconies as
they caught a look at his once-beautiful face, his dislocated wing,
blood still streaming from his nose and ears. His wings looked like
tree trunks in late autumn, his feathers burned off and leaving the
limbs bare except for a few scorched feathers which still clung to
them like dead leaves.

“I swear,” Lucifer looked up at his people,
and then turned to the Speaker of the Commons. "Did you get the
envelope?"

"I did," the Speaker of the Commons said. "I
kept the matter confidential, as you requested, until we had
brought you before the general court for questioning." His hand
trembled as he pulled out a large, white envelope and slid out a
Legislative Bill. A warning bell went off in Jophiel's mind.

The Speaker of the Commons turned and held
out the paper like an accusation, holding it above his head as
though he were the Emperor pulling down lightning from the heavens
to smite an enemy. Jophiel knew what was coming, the nightmare
which woke her up each night in a cold sweat, the charge which
would fracture this Alliance in a million pieces and leave the
Eternal Emperor with no empire left to rule.

“We have before this joint session of
Parliament a resolution,” the Speaker of the Commons shouted,
“filed by the Prime Minister, alleging that the Eternal Emperor
Hashem did knowingly and willfully, with harmful intent, withhold
knowledge regarding the discovery that humans, the root stock for
all four hybrid races, did still exist, despite knowledge that
withholding this information would cause three of those four races
to become extinct. Do you swear, Prime Minister Lucifer, that the
allegations you filed in this resolution are true?”

“I do,” Lucifer said.

His eyes met hers. This Bill had been drafted
long before Kunopegos wife had died; before he had been arrested.
It had been his plan all along, and she suspected that even under
torture he had withheld this piece of information because, if the
Emperor had known what he really had planned to do here
today, he would have never let her bring his disgraced son before
the legislative body that he ruled.

“What evidence do you intend to bring forth
to support these allegations?” the Speaker of the Commons
asked.

The cacophony of the mob grew louder. Cameras
flashed. Master Yoritomo stepped forward, not sure whether to put a
stop to this three-ring circus, but Jophiel waved him off. Whether
or not Kunopegos wife was dead, she, too, was a daughter of this
new Alliance, the one which Lucifer had sired. The one which
said everyone, and not just the people the Emperor
felt like having talk, deserved their day in court.

His eyes met hers. She felt the compulsion
and she blocked it, and then she gave him what he asked for
anyways. Whether or not Lucifer spoke, the Emperor was damned. She
would let Lucifer have his day in court. He turned back to his
audience, a demonic maestro conducting his orchestra.

“And furthermore, I allege the Emperor denied
Parliament the opportunity to even consider this issue because the
human homeworld resides in the Sata’an Empire and is still a
pre-technological society.”

Lucifer's eyes were cold and hard like a
viper about to strike a rat. His lips curled up in a sneer as he
went in for the kill.

“After using hybrids for cannon fodder
against Shay’tan for the last 150,000 years, he unilaterally chose
to let the armies which defend you die out rather than come down
off his high moral horse.”

The chatter grew deafening as Parliament, the
reporters and witnesses all spoke at once. Lucifer's sorry
condition only bolstered his claim that there was a
conspiracy, for it had taken mob rule too great even for a god to
defeat to get him here today.

“You allege that humans exist,” the Speaker
of the Commons said, “yet you have not shown us a single human.
What proof can you give us?”

Hatred streamed off of those eerie silver
eyes like heat waves. He stood here now, not disgraced as the
Emperor had intended, but a victor, and she was the conquered.

“I call the Emperor’s commander-in-chief of
the four hybrid fleets," Lucifer stepped towards her and jutted out
his arm at her as though it were an accusation, "Supreme
Commander-General Jophiel."

“The witness may approach the bench,” the
Speaker of the Commons said.

Jophiel's heart raced as she stepped up to
the platform. The tinge of dried blood caught her eye, on his
collar, through the rips in his shirt, on his face. The bruises.
The place where the Emperor had ordered the Cherubim to dislocate
his wings to get information out of him. Where was that Happy Bird
now? That little bird which had sung to him whenever he was lonely?
The one she had not believed in until she had run out into the
Garden to the Eternal Tree to weep and heard that bird sing for
herself? Her lips trembled. Dead human or not, nobody deserved what
the Emperor had done to him.

She could not say that without betraying the
Emperor. She schooled her face into her customary unreadable mask.
The ice princess. That is what they called her. She was the ice
princess once more.

“Prime Minister Lucifer,” the Speaker said,
“You may ask your questions.”

“When did the Eternal Emperor first become
aware humans still existed?”

Lucifer did not pace as he usually did when
making a speech, but stood in front of her, close enough that he
could lunge for her throat if the urge so took him.

“That information is classified.” Jophiel
forced herself to maintain her stone face.

“General Jophiel,” the Speaker of the Commons
directed. “Might I remind you this is an investigatory hearing of
the duly elected legislative body of the Alliance?”

“And might I remind you that I serve under
the pleasure of the Eternal Emperor, not Parliament,” Jophiel said,
her back as stiff as a ramrod as she stood there in her uniform, so
many medals of valor plastered across her chest they threatened to
make her fall forward. “Parliament has no authority over the
military except the power to declare war and appropriate
funding.”

“Funding that could be cut off,” Lucifer gave
her a predatory grin that did not meet his eyes. "Now answer the
question, because I'm sure my Father wants his entire empire
to know just how badly his disgraced son fucked up."

The Speaker of the Commons gasped, but did
not bang his gavel or demand order at Lucifer's use of such vulgar
language. The delegates perched off the balconies above him
chittered like rats about to swarm in and pick the trash, gleeful
at his abandonment of niceties and protocol and eager to hear him
speak the coarse vernacular of the people and not the
two-tongued speech of the elite.

"I received a distress call from the
Syracusia," Jophiel did not let go of that silver-eyed gaze,
"asking for the Eternal Emperor's help saving the life of a foal
that had been born prematurely. When we got there, we discovered
the mare was not Centauri as we had first assumed, but a human
female."

Parliament exploded. Cameras flashed.
Reporters pressed forward and were rebutted by the Cherubim.

"And in what condition was the human female?"
Lucifer asked.

"She was … deceased," Jophiel said. Anger
over the condition they had found the poor woman in burned through
her flesh, causing the next words to erupt from her mouth as though
she were spitting. "General Kunopegos said you told him his
wife could safely birth a Centauri colt if they took it eleven
weeks early and put it in an incubator."

Lucifer gave her a victorious grin.

"And how big was this human female?"
Lucifer asked.

"My size … no … around 20% smaller," Jophiel
retorted. "Only without the wings." Too late she felt the noose
tightening around her neck. She realized the absurdity of Kunopegos
accusation even as she spoke the words.

"So this human was smaller than an Angelic
female," Lucifer whirled to face his audience. "Let's say, oh,
maybe one hundred twenty pounds, mated to a twelve-hundred pound
Centauri stallion. You want us to believe I would tell
General Kunopegos such a thing? Or that, even if I had, that any
sane person would believe such a thing was even
possible?"

Whispers moved through Parliament, undulating
snakes of accusations, each viper whispering in the ear of a
delegate who in turn spoke with the voice of billions of
people.

"A Centauri stallion?"

"He's ten times her size!"

"Why in Hades would anybody do something that
stupid?"

Jophiel's mouth opened. She forced herself to
shut it before she blurted something stupid, such as the fact those
had been the Emperor's exact same words to Kunopegos?

“I’d like to bring you back in time several
weeks to a certain meeting between myself, the Emperor, you, and
the emissary from the Sata’an Empire, Ba’al Zebub,” Lucifer's eerie
silver eyes glowed brighter, picking up the light from the skylight
and reflecting it into her own eyes, dual daggers that would cut
away the lies. “Do you recall the aforementioned meeting?”

“Yes.” Jophiel felt sick to her stomach.

“What was discussed at that meeting?” Lucifer
looked like a Leonid about to pounce on a prey animal

“That’s classified,” Jophiel felt the noose
pull tighter. She began to rock back and forth, trying to
anticipate his next question, trying to think. He was here
to hang the Emperor and she was his prize witness.

Lucifer turned and staggered, weak from three
days of abuse and torture, although it appeared the
lightning-blasts to his wings had happened only this morning, and
nearly fell. The Speaker rushed to lend him an elbow. Lucifer's
physical weakness only accentuated his strength of will as he waved
the Speaker off so he could continue tightening the noose around
her throat and compel her to speak the truth.

“Isn’t it true Ba’al Zebub offered to open
the human homeworld to trade?” Lucifer asked. “And allow the
immigration of humans to Alliance Territory under the same
terms Shay’tan offers to all new sentient homeworlds?”

“That’s classified,” Jophiel felt the floor
drop out from under her.

"General Jophiel," Lucifer leaned forward, so
close that she could see the stubble of his charred hair. "Were you
aware that in the Sata'anic language, there is no such verb as
to lie?"

Jophiel swallowed. "I wasn't aware of
that."

"The Sata'anic lizards have words such as to
obfuscate, to obstruct, deflect, deter, bewilder, dim, and cloud,"
Lucifer said. "But they have no word for lie. Do you know why that
is?"

"No."

"Because if you ask the old dragon a straight
question," Lucifer's battered lips seeped blood as he mocked her,
"Shay'tan will not lie. So I will remind you now that you are under
oath, and that just because you are a representative of the Eternal
Emperor does not exempt you from telling the truth!"

"I … I'm …"

Lucifer spun to face his audience and held up
his arms as though he were reaching for the sun. "Who here is
satisfied with her excuse that she is exempt from answering the
people?"

The hall grew silent. Nobody jumped to her
defense.

"Who here would vote to cast the Supreme
Commander-General out of this building, out into the mob, and let
them ask her their questions?"

Shouts of 'throw her out … throw her out'
echoed through the building. Outside, the mob watching the
proceedings on the video monitors shouted the same thing, as were
trillions of people in the galaxy watching live on their
televisions.

Jophiel clenched her jaw. Lucifer wasn't the
only one who could speak pretty words!

“Ba'al Zebub inquired about the pillaging of
a protected seed world!" Jophiel shouted. "And by the Sata’an
charter you mean slavery! Shay’tan forces all new homeworlds to
give over all young adults of a certain age for 20 years of forced
servitude. Including forced marriage!”

“Wouldn’t you agree that paying the bounty to
purchase the contracts for these … indentured servants …” Lucifer
asked, “and then freeing them to become Alliance citizens upon
meeting certain terms and conditions, for example, to marry an
Alliance citizen, would be preferable to slavery in the Sata’an
Empire?”

"You’re talking about purchasing human slaves
and forcing them to bear our children for 20 years!" Jophiel
shouted.

“How many children have you borne the
Empire?” Lucifer asked.

“Twelve,” she lifted her chin, proud of her
offspring.

“Your youngest lives with you on your command
carrier, does he not?” Lucifer asked.

“He suffers from the wasting sickness,”
Jophiel said. “He needs a certain number of hours of physical
contact with one of his parents or he fails to thrive.”

“How many other children are on your command
carrier,” he asked.

“None,” she said.

“Why do you get special privileges
that other members of the military don’t?” Lucifer's eyes were cold
as he snapped shut the maws of the trap.

“The Emperor couldn’t spare me,” she
said.

“So you get to spend time with your
children,” Lucifer said, “but the rest of us have to fork them over
and never see them again?”

"That's unfair!" Jophiel shouted. "I had
special circumstances."

"Let me rephrase it, she who has borne this
Alliance twelve babies and given them up at birth," Lucifer leaned
so close he almost whispered the question in her ear. "How is the
forced breeding the Emperor compels our species to do to fill his
ranks any different than what Ba'al Zebub proposes to do with
humans? Only at least they would only have to serve as breeding
stock for twenty years versus the five hundred that we are
obligated to serve him?"

He toyed with her, that gift she realized now
had been there all along, the reason he had been able to crawl into
her mind and make her flesh sing unlike any other man. He toyed
with her, projecting his memory of what it had been like to lay
down with her and rise towards ecstasy together, and then just as
they had cuddled together for pillow talk afterwards, a knock on
the door, disappointment, off to another mating appointment, forced
to fill the Emperor's ranks.

She sensed that, for some reason she could
not fathom, that he was the one who had felt betrayed…

“I object to the form of your question,”
Jophiel's voice trembled

“Answer the question,” the Speaker of the
Commons directed.

“Isn’t it true that General Jibril has
visited your son via needle once per week until a few weeks ago?”
Lucifer asked.

“Yes,” Jophiel said.

“Why does he get special privileges?” Lucifer
asked.

Jophiel squirmed in her seat, this being the
question she dreaded coming. “Because our son needs him,” she said
very softly, no longer the highest ranking officer in the fleet,
but a mother.

“Don’t you think all children need
their parents?” Lucifer asked.

“Yes.”

“Then why, why, why have you forked over 12
of your children the minute their umbilical cord was cut to be
raised by strangers?” Lucifer pounded his hand upon the table each
time he said ‘why’ to emphasize his point.

“Because the Emperor requested it,” she
said.

“Why don’t you just say no?”

“Because it is the law," she whispered. "If
we don’t bring our numbers up during this generation, within three
generations, we will become extinct, as happened to the
Wheles.”

“Wouldn’t you agree, then, that infusing the
hybrid races with humans should be the highest priority our
Alliance has.”

“It is the highest priority!” Too
late, she realized this statement sounded empty without betraying
Raphael's mission, but she did not dare speak of it lest it tip off
Shay'tan they were closing in.

“Then why did Hashem refuse a trade deal with
the Sata’an Empire?” Lucifer asked.

“The Sata’an Empire offered no formal trade
deal.” Jophiel forced her demeanor back to the icy, unemotional one
most people were familiar with. “They only … it’s classified.”

“If Shay’tan were to offer such a formal
trade deal,” Lucifer swept his hand up towards the delegates, who
had the power to ratify all trade deals, “would the Emperor accept
it?”

“I don’t know.”

"Don't play coy with me, Jophiel!!!"
Lucifer slammed his fist down upon the slender railing which
separated him from her. "I will remind you that you are under oath.
So now I will ask you again. What was the Emperor's response when
Ba'al Zebub offered his hypothetical trade deal, and I asked
him whether or not he would accept it?"

Jophiel swallowed. Her voice came out little
more than a whisper.

"He said that he would let our species rot in
hell before he would give one inch to the old dragon."

Parliament erupted in a roar of outrage.
Outside the building, the mob could be heard even through the
thickness of the outer building. She heard the sound of sirens,
explosions, broken glass.

“Thank you, Supreme Commander-General
Jophiel,” Lucifer hissed. He waved his hand at her as though she
were beneath him. “I have no further questions for you today.”

He turned back to his audience, his
orchestra, his hellish mob.

"I now call Angelic Air Force General
Abaddon, also known as the Destroyer."

Jophiel realized the Eternal Emperor was
screwed…
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Haven-3: Halls of
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Angelic Air Force General
Abaddon

(aka 'The Destroyer')

 


Abaddon

Sarvenaz melted into his wings, a feathery
grey alternative to the burqa she had abandoned back on the
Jehoshophat. He kept one arm around her shoulders, the other
clutching her hand, shielding her from a world so thoroughly alien
it terrified her. Was he doing the right thing, announcing his
marriage in a forum so large it dwarfed the imagination, crowded
with species she found nightmarish, all surrounded by a murderous
mob shouting for the Emperor's blood?

"Lucifer … Lucifer … Lucifer …"

Shit! The kid had pulled it off. If anyone
had ever told him things would go down like this, he would have
called them a liar and sent them someplace to have their head
examined, although he doubted that even Lucifer had
predicted how bezerk his constituents would go when the Emperor
showed his hand.

"Are you ready for this, Mo ghrá?" he
whispered into the wing he'd kept curled around his left side to
shield her from prying eyes, leaving his right side free to draw
his sword if any dared come too close.

The hand that held his in a death-grip
squeezed tighter, her voice barely audible above the chanting.

"You promise we go outside, Husband,"
Sarvenaz said, her voice trembling with fear. "We go …
together?"

Beneath his wing she pressed against him,
urging him forward even though she quaked in terror. He looked down
so his men would not see the mixture of a sob and a smile that
danced across his stern features, his chest so full of pride right
now he thought it might explode.

"Step aside!" his men shouted, weapons drawn
as though he were storming Shay'tan's palace and not walking in to
testify before their own Alliance Parliament. They clustered around
him, Angelics, Mantoids, and a few other species, all picked
because he trusted their promise to not let the Emperor take her
from him.

"Thank you for answering the subpoena, Sir,"
a well-dressed Electrophori said, the Speaker's legislative aide.
She eyed his curled grey wing with curiosity, but had the social
grace to understand that asking him to bare his wife before
Sarvenaz was ready might earn her a slice of his infamous
sword.

"Tell the Speaker we are ready to testify,"
Abaddon said.

The hand that gripped his squeezed tighter,
signaling her assent. His lip twitched with regret. In a way, he
had cherished the time she was only his. It was time to share her,
this wonderful woman he had fallen in love with, and hope that once
she got to see the larger Alliance, she would not regret having
married an old goat such as himself.

In the rotunda he could hear Lucifer's voice,
amplified by naturally good acoustics and a discreetly placed sound
system, to broadcast his cross-examination of the woman the Emperor
had elevated to lord over all of them. Lucifer's voice
sounded furious as he ground Supreme Commander-General Jophiel into
dust in front of a galaxy-wide audience.

"What was the Emperor's response when Ba'al
Zebub offered his hypothetical trade deal," Lucifer shouted, "and I
asked him whether or not he would accept it?"

Jophiel's voice was little more than a
whisper.

"He said that he would rather let our species
rot in Hades before he would give one inch to the old dragon."

Abaddon's step faltered. Sarvenaz shored
him up as he gasped at the truth which had been uttered by
none other than the Supreme Commander-General's lips. He could hear
the sob in Jophiel's voice, that it was a truth she did not wish to
utter, to betray the Emperor by broadcasting his hubris for the
entire galaxy to hear. Lucifer had been right. The little shit had
been right all along.

"Husband?" Sarvenaz asked.

The roar of not only Parliament, but the mob
they had flown over to land here, grew deafening as the people
shouted Lucifer's name. "Lucifer. Lucifer. Lucifer. Lucifer."

"I now call Angelic Air Force General
Abaddon, also known as the Destroyer," Lucifer shouted, his voice
that of a victor claiming his spoils.

Abaddon squeezed Sarvenaz's hand and stepped
forward, his men circled around him as they made their way as a
group to the podium. Only the fact he was taller than an average
Angelic allowed him to see the sorry visage that stood upon the
stage, charred feathers, limbs bare of his feathery plumage like a
tree in winter, arms raised in a V as he reached up towards his
people and basked in the People's adoration like a tree reaching
towards the sky.

"Shit, Sir," Lieutenant Sikurull muttered.
"What the hell did the Emperor do to him?"

Abaddon clutched Sarvenaz closer. Lucifer had
always deluded himself that Hashem was a good man, and most of the
time he was, but Abaddon had been around long enough to
witness Hashem lose his temper. In a way it was almost reassuring,
that the battle-hardened old god still dwelt in there someplace,
the one he had chosen over Shemijaza's experiment in a Third
Empire, but in another way it was disturbing, that Hashem would do
that to the man he had raised from birth to be his own son.

"If Hashem wanted Lucifer dead, he'd be dead
right now," Abaddon growled as they passed the Cherubim who ringed
the stage, wondering why they allowed this spectacle. "Anyone who
believes in the image of a doddering, kindly father is an
idiot."

Several members of the press rushed forward
with their microphones. Just as quickly they stepped back when he
caressed the hilt of his sword. Nobody dared stick a microphone in
the face of the Destroyer. Not even the paparazzi! Abaddon
led his wife up the steps and turned to the chanting masses.

"It is time, Mo ghrá," Abaddon's face grew
tender as he whispered courage into her ear. "It is time for me to
tell the world I have a wife."

"I will have order in this general
court," the Speaker of the Commons shouted into his microphone.
"The next witness is on the stand."

Lucifer stepped up to them, his gait unsteady
after three days in captivity. Abaddon noted the odd angle of one
of his scorched wings. Dislocated. Bruised. Cuts all over his face
and torn clothing. What else had the Emperor done to him?

“General Abaddon,” Lucifer's teeth clenched
in pain. "Thank you for coming."

Grey eyes met Lucifer's eerie silver ones.
The Emperor had tried to break Lucifer and, like a sword thrust
into a forge and then pounded, had instead made Lucifer stronger.
He saw the echo of another man, an older one, a man long dead and
in the grave. Shemijaza had not bowed down to Hashem's temper, nor
would Lucifer now that he had finally come to grips with what
Abaddon had told him all along. Hashem had never viewed Lucifer as
anything more than a tool to get back at his biological father.

"Do you solemnly swear that the testimony you
are about to give is the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but
the truth, so help you gods?" the Speaker of the house asked
him.

"I do," Abaddon said.

"And what about your wife?" the Speaker
asked.

Parliament exploded with questions.

"His wife?"

"Is that what he's got hidden in his
wing?"

"I didn't know the Destroyer was
married?"

"Who the heck would marry him? He's so
old!"

Light bulbs flashed. Cameras zoomed in as he
unfurled his wing just enough to reveal he had somebody standing at
his side. The Speaker of the Commons repeated the question.

"I swear," Sarvenaz said.

Abaddon squeezed her hand. She squeezed back.
A giddy thrill shot through his body. He felt like a cadet sneaking
out of the barracks on an unauthorized shore leave.

Lucifer swayed as though he might pass out.
The Speaker stepped forward and grabbed his elbow until Lucifer
caught his balance, his unsteadiness not missed by the people who
leaned off of the balconies like hawks, watching for the next tasty
mouse Lucifer would flush out of the underbrush for the People to
feed upon. Jophiel moved to stand next to Master Yoritomo. His eyes
met hers and he knew. She'd had no idea the Emperor would order
Lucifer be tortured. Abaddon's nostrils flared in a grim snort.
Hashem had just popped the ice princess' idealistic cherry about
the nature of brutality.

"General Abaddon," Lucifer said. "Could you
please tell the general assembly when you first met your wife?”

“July first,” Abaddon said. “I remember it as
though it were yesterday.”

“Who introduced you to her?”

“You did,” Abaddon said.

“Have you ever, at any time, paid any monies
or any other compensation to anyone for the introduction to your
wife?

“No,” Abaddon said.

“What was the favor I asked of you when you
decided to take Sarvenaz to be your wife?” Lucifer asked.

“You asked that, if the Emperor refused to
open the human homeworld to emigration and trade, that when the
time came, I would support you in obtaining a lawful override vote
from Parliament," Abaddon said. "It is my understanding that
negotiations between the Sata’an Empire and the Eternal Emperor
have failed. I am here to repay the favor.”

“Do you have any regrets about your wife?”
Lucifer asked.

“Only that I didn’t meet her 600 years ago
when I still had the stamina to keep up with her!” Abaddon cracked
a rare joke. “I’m not exactly a youngling.”

Laughter rang through the halls of
Parliament. Although there were many Members of Parliament older
than Abaddon, it was rare for hybrids to reach his age. The
Emperor’s mandatory 500 years of military service guaranteed few
hybrids lived long enough to retire, especially since when they
reached 450 he shipped them out to the most deadly assignments so
they were more likely to be killed off than to burden the taxpayers
by collecting a pension.

“How long have you served the Alliance,
General Abaddon?”

“I joined the Eternal Emperor’s youth
training academy when I was eight years old,” Abaddon said. “I am
now 632 years old. For 624 of those years, I have served the
Eternal Emperor and the Alliance.”

“How many children do you have?” Lucifer
asked.

“Soon I will have a daughter,” Abaddon's
chest puffed out with pride. “She is due in early April.”

Parliament exploded with chatter. Several
aggressive members of the press rushed at the podium with cameras
and microphones. Sarvenaz cringed deeper into his wings.

"Step back," he growled.

One of the younger, less sensible paparazzi
did not listen. Abaddon grabbed the hilt of his sword, the feeling
of the steel an old friend in his hand, and unsheathed it.

“Step away from my wife!”

His biceps bulged as he took a step towards
the reporters. The more sensible ones yanked back the bold one and
admonished him for his stupidity. Not only did his name inspire
fear amongst their enemies, but also within the Alliance, for
Abaddon had been sent to quell uprisings on Alliance colonies as
well, including ones which had tried to defect to follow Lucifer's
biological father.

“General Abaddon,” Lucifer said. “Why did you
wait so long to father a child?”

He was acutely aware of Sarvenaz melted into
his side, her cheek pressed against his left quadricep as she
peeked from beneath his wings like a little chick, listening to
what he had to say.

“I’m old enough to remember when the
Emperor’s breeding program first went into effect,” Abaddon said.
“I was young and virile. It seemed like an Angelic male’s dream
come true."

Abaddon loosened his left wing, just enough
so Sarvenaz could be seen without being thoroughly exposed.

"All of a sudden, the inconvenient social
mores," Abaddon said, "and the burden of taking time out of your
career to raise a child, were eliminated. You don’t even have to
get to know the female to indulge in the pleasure of a mating. Just
sire a child and turn the offspring over to the Emperor for the
hard work of rearing them. It seemed like an ideal policy at the
time.”

“So why didn’t you have any of your own?”
Lucifer asked.

“I tried,” Abaddon said. “I was young and
handsome back then, and also moving rapidly up in rank. Female
Angelics threw themselves at my feet, and I took the Emperor’s
mandate to be fruitful and multiply seriously. Very
seriously." He looked at the row of male faces, which tended to
dominate some of the lesser species, and added, "often several
times per day with different partners, seriously.”

Parliament laughed. Many delegates were even
older than Abaddon and remembered their heady days when they had
sowed wild oats before settling down. A small finger jabbed into
his belly. Sarvenaz. Jealous? He squeezed her shoulder to reassure
her.

“So what happened?” Lucifer asked.

“It quickly became apparent why the Emperor
had instituted the program,” Abaddon said. “Despite my
vigorous embrace of the recommended activities, no offspring
resulted."

Abaddon looked up at the stained glass image
of She-who-is wrought into the skylight far above. How many times
had he cursed the goddess who had made him infertile?

"I was one of the reasons the Emperor
instituted the program," Abaddon said. "Our numbers were failing to
replenish themselves. Over the next 600 years, I watched our
numbers dwindle from millions to under thirty thousand non-Mer
hybrids combined.”

“Did you test infertile?” Lucifer asked.

“No,” Abaddon said. “For some reason,
although all tests showed I should be able to reproduce,
nothing worked. And I was not alone.”

“How many years did you try to father a
child?” Lucifer asked.

“Right up until I met Sarvenaz,” Abaddon
said, “although, at my age, the opportunities get further and fewer
between.”

That earned another knowing chuckle from
older … and some not-so-old, members of Parliament. Not all of them
were male, either, although at least a blacklisted female could
find somebody willing to take a chance and lay down with her
during a heat cycle, it costing the male nothing more than an hour
of his time, while few females would risk a precious
once-every-two-year heat cycle on a male who had failed to sire
offspring after the first few tries.

“How long did it take before you succeeded
with a human female?” Lucifer asked.

“We conceived a child together on our first
try.” Abaddon looked down at the woman melted into his side, now
partially visible to the curious onlookers, and tightened his arm
around her. “For over 600 years I tried, and then I found the right
woman and we got married. We got married first because she
was willing to take a risk on an old general like me, whether or
not I was able to give her a child." He choked up. "And then
… I didn't expect … she … but now … it worked. My wife is giving me
a child. She is … “

He looked up at the golden sunlight pouring
through the skylight and took a breath, unable to put the emotion
into words. The room became so hushed that you could hear a
pinfeather drop, even the paparazzi and camera crews silent at the
sight of Abaddon the Destroyer, the most feared general in the
Alliance, tear up and tenderly pull the cloaked female into his
side, burying his face into the hood she wore covering her
head.

“It is confirmation from She-who-is that
this is the right course of action…” he finally choked out
just loudly enough for Parliament to hear his words.

“General Abaddon,” Lucifer said gently, “why
do you keep your wife covered up like that?”

“It is the custom of her people to cover
their head,” Abaddon said. “But she understands this general court
needs to see her to confirm she is who I say she is. You
must promise not to rush at her. She is from a small village on a
sheltered planet. Seeing non-humans is still a new experience for
her.”

He straightened up and added more ominously,
the usual tone they were accustomed to hearing from him, “and
anyone who doesn’t pay her the proper respect will answer to
me!”

“Mr. Speaker,” Lucifer asked. “If you
wouldn’t mind, since the Emperor claims my actions victimized this
woman, would you please do the honors of examining Mrs. Abaddon for
the purposes of the general court?”

“It would be an honor, Mr. Prime Minister,”
the Speaker of the Commons stepped down off the raised central
podium.

“General?” the Speaker asked. “If it’s all
right with your wife?”

Abaddon whispered reassurances in her ear and
gave her a hug. Then he finished unfurling his wing and stepped
back, leaving her standing there, exposed, for the entire galaxy to
see. A gasp went through Parliament as they caught their first-ever
sight of an elusive, legendary human.

“She appears as the Emperor does!”

“She looks like a wingless Angelic!”

“She really is pregnant!”

Sarvenaz met his eyes, and then touched the
hood which covered her head. Her lip trembling, she lowered it to
show her beautiful, olive complexion and the dark hair she wore
coiffed in an updo, rivulets of dark curls framing her face like an
image of the goddess herself.

“She's beautiful!”

“She has black hair. Nobody has had black
hair since the Seraphim were exterminated.”

Sarvenaz trembled, aware that everybody in
the room scrutinized her, but thankfully unable to comprehend that
every television viewer in the Alliance also watched her
right now. She took a deep breath and stepped forward, closer to
the center of the stage, so the people could reassure themselves
that, yes, she really did exist, and Lucifer wasn't making things
up to get out of trouble for whatever he had really done to
piss off the Emperor.

“It is such a pleasure to meet you, my dear,”
the Speaker of the Commons held out his hand to take hers.

The Speaker was a Muqqi'bat dragon, a
short-legged, wingless species with a dragon-like head and the body
of a serpent. Sarvenaz looked towards Abaddon with fear. He had
shown her pictures so she would know what to expect here today, but
an image on a video monitor was far less intimidating than shaking
hands with the tall, slender creature which towered over her
now.

"It's okay," Abaddon gestured forward. "He
won't hurt you."

Sarvenaz gave the Speaker her hand. He drew
her knuckles up to his snout and kissed it, like a gentleman would
from one of the Mantoid soap operas. Sarvenaz blushed.

“Mrs. Abaddon,” the Speaker asked, “how did
you come to be in our territory?”

"She doesn't speak our language," Lucifer
interrupted the Speaker of the Commons.

"Oh yes she does!" Abaddon shot Lucifer a
victorious grin. Moncaí his tail
feathers! Oh, how he'd dreamed of putting Sarvenaz in the same room
as Lucifer and letting his regal wife run circles around the
pompous little prick. Beat up the way he was right now, Lucifer was
verbal toast. Abaddon nodded to her. "Go ahead, Mo ghrá. Answer the
Speaker's question."

Sarvenaz answered in halting, but
understandable Galactic Standard.

“Lizard people capture me. Say I property of
Shay’tan. Must go with them. Put me on … ship. Long trip. Many
weeks. Put on new ship. Zepar teach me couple of words … your
language. Lucifer introduce me to Abaddon. Abaddon ask me to marry
him. Kiss my hand just like you." She blushed and gave Abaddon a
coy smile. "I like him. I agree. We marry. He is … he is …”

Lucifer stared at Sarvenaz with his mouth
open, as though he had not expected her to speak. His forehead
furrowed with concentration, he scrutinized her every word. His
eyes met Abaddon's, his expression questioning.

Was it because she had studied so hard to
learn their language? Yes. That must be it. Some species, such as
Angelics, had enhanced language learning capacity hardwired into
their DNA, but most took years to learn a limited vocabulary.
Sarvenaz was living proof that perhaps the ability had not been
engineered by the Emperor, but was a trait their root race had
possessed in the first place?

Sarvenaz stumbled on stringing together the
unfamiliar words. She stood before Parliament as though she was an
empress, but he could see her becoming overwhelmed. He stepped up
to stand behind her. She turned and wrapped her arms around his
waist, burying her face into his chest, letting her actions convey
the emotions she had trouble conveying using foreign words. Abaddon
wrapped his arms around her shoulders and lifted her chin,
caressing it with his thumb and forefinger, and could not help but
tear up as she gazed lovingly into his eyes.

“He most beautiful … husband … could ever
have,” Sarvenaz reached up to trace his scar. “I love him … very
much.”

The ‘awwww’ that went through the room, even
from the cynical camera crew who’d seen every sort of political
stunt in the galaxy, was palpable. There wasn’t a single person in
that room or watching via television in the galaxy beyond who
didn’t understand the affection between the Alliance’s most feared
general and his wife was genuine.

“She’s so expressive.”

“You can read what she’s thinking by her body
language."

"Look! The Destroyer is crying."

And it was true. And he was not ashamed. He
pulled her closer and kissed her, the kiss of a bridegroom kissing
his wife in front of trillions of witnesses, to make sure the whole
galaxy knew, without a doubt, that this woman was his
wife.

Parliament cheered.

“Mrs. Abaddon,” the Speaker asked. “Would you
like this General Court to open your homeworld to trade so more of
your kind can come here just as you have?”

Sarvenaz whirled to face the Speaker of the
Commons.

“No!”

Abaddon drew back, surprised at that
answer.

“You don’t want us to open your
homeworld to trade?”

“Sarvenaz not slave for Sata’an Empire!!!”
Sarvenaz stepped forward from the protection of his arms. “Never
see lizard people until day captured. Lizard people don’t
ask like Abaddon. They take!"

Sarvenaz threw every aspect of her being into
communicating with the people perched in the balconies above her.
Like a queen rallying her troops into battle, it was to them
she looked, understanding from the lessons he had given her on
Alliance governance that they had the power to give her what
she wanted.

"Lizard people don’t belong on earth!"
Sarvenaz shouted. "Sarvenaz not belong to lizard people. Sarvenaz
belong to self!" She clutched her cloak to her chest. "Sarvenaz
want lizard-people off of earth. Not their planet. Our
planet! Humans not slaves to be sold or traded!!!”

Parliament exploded in chatter at the sight
of the animated human female transform into a passionate advocate
for the interests of her people. Not even Lucifer had ever
beseeched Parliament with such fire. Lucifer appeared to be
dumbstruck. Abaddon wondered if the Emperor's torture had addled
his brain?

“Order! Order! Order!” the Speaker banged his
gavel.

Lucifer motioned for the Speaker of the
Commons to come back over so he could whisper the petition to
him.

“Mrs. Abaddon,” the Speaker said. “What do
you wish this Parliament to do?”

“Kick lizard people off of earth,” she said.
“Earth not Sata’an. Earth not Alliance. Earth is Earth. We are own
people. Not slaves. Rather die than submit to lizard people. Let
us choose who marry sky people. Who stay. Not lizard people.
Sarvenaz ask Parliament to let husband kick lizard people off of
Earth.”

Sarvenaz proudly traced the scar which ran
from his forehead, through his eyebrow, just narrowly missed his
eye, and then continued down his cheek to his chin. Abaddon
captured her hand, drew it up to his lips, and kissed the palm of
her hand. Sarvenaz’s passionate speech had been unexpected, but the
plea had come from her lips, not Lucifer's, and that pleased
him.

“Husband fight lizard people good,” she said
proudly. “Many scars. Make lizard people go home. Want Parliament
to make lizard people go home. Free Earth.”

“If there was any doubt that your race was
the root stock of all four of the hybrid races, Mrs. Abaddon,” the
Speaker said, “you have just erased it. Unfortunately, we don’t
know where your homeworld is. And even if we did, I’m not
sure the Alliance would go to war with the Sata’an Empire over a
single homeworld that is far from Alliance territory. We would have
no way to protect your planet. I am sorry.”

Sarvenaz looked as though she had just been
crushed.

“Earth not slaves. Humans fight lizard people
to the death. Be no humans left to help sky people!” she cried
out.

Lucifer rallied at that point.

“Thank you, Mrs. Abaddon. Much as I wish it
wasn't true, the Speaker of the Commons is right … for now."

He turned to address the larger
Parliament.

"But let’s not forget there is
something we can do. We have the resolution pending before us right
this moment. It would ensure that humans have the right to emigrate
into Alliance territory.”

At this point Supreme Commander-General
Jophiel, who had been silent until now, leaped out of the
shadows.

"We don’t take slaves! It is repugnant to
everything this Alliance stands for!"

“Of course we don’t, Jophiel,” Lucifer
practically spat at his nemesis. “Once they are here, they can
become full citizens upon marriage to an Alliance citizen in
accordance with existing Alliance law. Exactly the way Mrs. Abaddon
has just become a full, free citizen of the Alliance.”

"Your bill would leave them little more than
sex slaves!" Jophiel hissed at him.

"Like you, Jophie?" Lucifer spat right
back in her face. "At least she married the first Angelic
she ever lay down with. Unlike you, who threw marriage in
your lover's face and chose to prostitute your ovaries to the
Emperor's breeding program instead!"

Whoa? Abaddon leaned forward, as did everyone
else watching this debacle either live or on broadcast television.
Had the alpha-stud just insinuated what he thought he'd just
insinuated?

Jophiel had that same perplexed look Lucifer
had possessed moments before when Sarvenaz had given her speech, as
though she had no idea what Lucifer was talking about. Okay,
perhaps not? Whatever reason her mouth hung open, it appeared to
infuriate Lucifer even further. He turned to his orchestra, his
people, his Parliament, and played his magnum opus

"The future of the Alliance depends upon the
trade bill I have filed today to open up the human homeworld for
trade and make legal the immigration of human spouses," Lucifer
shouted. "All in favor say aye!”

“Aye!” was the thunderous response of nearly
all the members of both houses of Parliament.

“Any nays?” Lucifer asked.

“Nay!” a few dissenters called out.

"No!" Jophiel shouted, although she did not
possess a vote.

“The Ayes have it!” the Speaker of the Common
shouted. “We have far more than a two-thirds majority. The people
have spoken! Effective immediately, on behalf of the Alliance,
Lucifer is authorized to pursue whatever measures are necessary to
immediately secure trade with the human homeworld.”

Chaos erupted as Parliament enjoyed the heady
victory of their defiance of the Eternal Emperor. Lucifer swayed
and fell to his knees, the exhaustion of putting on that kind of
political coup d'état while injured having taken its toll.

It occurred to Abaddon that it was strange
that Lucifer's Chief of Staff, Zepar had not shown up for this
debacle? Probably because he was even guiltier than Lucifer
was. The two cold-eyed goons weren't here, either. Like rodents
fleeing the sinking command carrier.

"You did it, kid," Abaddon kneeled in front
of the brilliant showman who had just taken down a god. "Now the
Emperor will have to pull his head out of his backside and
earn his keep."

"She talked," Lucifer stared past him at
Sarvenaz, his expression dazed. "I saw it. She talked. I saw her
people. I had no idea they were sentient."

Abaddon placed his hand upon Lucifer's
scorched wings, noting the curious pinpricks of new feathers
already beginning to emerge. Some part of his brain picked up on
the rapid rate of healing, but the clang of the Cherubim moving
forward, as though not sure whether or not to take Lucifer back
into custody, took precedent in his mind.

"Pick him up and bring him to sick bay on the
Jehoshophat," Abaddon ordered. "This man needs immediate
medical attention."

He then turned to where Jophiel stood between
Lucifer and Master Yoritomo, pleading with him to not carry out the
Emperor's order. She had no authority over the Emperor's
personal Cherubim guard.

"It's a good thing I ordered the
Jehoshophat to aim her pulse cannons at every ship parked in
the courtyard of this building," Abaddon said loudly enough that
the Cherubim could hear. "You never know what a rioting mob might
try after a historic vote such as this."

The Cherubim did not move as his men moved to
pick Lucifer up off the floor. They carried him as far as the exits
when two men moved out of the shadows, where they'd no doubt been
remaining inconspicuous in case they were implicated as
well, Lucifer's bodyguards. The ones who had defied the Cherubim's
direct order to remain silent and had set in motion whatever wheels
Lucifer had set up as a Plan B in case the shit ever hit the
fan.

"We've got him, Sir," the older of the two
muscle heads said. Parliamentary Secret Service. Eligor was his
name.

The second one, Abaddon couldn't remember his
name, took Lucifer's other arm.

"Eligor," Lucifer's cracked lip seeped blood
as he reached out to take his bodyguard's hand. "You didn't abandon
me."

"No, Sir," Eligor said. The reticent Angelic
wore an expression that could only be described as gratitude. "You
were right."

The two men propped up Lucifer between them
and began to drag-carry him towards a door which led down into the
basement.

"Where are you taking him?" Abaddon
asked.

"Maybe it's better if you don't know?" Eligor
said. "Just in case the Emperor pulls another temper tantrum?"

Abaddon nodded. He had a million questions,
but the two Secret Service agents were not in his direct chain of
command. His questions could wait until they'd taken Lucifer
someplace safe to tend his wounds and reset his wings. He was
horrified at what the Emperor had done to his own son, but it was
less severe than many of the insurrections Hashem had ordered
Abaddon to put down. Scorched wings were child's play compared to a
planet killer.

"You've got some explaining to do when you
heal up," Abaddon called after him. "And then you are going to
apologize to my wife for calling her a moncaí."

Lucifer grinned. "If I'd known
she was that smart, I would have kept her for myself!"

Abaddon turned to one of his men.

"Follow him," Abaddon said. "Find out where
they take him and position a ship to protect him in case the
Emperor tries to arrest him again."

"Yes, Sir," the man said. He grabbed three
men and raced into the network of tunnels few people knew ran
beneath Parliament.

Abaddon nodded to his men it was time to
leave. The soldiers flared their wings, whether gossamer or
feathered, and elbowed anyone who didn’t move to clear the path for
their commanding officer and his wife to escape. He gently arranged
the hood back over Sarvenaz's head and nestled her into his
side.

"Where we go now, Husband?" Sarvenaz
asked.

He buried his nose into her hood and inhaled
her scent.

"Outside, Mo ghrá," he said, so proud of her
he thought his heart would burst. "I promised I would take you
outside."

The mob parted before them, many dropping to
their knees at the sight of the woman at his side. He brought her
to the ornamental garden that graced one side of the building and
led her to a tree, bending a branch down so she could reach it. On
that branch sat a ripe, red fruit. Not the fruit he wished
to give her, but that tree had not bloomed in 74,000 years,
while this tree's fruit was real. It was the best he could
offer her … for now.

"Welcome to Haven, Mo ghrá," Abaddon's hand
trembled as he plucked the sweet red fruit. It was the first of
many gifts he intended to give her. Including, as soon as he
found out where Shay'tan had hidden it, her homeworld.

With the cameras and the ordinary citizens
who surrounded them lurking a respectful distance, they intertwined
their forearms around each other in a universal symbol of marriage
and shared their first bite of the forbidden fruit together for the
entire galaxy to witness.
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Shay'tan

"Would you like some fruit, Your
Eminence?"

Shay'tan opened one eye. Edasich, his most
comely wife, though by no means the brightest, stood perched over
him. His nostrils flared to give the succulent little fruits a
sniff. Dragons were carnivorous by nature, but since his subjects
were largely herbivores, an eating habit he encouraged because it
increased his bottom line, it behooved him to set a good example.
He'd adapted to eating other things besides meat and immensely
enjoyed them, probably the reason for his increasing girth.

"You are a beauteous flower within my
Empire," Shay'tan purred. He grabbed the tender fruit and popped it
into his snout, then grabbed the diminutive Sata'an female and
pulled her into his chest as though she were a huggy pillow.

Edasich giggled and snuggled against his
girth, her hands caressing his scales. With a contented purr,
Shay'tan covered her with one leathery wing and drifted back to
sleep. His dreams wandered as they always did not to what he
had, which was never enough, but to what he had lost.

"Stellam Matutinum," he called out
across the void and heard no answer. He awoke sad, as he always
did, but with so many wives that feeling never lasted as long as it
had the first few thousand years he had grieved for her. He nuzzled
Edasich until she woke up and pleasured him, there being many ways
for a woman to please a lusty old dragon such as himself. He was in
the process of returning the favor, a dragon's tongue possessing
wondrous magic, when a frantic pounding sounded on his door.

"I am busy!" Shay'tan roared.

"S-s-sir!" Budayl's voice drifted through the
door. "This can't wait!"

With a groan, Shay'tan helped his most comely
wife pull on her clothes and winked. "Later," he promised her.

With a giggle, Edasich disappeared into his
harem.

"Enter," he rumbled. The elderly scribe came
in still wearing his pajamas, his tongue flitting frantically in
the air and then slamming politely back into his mouth when he
tasted what he'd just interrupted.

"This had better be important."

Usually Budayl was unbothered by the
intrigues of his empire, but from the way his tail trembled, this
wasn't good news.

"P-p-perhaps I'd just better turn on the
television and let you see for yourself, Sir," Budayl stuttered. He
ran over to the television and turned the channel to one of the
ones that picked up Alliance networks.

Shay'tan watched in horror as his ancient
adversary's adopted son not only wrested power from his immortal
father, though by the look of him he'd been chewed up and shat out
by Hashem first, but then called Hashem's greatest enforcer up to
testify. Abaddon the Destroyer stepped up to the podium, unfurled
his wing, and…

"That's not the human Ba'al Zebub was
authorized to gift to the Prime Minister!" Shay'tan roared. He
watched, his temperature rising as Lucifer finished his speech.

"Trade deal? What trade deal? I didn't
authorize any trade deal!!!"

Budayl trembled. "That's not all, Your
Eminence. Remember when you asked me to dig through the bowels of
our intelligence agency for reports, no matter how obscure? We
found this."

Budayl handed him a tablet device with an
electronic copy of a handwritten report on it, and then scurried
back to the door, ready to dive outside. Shay'tan read the
complaint forwarded by General Hudhafah's logistics officer.

"Three hundred and thirty!!!" Shay'tan
roared, shaking the foundations of the palace. "Where is Admiral
Musab? I want every ship I have left defending that planet!"

"Th-th-that's just it s-s-sir," the scribe
trembled. "Admiral Musab's scout ship just sent a subspace
transmission from the uncharted territories. The planet Ba'al Zebub
marked on your chessboard is a dead planet. There's nothing
there!"

The scribe dove out the door.

Shay'tan's eyes turned black with power, that
power he had cast off eons ago when She-who-is had tempted him to
play chess in one of her galaxies instead of the original
job he had been sent here to do. The illusion slipped. That
internal fire all true dragons possessed broke free as he flared
his wings and opened his maw to howl Ba'al Zebub's name.

All of Hades-6 shook as the
dragon-who-moves-mountains transformed into his true form and
incinerated the upper floors right off of his royal palace.
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Apausha

The SMM Peykaap was all engine and
hidden cargo compartments, with few amenities and even fewer
frills. She was built for stealth, as all Sata'an Merchant Marine
ships were, and speed. Shay'tan officially designated them as
trading vessels, but in reality the only 'trading' which went on
was smuggling. The Peykaap shivered as it exited
hyperspace.

"Where's our contact?" Lieutenant Apausha
asked his navigator. Apausha was the commander, pilot, mechanic and
cook of this ship, not the most noble duty in the Sata'an Empire,
but he'd grown fond of calling his own shots. His bravery in
answering a distress call two years ago, saving not only his fellow
merchant marines, which nobody really cared about, but also a
shipful of Ba'al Zebub's money, had earned him a wife.

"About twenty-five minutes out, Sir," Hanuud
said. The Peykaap's navigator and radio expert was a clever
lizard, if a bit spastic, and prone to fits of excitement at the
slightest provocation. "They've moved closer to the border with the
Tokoloshe Kingdom. The crown prince must be expecting trouble."

"Cannibals," Wajid snorted with disgust, the
third member of their crew and Apausha's copilot. "Must be
big trouble if they consider the Tokoloshe to be a safe
harbor." The opposite of the flighty Hanuud, Wajid was a big, burly
rock of a lizard, with a thick tail and even thicker waist from
years of flying long missions in deep space.

Apausha stared with apprehension at the long,
slender diplomatic carrier which was the Alliance Prime Minister's
flagship. It was an unusual vessel, with protrusions trailing out
of the nose that reminded him of the whiskers of a bottom-feeding
fish. At first glance it appeared to be an unarmed civilian vessel,
but he'd heard rumors about the ship's firepower when some
malefactor had found out the ship was far from defenseless.

“They’re hailing us,” Hanuud said. “They want
us to dock on the starboard side.”

“Line it up,” Apausha said to Wajid. “I’ll go
check on our cargo.”

The two men looked at each other, only the
twitch of their tail communicating they found fault with his
orders. Lower ranking Sata’an lizards weren’t paid to think about
the morality of what they were doing, but unless they wanted to
make a break for the uncharted territories, an act subject to the
death penalty if they were caught by the bounty hunters, there was
nothing they could do about it.

Apausha had filed a complaint. What
else was he supposed to do? Condemn his wife and their
unborn eggs to be thrown out in the street as had happened to
him after his father had surrendered his ship to the
Alliance?

The thought passed between them and was
rejected. Nobody would risk execution for a group of alien women
they didn’t even know. It wasn’t like they were genetically
compatible as mates. If that were the case, they could scoot out
beyond where the pirates lived and find some uninhabited jungle
world to start their own colony.

“I made my report,” Apausha eyed his
crewmates with discomfort. “The rest is in our god's hands,
Shay’tan be praised.”

The three of them gesticulated the
prayer-sign of respect to their emperor and god, then buckled down
and prepared to dock. Wajid began counting down his docking
procedures, firing the impulse engines to tweak their trajectory
and slow the ship down as it approached. Hanuud choked out the
awkward Galactic Standard words with the Prince of Tyre’s
radioman, an uneasy dialogue exchanged between ships from opposing
empires that did not trust the ship they were docking with would
not double-cross them. Apausha moved to the main cargo hold, where
the thirty unfortunate human females they'd just smuggled to the
Alliance infidels were detained.

“Put these on and cover your heads,” Apausha
said in broken Kemet. Through the door he passed simplified (in
other words, cheap) versions of Sata'an bridal tunics through the
door. “Cover your heads so you don’t draw the attention of the
wrong Angelics.”

One of the women spoke the primitive Earth
language he spoke a few words of, Kemet. She relayed his
instructions to the others, who then broke it down amongst
themselves according to who spoke who else's language, but they had
fifteen in this batch with strange Asiatic features who didn’t
speak any Earth language he could communicate with. He had
no way to tell them that, no matter what happened, they must not
act willfully or they would draw the attention of Lucifer.

That brick which had grown heavier in his
stomach the closer they had come to their destination twisted and
made him feel as though he might throw up. What was he
supposed to say to the unfortunate creatures? That the
Alliance barbarians would cull out their numbers and turn some of
them over to Lucifer to be brutally taken against their will
without, he suspected, even the farce of a marriage ceremony?

Shay’tan didn’t give Sata’anic females any
choice about who they married, but by the time a male such as
himself was gifted a wife, if he ever earned the privilege at all,
the females were treated with such awe that a guy would lay down
his life for his wife and hatchlings. That was how he felt about
his wife, Marina. She had not wanted to marry him, but he had won
her over.

That warm feeling he always developed
whenever he thought of his wife made him forget what he was doing
for a moment and smile. His protruding fangs earned a squeak of
fear from the human females. As soon as this delivery was done,
he'd earned some shore leave. He intended to rotate back to
Hades-11 so he could be home in time to see the clutch of seven
precious eggs Marina sat on right now hatch!

"Sorry," Apausha gave a sheepish apology. "I
meant no disrespect."

The women twittered in fear as he shut them
back into the cargo hold. At least this batch had been given time
to acclimate to his species in the crude female finishing academy
Hudhafah had set up to teach them about their role as a female of
the Sata'an Empire. They were all fine women who hadn’t given him
any difficulties during the trip. Perhaps it would be easier if
they had given them trouble?

Apausha leaned his forehead against the cold
metal which faced the exterior hull of the ship. He flit his tongue
up to caress his eyelids, an instinctive gesture to relieve stress,
relishing the gentle touch of the forked barbs caressing his lids.
How could they do this to these poor women after everything he had
seen? He stepped back and stared at the Prince of Tyre
looming in the portal. What it symbolized was as terrifying as a
Tokoloshe dreadnought.

He placed his hand over his heart and bowed
his head.

“Emperor Shay’tan,” Apausha prayed. “I’m just
a little nobody soldier in your armies, but this isn’t right. I
know you would never stand for this or you wouldn't ask us to
outfit these women with Sata’an bridal dresses before you handed
them over to the Angelics. Please, your Eminence. If you want me to
do something differently than just hand them over, give me a
sign?”

He gestured to his forehead, lips and heart,
“Shay’tan be praised.”

The Angelic ship drew closer as Wasid began
firing the impulse thrusters to slow their approach so they could
coast into docking position. If not for Marina, he would order
Hanuud and Wasid to get the hell out of here and hightail it to the
uncharted territories. Thirty human females, three Sata’an males.
They couldn’t begat offspring upon such wives, heck, he didn’t even
know if they were anatomically … Shay’tan be praised … he was a
married man! Wipe such impure thoughts about a female who was not
his wife from his mind! But maybe they could say their own marriage
vows and it would not be a sin to take them to wife? Ten wives
each?

“Marina,” Apausha said to himself. “What a
magnificent first-wife you would make to rule such a harem.”

There was no way to smuggle a female out of
the Hades cluster. Many had tried and died for their efforts. Oh!
What to do? He had no choice but to follow Ba'al Zebub's orders! He
would not abandon his beloved Marina. Not for ten wives. Not for
fifty! He moved back into the cockpit and buckled himself in,
counting off the docking procedure so Wasid could guide the
Peykaap in.

“Sir?” Hanuud said. “We’ve got an Alpha-One
priority call from the SRN Chinosia. Admiral Musab has
ordered us to hightail it for Sata’an territory immediately.”

“What?” Apausha asked.

“Admiral Musab says the Sata’an Secret
Services wants to question you,” Hannud said. “Sir!”

The three of them looked at each other, all
having the same thought. Normally questioning by the Sata’an Secret
Service was a terrifying prospect, leading to long prison terms or
to be simply 'disappeared.' But in this instance, it had been
him who had filed the complaint. Either Ba'al Zebub wanted
to be rid of him because he'd questioned a superior officer? Or …
he'd asked for a sign … could it be?

“Shay’tan be praised!” Apausha made the
prayer gesture. “Turn this ship around and get us the Haven out of
here!”

Wasid punched the buttons to begin firing up
the larger hyper drive which sat at the back of the shuttle like
the abdomen of a firefly, glowing bright for all the galaxy to see
as they prepared to run. Hanuud spoke soothing placations into the
radio, trying to buy them a few seconds for the engines to warm
back up.

“Peykaap, Peykaap, this is the
Prince of Tyre,” the Alliance communications officer’s voice
rose as he realized the Peykaap was moving away from
the Alliance flagship instead of closer to it. “You are breaking
docking formation!”

“Prince of Tyre, this is the
Peykaap,” the high-strung Hanuud called into the radio,
forcing himself to sound calmer than he really was. “Apologies,
sir. One of our inertial dampeners is misfiring. We’re coming in
too fast. We’re going to circle around to expend some of our excess
velocity and then come in for another run.”

“That is a negative, Peykaap,” the
Alliance radio officer said. “You are to dock with this ship now.
We will grab you with grappling hooks to make sure you don’t
overshoot.”

Apausha grabbed the radio out of Hanuud’s
hands.

“That is a negative, Prince of Tyre,”
Apausha crossed his claws as he did something Sata’an lizard
soldiers were never supposed to do … lie through his fangs. “We are
on a collision course with your fuselage. We are coming in too
fast. Let us circle around and come in from the other side.”

“That is a negative, Peykaap,” the
Alliance radio man growled. “I don’t know what the hell that
encoded message was you just received, but you will dock
with this ship and unload your cargo or you will be fired
upon.”

“Shit!” Hanuud shouted, bouncing up and down
in his seat, his skinny tail swishing back and forth like a
serpent. “What do we do now, sir?”

“Chinosia … Chinosia,” Apausha shifted
channels to a secure one. “This is the SMM Peykaap. The
Prince of Tyre won't let us to break docking procedures.
What do we do, Sir? This is Alliance territory!”

A hollow-sounding thud sounded on the outer
hull on the side facing the Prince of Tyre, followed
immediately by a second thud. They were thrown off balance as the
ship was yanked back in the opposite direction of the trajectory
they’d just fired to get the Haven out of here.

“They’ve got grappling hooks on us, Sir!”
Hanuud shouted. His voice was squeaky with panic.

“Chinosia … Chinosia … they’ve got
grappling hooks on us!" Apausha clenched his claws around the
microphone. "What do we do?”

“I’m on full impulse power,” Wajid shoved the
impulse throttle as far back as it would go. “What in Haven are
they using to hold onto us?”

The ship lurched, unable to break away, and
began to be reeled towards the Prince of Tyre like a deep
sea fish fighting a fishhook which had been sunk into its jaw.

“You have been ordered by none other than
Emperor Shay’tan himself to get the Haven out of there and
get your tails back to Hades-6!” the Sata’an naval vessel shouted.
The radio man then added, “Shay’tan got your report. Do not
deliver the cargo!”

“Shay’tan be praised!” Apausha whooped for
joy. “Our god has answered our prayers! Wajid … fire the
hyperdrives.”

“We can’t jump this close to another ship!”
Wajid shouted. “The Prince of Tyre will be toast.”

“Not my problem!” Apausha said. In his mind
he added ‘Alliance demons!’ “We’ve got ladies desirous of
real husbands, and we get to be their knights in shining
armor!”

“Yes, Sir!” Wasid shouted and grabbed the
second, larger set of handles which controlled the hyper drive with
his meaty claws. Either the Prince of Tyre would let go … or
it would have that entire section of the fuselage ripped off when
the overwhelming force of a hyper drive punching through the
time-space continuum to travel faster than the speed of light
created ships in two different dimensions at the same time.

The ship bucked forward like a reptilian
steed at the starting gate and then stopped, throwing the three men
forward. Apausha hit his head against the control panel, not having
expected the ship to suddenly stop like that, and
momentarily saw stars.

“Peykaap … Peykaap,” the SRN
Chinosia screamed into the radio. “What in Haven are you doing?
Get out of there!”

Hanuud’s gold-green eyes were scared as he
called into the radio, “mayday, mayday, mayday, this is the SMM
Peykaap, we are under attack by an Alliance ship!”

The Peykaap banged into the fuselage
of the Prince of Tyre and scraped along its length until the
exit hatch lined up with the entrance to the bigger ship. Two sets
of instructions shouted out of two different channels on the radio,
the first from their own empire ordering them to get the Haven out
of there, the second from the Prince of Tyre ordering them
to stand down or they would be fired upon.

“What do we do?” Wajid asked.

Apausha already knew the answer to that
question. His father had died nobly, or that was what his mother
had said, fighting until he could not win and then surrendering
long enough for his mother to escape with her clutch of eggs before
fighting the Alliance barbarians to the death. But it hadn’t
prevented Shay’tan from seizing his father’s assets and splitting
up his family, sending his two sister-mothers to live with more
deserving husbands with his half-siblings and his own mother to
live with a new, much lower-ranking father. It hadn’t been a bad
life, but no matter where he went, the other lizards knew his
father had disgraced himself by not ramming the Alliance command
carrier with all of them on board and it had impaired his career
prospects. He’d rather die than do that to Marina and their unborn
hatchlings.

“When I said I wanted to help these human
women, your Eminence,” Apausha shouted into the air, “I didn’t mean
that I wanted to die! Do you think maybe you could fix that
part as well?”

“Peykaap, Peykaap,” the Alliance
radioman ordered. “You are hereby being boarded for a routine
health and safety inspection. Lay down your weapons and you won’t
be harmed.”

Crap. They were in Alliance territory. The
Prince of Tyre was within its rights under intergalactic law
to conduct such a health, safety and welfare inspection. They did
it all the time to bust Shay’tan's chops … and Shay'tan to
them.

On the other channel, the Chinosia
shouted at them to break away and get the Haven out of there. To
disobey would mean a court martial.

The sound of sobbing from the cargo hold made
the decision for him. The Alliance would be within their rights to
fire upon him if they refused to submit, the exact same way the
Chinosia would be within its rights to fire upon an Alliance
ship which refused to submit for inspection if they were only a few
light years over the border. Hashem's bushy eyebrows!

“Stand down,” Apausha ordered. “Radio the
Chinosia and tell them we have no choice unless they wish to
cross the Sata’an-Alliance border and fire upon the Alliance ship.
I take full responsibility for this disgraceful incident, may
Shay’tan forgive us.”

He lay down his weapon. He would fight, but
these women’s fate had been sealed the moment he had chosen
not to put that report directly on General Hudhafah’s desk
and instead taken the coward's route of relaying the complaint
indirectly to the Sata’an Secret Service. His god had answered his
prayers. It had just come too late.

Wasib powered down the engines while Hanuud
rushed to the hatch to let the Alliance inspectors inside before
they cut through on their own with a laser-torch. The infidels came
in, pulse rifles armed, and made them kneel down on the deck with
their hands above their heads. The two cold-eyed goons he’d seen
guarding Lucifer’s door the last time they were here moved towards
the cargo hold, by now familiar with the inside of his ship.

Ba'al Zebub! Cursed by thy name! This is what
happened when good lizards sold their soul to the Alliance
devils!

“What do we have here, little lizards?” a
smooth voice spoke in fluent Sata'anic language as the dirty-winged
Angelic entered the hatch. “Why run away when all we want is to
collect our cargo?”

On the outside, Chief of Staff Zepar appeared
to be every bit the pencil pusher, from the slight paunch around
his middle, a rarity amongst a species genetically engineered to
remain fit, to his white wings that had dirt-beige speckles running
through the feathers as if somebody had driven past and splashed
them with a mud puddle. He was blonde, of course. All
Angelics were. But amongst a species that tended to run towards
beauty, Zepar was the kind of Angelic you would look at and say
'meh.' Either that, or overlook him completely, which Apausha
suspected was what he wanted. On the inside, however, the slimy
bastard was ruthless.

Zepar sniffed the air and gave him a knowing
smirk as though he could read Apausha's thoughts. “Why Lieutenant
Apausha, I am hurt. And to think we prepared a feast in your
honor.”

“There’s only thirty, Sir,” one of the two
cold-eyed goons said. Pruflas was his name, Apausha recalled.
Nearly seven-and-a-half feet of rock solid muscle and a neck as
thick as a tree trunk.

“Thirty?” Zepar gave Apausha an icy stare.
“There was supposed to be three hundred in this batch! Not thirty!
What in Hades is Ba'al Zebub trying to pull?”

Tiny icycles of fear tinkled through
Apausha's scales. Zepar dropped all pretense of being Lucifer's
obsequious assistant and came to stand in front of Apausha, giving
him a most un-Angelic like sniff. He grabbed Apausha under the jaw
and forced him to make eye contact.

"Where are my other females?" Zepar hissed in
a voice far more serpentine than any lizard man. Those malignant
blue eyes stared into his as though Zepar could see right
into his mind. Zepar sniffed Apausha again, his eyes rolling back
into his head as his nostrils flared to inhale the scent. Apausha
resisted the irrational urge to taste the air to see if he'd
forgotten his underarm deodorant this morning.

"Ba'al Zebub only authorized shipment of
thirty, Sir," Apausha said. He forced his tongue to stay in his
mouth and not taste the scent of fear as the goons herded the
thirty terrified women out of the cargo hold.

Zepar began to laugh.

"Ba'al Zebub did no such thing," Zepar gave
him a sharp grin that reminded Apuasha of deep-sea, blind,
carnivorous fish. "I wonder … what will Ba'al Zebub do when he
realizes you double crossed him?"

Zepar closed his eyes to savor their scent
and moved his mouth as if he could taste their fear. Since
when did Angelics sniff like that? Sure, Sata'an lizards tasted for
pheromones with their forked tongues all the time, but he'd never
heard of Angelics doing it. Zepar pointed towards the hatch of that
led to the Prince of Tyre and called to the two goons.

"Mortali vas est super
cuius retro via deterioratus," Zepar spoke in a language
Apausha had never heard before. "Deum nostrum
ieiunus est. Praeparate tres fortissimis
enim sacrificium."

"Etiam, Chamos,"
the two goons said. "Moloch est
magna."

Zepar sniffed him again, for some reason
fascinated by his scent. He gestured to the two goons and spoke in
the Sata'anic language once more. "Retain this one for questioning.
Disable the radios and the hyper drive so they can't communicate or
jump into hyperspace. Cut the ship loose and release the other two
to limp home on their impulse engines."

“Hey!” Apausha resisted as the two goons
grabbed him and dragged him towards the Prince of Tyre,
motioning to his two crewmen to take their cargo ship and go. "I
didn't resist!"

“You are under arrest for defying the orders
of an Alliance ship to open your vessel for inspection,” Zepar
said. “You will be detained for questioning.”

"I didn't resist!" Apausha shouted again as
they dragged him out past the terrified human females who huddled
together in their Sata'an bridal gowns sobbing.

Pruflas slammed him over the head with the
butt-end of his pulse rifle. Apausha lost consciousness, but awoke
at some point to recognize the sterile white hallways which blurred
into a long white line as they dragged him down to a room he
assumed to be Zepar’s laboratory. They strapped him into a chair,
like a dentist's chair only with restraints. He fought against
them, but he could not break free.

Furcas jammed a muzzle around his snout so he
couldn't bite them with his sharp fangs and jammed a huge hollow
needle into his arm while Pruflas hooked electrodes up all over his
body and two clamps, one on his dorsal ridge, the other on his toe.
They reminded him of the clamps you would use to jump-start a
ground shuttle.

The intravenous fluid which dripped into his
veins felt cold, but carried with it was a different kind of chill,
some sort of drug. Apausha fought the light-headedness, a strange
feeling of euphoria as though all were well in the world when it
really wasn't, and pictured Marina, his beloved Marina, sitting
home on a clutch of eggs, waiting for his return. If he gave them
whatever information he knew they were about to torture out of him,
the same thing would happen to her as had happened to
him as a child.

Behind him, he heard Zepar herd the terrified
females into a holding area. Three of the women, the one who had
spoken Kemet and two others, were herded into a separate room,
sobbing. Zepar came over to check how much of the IV had been
absorbed into his system and read the electrical activity coming
off of his body from the electrodes.

“Good afternoon, Lieutenant Apausha,” Zepar
said as pleasantly as if they were discussing dinner. “A little
birdie told me stories about a report you filed with the Sata'an
Secret Service, spilling your guts about our little off-books trade
deal."

The Angelic made a tsk-tsk noise, back to
acting like the obsequious assistant he usually pretended to be.
That strange euphoria made Zepar's words sound far away, hypnotic,
as though he were an old friend. Images came into his mind.
Friend. No need to fight, little lizard. We are your
friends.

Apausha fought the sensation. "What do you
want from me?"

"Why, we want to know the location of Earth,
of course," Zepar said. "And you will tell us."

"Go to Haven!" Apausha said.

Zepar bent close, his blue eyes as
emotionless as those of a dead man. He sniffed again, as though
enjoying the scent of fear. "Furcas … if you don't mind … the video
screen?"

The goon flipped on a video monitor. The
Peykaap drifted using nothing but impulse engines, crawling
back towards the Sata'an border at a painfully slow speed.

"The Chinosia is sitting on the border
waiting for us to get there," Apausha said. "If you fire upon the
Peykaap, it will be an act of war!"

Zepar's features, the face of an accountant
or a clerk, not the malignant creature that stared out of those
cold blue eyes, spread into a knowing smirk.

"Oopsie," Zepar flipped his finger in the air
as though he were a teenaged girl, "I forgot. While you were
resisting being boarded, you caused the Prince of Tyre to
drift over the border into territory controlled by the Tokoloshe
Kingdom. We just managed to fire our thrusters to get back
into our own airspace, but your poor ship? Oh! No! They're still on
the wrong side of the border."

Zepar zoomed out the camera to display the
ominous shape which sped toward the Peykaap. Terror grabbed
at Apausha's gut. No! Not the cannibals! The Peykaap was no
match for a Tokoloshe dreadnought. Heck! The Chinosia was no
match for a Tokoloshe dreadnought, either! It was only a battle
cruiser! A dreadnought carried the same firepower as an
Alliance command carrier.

"You bastard!" Apausha shouted, fighting the
wooziness they were pumping into his veins. "You've got to help
them."

Dreadnoughts were squat and bulbous like
insects, with every square inch bristling with weaponry and a drill
built into the nosecone for battering and tearing apart enemy
ships. The Tokoloshe were a brutal bear-like species, one of the
few to ever cast off Sata'anic rule without Alliance help. They had
spread like a plague throughout the uncharted territories and now
were expanding into the buffer zone between the two great empires,
unchallenged because neither empire trusted the other empre enough
to give their ships access to put the Tokoloshe Kingdom on a leash.
Oh … and they had one disgusting habit that made them the scourge
of every other species in the galaxy.

Cannibalism….

"Well now I would," Zepar patted his
cheek as though he were his father. "It just so happens I am on
good terms with the commander of that particular vessel. But what
are you willing to do for me?"

Apausha watched the dreadnought speed for the
hapless Peykaap.

"It's your choice, little lizard," Zepar
crooned. "Save your friends? Or ask my good friend Commander
Wujudu to give you a ringside seat while they strap your friends
down to a Tokoloshe feeding pole and make you watch them be eaten
alive?"

Apausha watched the dreadnought move closer
to the Peykaap, the smaller cargo vessel crippled without
the ability to leap into hyperspace. Dreadnoughts had been built to
maneuver in ordinary space and take on larger vessels
firepower-to-firepower. A cargo ship such as the Peykaap was
all hyper drive, with no need for impulse thrusters except to help
it dock. The massive ship grew closer to the Peykaap until
the smaller cargo vessel was nothing more than a speck.

Oh! Shay'tan! Please! What should he do? One
thing he knew for certain was that his emperor and god would
not want him to give the enemy the location of his newest
conquest. Marina would be left penniless, cast out into the streets
and not even allowed to remarry, his hatchlings sent to the
workhouses to clean the streets along with the lowest castes from
the marginally sentient homeworlds! If he squealed, the Alliance
would show up at the planet and thousands of good Sata'an soldiers
would die defending it from the Angelic infidels!

On the other hand, he could think of no worse
way to die than being devoured alive…

His god made the decision for him. Weapons
fire came from somewhere outside the screen, firing not upon the
dreadnought, but their own cargo vessel. Apausha watched the
Chinosia pour torpedo after torpedo into the Peykaap
to make sure the men inside met a rapid death. Blinding light made
him blink as the ship exploded and was no more.

"Hanuud! Wajid!" Apausha cried out.

The Chinosia leaped out of there as
quickly as it had jumped in, not eager to have the dreadnought
pursue it into Sata'an territory. The cannibals had few inhibitions
about expanding their kingdom at Shay'tan's expense.

"Shay'tan be praised!" Apausha sobbed. A
mercy killing! The Chinosia had given his men the mercy of a
quick death. "May Shay'tan guide your spirits into eternal
paradise!"

With the radio busted, there was no way the
Chinosia knew he was still alive! He was
persona-no-grata, at the mercy of Zepar and his two goons.
Furthermore, Shay'tan would believe he had been killed in battle,
unaware the winged demons still had one man on board who they could
torture the coordinates out of.

He turned his head and looked away from the
video screen, understanding what came next.

"Get this ship to the Beta-site," Zepar
ordered the two goons. Furcas moved to obey, leaving the room.
Pruflas continued to stare at Apausha with his cold, feral blue
eyes.

"I won't tell you anything," Apausha said,
knowing even as he spoke the words that it was not the truth. But
he would hold out as long as he could. If the Chinosia came
back after the dreadnought left to recover their flight recorder
box, perhaps they would realize there had been one man left behind
to torture?

Marina, his hatchlings … disgrace. No!
Finding out he had survived was not a good thing after all! Yes ...
it was the right thing to have happen. Shay'tan needed to know the
Alliance was on its way so he could shore up the resources
defending the human homeworld so the infidels could not do to
all humans what Lucifer had done to the women.

Those poor humans!

"Now let me ask you again, little lizard,"
Zepar caressed Apausha's scales as though he were a lover. "What
are the coordinates of Earth?"
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Young Lucifer

"Mama?"

I stared in slack-jawed
speechlessness at the visage which graced our apartment. Mama, my
poor, sad mama who had worn black for as long as I had been alive,
stood in the middle of our living room wearing a beautiful white
dress. Her proud black wings arched gracefully like those of a
swan, rippling with excitement at her every move.

"Lucifer!" Mama exclaimed.
"He comes!"

"Who?"

"Your father! The courts
ruled the Emperor has to give him visitation rights to see his own
son!"

I gave Mama my best
impersonation of Father's glower. Father had filled me in on the
-real- history of Shemijaza's criminal behavior, including taking
me into the Game Room to show me how that malignant silver Third
Empire had grown into an enormous tumor on the galactic chessboard.
Why, Shemijaza had stolen world after world right out from under
Father's nose! And Father couldn't do anything about it because the
silver-eyed man was smart enough to only steal worlds that sat on
the Alliance-Sata'an Empire border. If Father sent too many ships
to protect those planets, he would have -two- enemies to fight at
once, not just one!

"Shemijaza is not my
father!" I pulled away from the hand she had reached up to fiddle
with an errant cowlick of my hair. "-Father- is my
father!"

"No, chol beag," Mama's
expression softened. "Father is the Emperor of the Alliance. And a
good man. He just doesn't understand that things are -different-
now. Your -real- father has cast out the shade which was whispering
to him."

I crossed my arms and
flopped down on the couch, not even bothering to arrange my wings
over the low back so there was room for Mama to sit down next to
me. I stuck my legs up on the coffee table; a defiance I knew would
make Mama angry.

"You can't make me go with
him!" I pouted. "Father will stop him. The only reason the courts
sided with Shemijaza is because they're all afraid of
him!"

My so-called 'real' father
had blown up 17 mining planetoids and threatened to start
destroying 'real' planets if the courts didn't get off their
backsides and act like the independent judiciary Father had set
them up to be. Father was furious She-who-is would not let him
simply use his ascended powers to zap the silver-eyed man and make
him go away!

Public opinion was a
factor Father had not taught me to about when he'd taught me how to
play Galactic Chess. Shay'tan didn't allow anything but
state-controlled media in the Sata'an Empire, so Father had never
learned to use it against him. Now that I knew where to sneak in
and watch television, I could see how inept Father was at rebutting
Shemijaza's manipulation!

"Your real father loves
you," Mama stepped over my legs and sat down anyways, right on top
of my feathers. "If he didn't, he wouldn't have been able to help
me heal you."

"I don't care!"

"In your heart, you know
this." Mama tapped my chest above my heart. "You can feel him …
here. I know you can."

I crossed my arms over the
offending spot that had never stopped humming since the day I had
been shot and turned to look in the opposite direction. It felt as
though a deep bass voice kept humming that song that I had heard in
the dreamtime. Well I didn't want Shemijaza's silly song! Not even
if it -had- made the bullet-hole close up and, after a few days,
not even left me with a scar.

"Then why does he keep
blowing up planets?" I asked. "Huh? Good men don't put
planet-killers on helpless mining colonies and make people
homeless!"

I looked into her mind and
plucked out the words that would hurt her most.

"Or take their wives
against their will!"

As soon as the words flew
out of my mouth, I regretted it. I didn't really understand what
'taking against their will' meant, only that it was something
really, really bad and it had Father tied up in knots. Tears sprang
to Mama's eyes as she looked away.

"That wasn't him," Mama
said softly. "Someday you will be old enough to understand that
there are all kinds of demons which can possess a man. Alcohol. A
bad temper. Some tragic event that makes you so angry you just want
to strike back at everything and everyone who ever hurt you.
-Personal- demons. Those can make a man do bad things, but
ultimately your behavior sits solely upon -you-."

Mama put her palm on my
cheek, her warmth seeping into my skin which was her gift to heal,
grown powerful now that she no longer needed to hide it.

"But then there is another
kind of demon," Mama said. "Monsters that are not of this realm.
-Real- demons. Creatures without shape or form because they were
defeated and the ability to shape matter was stripped from them so
they could not command the power of a god. But they still -have-
power. If they can find somebody with a -personal- demon like your
father had and whisper what he wants to hear, they can feed your
hatred until you begin to do bad things. That is what happened to
Shemijaza."

Mama looked away, but not
before I caught an image of what that bastard had done to do to
her. I gasped for breath at an image of that green thing that had
tried to snatch me in the dreamtime attempting to devour Mama's
spirit alive. It had not just been a physical violation as Father
insinuated, but a spiritual one as well! Bile rose in my throat at
the awful image of Mama's screams. How had she survived? And then …
escaped?

Tears welled in Mama's
eyes.

"Mama?" The sad part was
still there, I realized. Shemijaza still had to answer for his
crime. It gave me hope that Mama would give up this foolishness and
marry Father.

"It's why the Emperor
lingers in this realm," Mama's eyes were imploring. "To make sure
the only demons which torment people are the -personal- kind. The
kind you can heal on your own if your will is strong enough. Not
the kind that would watch us be destroyed for their own
amusement."

"Then why didn't Shemijaza
cast out the bad spirits -before- he hurt you, Mama?" I turned away
from her. "Huh? If he loved you, then why did he let the bad
spirits make him hurt you?"

"He didn't…"

"I can -see- into your
mind, Mama!" I shouted at her. "Haven't you figured that out by
now? I can look into your memories as though I was there! Like a
picture book! So don't tell me he didn't hurt you! Because I can
-see- what he did to you! And if he cared about you, he wouldn't
have done it!"

Mama's lip quivered. Her
eyes grew watery, the way they often looked on my birthday, but she
did not break eye contact.

"He helped me heal you,"
Mama said. "But not before -you- healed -him- first."

I snorted and moved as far
away from her on the couch as I could get, in the process yanking
out the feathers she had sat on when she'd sat down next to
me.

"It is your gift," Mama
said. "To look into the darkest night and see what is really there.
Through -your- eyes, your beautiful silver eyes that act as
mirrors, you can make people see what they do not want to see
within themselves, all the ugly places that hide from the light of
day, and force them to make a choice based upon the truth, not what
the deceiver whispers in the dark."

"Dragon dung!" I cursed.
"Shemijaza has silver eyes, too! Why didn't he just look at
-himself-?"

"Because the nature of the
Evil One is that he blinds us to our own faults," Mama said. "He
whispers to our subconscious until we no longer know which version
of us is -really- us, and which is the Evil One using us to promote
his agenda."

I refused to look at
her.

Mama took a deep, pained
breath and closed her eyes, as though looking at some event in the
past, but she put up that wall which prevented me from seeing it.
Well she wasn't the only one who could put up a wall! I blocked her
out. I did! I blocked her out the same way she blocked me out! I
was no baby to be protected from the truth!

An uncomfortable silence
stretched between us. Mama looked away, unable to meet my
gaze.

"I deceived your father,"
Mama said at last. "There are no lies between a mated pair. The
Evil One took control when Shemijaza had just found out I wasn't
there for the reason I had said I was there and he felt
betrayed."

Her lip trembled. "We
didn't know that earlier when we had said our wedding
vows…"

Mama looked down and ran
her hand down the front of her dress.

"You were conceived in
love, Lucifer," Mama touched my cheek. "-That- is why Shemijaza was
able to help me bring you into this world. Not out of the violence
the Evil One whispered to him afterwards when it sensed it was
losing control over its mortal vessel."

The image which came into
my mind was … ick! People -did- things like that to one another? Oh
… yuck! Father -never- did things like that to a female! Although
lately I had found myself daydreaming about…

I was saved from that
impure thought by a knock on the door. Father. Come personally to
plead with her not to go. He was manifested into a form that was
halfway between that kindly old man who he liked to pretend to be
and the god of thunder who had smote the man who had shot me that
day. He looked nothing like me, I understood now, but oh, how I
still wanted to be like him! Even if he -wasn't- my real
father!

Mama stepped outside to
speak to him. I crept closer to peek through a crack in the
door.

"Asherah," Father looked
stricken. "This is not what I want."

"It's not about what you
-want-, old friend," Mama's hand rose up to touch Father's cheek,
"but about what is -right-. You know this is true."

Father trembled beneath
her touch, tears welling in his golden eyes as he placed the palm
of his hand over -her- hand and moved it down to kiss her palm,
trying to make her stay.

I cried too. Usually I
could not see into Father's mind, but I could see into it now, the
mind of a living god. Father loved my mother. Oh, how he had loved
my mother for so very long. He had held back on sending an assassin
to kill Shemijaza because he knew it would break her heart even
though the bastard deserved to die.

"I could complete you,"
Father whispered. "I'm so close. We could be always be
together."

Mama squeezed the hand
Father had placed on her cheek, pulling it down so she held both of
our god's hands in front of her heart.

"What use is immortality
if every day you grieve for the person you love?" Mama asked. "I
took a vow the day we conceived our son that we would never be
parted from one another, not even in death. He was not the one who
left me, but it was -I- who abandoned him. I was frightened and I
left before I had a chance to appeal to his better nature when that
monster did not have a hold over his mind."

Mama leaned forward and
kissed Father on the lips, tears streaming down her cheeks. I could
see into her mind, and I saw that Father's love for her was not
one-sided. It just wasn't enough because she had always loved
Shemijaza -more-. It made -me- cry, too.

"I have consoled myself
all these years with the promise that, once our son had grown
enough to no longer need me, I would return to my husband. If that
thing that had control of him kills me, then it will lose, because
in that moment Shemijaza will remember who he is. The bond that
surpasses all other bonds will compel him to cast out that shade
and follow me into the dreamtime."

She turned to look at
where I stood, eavesdropping, behind the door.

"I'm just lucky that when
my song awoke his heart and he looked into our son's eyes in the
land between, that he recognized him for who he really was." Mama
wiped a tear. "Now, I don't have to wait until I am dead to be
reunited with him. Please be happy for me? Okay?"

Father blinked and
swallowed, choking back his tears.

"What of Lucifer?" Father
asked. "I do not trust that bastard with my son!"

My son? Father had called
me 'my son!' It made me so happy I wiggled like a six-year-old
boy.

"Your concerns have
validity," Mama said. "When his ship arrives, I will go to him
alone and we will talk. Our bonding was interrupted during the
consummation period, and then I hid so he could not track me back
to Lucifer, so I could protect our son. Once we strengthen the Song
between us, there will be no way for evil such as that which
whispered to him to regain a foothold ever again."

Father looked away. -He-
saw what was in her mind, even though Mama blocked it from me, and
it brought a sob to his chest.

"I am first and foremost a
daughter of the Alliance," Mama said. "It is not good to have you
and Shemijaza keep escalating hostilities. I will finish the
mission you sent me there to accomplish sixteen years ago … to use
his love for me to work out some kind of accord so that both our
empires can coexist."

Mission? What mission?
Mama had never said anything about a mission before?

"It's not just about
empires anymore," tears streamed down Father's cheeks. "You have
become more to me than you were then, and Lucifer is the closest
thing I have ever had to a son! And now you want me to just hand
the both of you over to him?"

Tears welled in my -own-
eyes as I saw the fear that dwelled in Father's heart and
understood he feared losing -my- love, as well. I wanted to run up
and hug him, to let him know I would -never- stop loving
him!

"I will talk to him," Mama
said. "I will find a way to make him understand that, whether he
likes it or not, he cannot simply take Lucifer away from
you."

She stood up straight, the
way she often stood when she was chastising me.

"You need to share. You
-both- need to share! Or else!"

"Or else what?" Father
voice croaked like a sad bullfrog.

Mama's expression grew
light-hearted as she leaned forward and wiggled a finger in
Father's face the way that only -she- had ever dared.

"Or else I shall take my
son and go seek refuge with Emperor Shay'tan! And not let either
-one- of you see him until you -both- start acting like adults!"
Mama scolded her Emperor and god. "And think about what a laugh the
old dragon will have at -your- expense! To give your son shelter
because -you- are too pig-headed to compromise!"

The door opened at the
long of the long hall that led out of this wing of the palace that
had been Mama's prison these last fifteen years. A bland-looking
Angelic with dirty-looking white wings informed her that
Shemijaza's shuttle had arrived to take her home. Mama kissed
Father on the cheek, heedless of his tears, and moved down the
hallway, so graceful in her joy she was like a swan gliding across
a lake. Her dark wings fluttered with excitement, spread high as
though the moment she got outside she would -fly- to greet the ship
that waited for her in orbit instead of riding the shuttle like a
mortal woman.

Father trailed behind her,
his shoulders hunched. I waited until he got to the end of the hall
before sneaking out of the room and followed them to the Pearl Gate
where he watched her and the dirty-winged guard board the shuttle
Shemijaza's men had landed right at the bottom of the front steps.
The Cherubim let me pass, as did the regular guards from the outer
hallways of the Eternal Palace who had not previously known I
existed because Father had taken such drastic measures to keep me a
secret from my rrrreee…

Bah! Shemijaza. I
-refused- to call him my you-know-what [*real*] father, that
silver-eyed man with the brutal jaw! -Father- was my
father!

That momentary glimpse I
had caught of Father's mind faded as he watched Mama's shuttle
ascend into the sky. Shoulders stooped, he shuffled back to his
small antechamber, the one he met informally with trusted advisors,
and summoned Master Yoritomo. The Eternal Tree helped me sneak in
the window without setting off the flight sensors so I could hide
behind a plush velvet curtain and eavesdrop. Father watched video
footage of the ship Shemijaza had sent for her until Master
Yoritomo arrived.

"Every television network
in the Alliance is watching this ship arrive," Father clenched his
fist.

"Have you ever seen
anything like this before?" Master Yoritomo gestured at the ship on
the screen.

"Never," Father touched
the video monitor. "How did he get it into the solar system without
us seeing it?"

"Some kind of cloaking
device, we think," Master Yoritomo said. "We had every ship we
could spare ringing the outer gravitational zone of Haven-1.
Somehow it got through and just -appeared- in orbit, as though the
ship, itself, could teleport the way that -you- do."

"Impossible," Father said.
"If Shemijaza had the power of a god, I would have known about it
before now. Or sensed a temporal displacement. No consciousness
that large can teleport here without my sensing it." He looked back
at the video monitor. "Were you able to sneak spies onto the ship
to track where it goes?

"Just one," Master
Yoritomo said. "Our best man, Zepar. Ostensibly he's there as
Asherah's assistant, but he's military intelligence. He'll figure
out how to disable the cloaking device so we can be rid of
Shemijaza once and for all."

Father glared at the video
screen. As we watched, the ship fired up its impulse engines and
began to move.

"What's it doing?
Asherah!" Father's voice was strangled and high with panic. "Stop
it!" He grabbed at the screen as if -that- could do something to
prevent it from leaving.

The screen shifted. More
of that jamming technology Father complained about that the
silver-eyed man used to broadcast his demands to every video
monitor in the Alliance. On that screen stood the silver-eyed man
and Mama, their arms wrapped around each other.

"I brought this ship to
carry home my son, my only child," the silver-eyed man said. "My
son is no unwanted bastard as your Emperor raised him to believe,
but a prince. A Prince of Tyre. Soon it shall return to carry him
home to take his rightful place as heir to my throne."

The silver-eyed man looked
straight through the screen as though he could see me, peeking out
of the curtain where I was hidden.

"See, Lucifer? This ship
is yours. I have named it after -you-."

The camera shifted to the
name written down the fuselage in large, block cuneiform. -Prince
of Tyre-.

"Good people of the
Alliance," Mama spoke, as regal as a queen. "My husband and I go to
talk and seek common ground to create a peace between our two
empires … and also to negotiate a way to share our son between two
fathers who both dearly love him."

Mama looked through the
camera as though she could see me hiding behind the curtain.
"Lucifer. If the Emperor lets you see this, know that I am well and
will see you soon. Until then … benedictus."

The screen moved back to
whatever camera Father had watching the ship in orbit. Without so
much as an afterburner glowing out the back where the hyperdrives
were, the ship leaped forward like a Centauri stallion leaping over
a fence and disappeared.

"What?" Father shouted.
"Where'd it go?"

Father shimmered gold and
disappeared, no doubt trying to chase them. Master Yoritomo rushed
out of the room, shouting to the Cherubim and other guards to rally
the ships in orbit to capture the rebel ship before it escaped into
hyperspace carrying my Mama. I waited until the coast was clear,
then snuck up to the video monitor to replay the message,
especially that last part which showed the long, slender ship, as
white and sleek as a ray of sunlight, with a funny little nose that
reminded me of a gorock's whiskers.

My finger traced the
lettering on the side of the fuselage.

-Prince of Tyre-. Was that
ship really for -me-?
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Mikhail

Mikhail fought to keep out the daylight, to
slay it, smite it; hang onto these precious moments when the
brightening dawn caused him to awaken before the goddess in his
arms. Although he could not remember his past, deep in his heart he
knew that never in his life had he been so happy as he felt each
morning before the first rays of sunlight rose above the
horizon.

He buried his nose into her dark brown hair;
her scent so intoxicating it was like a drug. His. She was
his. And for so long as he lived, and for eternity
thereafter, he would be her husband, and she his wife, for that was
the way of his people. Although he could not remember this, he
knew this was the way things were meant to be, and he
prolonged this moment before the tasks each had to do, the troubles
which had come between them lately, the worries which sat heavily
upon her brow, arose with the sunlight to break the spell.

The brightening pre-dawn light gave them a
place to meet in between, two lovers who worshipped each other
dearly, his dark wings and her soft flesh, his angled features and
her rounded ones, the way her lush lips moved as she murmured his
name.

It did not matter that she had rolled onto
his lower wing and it had fallen asleep, or that a splinter from
their sleeping pallet jabbed into his back, or the crick in his
neck he had not worked out before going to bed last night was now
so stiff he could barely turn his head. All that mattered was the
goddess in his arms, his beautiful Ninsianna, was mo maité saol. His lifemate.

The words had a sacred feeling to them, as if
he should remember what they meant beyond the simple translation
from his language into hers, but in a way, he did know, for
every time he made love to her, he knew this woman meant everything
to him.

The first rays of sun crept above the
horizon. A jagged sword stabbed into their bedroom, illuminating a
spider web spun across the window. A small green spider lived
there, spinning her web and catching what insects she could.
Ninsianna kept asking him to carry it away and crush the spider,
but each night he did not, not because he wished to displease her
or, heaven forbid, shared her fear of the eight-legged creatures,
but because he rather liked Miss Spider, sitting above them
spinning her web, as though she was an ally, sent to protect their
love and capture the sunlight which would awaken his wife and steal
her from his arms.

The spider moved to intercept a wriggling
fly, the excuse he gave Ninsianna for not removing the web, but the
truth was the web reminded him of his own lost memories, that part
of himself that had been missing ever since he had awoken on this
world, mortally wounded, Ninsianna's fingers inside the hole in his
chest, touching his heart. She held it still. She had touched his
heart that day and never let it go. Nor did he wish for her
to ever let him go. For if that day ever came, he knew that it
would kill him.

"Sleep, mo ghrá," he
whispered.

Would she wake up happy today?
Or would that dark cloud still linger between them? Ninsianna's
lips moved and murmured his name, first a smile, and then a
grimace. Would today be the day she finally forgave him?

"Sleep, mo ghrá, and let me
worship you in my arms," he whispered silently so she would not
hear it. Even a whisper would cause her to awaken sooner and slip
from his grasp. He prolonged the moment as long as he could, that
time he stole from the world each morning to be one with her.

A new feeling had come
over him lately, ever since the day she had come home upset. He had
felt it before when she was distracted or angry, but since that
day, even when he made love to her, it felt as though he could
not feel her anymore, as though the woman who lay in his arms was an
imposter. Not
his wife. Not the woman who had crawled so
deeply into his heart he could not bear to be away from
her.

Was it the goddesses
fault? Perhaps. As Ninsianna's powers grew, it changed her,
exacerbated her irritability when he could not see the things she
saw, share the dreams which came each night in her visions, look
into other people's souls, read pictures off of their minds, or
leave his body to travel far away without ever leaving the room. He
had fallen in love with her because she was special, but oh, how he
wished she was just a little less special right now! Just
special enough so he would feel the way he felt about her, all the
little kindnesses and bossy behavior quirks he had fallen in love
with, but without the meddling of She-who-is.

Was it blasphemy to be envious
of the goddess? Perhaps... But She-who-is had come between them. He
just wanted to finish this great mission and then, once it was
done, do nothing more than plant the fields each spring, haul water
during the summer, and harvest the fruits of his labors each fall
so he could do nothing but worship her every winter.

"Mikhail?" Ninsianna's voice was
throaty with sleep.

"I am here, Mo ghrá," Mikhail
nuzzled the soft throb of her pulse on the skin beneath her ear.
"Sleep, chol beag. It is not quite time to greet the dawn."

She snuggled closer,
accidentally kneeing him in the testicles, but he did not care. All
he cared was that he could relish this moment for as long as he
could.

The brave little spider
moved across her web, an ally, its frail threads capturing the
sunlight and buying him a few extra seconds, those threads that
were so much like his memories of himself, slender, strong, a
coherent pattern, but with more space missing than what could be
seen.

He moved his wing higher to
better block the sunlight. Ninsianna did not like the feel of
feathers covering her face, but she did not like the loss of warmth
when he raised them high enough to block the window, either. It was
an awkward dance he performed each morning, he and little Miss
Spider, to cast a shadow and keep the sunlight from Ninsianna's
face.

Her breathing fell back into a
rhythmic pattern, her lips twitching as she fell back into her
pleasant dream. A vision? Or a simple dream, perhaps of him? Or the
baby she would bear him sometime late spring?

Why was it that, lately, he had
this overwhelming feeling he would not be here to see it born? Why
did he feel as though the clock was ticking, that things were
speeding up, that he needed to hurry up and make the most of each
day he shared with her because, soon, he would be out of time?

He pressed his lips to the
pulse point at the base of her neck. Her species did not share his
overwhelming instinct to reaffirm his bond with his mate every
chance he got, but he was lucky to have her, that he
knew even
though he could not remember why. She was his chalice. His
holy grail. The goal he had aspired to his entire life even though
his shattered memories meant he could not remember ever having
sought it. It was like all the other memories he still carried, how
to fire a pulse rifle or how to use a sword. Although his mind was
blank, his body remembered what it knew.

She stirred...

"I should get out of bed,"
Ninsianna flung her hand to cover her face. "I promised Alalah I
would help her teach the newest archers to provide cover fire using
tracer arrows."

"I could send Pareesa down to do
it," Mikhail waited for her to open her eyes. "She would welcome
the respite from training the B-Team."

Ninsianna rolled towards
him, eyes still scrunched shut, and slid her hand down his abdomen
to caress his manhood. That brought a smile to his face,
the first time she had initiated marital relations ever since that
awful day when she had gone cold in his arms.

He slid one finger beneath
a strand of raven-dark hair that crept across her cheek and pulled
it out of her mouth, the errant lock having the same idea
that he had right now, to taste those lips. He did so gently,
forcing himself to hold back, to not push her.

Her eyes opened. Golden eyes
stared into his blue ones.

"Good morning, Mo ghrá?" He
watched her for her mood. Would she linger in his arms today and
reforge the bond he could feel her tugging away from him? Or would
she make excuses and slip out of the bed as she had done every
morning for the last two weeks?

Ninsianna frowned.
Mikhail's lip twitched, allowing his disappointment to show even
though a lifetime of training with armies who were not supposed to
show any emotion had taught him how to suppress it. He did
not wish to suppress it, damantia!

"Stay?" he pleaded. He caressed
her cheek. "Please stay? I do not like this distance which has
opened up between us."

Ninsianna sighed and looked up
at the spider's web.

"I thought you were going to
evict that thing?"

Mikhail could not understand why
the insect made him feel secure when every other person who spotted
one shrieked like a little girl. Even Siamek, who'd squealed so
high when he'd come across a camel spider that it sounded like
someone had cut the throat of a piglet, although in the warrior's
defense the half-cubit-wide camel spiders were a far cry from
little Miss Spider who helped him fight the sunrise which took away
his wife.

"I like it," he said, his words
simple, and yet the truth. He drew his arms tighter, praying she
would linger.

Ninsianna forced a smile.

"Orkedeh has trained an entire
army of little archers." Ninsianna touched his temple, a peace
offering. "They have hunted every squirrel within half a league.
Perhaps once the annual meeting of Ubaid chiefs has happened, you
can take them further afield and teach them how to hunt something a
little larger?"

He read the plea in her
eyes. After
things returned to normal. Why did everything
have to be after
this great task they had been saddled with by
the goddess? He touched her lips, noting the way they quivered
beneath his fingertips. This distance bothered her as well,
but she was the one who was angry at him, even though he had done nothing wrong. Shahla fantasized
about him, the villagers whispered, and whether or not it
was true, it hurt her.

He kissed her and she let him,
for a moment melting against him and forgetting she was angry,
causing his manhood to rise up to greet her, eager to reaffirm
their bond A noise came from outside the house, villagers breaking
twigs to stoke fires in the beehive ovens where each morning women
baked their family's bread, and the shouting of mothers to sons to
go outside to milk the goat or bring table scraps to feed the
pig.

Miss Spider had kept out
the sunrise for as long as she could, but the day had gotten past
her. The first ray of sunlight escaped her web and glistened in
Ninsianna's golden eyes as if she were sunlight, too. The light
of She-who-is.

"Ninsianna?" Her name came out a
plea.

"I should go."

She wriggled out of his grasp,
sliding out from between his wings and shivering the moment the
autumn chill hit her flesh, causing thousands of tiny goosebumps to
appear on her skin. She kept her back turned towards him, a
coward's gesture to avoid meeting his eyes as she ripped out his
heart by pulling on her clothes.

Mikhail swallowed.

"Yes. We should go," he
echoed.

He waited until she had stepped
out, their bedroom too small for two adults to stand side-by-side
given the size of his wings, before pulling on his clothes. Khaki
cargo pants. Button-down shirt. Socks so worn from walking they no
longer had a heel. And boots. All items which made him different
from the Ubaid. Usually a bride's first act upon getting married
was to weave an outfit for her husband, but the craziness of
training their village to defend themselves had taken precedent
over every other activity.

From the sympathetic look
in his mother-in-law's eyes when he got downstairs, she
knew it
had been another night where he had not made love to her daughter.
Ubaid houses were tiny, the thin walls carrying the sound of what
went on between married couples who lived under the same roof,
especially since whenever he made love to her his wings pounded
into the walls so fervently it was a wonder the entire village
couldn't hear them.

"Good morning, Mama," he kissed
Needa's cheek. "Where has Ninsianna gone?"

Needa's eyes met his, her
nose, cheeks and lips so much like her daughter's, but her hazlenut
eyes were thoroughly different. Where Ninsianna gave the impression
she could see into his soul, Needa made it seem like she
could feel what was breaking inside his heart, and it made
her unhappy, too.

"It will pass, son," Needa said,
not answering his question. "The villagers will lose interest and
gossip about other things, not some lie spread by a poor broken
girl whose mind seized upon a daydream in her darkest hour."

"How do I reassure Ninsianna
that Shahla told a lie?" Mikhail said. "When she looked into the
girl's mind and what she saw told her it was true?"

"Ninsianna knows it is not
true." Needa put a porridge of boiled barley and kishk in front of
him, with a crust of hard, dried bread leftover from last night and
a mug of water.

"Does she?" Mikhail's voice
warbled. "Does she really?"

"The child bore no sign of
wings," Needa's eyes flashed with anger. "And trust me, she looked!
She examined that poor thing which never had a chance to take its
first breath instead of pleading with that goddess of hers to take
pity on it, no matter what Shahla had done, and give it
more time in the womb!"

"Ninsianna does not have that
power," Mikhail said. "The power of life or death."

"Her grandfather did,"
Needa spat. "And it cost him his wife. And now I see Ninsianna
traveling down that same path, to let her love of this goddess of
hers supplant her love of her family!"

Things had not been right
between Needa and Immanu, either, since the day they had found
Ninsianna sprawled unconscious with a dead mouse in her hand. Harsh
words had erupted between her and her husband. Mikhail had done his
best not to eavesdrop on their conversation, but overheard angry
whispers about dark magic, user prices, and wrong choices.

"I come from a technological
culture," Mikhail said. "We do not believe in such things."

"And yet you speak of an emperor
who is also a god," Needa said. "And channel a power when you go
into battle from a different god, one who makes you undefeatable
and marks his influence by making your eyes glow blue."

"That is different,"
Mikhail said. "When I think of the emperor, although I know for
certain he is a god, I also know there are rules about how such powers
are to be manifested. Like electricity ... the substance that no
longer powers my ship. You call it magic, but we call it science.
It is a force which can be harnessed if you simply understand the
rules."

"And the god you pray to when
you go into battle?" Needa asked. She pretended to take great
interest in his uneaten porridge as she scraped it into the bucket
he would bring to milk the goat.

Mikhail stared out into
the sunlight, which had shifted to shine into the door like an
obnoxious, victorious conquerer demanding tribute. The prayers he
said when he went into battle were to restrain something, to
differentiate that which should be smote from that which should
not, to maintain a balance, not to destroy as the Assurians
thought.

The longer he lingered
amongst these people, their passions volatile and emotions
unchecked, the harder he had to work to keep his
own primitive urges restrained. Some dark thing lurked beneath
the spiderweb of his subconscious, waiting to erupt the same way
the sunlight slipped past Miss Spider's web each morning. Only
Ninsianna's love and the deeply ingrained habit of saying the
Cherubim prayers helped him keep that horror at bay.

"The killing dance is
different," Mikhail said. "Those prayers do not make me superhuman
or magic. They just help me focus so I don't get distracted when I
fight."

Needa dropped his dish into the
bucket of water and began to scrub it with a fervor, determined
that not one dirty dish would remain to mar her house when she left
to begin her daily rounds.

"She looks down on you, you
know?" Needa pointed at his chest. "She thought you were a god, and
now that she has realized you are not, she is irritated you cannot
speak to her as her father does, inside of her own mind."

Those words hurt, but he knew
she spoke the truth. Needa said harsh things to people all the
time, but she did so with the precision of a surgeon, a healers
gift to cut, to squeeze out an infection until the blood ran clean.
There was no malice in her observation. Only irritation at her own
daughter.

"I told her I am only mortal,"
Mikhail's wings slumped. "She has tried to teach me to look inside
another's mind as you do, but each time I try, it feels as though I
am just staring at her. Or worse. The minute I shut my eyes, I fall
asleep."

"Bah!" Needa pulled out
the dripping bowl and shook the water droplets off of it before
sticking it back onto the table to dry, spraying him with liquid.
"I do not see
as Immanu does. I feel! Just as you do. All I get
from my husband are shapes and blurry colors. It is
he who has
gotten better at communicating with me, to use his gift in a manner
my heart can understand instead of all this talk of
visions!"

Mikhail passed the palm of
his hand over his eyes before running it up through his own hair,
grown longer in his time on Earth. His eyes, that no matter how
many times she or Immanu tried to teach him, could not
see. Needa's expression softened. It was not him she was angry at,
but Ninsianna.

"You are exhausted," Needa
snapped. "We are all
exhausted." She snatched his bread out from
under him even though he had barely taken a bite, eager to clean up
and go about her duties as the village healer. She knew from past
experience he would not touch it so long as Ninsianna gave him the
cold shoulder.

"It was like this when Ninsianna
was still a baby. Immanu had to suddenly take his father's place
and it put a strain upon our marriage."

"How did you fix it?" Mikhail
asked.

Needa's mouth tightened in a
thin, tight line. She grabbed the basket she used to carry her
healer's arsenal, bone needles stuck carefully into a leather case,
long, slender animal hairs strong enough to stitch a wound, packets
of herbs, linen bandages and tiny clay jars of tinctures and
ointments stoppered with a piece of wood.

"Eikuppidi stepped on a
rock and is nursing an infection on his foot," Needa said,
signaling she did not care to answer that question. She glanced
back before she disappeared out the door. "Ninsianna loves you. She
is just her father's daughter, that is all, and her grandfather
before him as well. She will learn the hard way that eternity is
not so wonderful without the person you love standing at your
side."

Whatever
that meant, Needa did not elaborate. She disappeared, leaving
him staring at the bucket of melon rinds, uneaten porridge, a
smashed cucumber, and empty stalks of grain which had the einkorn
berries shaken off of it to be ground for bread. With no grain left
to reap and the river rising to deluge the fields, there was
nothing for him to do today except finish training the warriors to
fight.

But first, there was the matter
of milking the goat...
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Mikhail

Mikhail watched his two
lieutenants run the warriors through their paces. Perhaps a
more apt description would be he watched Siamek put the warriors
through their daily drills, while Pareesa mercilessly beat up the
stragglers, forcing the laziest to make up double-time any duty
they had shirked by having them do her favorite punishment.
Push-ups.

"One hundred eighty-seven,
one hundred eighty-eight, one hundred eighty-nine!" Pareesa shouted
louder than the most nightmarish drill sergeant his addled memory
could not remember.

The little showoff pranced
amongst the warriors she commanded, her shawl belted high around
her waist like a man's kilt, and sported a brand-new pair of
pampooties, leather footwear consisting of the thick back-hide of a
goat strung through with rawhide and the straps criss-crossed all
the way up to her knees so her shoes would not come loose during
training. Sometimes when he looked at the slender young woman,
barely past the threshold of being a girl, he could swear some
ancient goddess of war stared out of those too-young eyes.

"Two hundred!" Pareesa
shouted.

With a groan and mutters
of 'ohthankthegods,' the B-team sank to the ground in exhaustion,
their faces pressed into the dirt like men who had been defeated in
battle and lay dead upon the battlefield. He thought the B-team was
coming along nicely, all things considered. Pareesa, however, took
their shortcomings as a reflection of her skill as a warrior and
pushed them forever harder.

"We're not done yet!" Pareesa
shouted. "We still haven't completed our daily run!"

Her exuberance could not help
but penetrate the listless feeling which had followed him around
ever since Shahla had lost her baby. Little fairy? More like a
fairy general! Mikhail decided to take pity on the poor exhausted
sons of potters and weavers and offer the one temptation he knew
his miniature dictator could not resist to give them respite.

"Pareesa?" he called. "Do you
have a moment?"

Her head shot up like a
marbled polecat's, sniffing the wind to see if he would
assign more
tasks for her to lord over her B-team, eager to
push them harder. Despite her uncanny talents as a warrior and a
leader, she was still a girl just into her teens, bounding over
find out what he wanted as eagerly as if he had offered her a slice
of honeycake.

"Yes, Sir!" Pareesa could
barely contain her eagerness as she gave him a perfect Alliance
salute, glancing back at her charges as if to say,
'see, this is how it is supposed to
be done.'

"I am working out how best to
teach the warriors a new defensive technique called a saw and
wedge," Mikhail said. "It is designed for taking on forces with far
greater numbers. Could you help me adapt the maneuver to primitive
weapons before I try it on the larger group of warriors?"

"Sure!" Pareesa wiggled like a
village mutt doing a happy dance when its master came out after
supper and held aloft a bone. She caught the smirks of the B-team
and put on her most serious face, straightening her spine and
giving him another perfect Alliance salute. "I mean, yes Sir!"

She dismissed her B-team to go
home for supper, admonishing them to practice the moves she had
disciplined them for learning poorly and reminded them they still
had to rotate over to Alalah and Orkedeh's group to learn the skill
of archery.

Mikhail brought out two
shields he had fashioned out of strips of wood bound onto a circle
of goat-hide. They were sorry excuses of shields, prone to breaking
if hit with a tone ax or his sword, but that was one hit which
would not make it to a warriors skin. Wooden shields could
take many hits before they shattered if the weapon which came at them
was an arrow, atlatl or a spear. He wished to see how hard he could
hit them before teaching the Assurians the new defensive maneuver
which relied upon them.

He showed Pareesa how to affix
the shield to her forearm using the straps of leather he had
attached for that purpose. Pareesa danced around him, laughing as
she hurled first a spear at him, then an atlatl, then an arrow,
before splitting the first shield of many with a stone axe she
could barely lift. The shield at that point had given its last gasp
and fell apart in his arms.

"Take that!" Pareesa
shouted.

Mikhail glanced over and
noticed Ebad had lingered to watch her taunt him. His eyes crinkled
up in a smile, the first bit of mirth he'd felt in days. The little
spitfire had a way of making everyone feel better about the
possibilities, even the poor B-team who she ran into the
ground. Especially
the poor son of the village potter who followed
her around like a love-sick puppy.

Both of his experimental shields
broken, Mikhail switched over to practice using a staff weapon.
They hit each other in a rhythmic kata like the percussion of
drummers banging out a well-known tune.

“Mikhail,” Pareesa asked in the middle of a
block. “When will you teach us how to use a sword?”

“You have no possibility to create this
weapon for yourself with your current level of technology,” Mikhail
said. “Teaching you would waste time that could be used more
efficiently learning something else.”

“What is it made of?”

“The same material that makes up my
ship.”

“Can't we just use pieces of your ship to
make more?” Pareesa asked. "After all, it's broken. Why not use it
to make swords?"

“I will not melt down my ship to make
weapons you don't need!”

He thought at first the emotion which
trembled in his gut was anger, but realized fear was a more apt
description of how he felt about the thought of melting down the
only pathway he might ever have off of this world, however
unlikely given the sorry condition of his ship. He moderated his
excuses.

“Nobody else on this planet has metal weapons
yet. Until they do, all you need is superior training.”

“But it would give us an edge!”

“And what happens when some of you are killed
in battle or lose them?” he asked. “Then your enemies will have a
superior weapon as well. They've already shown they have no qualms
about using them against unarmed civilians.”

“But where did you get your sword in the
first place?"

Mikhail dug for the memory. His sword had
been a part of him for so long that he used it without even
thinking about it, its use embedded so deep in his muscles that
thought only inhibited him from using it. Whenever he tried to
recall where he had obtained the weapon, dark emotions surfaced.
Not actual memory, but a disembodied sense of terror accompanied by
rage.

That same sense of rage he sometimes
felt whenever he let the humans get to him…

The Cherubim had taught him how to master the
weapon, but knew he had possessed it longer than that. That vague
sense of something lurking beneath the surface, waiting for its
chance to escape, caused his skin to erupt in goosebumps from an
eerie coldness, his pinfeathers to rise in their follicles and
cause an uneasy rustle to shiver through his wings. Whatever memory
was attached to his sword's acquisition, it was so dark he sensed
it was better left buried.

“I don't remember,” he finally said.

“How can you not remember?” Pareesa asked.
“Your sword is like an extension of your own hand!”

“Enough!”

He wasn't prone to snapping, but his fairy
general dug into memories he did not care to unearth. He had enough
problems to worry about without resurrecting ghosts from the grave.
He decided to change the subject.

“How goes your training with the B-team
warriors?”

“Oh, them,” Pareesa rolled her eyes in an
exaggerated sigh that made her look like the teenager she really
was and not the military commander she tried so hard to be. “It
takes forever to teach them anything!!! All I do is
repeat-repeat-repeat everything all day long.”

“I appreciate your taking the time to do it,”
Mikhail applied a lesson on 'expressing appreciation to
humans' his father-in-law had been trying to teach him. “I
don't have enough time to do everything I need to do. I depend upon
you and the others to help take up the slack.”

“Honestly,” she complained, “I don't know why
you even bother training them. They've got no talent! Especially
Ebad! Every time I try to teach him anything, he drops things.”

The aforementioned Ebad sat at the edge of
the field chatting with three young women, having started garnering
some serious female attention. Three months of having his tail
feathers ridden non-stop by Pareesa had hardened his body into the
beginnings of a professional warrior. Pareesa was too blind to see
what stood in front of her eyes … or the way Ebad kept breaking eye
contact with the young women who flirted with him to see if Pareesa
even noticed.

Mikhail suppressed a smirk. It was no secret
to anyone except Pareesa that Ebad was hopelessly in love with her.
He thought back to when he had been trying to avoid his feelings
for Ninsianna and wondered if he had been that obvious … or
pathetic? Probably! Yalda and Zhila still teased him about how
lovesick he had been until he had finally won her hand.

It wouldn't help Ebad's prospects if he
pointed it out to the object of his affection … especially as
Pareesa still thought of Ebad as inept. The young man was killing
himself practicing, trying to become worthy of Pareesa's tutelage.
Given time, Ebad might still win her respect.

“Perhaps we could make wooden swords to
learn,” Pareesa suggested, still obsessing about his weapon of
choice, “and you could teach us how to use those. That way,
if Ninsianna's premonition about lizard demons overrunning our
village comes true, I can just steal a sword from them …
after I kill them.”

The woman-child had good reason for turning
herself into a human weapon, but her one kill in battle had only
whetted her appetite to smite her enemies. Sometimes killing was
justified, but blood lust was not. He restarted the staff weapon
practice, hitting at her staff with moderate strength as he tested
her reflexes.

“Killing should only be done as a last
resort," Mikhail admonished her. "Not a first. You sound like
Jamin.”

“I'm not like Jamin!" Pareesa slammed
her staff down hard upon his, causing a reverberation to shudder up
his forearm. "I want to be just like you!”

“Until you and I came along,” Mikhail said,
“Jamin was the most talented warrior in the village, but he enjoyed
hurting others. I don't.”

“But you are the most powerful warrior any of
us has ever seen!”

“And I hate that killing is the only
thing I'm really good at!” his voice cracked.

He paused his blows.

“You have no idea how heavily it weighs upon
me when I bury the men I’ve killed," Mikhail said. "Those men had
hopes, and dreams, and families. Just like us. Killing isn't
something you should look forward to … ever!”

He resumed the lesson.

Pareesa was silent as she hit him with her
staff, her attention divided between the weapon and his words. He
allowed her to remain deep in her thoughts as he parried at an easy
pace. The thunk, thunk, thunk of two staffs hitting against one
another sent a reassuring vibration up his arms.

Finally she admitted, “I never really thought
about it before. Everybody is so busy trying to become like
you, that none of us ever stopped to consider what it must be like
to be you.”

An elusive memory touched upon his
subconscious and whispered that he'd heard these words before.
He'd had a similar conversation with Master Yoritomo at
around the same age Pareesa was now. He paused to tease the memory
out of his subconscious. He knew the Cherubim monk was a teacher at
the monastery, but for the first time he remembered what his
teacher's position was within the larger Alliance.

Memory fragments about visiting the Eternal
Emperor in some sort of laboratory flashed into his mind. He
stopped hitting, momentarily distracted as he tried to tease the
memory out of his subconscious.

Pareesa clonked him over the shoulder hard
enough to make him yelp.

“Oh! I'm so sorry!”

Pareesa was fierce, but he'd taught her to
hold back on her strikes when she sparred with her students. She
scrutinized the emotions that danced across his face, used to this
quirk of her mentor. “Did you just remember something from your
past?”

“Yes,” he stared down at her. “I met with the
Eternal Emperor. My Cherubim teacher was his Master-of-Arms.”

“You met god?"

“Not god as in … god," he said. “And
yes … I guess I did. It's funny how I didn't remember that before
now.”

“Must not have been very memorable,” Pareesa
snorted. She crouched into the ready position, her staff held
diagonally in front of her. “Hajime!”

Pareesa resumed hitting him, working her way
through the series of staff forms. He could tell from the way she
counted and made a little sing-song rhyme to accompany each
sub-move that she was memorizing the exact sequence so she could
break it down and teach it during tomorrow's lesson, the mark of a
natural-born teacher. He gave her a wistful smile.

“I don't think the problem is a lack of
memorability,” he spoke in between staff-weapon hits. “It's me. You
have no idea what it's like to have so many gaps in your
memory.”

“I'd like to say I sympathize,” she jabbed
forward with a ferocious move that wasn't part of the form they
were practicing, “but if you get distracted like that during a
battle, it could turn out very badly for you.”

To emphasize her point, she swung at his legs
and made him leap to avoid it.

He flapped his wings once, just enough to
gain the unfair advantage of partial flight. Like a striking cobra,
he jammed down his staff to knock her weapon out of her hand, then
brought the other end of the staff up just in time to unbalance
her. He hooked his heel into the back of her knee just as he
pushed. Pareesa landed on her back with a surprised yelp. His boot
crushing down upon her abdomen, he aimed the unsharpened end of his
staff at her throat in universal symbol of a victor who held the
fate of his adversary's life.

"Mercy!"

Pareesa's eyes sparkled with excitement and
fear. The little fairy thrived on such adrenaline.

“If I didn't trust you to be near me,”
Mikhail solemnly finished his verdict on the lesson, “you would
never get close enough to me in the first place to ever see me get
distracted.”

Pareesa's chest heaved as she caught her
breath and nodded. She had become too cocky lately. He had just put
her back into her place. She was the best student he had, but his
fairy general still had much to learn.

He noticed Ebad stood silently in the
lengthening shadows, waiting patiently for him to finish training
Pareesa so he could speak to her. It was time to give the
determined young man a chance to get a word in edgewise.

"If you don't mind," Mikhail reached down to
give Pareesa a hands up, "I need to go get hoof prints all over me
now."

Shaking off her defeat with a girlish giggle,
Pareesa grasped his hand and pranced to her feet, already turning
over in her mind, no doubt, how she could replicate the move
he had just used to defeat her.

"You mean more so than you have already?"
Pareesa pointed to the cloven smudge-marks that branded his thigh
and laughed. Hoofprints. It was a screaming testament to the fact
she wasn't the only one who had much to learn when it came
to mastering one's adversaries.

"I swore to Immanu that I would teach that
goat to obey," Mikhail gave her a raised eyebrow, about as close as
he got to mirth, "and I will defeat her, even if I have to
tie her down and force the milk out of her!"

"And he says that -I- have anger
management issues!"

Pareesa grabbed her staff and one of the
shattered shields. No doubt by morning the resourceful young woman
would have the wood bound back together and be ready to teach her
B-team how to perform a saw and wedge.

Mikhail watched her skip away, her defeat
only whetting her appetite to do better. Ebad fell in behind her
like a shadow as he hurried to catch up, earning sorrowful looks
from the three young women who had huddled around him trying to get
his attention. He heard Ebad's words as the breeze amplified their
voices and carried them back down the hill, unaware he could still
hear them.

“Pareesa?” Ebad caught up with her.

“What?” Pareesa turned her head but did not
slow down, leaving the poor young man breathless as he ran after
her to ask the question Mikhail knew the smitten warrior
wanted to ask her.

“I was just wondering if, um, maybe, um,
tomorrow, um, if you’re not too busy, that maybe, well, maybe, um,
maybe, um, after um, practice, um, you’d want to, um, go to, um,
well, maybe you’d, um, want to go for a, um, walk?” Ebad
stammered.

Mikhail could see Pareesa's scornful look
from here.

“I have other plans.”

Mikhail winced along with Ebad as Pareesa
hurried away; leaving the poor young man standing there, shoulders
slumped, looking forlorn. Did she even have a clue?

At least Ninsianna wasn't treating him
that cold. Gathering up his weapons, he trudged home,
wracking his brains for ways he could earn back his wife's
trust.
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Jamin

Jamin found the herds before he found
them.

He'd begun to lose hope after he'd gone to
their last known tent-site and discovered Marwan's tribe had pulled
up stakes. A Ninevian trader informed him word had filtered out of
Assur he was being banished even before they'd dragged him before
the tribunal. So powerfully did the wave of hatred which had
seethed through his body ever since Siamek had turned his back on
him grip him that it nearly made him stumble. He picked up a rock
and threw it at a pigeon simply because he needed something to
smite.

The bird flew away, the whistle of its wings
taunting him as it reminded him of his real quarry. Once
upon a time he had loved Ninsianna, but as he had stared into those
eyes tinged with fire at the tribunal and felt the crushing weight
of her sorcery trying to invade his mind, it had felt as though she
reached into his heart and carved it out, leaving a dark, aching
void that gnawed at his empty ribcage.

Sorceress…

His mouth tightened into a grim line. The
hatred which had seemed overwhelming before was nothing compared to
his need to strike out and kill whoever he could, to hurt them, to
make them bleed, to fasten his hands around their throat and watch
the life fade from their eyes as he had very nearly done to
Shahla.

The desert sun beat down upon his head, his
dark hair collecting the sunlight and cooking his brain even though
it was late in the season. He stank of his own sweat, needing to
take a circuitous route away from the river to avoid contact with
others who might not be as innocuous as the one from Nineveh. Was
this what it was like for the Halifians? To traverse Ubaid lands
without permission and risk being attacked simply to obtain the
water they needed to stay alive? His goatskins were nearly out of
water and he'd traded half the trinkets his father had given him to
salve his guilty conscience for information from the trader.

The bleating of goats and sheep was like an
omen from some ancient god of heat and the desert, that old devil
the Halifians worshipped and said was a god of fire. At last he had
a glimmer of hope. Nusrat, Aturdokht's full-brother scrambled to
his feet where he'd been lounging talking to another, Lubaid, a
half-brother Jamin figured by the look of him. Jamin stood still
and waited for them to acknowledge him. Lubaid hung back, his hand
held under his robe where Jamin knew would be a stone blade, but
Nusrat approached unafraid, a good sign.

"Jamin," Nusrat greeted him cautiously. He
looked down the road behind him, as though looking for an invading
army. "You have some nerve following us here."

Nusrat was taller than the average desert
dweller, dark complexioned as all Halifians were, but with the same
exotic bone structure and underlying way of moving that his
full-sister had, those traits that screamed their mother's people
had come from some far distant tribe to the north.

"What lies have filtered out of Assur?" Jamin
jerked his head as though to say, 'tell me the worst.'

"You tried to throttle Laum's daughter,"
Nusrat said. Hazel eyes, tinged with speckles of green the way his
sister's were, stared into his, no doubt questioning whether it was
true.

"What do you know of Laum?" Jamin deflected
the inquiry.

Nusrat gave him a grin that reminded him of a
hyena baring its fangs. "Perhaps you would have been better off
marrying her?"

"I did not agree to marry her," Jamin
hissed. "In case you forget, I was already betrothed to somebody
else?"

"The shaman's daughter?"

"Your sister!"

Nusrat's grin faded. "You have made a
powerful enemy. Laum has offered whoever brings him your head a
chief's ransom in grain and cloth."

"Shall you collect the bounty, then?" Jamin
was acutely aware of the way Lubaid circled around from the rear.
His muscles bunched as his heart rate increased, ready to spring
into action.

"Perhaps," Nusrat shrugged. "There is
the matter, however, of the bride price you promised to pay for my
sister."

"I tried and I was unsuccessful," Jamin threw
out his arms as though to say 'bring it on.' "So kill me now and be
done with it, because we both know what the fate is of someone who
has been banished!"

Lubaid stood at his back, within striking
range. That part of Jamin which had once been a good man, who
wanted to pay his penance for the crimes he had committed with his
own blood, warred with that portion of him that was angry and
wanted to kill.

"Aieyah!" Lubaid lunged at him, his black
blade flashing straight for his back.

The instinct to survive won. Jamin stepped
aside just in time to avoid being stabbed and pulled his own blade
from beneath his belt. As Lubaid rolled and came up, knife pointed
forward, Jamin crouched, his blade held out in front of him, ready
for the second attack. He noticed Nusrat did not move against him.
He simply stood, waiting to see what would happen. Lubaid leaped up
and lunged at him a second time.

Jamin deflected him with a fighting move he
had learned from stalking the winged demon. He could almost
hear the old god of the desert the Halifians worshipped
laughing as he grabbed Lubaid by the wrist and spun underneath his
arm, twisting it behind him and up his back. With a kick to the
back of the knee, Lubaid went down. Jamin twisted the Lubaid's arm
higher until the young man dropped the knife.

"Mercy!" Lubaid shouted.

Jamin stared, panting, at Nusrat, who had not
moved the entire time, but had simply stared at the exchange with
bemusement. His chest rose and fell, catching his breath as he
wiped the sweat from his eyes and blinked to clear the sting.

"If you kill him," Nusrat said, "you are
unlikely to get back into my father's good graces."

Flipping his woven brown robe over one
shoulder as though it were an Ubaid shawl, the desert prince turned
and walked back towards the top of the hill where the sheep grazed,
unconcerned about his brother's fate.

Jamin kicked Lubaid so he landed face-first
in the sand and picked up his knife, shoving it into his belt along
with his regular blade. Life in the desert was harsh. You could
never have too many knives. Let Lubaid beg his father for the
trade-price to obtain a new one from the flint-knapper. If there
was one thing Jamin had learned from his trips out to treat with
the people of the desert, it was that they were more like a pack of
dogs, always fighting with one another and vying for social
position, than the more established social hierarchy of the Ubaid.
A man gained social position by being tough.

He hiked up the hill where Nusrat had settled
back on top of his rock to watch his flock. His jaw dropped as he
looked down at the tent settlement that was being broken down
below, swollen to a dozen times its original number.

"So many?"

Nusrat shrugged. "My father is a pragmatic
man. When he realized our pathway to the river was not going to
materialize through you, he pulled up stakes and moved us
back to negotiate with the western tribes. He did not get what he
wanted, so now we shall move someplace else."

Jamin's cheek twitched, that suppressed rage
that felt like the smoke-hole of a volcano he had once visited to
the north, the place the Ubaid went to trade for obsidian to make
the best knives. He stared at the man who had not yet turned to
make eye contact with him, as though he were of no concern.

"Why did you not move to help your brother?"
Jamin asked.

"Half-brother," Nusrat corrected. He
glanced down the hill where Lubaid shook the dirt from his robe and
glared up the hill at them, trying his best to gather his dignity.
"Lubaid is the younger son of a higher-ranking sister-mother, and
not the brightest one, if you know what I mean? Why not let
you do what I cannot?"

Jamin had noticed this tendency before,
brothers-in-blood who shared a father would work together, but the
mere dilution of having a different mother often meant the brothers
were at odds depending upon the social status of the wife they had
been begotten upon and how well she related to another brother's
sister-wife, not only within their father's affections, but also
the connections those marriages had secured from outside the tribe.
He knew Nusrat and Aturdokht had not been begotten upon Marwan's
first-wife, the highest ranking one. Beyond that, he knew little
about them.

"Your father wishes me dead?" Jamin stared
down at what had to be three thousand people moving through the
tent-city below, rolling up tents and moving them into separate
piles.

The group circled around a rare desert oasis,
more people than existed in the entire village of Assur. Already
the hills had been grazed bare, though they could not have been
here for more than a few days. Too many people congregated in one
place depleted the area's carrying capacity to feed them all. It
was the reason the Ubaid had been forced to evict the Halifians
from their lands when they refused to keep their herds small enough
to not devour their grain.

"My father doesn't care one way or another,"
Nusrat shrugged. He gestured towards the hills around them where
goats and sheep searched for the last few remaining blades of
forage in this place where the two great rivers began to move
closer together, creating little places such as this where the
water collected. "All he cares is that we get what we need to
survive."

"Then why did you just let me live?" Jamin
asked, "if there is a bounty on my head?"

Nusrat's gaze rose to meet his, those
gold-flecked eyes having that same emerald fire his sister had.
Whoever his mother had been, from his demeanor Jamin knew she had
been a favorite of the desert shaykh.

"I, too, am a pragmatic man," Nusrat said. "I
shall not inherit my father's blessing when he dies because I am
neither the oldest, nor a son of his first wife. Nor shall I
inherit from the tribe of my mother. My father married her for
love, not to secure an alliance the way he did his other wives. She
has been dead for twenty years, so I cannot look to her
tribe to give me shelter, either, if I do not agree with whichever
higher ranking brother outlives my father. With so many brothers in
line ahead of me, such as the one you just put back into his place,
there will be many brothers to disagree with when my father is no
longer here."

"You love your father?"

Nusrat met his gaze. Those green-flecked
irises widened. "With all of my heart. But there is one person I
love more, even more than my two wives."

"Who?" Jamin asked.

"My sister." Nusrat gestured to the tribes
gathered below. "He is down there still, trying to get someone to
offer a bride-price enticing enough to get Aturdokht to declare the
prize you so publicly offered is forfeit so he can marry her back
into Yazan's tribe. It is quite the spectacle you created, your
offer to bring back to my sister the winged demon's heart."

Memory of those green-flecked eyes, almost
iridescent with her hatred, flashed into his mind.

"Aturdokht will not relent," Jamin said. "No
matter how many times your father ties her to a pole."

Nusrat grinned, as though Jamin had confirmed
something he already suspected. "I see you have taken my sister's
measure and know her heart better than any, perhaps, except my
father?"

"She would bury a knife into my heart
had I succeeded," Jamin said, "and attempted to force her to live
up to her end of the bargain."

Nusrat rose to his feet and shouted down to
his half-brother trudging up the hill, wearing a sour
expression.

"Lubaid!" Nusrat called. "Watch the herd and
make sure they don't commingle with Yazan's or the other
tribe's."

"Aigh!" Lubaid shouted, giving Jamin a
glower.

Jamin turned to go back the way he had
come.

"Giving up so easily?" Nusrat's eyes filled
with amusement. "My sister seeks to sink a knife into an Ubaid
heart. Would you deny her the pleasure?"

"I am no longer Ubaid," Jamin said. "I have
nothing to offer your sister now. Not even water rights to the
river."

"But that is not the price she demanded, now,
is it?" Nusrat picked up his bow and arrow and began walking along
the ridge, neither closer to the assembled tribes, nor towards the
trail from whence Jamin had come. He signaled for Jamin to follow.
"Besides, I would rather slit her throat myself than watch her be
married off to Yazan's brother, Dirar."

"She hates me," Jamin said.

"She hates Dirar even more for
prevailing upon Roshan to join their raid instead of listening to
her," Nusrat shrugged. "He shamed her husband. Called him a
woman in front of his father and said he was lacking a manhood
because he listened to his wife and had only sired a daughter.
Until Aturdokht declares you have forfeited paying her bride-price,
or Dirar delivers the winged demon's heart, her affections are up
for grabs."

They picked their way amongst the rocky
terrain in silence until they crested the hill upon which Nusrat
tended his flock. The whistle of an arrow caught his attention down
in the valley below. There stood a woman, her unwanted daughter
cooing in a basket with a dog standing guard. In her arms sat the
bow and arrows which had caused so much trouble for the Ubaid.

"Aturdokht!" Nusrat greeted. "I bring another
suitor!"

That bow swung around, her arrow strung
before he had a chance to take a single step, bowstring drawn back
with the arrow aimed straight at his heart. Her eyes glowed green
with fury.

"And so you would let your sister have her
revenge by collecting the bounty herself?" Jamin asked as he stared
into those hateful green eyes.

"That is up to her," Nusrat shrugged.
"And what you say to explain why you told her stories of your great
love, the shaman's daughter, when you already had a wife back in
Assur, carrying your child."

"It was a lie!" Jamin snarled. "It was not my
child. And she was not my wife. It was a trick to force my father's
hand!"

Nusrat gestured towards Aturdokht. "Sister …
I shall be at the top of the hill in case you need me."

And with that, Nusrat moved back towards his
perch upon the rock he had been sitting on originally, which Jamin
now realized gave him a birds-eye view both of the flock, and down
into the arid valley on the other side where his sister stood
practicing what no Halifian woman dared, but Ubaid women
did. How to defend herself. He saw from Nusrat's pleased expression
that it had been he who had taught her to shoot, and
encouraged her to do so now, though for what purpose, he did not
know.

Jamin stuck his hands into the air,
understanding that one wrong move would end his life. Those green
eyes bored into him with hatred and another emotion. Betrayal?

"I can explain," Jamin took a step towards
her. "It was a lie. To trap my father into concessions."

"You killed her unborn infant?"
Aturdokht shrieked. She loosed the arrow, but instead of hitting
him, she jerked the bow slightly to his left and shot it
through the bundle he had slung over his shoulder. By how quickly
she reached into her quiver and had another arrow strung before he
could make more than half a step towards her, he understood the
miss had been deliberate. "Did you even intend to follow through on
your promise at all?"

"It was not my intent to hurt the child,"
Jamin said, her condemnation piercing through the fog of hatred
which had been clouding over him for days. He held out both hands
in front of him. "Only to get her to recant her story that the
child was mine."

"Could it have been yours?" Aturdokht
shouted.

"I had not had relations with her in the
requisite timeframe," Jamin said. He winced as a second arrow
whizzed past his ear, closer this time, to slam into the pack he
had slung over his shoulder. He closed his eyes. If he was going to
die, it was fitting that it be at her hands. His voice was almost a
whisper. "I turned to her in a moment of weakness, after the
shaman's daughter tore out my heart. When I tried to extricate
myself from that relationship, she would not let me go. I was not
aware she was already carrying someone else's child."

"What would you have done to my
daughter?!!" Aturdokht shrieked. This time the arrow slammed into
his left shoulder.

With a cry of pain, Jamin fell to his knees,
opening his eyes to stare into those green ones, boring into his
soul. Pain spread from his shoulder and down his arm.

"I would have loved her and raised her as my
own," Jamin looked into those emerald eyes, the color of the river
in the spring. "Because she has a magnificent mother, worthy to be
my shaykah."

He closed his eyes and waited for the arrow
to slam into his chest, to put an end to that empty, hungry place
where he had once possessed a heart. Only the sound of the wind and
a piercing cry greeted his ears. He opened his eyes and saw she had
fallen to her knees and was crying. Fighting to remain conscious
from the pain, he crawled to her on one hand and two knees.

"You bastard," she sobbed. "Why did you not
just marry the woman and then come back for me? Now my father wants
to marry me back into Yazan's tribe so he can secure the water
rights to the Burunanum River!"

"You would have been my second-wife," Jamin
said. "Not even of legal status, but a concubine under our law. Any
son you bore me would not even be able to inherit as chief. I would
not disgrace you thus."

"I will be Dirar's fourth wife!"
Aturdokht shouted. "He is a horrid beast of a man, who beats his
women for the slightest offense. He only wants to marry me because
Yazan has no more sons and the first son he begets upon me will
enable him to rule in Roshan's stead!"

The bow spun back up to aim at his heart. A
piercing cry split the air. The two eagles which had followed him
ever since he had left Assur circled like vultures, no doubt
sensing that soon there would be fresh meat when rodents came to
devour his flesh. Accursed birds! Why could they not just leave him
alone?

"I did not know that," Jamin forced himself
to speak calmly. Begging would cause the next arrow to lodge in his
chest. So would lies. He'd resolved when he'd sat three days in the
pit, pleading with the moon for intervention, that from now on
there would be no more lies. "You did not mention that when we
spoke."

Aturdokht wiped her tears, the hand trembling
that held the bow.

"I would rather be the four hundredth wife of
the dragon who lives beneath the mountain than a first wife of the
man who egged my poor Roshan to expend his life upon the winged
demons sword! Do you have any idea what will happen to Roshan's
daughter if I marry Dirar?"

The desert swam in front of him as blood
poured out his shoulder. Aturdokht's visage became fuzzy from the
pain of the arrow. Everything had a surreal quality to it, as
though he was looking into a sun rising behind Aturdokht's shoulder
and there were people standing there, waiting for him.

"What?" he asked, his words heavy in his own
mouth.

"There would be an accident," Aturdokht
sobbed. "He would be rid of her the first chance he got. When
Balqis was born, he taunted my husband for not forcing me to bury
her in the sand to suffocate as he does his own female offspring. A
true Halifian shaykh, he said, only begets sons!"

Nusrat's words, that he would cut his own
sister's throat before marrying her off to Dirar, now made sense.
Yes. It was too bad he hadn't married Shahla after all. He could
have set her up in a separate house where he would never have to
touch her again so he could have married this wild desert spirit
who at least would have made his flesh sing. He could have loved
her, given time. Yes. He could have loved her, and her dead
husband's child, and any child he had begotten upon her, because he
saw in Aturdokht the same fierce spirit which had made him fall in
love with Ninsianna.

Arms came around him and lowered him to the
ground. He realized he must have spoken those words aloud, for
Aturdokht leaned over him, shouting for her brother. Above him
circled the two eagles, the ones She-who-is had sent to taunt
him.

"She-who-is sees me," Jamin mumbled.
"She has sent her eyes to watch me die so she knows her Champion
has nothing to fear from me anymore."

"I take it you have changed your mind,
sister?" Nusrat's voice sounded far away. "I'd hoped you
might."

The eagles shrieked, circling lower to watch
the life leave his body as he bled out in the middle of the desert
from the arrow which had hit a major artery.

"My bride-price is not forfeit until I
say I have given up my right to avenge my husband's death!"
Aturdokht said. "My oath as a widow is worth more to me than
any promise of water rights."

Hands pressed down upon the flesh surrounding
the arrow embedded into his shoulder, staunching the blood which
spurted with each beat of his heart. He cried out, but his voice
sounded hoarse and far away. The male eagle sped towards him, as
though it wished to exact HER revenge by pecking out his
eyes. With disembodied curiosity, he watched the wild desert spirit
grab her bow and take aim into the sky.

"This is how you tear out a winged demons
heart," Aturdokht hissed. She aimed the bow higher, not at the more
agile male which sped towards him, but the larger female calling to
her mate to hunt. "You cut out his heart by taking away the thing
he loves dearest!"

Aturdokht let loose the bowstring. With a
surprised cry, the female eagle stopped mid-air and dropped from
the sky, not even flapping her wings as she disappeared from view
over the next hill. The smaller male eagle shrieked and flew at
Aturdokht. She took aim a second time and shot the male through the
wing. With a cry of pain, it flapped off, unable to get fully
airborne, but still able to leap into the air and coast until it
made its way over the top of the hill where the female had fallen
and disappeared.

"Aturdokht," Jamin gasped for breath at the
pain of Nusrat's hands pressing against the shaft in his shoulder,
making the world spin. "Please. Don't leave me here to die alone.
Take my life and collect the bounty so you and your daughter can
escape."

"If she wanted you dead," Nusrat said, "you
would be dead. Sister? What do you intend to tell our father?"

"Jamin knows the exact location of the winged
demon's house," Aturdokht said. "And all the weak spots to get into
that village. There will be Amorite gold for any fool willing to
take on the winged demon."

Their voices faded, leaving nothing as he
floated in the dark but pain. The sensation he had felt in the pit
touched upon his mind like a whisper. He struggled towards it,
reaching for that light that was older than She-who-is.
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Mikhail

Trust Issues 101: Do not talk to women at the
well. He'd started thinking of them as lessons, how not to
antagonize the whole bucket load of insecurities Ninsianna had
sprouted ever since Shahla had falsely accused him of laying down
with her. Drawing water was a woman's work, Ninsianna
insisted. Why not let her do it.

No! He'd rot in Hades before he'd let his
pregnant wife haul heavy buckets of water. The trouble had all
started when he'd given Shahla a hands-up on his way home from the
well, so he'd learned to stand firm, to fend of the barbarian
hoards that came up to him asking nefarious questions, such as
'Mikhail, how are you,' or 'has Ninsianna's morning
sickness passed yet.'

His wings were a good deterrent. Flare wings.
Puff out the feathers so he appeared to be even bigger than he
already was. Look stern. Only the boldest would attempt to engage
him in conversation. One of those was Pareesa's little brother,
Namhu, one of the few safe bets he could speak to without
triggering all of Ninsianna's defenses.

"Why do you always carry three buckets
of water?" Namhu asked. Like his older sister, he was a tall,
slender youth with preternatural reflexes and a knack for archery,
as evidenced by the bowstring and quiver strong across his back.
Three fat squirrels hung off of his belt by their tails, supper to
add to his mother's cook pot tonight.

Mikhail glanced down at the nine-year-old boy
who tried his hardest to follow in his big sister's footsteps and
see which one of them could get trampled underfoot the fastest. At
least in Namhu's case it wasn't an 'affection' as Ninsianna called
it, though by the way the boy followed him around, Mikhail had a
hard time telling the difference.

"I bring water each afternoon to Yalda and
Zhila," Mikhail said. "They are two funny, old women whose sons
have predeceased them and I am a son without a family. It makes
sense, don't you think? That I should help them, and they should
help me?"

"But how do they help you?" Namhu
asked. "When you are so powerful? And they so old?" The boy had his
own bucket of water, slung empty over his back.

Mikhail gave him an enigmatic expression, not
quite a smile as that emotion still sat uneasy upon his face, as
though he had not smiled much before he'd come to dwell amongst
their species. He knew enough about Pareesa to make guesses about
what family relationships her brother might understand.

"It is good to have two grandmothers? Don't
you think?" He pulled the rope to haul up the third bucket of
water, holding it away from the rim as he hauled it up over the
stones that had been set to prevent the little ones from falling
down into the well.

"Most people just visit them to get their
beer," Namhu said. "But everybody knows you can't drink?"

Mikhail gave him a raised eyebrow. "Oh?"

"Well … um …" Namhu stammered at his child's
slip of the tongue. "Pareesa said … uh…"

"I have no philosophical opposition to
imbibing in the concoctions the widow-sisters brew," Mikhail twined
the rope so he would not trip on it as he carried three buckets of
water. "I just have no … liking … for the substance."

Namhu gave him an impish grin. No
tolerance for the venomous beverage was more akin to the
truth. He'd learned to savor each sip and use it as an excuse to
prolong the conversation, which was the real reason he
visited the widow-sisters. For a man without a past, being welcomed
with no agenda other than they enjoyed his company made him feel
like he belonged.

He stood so the yoke he'd rigged lifted two
buckets without sloshing water all over his cargo pants. The third
bucket was always the challenge. If he put it on one side or the
other, it would unbalance his load. He waited until the water in
the first two buckets finished sloshing before he bent to pick up
the third with his hands, depending upon his wings to keep the pole
balanced on his shoulders.

"You'd best bring that water home for your
mother, little one," Mikhail said.

"I'm big!" Namhu protested. "Ninsianna says
so!"

"She does, does she?"

A smile twitched at the corner of Mikhail's
mouth, a colorful hat he wasn't certain was appropriate for the
occasion. Out of the corner of his eye he noticed the females that
surrounded the well smiled back at him. Mikhail tucked the
expression behind an unreadable frown, focusing on Namhu to tune
out the hordes which seemed to feel his smile was an invitation for
conversation.

"If Ninsianna says you're big," Mikhail said,
"then it must be true."

"Really?" Namhu skipped over to a group of
girls his age. "Mikhail says I'm big!"

So easy to please, the younger residents of
this village. If only the older ones were so easily satiated. But
the oldest of all, old Behnam, Yalda and Zhila, always made him
feel as though he belonged here.

Careful not to crash into anybody and spill
his precious load, he wound his way through the alleys until he
stopped in front of the mud-brick house where his two adoptive
grandmothers lived. The door pulled open at his first knock.

"Mikhail!" Yalda leaned heavily on her cane.
"Come in!" The scent of fresh-baked bread assailed his nostrils and
tempted him to linger.

"What did he say?" her sister Zhila
asked.

"I haven't asked him yet," Yalda shouted back
to her. She stepped aside so Mikhail could maneuver the awkward
load through their narrow door and plunk the bucket down upon their
utility table.

"Well ask him!" Zhila shouted in the manner
of an elderly person who was partially deaf. She peered up from the
vat she stirred like a mad scientist embroiled in an experiment,
the odors that emanated from it as foul as her sister's bread was
fair. Zhila was trying to perfect a new concoction called 'beer,'
one which had used up what barley Little Nemesis had not devoured.
Throughout the house were dozens of clay urns filled with Zhila's
latest experiment.

"Ask me what?" Mikhail asked.

"Have you seen Gita?"

Mikhail cringed. Ninsianna's cousin. The
black-eyed girl had been the real recipient of Shahla's
jealous fit before it had gone astray to target Ninsianna … and him
by default … instead.

"You know?" Zhila said. "The young woman who
trains under you?"

"She usually brings us a bucket of water each
morning," Yalda said.

"Before breakfast."

"But she didn't bring us one this
morning."

"Didn't you see her today at practice?" Zhila
asked.

Mikhail wracked his brain. He had so many
students he had a hard time keeping track of them all.

"I can't recall," Mikhail finally said. "I
never really notice her."

A more honest answer would be the girl
unnerved him. Those perceptive black eyes made him feel as though
she could see all of his secrets … even the ones he couldn't
remember.

"It's not like her to be
irresponsible," Yalda said.

"She's here every morning," Zhila said.

"Just after sunrise," Yalda said.

The widow-sisters looked at each other, a
displeased line marring their wrinkled lips.

"We suspect it's the only food she gets to
eat most days," Zhila said.

Mikhail knew he wasn't the only person in the
village the widow-sisters plied with bread and beer to get them to
do things they were too old to do themselves. With bread so good,
beer so tasty and company so pleasant, people were willing to pay a
premium.

"Perhaps she felt ill?" Mikhail asked. "Did
you check her house?"

Another look between them. An outright
frown.

"Merariy was our best customer until we
refused to sell to him anymore," Yalda said at last.

"We told him to go buy Ninkasa's sacred
beverage elsewhere!" Zhila said.

"He said she'd never come home and slammed
the door in our faces," Yalda said.

A look passed between the widow-sisters.
Mikhail suppressed a groan. The last thing he wanted to do
tonight was interject himself into somebody else's family troubles.
He had no idea what had caused the fracture between Immanu and his
brother, but the few times he'd dared inquire why they allowed a
blood relative to dwell in such squalor, he'd earned a cold
shoulder from Ninsianna.

"He beats her," Zhila said.

"He may have driven her out of the house last
night and she had nowhere to go," Yalda said.

"We checked everywhere in the village."

"We fear…"

"…the slavers may have gotten her."

And there it was. The words they knew he
would not refuse. Those stolen moments he hoped to capture with
Ninsianna tonight if she was not too drained from her nightly
shamanic training with her father disappeared.

"It would be so easy for you to fly around
the perimeter of the village and look for her," Zhila's rheumy eyes
were pleading.

A rueful sigh escaped his chest. The
widow-sisters were forever bringing home birds with broken wings
and strays. Like him. He was one of their strays.
With times so troubled, nobody assumed a missing person had simply
found some interesting game to pursue anymore.

"Is it okay if I leave my other two buckets
of water here?" Mikhail asked.

"Of course," Yalda and Zhila said
together.

With a groan he lowered his buckets to their
floor.

"You'll tell Ninsianna where I went?"

"You know," Yalda said.

"We will," Zhila finished.

He backed out their door and leaped into the
air. The wind caught his wings and whispered for him to head
southwest, away from the river towards the camps of the Halifians,
who had finally begun to move further out into the desert now that
the rainy season was upon them.

Some instinct led him to the trickle of a
stream bed which, once the rains came, would become a raging
torrent. His heart caught in his throat as he spied a figure
sitting upon the ground, wrapped in a tattered brown cape. Injured?
Or had she fought back against her attackers and been killed?

He searched for signs of her attackers and
found none except an abandoned encampment in the valley two rises
over, a recent move by the disturbances in the soil. Close enough
that she may have stumbled upon their ranks and been surprised?
Shifting his feathers to land facing the wind, he was relieved when
the beating of his wings caused her to look up.

"Yalda and Zhila sent me to look for you,"
Mikhail said. "They're very worried. They feared you'd been
captured by the slavers."

Her eyes were red-rimmed and lines of dust
showed where her tears had slid down her emaciated cheeks. "Look
what somebody did!"

She pulled back her cloak which had been
arranged on the ground around her as though it were a tent and
there he saw them. The eagles. Shot through with arrows. Dead.

"No!" The cry came out before he even had a
chance to think. He kneeled before them, these magnificent
creatures with whom he had shared the skies. "I thought these
raptors were sacred to your people?"

"They're not both dead," Gita sobbed.

An arrow with Halifian markings on the
fletching stuck out of the female's heart. Dead. But the smaller
male had feathers plucked out in a small circle on one wing, the
place Gita had removed the arrow, still alive. Gita patted him. He
lay with his head resting against the larger female, eyes shut as
though he, too, were mortally injured.

"He let me remove the arrow," Gita cried,
"but he won't let me carry him back to the village so the healers
can look at him!"

“It's okay, big fellow.” Mikhail moderated
his voice to communicate he meant it no harm. “I won't hurt you.
Let me look at your wing and see if there's something I can do to
help, okay?”

He touched this large, golden-brown bird with
wings like his own, surprised it did not attack him, and examined
it for other injuries. Gita had done a respectable job of
staunching the blood so the raptor would have a chance of survival.
The bird struggled as he tried to pick it up so he could carry it
back to be tended, surprisingly strong for a bird he had only
moments before mistaken for dead. It fought free, flapping its
five-cubit wingspan in his face much the way he might fight
to get free if someone tried to pick him up against his
will, and crawled back up to its mate, nestling it beak into her
feathers.

"He keeps doing that," Gita wept. "He won't
let me take him away from her."

The eagle gave a sorrowful cry. Mikhail
understood what the eagle was trying to tell them. Eagles took one
mate for life. He didn't want to leave his mate. Gita patted the
eagle, tears streaking out of those black eyes.

“Come with us,” Gita said gently. “Please.
She's gone. She can't feel you anymore.”

The eagle shut his eyes and began to pant, as
though willing himself to follow his mate into the dreamtime.

"I found him like this yesterday afternoon,"
Gita wiped her nose with the back of her hand. "It didn't seem
right to leave him here, so I stayed. I didn't mean to scare
anybody. I didn't think anyone would notice I was gone."

The eyes which looked into his were filled
with sorrow. She'd been missing all last night as well? And nobody
had gone looking for her? Not the other team leaders? Not him? Not
even her own father when she'd never come home?

What was it like? To be so alone?

That gaping void he'd been sensing ever since
his wife had become angry with him, that ancient wound not even his
wife had been able to heal, yawned up like a bottomless chasm. This
could just as well have been him cast into the desert to
die, unnoticed, had his wife not been there to save his life the
day his ship had crashed.

Alone…

That gnawing fear which had been eating away
at him, that it could still be him who was cast aside if
Ninsianna ever grew tired of him, ate at him now. Something was
wrong with their relationship and, because he could not
remember things, he did not know how to fix it.

The eagle sighed, a pathetic, mournful sound
for such a magnificent creature. It cut into his heart, even the
barrier of languages and species could not prevent it from being
understood.

"He just lost his mate," Mikhail said. "You
cannot prevent him from following her into the dreamtime. Only to
make him more comfortable while he does."

"But his wounds are not mortal," Gita
patted the body of the dead female. The fletching on the arrow
betrayed she had been killed by the Halifians. "Ninsianna could
heal him. I know she could! Or Needa. Please! Needa would not
refuse!"

“I can think of no fate crueler than being
forced to live without your mate,” Mikhail said softly. “Eagles
mate for life. He is willing himself to die so he can follow
her.”

Those black eyes that were so much like
Ninsianna's, only black instead of gold, met his, glistening with
tears. In those perceptive dark mirrors he realized the truth of
his own words. He wasn't just talking about the eagles. He spoke
about himself. There was a rightness about what the
eagle was doing, following its mate into the dreamtime.

“I can do nothing for him!” Gita cried. “Tell
me what to do!”

“Sit with him until he passes and give what
comfort you can,” Mikhail said. “That’s all you can do for him.
Forcing him to live without her would be cruel.”

Gita sobbed. The rocks dug into his knees. He
moved to sit down instead of kneel and flared his wings to block
the wind from the sorrowful pair.

“I will wait with you,” he said.

“How long?”

“Look at how he breathes,” Mikhail said. “His
will is strong. He wills himself to die. It won't be much
longer.”

They sat there, only the eagles lengthening
breaths, and Gita's occasional sob as she sang the same mournful
song he'd heard her sing to comfort Shahla the night she had lost
her baby. The sun dipped lower until Mikhail knew he'd missed
supper and someone else would have assumed his duties as trainer.
The eagle's breath came as a hiccough now, starting and stopping.
Starting and stopping to the rhythm of Gita touching its
feathers.

It dawned on him that perhaps Ninsianna
wasn't the only person in Immanu's family to possess the
ability to hold someone here when they should have died?

"Gita," he looked into her eyes. "You have to
let him go."

She looked down … her hand lingering on the
eagle's feathers.

“Téigh anois, deartháir,” Mikhail placed his hand over hers and
spoke in the beautiful language of his people. "Agus do maité leanúint isteach an t-am aisling, agus a
bheith le chéile arís. Chun nuair a thagann an lá a chailleann mé
Ninsianna, ba mhaith liom a leanúint uirthi ann, freisin. Téigh
anois ... agus a bheith ar son na síochána."

Go now, brother, and follow your mate into
the dreamtime, and be reunited. For when the day comes that I lose
Ninsianna, I would follow her there, too. Go now … and be at
peace.

Gita tilted her head, listening to the words
of comfort he gave the poor, unfortunate creature even though she
could not understand the meaning. He didn’t translate it because
what he said to the dying bird was deeply personal, but he knew on
some level she understood what he had said. Her lip trembling, she
took her hands off of the eagle and let it go. The creature's
beautiful brown wings trembled as it gave one last sigh, as though
relieved, and stopped breathing.

“He’s gone,” Gita sobbed. “He didn't have to
die! His wound was not mortal!”

“Sometimes it's not about living,” Mikhail
said gently. “He is with her now. Be happy for him.”

He waited until Gita's crying subsided before
he heaved himself to his feet.

“Come … let's bury them together.”

He took Gita's spear and used it to dig a
hole. They placed the eagles side-by-side into a grave at the edge
of the dry stream and said a prayer in the clicking Cherubim
language, the only death-prayer he could remember.

“Gather some stones,” he instructed her. “We
will place rocks on their grave so no animal disturbs them.”

Working together, they piled stones to make a
cairn. Gita watched as he pulled a long primary feathers out of one
wing and silently placed it sticking up into the grave.

“So they have safe passage into the
dreamtime.”

He stared into those bottomless black eyes
and sank into an emptiness so vast it felt as though the river
closed over his head. Those velvet mirrors whispered not to
fear the dark, but to breathe that deadly water into his
lungs and embrace it. Something passed between them and echoed in
that empty spot in his heart not even Ninsianna had ever been able
to fill, that wound he did not dare examine because he knew it was
too painful to remember. A kinship. Despite his joy at having found
Ninsianna, he and Gita were very much the same.

Alone...

The last rays of the sun dipped beneath the
horizon, leaving them standing in the dusk. It was unsafe to leave
her to find her way back in the dark alone and Ninsianna would have
his hide if he carried the scrawny young woman up into the air.

“Come … I'll walk you back,” he shoved his
hands into his pockets. “Yalda and Zhila have been worried sick
about you.”

They walked back to the village in silence,
Gita's ability to find her way through the shadows without tripping
uncanny. They parted ways at the main square with a murmured
goodbye.

He shot a glance at her lingering back and
realized she had disappeared, as though she'd never been there.
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Galactic Standard Date:
152,323.11 AE

Orbit – Haven-1

Angelic Air
Force

Brigadier-General Raphael
Israfa

 


Raphael

Brigadier-General Raphael Israfa strode
through the launch bay of the Light Emerging, inspecting
samples from the most promising planet they had searched to date.
Enthusiasm for the mission had worn thin amongst a crew grown weary
of the forced radio silence. It was hardest on the newer sentient
species who had been reared in families.

Raphael combatted their homesickness by
rotating the men so every crewman got a chance to explore one of
the new planets they were logging at a pace unheard of at any time
in Alliance history. Each crewmen was granted the privilege of
naming planets, moons, suns, plants and species after themselves or
loved ones who they missed without regard for the stuffy lists of
'official' scientific classifications. Centuries from now, emerging
sentient races would wonder how they had ended up with names such
as 'Guggla's Pink FooFooBunny' or 'Liggleberm's
Folly,' but it kept the fleet enthusiastic about their
mission.

Right now, Raphael stared down at the one
which had jokingly been named 'Glicki's Little Sister.'

"We'd like more time to explore the planet,
Sir?" his science officer asked. Major Wur'zzz stroked the cage
where a dog-sized insect with six legs and a greenish-brown
exoskeleton looked up at them with prescient regard, as though it
could understand them.

They had found numerous pre-sentient races in
this sector now that they were looking for them, but this was the
most evolutionarily promising species they'd found to date. It had
a definite social hierarchy, cultivated plants, used simple tools,
and had three fingers with an opposable thumb. What had his Mantoid
crewmen so excited; however, was how strongly the creature bore a
resemblance to them. Other than the fact its arms were straight
instead of bearing a natural 'praying' at-rest position, it could
have been a young Mantid.

Raphael examined the curious little creature.
"Did you see any sign of a civilization?"

"I'm sorry, Sir," Major Wur'zzz spoke through
his voice enhancement box, pressing the button to articulate the
'hiss' in both 'sorry' and 'sir' which insectoid species had such a
hard time pronouncing. "This planet was strictly pre-sentient. No
regular features any larger than the clearing where we found this
little guy."

Raphael bent down to address to the
unfortunate creature that had just been taken as science
experiment. The little insect was intelligent enough that the
Emperor would declare it to be a 'species of interest,' perhaps
even declare its entire planet a protected pre-sentient 'seed'
world if the little guy was able to pass certain intelligence
tests? By this time next week, space permitting in the marsupium of
Jophiel's living needle ship that leaped from here to her command
carrier and back again once each week, this little insectoid would
be the topic of interest for an eager army of the Eternal Emperor's
laboratory assistants.

But not this week. This week,
it was his turn to jump across the galaxy to brief the
Emperor about his progress thus far. Oh, how he missed his son! And
Jophiel! It was hard to tell which one he missed more? Uriel's
antics made him smile, while Jophiel? He rubbed his chest, noting
the feeling of expansiveness and longing. What could he say? He
missed her because he loved her.

"The Emperor will be thrilled to meet you,"
Raphael reassured their small captive. "If you don't destroy his
garden, maybe he'll even set you free there once he's done studying
you? It's very beautiful."

"Should I bag him and tag him?" a
lower-ranking Lieutenant stepped forward, also a Mantoid, and
perhaps even more fascinated by the discovery of a pre-sentient
insect species who resembled them than even his chief science
officer. Bag-and-tag was shorthand for catalog the creature and put
him into an observation cage for further study.

"Do it," Major Wur'zzz sighed, understanding
that Raphael did not have the luxury of granting his wish to
explore the fascinating new planet. Not until they found Earth.

Raphael moved on to examine the next shuttle.
Each day his fleet flew thousands of sorties, fanning out as they
explored the Orion-Cygnus spur of a broken spiral arm that had
originated from a galaxy the Milky Way had swallowed so far in its
past even Shay'tan didn't remember it. With 97 ships they were
making good progress, but it could still potentially take
years to find which planet Mikhail had crash-landed on.

But at least now his species had hope…

"Brigadier-General Israfa," Colonel Glicki's
voice came over his comms pin. "The Light of the Emperor is
reporting a situation. I've given preliminary orders, but I need
you on the bridge."

"I'm on my way," Raphael said.
Situation was code talk for we've got trouble.
Leaving his science officer behind, he moved quickly through his
command carrier. Glicki got up from the commander's chair as he
entered the bridge.

"Brigadier-General on the bridge," Colonel
Glicki called formally, her voice sounding slightly mechanical from
her auditory enhancement box. She gave him a crisp salute."

"Situation room?" Raphael asked.

"It's being set up now," Colonel Glicki
pointed to a door just off the bridge. Two Mantoid Lieutenants
hurried out and saluted him.

"All ready, Sir!"

Raphael returned their salute. "Glicki …
Sachiel … in the situation room. Lieutenant Rikur-tat … you've got
the bridge."

"Sir!" the Delphinium practically caroaked
with delight at the sudden privilege of being acting commander, at
least for however long it took to have somebody knock on the door
of the situation room.

Raphael was painfully cognizant of the fact
they were far from reinforcements. It was imperative that every man
in his crew be battle-ready in case they stumbled upon the planet
they were searching for and, as they feared, the Sata'anic presence
Mikhail had reported turned out to be substantial.

"What do you have for me, Glicki?" Raphael
asked as soon as now-Lieutenant Sachiel shut the door.

"Major Xathanael of the Light of the
Emperor intercepted a Marid cargo ship," Glicki whirred her
wings with concern. "It tried to evade him, but he happened to have
his UAV spy ship out on patrol and followed the vessel back to an
asteroid. There's a small smuggler's sub-station."

Normally he would immediately queue up that
commander on a video monitor, but with orders to operate under
long-range radio silence, all information short of running into
Shay'tan's war fleet was relayed ship-to-ship so the Sata'an Empire
would not have an easy way to track their movements from a
distance.

"Were they pirates?" Raphael asked. "Or
run-of-the-mill smugglers?"

"That's just it," Glicki said. "The equipment
there was all Sata'anic in nature, not Marid. They say
they're from the Free Marid Confederation. Their ship is duly
registered in Alliance databases, but I suspect the men flying
those ships hail from one of the colonies Shay'tan conquered before
the Marid started banding together and pushing back, not the Free
Marid ones."

Raphael twirled a long, golden primary
feather, wracking his brains for what this new information might
mean.

"The Free Marid Confederation maintains its
autonomy by playing both sides against the middle," Raphael said.
He tapped his fingers on the conference table, mentally running
through all the different case studies where the Alliance had
successfully tempted the blue-men to turn on Shay'tan. "Offer the
Marid an ungodly sum of money and see if they know the location of
Earth."

"We already did that, Sir," Glicki said.
"Every man on that base, right down to the old guy they had mopping
the floors. Either Shay'tan suddenly found a way to make his Marid
soldiers more loyal to him than to their wallets, or they
really don't know."

"What were they resupplying?" Raphael
asked.

"They said they met each week with a
Sata'anic cargo ship … here," Major Sachiel pointed to a cluster of
stars on the side of the spiral arm closest to the Sata'an Empire.
"And they carried the cargo to here, where it was offloaded
onto another Marid cargo vessel. They're just pieces in a supply
chain."

"When was the last time they met up with
these ships?" Raphael asked.

"Two months ago all shipments suddenly
stopped," Glicki said. "Right about the time we received Mikhail's
transmission."

An uneasy feeling settled into Raphael's
gut.

"That doesn't bode well for Mikhail," Raphael
said. "That means they had enough ships around that planet to pick
up his broadcast. They don't want to risk their trading partners
getting any ideas."

"Major Zathanael wants to know what to do
with the smugglers, Sir?" Glicki asked. "They haven't committed any
crime that we know of. They started abandoning the base weeks ago
because they're running out of supplies. It's nothing but a dead
asteroid. If we take their ships and leave them there, eventually
they will run out of oxygen or starve to death."

Raphael tugged at a long, golden primary
feather, considering his options.

"I don't know how long it will take us to
find Earth," Raphael said. "Nor do I wish to keep such men as
prisoners. But we can't let them contact Shay'tan and tip him off
we're closing in on the planet."

"I have a suggestion," Major Sachiel said.
"Though I think perhaps our esteemed Colonel Glick won't like
it."

"I'll consider any reasonable suggestion,"
Raphael said.

"Why not give them enough non-technological
supplies to survive on that pre-sentient seed world we just
discovered, Sir?" Major Sachiel said. Sachiel tucked his white
wings against his back, anticipating her reaction.

"No!" Glicki practically shouted. Her voice
enhancement box made the sound come out tinny, as though it had an
echo of other voices all saying no-no-no-no. "The Marid have little
respect for emerging life forms! They could harm the pre-sentient
species we just found! The Emperor would never condone it!"

Raphael leaned back in his chair, mindful not
to crush his feathers.

"The Emperor put me in charge,"
Raphael said. He turned to Major Sachiel. "Relay orders to Major
Zathanael to deposit the men on the pre-sentient seed world with
any technology they need to survive, but nothing which can be
cobbled together to send a subspace message or build a ship to get
the Hades out of there. They may be living there quite a long time.
Oh … and try to deposit them as far away as possible from any
settlements of our new little friends."

"You can't do that!" Glicki slammed
her armored hand down upon the conference table. "The Marid will
use them as target practice or steal everything the creatures have
built on their own!"

Raphael sat back in his chair, considering
her concerns. She was right, of course. Had it been the
Alliance who had found the Marid homeworld first all those
centuries before, not Shay'tan, the planet would have been cordoned
off and no species allowed to visit their world until the Marid had
achieved intergalactic travel on their own. Usually at the point
species became technologically advanced enough to start hopping
planets, they were usually socially mature enough to not blow each
other up.

Shay'tan, on the other hand, had offered the
Marid technology in order to entice them to join his empire. The
blue humanoids had ended up double-crossing both empires and
doing their own thing.

"The Marid are not a vicious race," Raphael
said. "Only an opportunistic one. If you promise the Marid our
Emperor will reward them handsomely for acting as game wardens
while they're cooling their heels, they may actually turn out to be
good at it?

Glicki tilted her heart-shaped head, her
compound eyes filled with betrayal.

"Thank you, Major Sachiel," Raphael said.
"Dismissed. Glicki … you stay."

Glicki waited until Major Sachiel shut the
door behind him before laying into him.

"How could you do that to an emerging
species?" Glicki said. "If they set up a Marid colony there, we
might never get that planet back from them!"

"It's either that," Raphael said softly, "or
imprison men who've done no wrong. Or worse. Abandon them to die on
an asteroid with no way to get resupplied."

"Argh!" Glicki's wings whirred with disgust.
She turned away from him, her green exoskeleton stiff with anger.
Her voice sounded chirpy and garbled as she gave her answer without
using her vocal range extension box. "I hate it when you're
right."

Raphael had no choice but to let his
second-in-command and good friend stew. He was on his way to see
Jophiel and Uriel any minute now. He would consult with her
to see if she had a better solution. Her needle was already eleven
hours overdue, but sometimes things like that happened if a more
important fire needed to be put out first.

"We'll have drinks later," Raphael promised.
He left her there to fret about the first pre-sentient insectoid
species the Mantoids had been instrumental in discovering since
they had themselves become mature enough to join the Alliance.

"Brigadier-General Israfa," Lieutenant
Rikur-tat caroaked the moment he exited the situation room. "The
Supreme Commander-General's needle arrived while you were in the
briefing. There was only one tablet device in it, Sir. We've got it
queued up on that station over there." Rikur-tat pointed to a small
screen with a long, narrow tube to divert unauthorized eyes.

Raphael's heart began to pound in his throat.
Uriel? The last time he had gotten such a message, it had been
Jophiel's second-in-command relaying news his son was dying. The
mini-booth came equipped with headphones. He jammed them on his
head and was relieved to see Jophiel merely looked frazzled, not as
though she had been crying.

"Raphael, I don't dare say more in case this
tablet gets intercepted before it finds you," Jophiel said. "Do
not return to Haven. I repeat, do not return to
Haven. And do not send my needle back with any electronic
information which might tell an unfriendly party where you can be
found. Uriel is … he's not sick, if that's what you're worried
about. The Emperor will see that he's taken care of."

She hesitated, and then placed her hand upon
the screen. Her expression softened.

"I miss you…"

Her expression was wistful as she reached up
to click off the camera she'd been using to record her message.

Raphael replayed the message several times,
searching for clues. There were none. She was worried. Uriel was
fine. And for some reason she feared someone might intercept the
message and figure out what they were up to. Did she fear there
might be a Sata'anic mole somewhere in her ranks? Or worse? She'd
hinted the Emperor feared something a lot worse than Shay'tan.

He ejected the tablet and tucked the device
into his pocket with a heavy heart. Since he could not send back
the cargo full of messages recorded by crewmen to their families,
all carefully screened to make sure no top-secret information was
inadvertently divulged, he decided to send the next best thing.

"Colonel Glicki," Raphael said as he spied
his first officer standing back at her old station surveying
intelligence reports. "It seems I shall be staying here."

Glicki tilted her green, heart-shaped head,
still angry at him.

"Sir," Glicki said. "Shall I order the crew
to load up the mail and exploration data from the last week?"

"No," Raphael said. "We have a special
passenger who's getting deluxe passage back to the Eternal Emperor.
Order Major Wur'zzz to sedate the little guy so he doesn't panic
and knock off his oxygen mask while he's in transit. Load any
non-data, biological samples that will make him comfortable once he
gets there."

"Should they include their scientific reports
on species and habitat?" Glicki asked.

"Handwritten genus labels only," Raphael
said. "What it is and how it can help our new friend be comfortable
while at the Emperor's laboratory. The Emperor will have to figure
out the rest on his own."

Glicki nodded. He knew the same thought
passed through her mind that passed through his.
Jophiel must fear there was a mole somewhere within her ranks.
Despite the seriousness of that information, somehow, her mood
appeared to be lighter because her exoskeleton, which had darkened
to a deep forest green while angry, lightened to its usual
spring-green color.

"I take it you're authorizing Major Xathanael
to offer the Free Marid smugglers a sizeable salary for acting as
game wardens for the protected seed world?" Glicki asked.

Raphael shot her a grin that flashed his
dimple.

"Even Shay'tan would never match the
price."

Her gossamer under-wings humming as she
schemed, Glicki set about carrying out his orders.
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Angelic Special Forces
Colonel Mikhail Mannuki'ili

 


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!'

"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...

The knocking grew louder, persistent,
frantic.

“Mikhail! Mikhail! We’re under attack!”

Mikhail fought his way through the fog of too
much work and too little sleep as he realized the frantic pounding
was not part of his dream.

"Mikhail?" Ninsianna grumbled.

"I'll get it." He pulled on his pants and
jumped downstairs still barefoot, spreading his wings to slow his
descent. Immanu was already at the door, opening it to speak to the
frantic messenger.

A tall, slender whip of a boy, not much older
than Pareesa, stood at the door, panting from the exertion of
running. The boy's name was Giv, one of his warriors-in-training,
though like Pareesa the boy was a bit young to act as a
full-fledged warrior. They had assigned such boys to aid the
sentries or, as was more usually the case, to fetch them water and
a bite to eat during the long, boring night shift.

“The sentries heard something moving in the
dark,” Giv said. “They sent out a scout and he never came back, but
they thought they heard a muffled scream. Something is out there on
the plain!”

“Has anyone notified Chief Kiyan?” Mikhail
asked.

“Another messenger has been sent to his
house,” Giv said. “Should we assume he has already instituted the
notification-tree?”

“The Chief will activate the tree even if he
thinks it’s a false alarm,” Mikhail said. “Immanu … notify the
group-leaders of the infantry. Ninsianna … tell the archers to call
up their squads. Needa … set up the triage units we discussed.”

He was their husband and son-in-law, but when
they were under attack, everyone in the village except for Chief
Kiyan deferred to him.

“Giv,” Mikhail said. “Who are you assigned to
notify?”

“I’ve got five junior warriors,” Giv said.
"We are assigned to support the archers."

“Do that," Mikhail said. "And get your own
weapons ready.”

Young or not, by the time a boy reached
fourteen summers he was expected to contribute to the village
defenses. If attacked, Giv would make sure the archers did not run
out of arrows … and to fire off a few of his own if the supply
lines were cut off.

“Sir!” Giv saluted and ran out the door.

Immanu and Needa followed after him, each
with their own critical duties. Ninsianna donned her red cape and
gathered her bow and quiver.

“Ninsianna,” his voice was hoarse with
emotion. “Please be careful.”

Her golden eyes met his, filled with
fear.

"She-who-is did not send me a dream," her lip
trembled. "Why did SHE not warn me there was an enemy was
creeping up on us?"

Yes. Why hadn't she warned them? It
was the first time he’d seen Ninsianna's faith in the goddess
shaken, as was his each day She-who-is wedged her agenda
into his marriage.

The heck with HER! He would not go
into battle with this thing squatting between them like a
fat, ugly toad. He pulled Ninsianna into his arms and wings,
thankful adrenaline made her forget she was angry at him. She
melted against him, the way she had when they'd first been
courting.

“Perhaps the goddess has limitations?” he
said. “The same as the Eternal Emperor or the Cherubim god?”

Ninsianna stiffened. “You should not say such
things about the goddess that rules All-That-Is.”

“Why does she need us, then?” Mikhail
held her so she could not escape. "Think, Ninsianna. Why?"

Ninsianna stiffened, and then she
relaxed.

“Even the goddess sometimes needs a little
help,” Ninsianna said. Whatever she had just resolved within her
own mind, it appeared not to shake her faith. She pressed her cheek
against his chest.

Mikhail inhaled the intoxicating mixture of
soap root and her pregnancy. The scent ignited some ancient
instinct to protect his family that ran deeper than the skills he'd
been trained to provide as part of the Emperor's armies. The
impulse thrummed through his tissues, whispering to be aggressive,
to attack, to smite this enemy so they would not approach his
young.

“You are with child," Mikhail pressed his
lips against her ear. "Please be careful. I cannot fight unless I
know you are safe.”

"I must provide cover fire for our warriors,"
Ninsianna trembled, but stood firm in her duties.

“I don’t want you to….”

Ninsianna's eyes glowed brighter, so bright
they outshone the single lantern Immanu had lit when he had
answered the door.

“If your village falls, Sword of the
Gods,” SHE said, “my Chosen One will not be safe. They will
rape her and then they will kill her.”

A sense of electrification tingled through
Mikhail’s muscles, though whether it was from the deity he now held
in his arms or his own flesh trembling with fear at the goddess'
ominous warning, he could not tell. Only one emotion did he know
for certain. Anger.

"Why didn't you warn us sooner?" Mikhail
glared at those golden eyes which were not his wife's. "So we would
have more time to organize to defend this village?"

"That is not -my- job, Champion," SHE
gave him a disdainful look, "but HIS."

He suppressed the anger HER words
inspired, that terrifying place where his anger stopped burning hot
and began to burn cold like a tomb in winter. Empty. Terrifying.
Vast power lay untapped in that place, waiting for him to draw upon
it and smite HIS enemies. It tempted him, eager to please
She-who-is.

'Call upon me. Call upon the power that is
yours to command.'

He pushed it back behind the emotional wall
he used to control all unhelpful emotions; including the ones which
seethed closer to the surface the longer he remained estranged from
his wife. Difficulties he blamed in no small part on
HER.

"You know I will defend Ninsianna with
my life!"

She-who-is compelled Ninsianna to reach up
and stroke his cheek. The dark power within him trembled beneath
HER touch, warring with that part of him that knew this was
not Ninsianna who touched him, but She-who-is. HER lips
turned up in a seductive smile as she ran her fingers down his
chest and twirled it around his naval.

"Of course you would,"
She-who-is-Ninsianna gave him a coy smile. She slid her hand down
to cup his testicles and gave them a squeeze. "You like this,
Champion? Don't you? Consider it your reward."

Mikhail shoved her back. As he did, that
golden light left Ninsianna's eyes, leaving her stumbling at the
momentary disorientation of suddenly being back in her body. He
rushed forward, catching her before she hit the floor.

"Mikhail?"

"I hate it when she does that!!!"
Mikhail exclaimed.

He held her until she caught her balance.

“I must go help the other archers,” Ninsianna
picked right up where She-who-is had hijacked her body, at her last
stubborn insistence of disobeying him. Fire flared in her golden
eyes, but it was Ninsianna’s fire which burned there now, the
beautiful, bossy woman he had fallen in love with.

“I fear they will hit the granary,” Mikhail
pulled her tighter. “It would be a terrible loss if they took away
our stores to survive the winter.” He splayed his hand across the
tiny swell in her abdomen and added the one verbal weapon he could
think of that might convince her to act with caution. “Or harm our
baby.”

Stubbornness warred with that part of her
that feared a fate for their own child similar to what had
happened to Shahla's. It was the goddess, accursed, blessed deity,
who finally swayed her. Ninsianna tilted her head as though
listening to someone whisper in her ear, frowned, and then met his
gaze.

“She-who-is does not wish to have her temple
desecrated,” Ninsianna said. “SHE wishes me to guard the
rooftop to HER shrine.”

The sense of panic which crushed his chest
lessened. She-who-is had just granted him a boon. The temple was in
the central square near the Chief’s house and the central granary,
tempting targets, but easily defended and buried deep within the
village.

“Yes,” Mikhail agreed with the goddess'
farce. “You must protect HER temple.”

Ninsianna stood on tip-toes to kiss him
goodbye, a momentary cessation of the thing which yawned
between them like an open wound, and hurried out to fulfill her
role in the notification tree.

Rushing up the stairs to grab his boots,
shirt and sword, he hesitated, and then grabbed the pulse rifle he
had been jealousy conserving. The grip felt reassuring in his hand,
but the sense of security it granted was illusory. He only had one
or two good shots left before the power supply became completely
depleted. If Ninsianna's premonitions about the Sata'an Empire
invading were true, he must save it for the day when traditional
weapons would not do the job. He strapped it to his hip and went
outside to fly reconnaissance.

There was a full moon tonight. He would be
visible if he flew too high. Skimming the tree tops, he stilled his
wings to barely make a rustle. The only thing which marked his
passage was the shadow cast by the moon. He saw movement near a
copse of trees and landed nearby, taking count of the number of men
and types of weapons.

It was far worse than he'd expected…

Fading back into the shadows, he leaped into
the air and flew back to the village to notify the troops what
crept towards them.

 


* * * * *

 


“Shhhhh…..” Chief Kiyan shushed the warriors
who had jammed into the central square, all except the ones sent to
bolster the outer wall. “Mikhail is about to speak."

"I counted 700 enemies to our south," Mikhail
said. "Mercenaries, I suspect, as I overheard them speaking in
different languages. A smaller group of 150 Halifians circles to
the north to come at our rear. That gives us an idea of their
plan.”

A ripple of fear moved through the warriors.
Murmured whispers. Doubts. Worries.

“This is why we have trained so hard," Chief
Kiyan's expression was grim. "It has been a long time since our
enemies chose to break their numbers upon our walls, but now it is
time to teach them that the people of the river stand
together!"

"We're outnumbered three to one," many called
out from the rear.

"We have the advantage," Mikhail flared his
wings to appear more imposing. "This village was built upon a hill.
The outer ring of houses is built wall-to-wall with no windows
facing outwards."

He looked to the Chief. Chief Kiyan may have
his faults, but his parsimony did not extend to a defensive measure
as effective as keeping up a wall.

"We learned the lessons of our fathers," the
Chief said. "There are two gateways into this village, to the north
and to the south. So long as we prevent them from breaching those
gates or setting fire to the roofs, they will break their lives
upon our walls."

What the Chief did not say was that
more than a decade of relative peace prior to Mikhail's arrival had
caused the Assurians to become complacent. Mud-brick construction
required constant maintenance to keep the mortar from drying out,
leaving hand-holds or places the walls had grown weak. Assur's
walls were a deterrent, but they were by no means impenetrable,
which is why the Chief supported Mikhail's plan to set up an outer
line of defense outside the village.

"I have taught you to work together as a team
for just this purpose," Mikhail said. "If you stick together, if
you follow your chain of command, we can prevail.”

The moon passed behind a cloud. The wind
picked up, carrying a sound that reminded him of whispers or the
rustle of leaves. Ninsianna stepped forward, her eyes glowing
golden with fire. The Chief stepped back and invited the Architect
of All-that-is to speak.

The clouds parted, allowing a single slender
strand through the clouds to bathe Ninsianna in a ray of silver
moonlight. The frightened villagers quieted down, understanding
their Chosen One carried the goddess into their midst.

"In attacking one Ubaid village,"
She-who-is-Ninsianna spoke, "they attack them all." She held out
her hand and let the moonlight illuminate her open palm. "The enemy
thinks you are separate fingers, but they do not understand the
Ubaid can pull those fingers together to make a fist.”

SHE pointed to the three units of
warriors from neighboring villages who still trained within Assur.
HER voice reverberated with power.

"When this battle is done, return to your
villages and tell your chiefs this is MY will,"
She-who-is-Ninsianna spoke to the visiting warriors. "Any kingdom
which stands alone against the Evil One will be crushed."

The wind picked up, a great moaning sound as
though the gateway to the land between had opened and the ghosts
who dwelled there had been released to fight. She-who-is-Ninsianna
flung open her fingers as though casting off something she had just
crushed. The moon disappeared behind the cloud. The wind died
down.

Immanu caught his disoriented daughter. Her
first act upon righting her balance was to give her father a
victorious smile, always eager to act as She-who-is's mortal
vessel. Unlike when SHE had castigated him at the house,
this time She-who-is had let Ninsianna remain aware of what
SHE compelled her body to do.

"Showmanship!" Mikhail muttered at the moon.
"If SHE wants to win this battle, why doesn't she come down
here and do it herself?"

At least HER temporary appearance had
given the Assurians heart. The warriors moved into groups and began
organizing which person would handle what task, feeling their way
through the dark square illuminated only by the moon. Many tasks
had been pre-assigned or were part of a much older series of
defensive activities originating from long before he'd ever come to
this village, but there was one group he needed to organize
personally.

“Siamek," Mikhail gestured for the group he
had designated as infantry to huddle around him. "This is where you
get to practice that new defensive formation I taught you."

"We only learned to use these several days
ago," Siamek held out his shield. His voice had the edge of fear.
Unlike the newer trainees who had never seen combat, Siamek had
been a principle defender during the last raid. He was not placated
by She-who-is's speech any more than Mikhail was.

"With so many coming at us at once," Mikhail
said, "they could easily fan out and scale our walls. We must trick
them into concentrating their attack or they will overrun us."

At an average height of eight or nine cubits,
the outer ring of houses was a deterrent, but not an absolute
defense. They had too few warriors to defend the rooftop of every
house in the perimeter. One man could easily give another a
hands-up to breach them.

Siamek broke the warriors into the groups
they had practiced in.

"Form three lines," Mikhail said. "The female
warriors will act as skirmishers. Ladies … do you remember what to
do?"

"Launch one spear each at the attackers just
as they get within ten paces to antagonize them," a meek voice
said. "And then dive behind our lines.”

Mikhail looked down into the eyes of the
black-eyed girl. Meek? Shy would be a more accurate descriptor.
Sending such a girl into the front of the line would be exactly the
red flag he wished to wave in front of their attackers. Strike …
here … you … fools.

"You heard the man," Siamek herded his
charges towards the southern gate. "Skirmishers … keep the enemy
off our backs so our retreat into the village is not cut off.”

Mikhail moved to brief his next group of
defenders.
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Pareesa

"C'mon!" Pareesa snapped. "Why do you guys
always have to move so slow?"

She pulled her slender frame through the
dirt, thankful she had possessed the foresight to don the tunic her
mother had made her to mimic Mikhail's shirt and not just her
shawl, which would have come off by now from the friction of
pressing her belly against the rubble. Pesky protrusions! Why on
earth had she had to go and sprout a pair of those? For some
reason the men kept staring at them, especially during hand-to-hand
combat when her shawl would slip and leave them exposed. You'd have
thought the men had never seen breasts before!

"We're going as fast as we can," Ebad
grumbled from her heel.

They crawled, elbow-over-elbow, as they made
their way down the hill, pushing their spears ahead of them. Behind
her the soft, out-of-shape sons of potters and weavers followed
single-file, keeping their heads down so the enemy would not see
them if they had sent ahead any scouts.

"Keep to the gully!" Pareesa hissed. "And
stay off the path! There's enough moonlight to see us if we're the
highest thing around!"

One by one the B-team relayed her orders down
the snake which wound its way down the gully towards the walls and
levies of the alluvial plain.

Her quiver bumped against her back, as did
her bow. As the only archer in this sorry group of men, she wasn't
even sure she'd get off a single shot, but she felt naked without
it. The rocks cut into her hands and scratched her flesh as she
crawled, earning a silent curse as a sharp rock hit her funny
bone.

"Ow!" one of the B-team yelped, she couldn't
see which one.

"Be quiet!" she hissed. "Do you want them to
make our position?"

"Fat chance anyone will come this way!"

"Mikhail sent us here to keep us out of the
real warriors' way!"

"Who farted?"

"We're all going to die!"

The ditch had been dug to funnel water so the
path would not erode. It was a fool's errand to keep her and her
unlikely charges out from under the real warriors' feet, but
she had trained these goatheads to follow orders. Even if they only
captured a single enemy, they would be vindicated. She was
determined to make sure they didn't mess up.

She glanced up to where Varshab's larger
group of 50 men had faded into the shadows to their west, up on the
narrow ridge which was the enemy's most likely path of egress to
the north gate. From their foe's point of view, it would not entail
fighting uphill.

"Why are we here, anyway?"

"Because if I was the enemy and wanted
to sneak into our village undetected," Pareesa whispered. "I would
do something nobody expected. Like take a pathway nobody thought to
defend."

"This gully is too small to hide an
army."

"It's too rocky."

"Who in their right mind would come this
way?"

"I'm hungry," Ipquidad grumbled, the heavyset
son of the oil merchant. "Did anybody bring any food?"

Pareesa remembered something she'd overheard
Mikhail tell the Chief once as she'd trailed behind him,
eavesdropping, as they'd analyzed the village defenses.

"Most traders come in the south gate because
it sits high up on the plain," Pareesa said. "But if someone took
the time to study our village, they would creep up this
gully because it's only a ten-pace run from the top to get to the
south gate."

"Unless the enemy is as short as a
two-year-old," Ebad grumbled. "The sentries would see them for
sure."

"And the gates were shut behind us," another
B-team member, Yaggit, whispered. "Even if they get up there, they
can't get in."

Rubble rattled loose as they crawled, making
tiny noises. Pareesa's heart pounded in her ears. Had they heard?
So long as the Halifians were not too close, hopefully they would
not make them. Why, oh why was it so hard to teach these men the
meaning of stealth?

"Not if they keep their heads down and
keep quiet!" Pareesa hissed. "The gates are weak points in
our village defenses. If they overrun the sentries, they might get
in before the archers can pick them off."

As they moved further downhill towards the
levies where they would set up their defenses, the B-team grew
quiet, as though it had finally dawned on them that, at last, they
might be going into battle…

…or not…

"We've never done this before," Yaggit's eyes
reflected the scant moonlight. "At least you have combat
experience." At nineteen summers, Yaggit was one of the steadier
B-team members, but not a natural warrior.

Should she tell the B-team how scared
crapless she had felt that night? Or how embarassed afterwards
because she'd been so busy tracking a deer she hadn't bothered to
pay attention to her surroundings and watch for enemies? Or should
she play it cool? Pretend it had been nothing to kill the man who
had tried to kill Mikhail. These guys looked up to her for
inspiration.

What inspiration? Her only claim to fame was
one time she'd pulled a surprise dance move during sparring and
nearly knocked Mikhail off-balance. She was thirteen summers old!
Maybe she wasn't up to this task any more than the B-team
was? Who was she, silly girl, to fight men?

"I shot the guy who tried to shoot Mikhail,"
Pareesa said. "With his own arrow. From a distance. This is
different. We'll be fighting the enemy hand to hand."

"I've never killed anybody before," Ipquidad
whispered.

"And you're probably not going to,
either," Yaggit said. "Who in their right mind would come at the
village from this steep hill?"

Assur rose above the flood plain which the
river had carved into a wide, flat valley where the Ubaid planted
their crops. The fields closest to the village were surrounded by
little more than small stones and rubble, picked up and moved to
the side to mark whose field was tended by whom. The closer you got
to the river; however, the higher the walls became until the
outermost walls were shored up with thick mud to keep out the
rising flood so they could eke out a few more weeks of harvest.

The scent of water, a precious substance in
this dry climate, blew upwind, causing them to shiver with the
late-autumn chill. Pareesa could see her breath, the nighttime
temperature far cooler than the daytime inferno this time of year.
Crawling through the levies at night would be the ideal way to
approach the village unseen … or to set up an ambush for somebody
who had that same idea.

"Ebad … four men … there," Pareesa signaled
using the hand gestures Mikhail had taught. "Yaggit … four men …
behind that wall. Lunanna … four men … behind that goat shed.
Ipquidad …"

She glanced at the pudgy, terrified face of
their least talented warrior, so slow he would make an easy
target for any enemy.

"…just stay put."

They assumed a position three levies from the
hill. It would give them two fallback positions before they were
driven back onto the pathway, if that way did not get cut off from
invaders who slipped past Varshab's men.

She glanced up the hill towards the walls.
She could not see Behnam and his archers on the rooftops, but she
knew they were there and it was reassuring even though they were
out of arrow range. The Halifians were battle-hardened mercenaries
and they were outnumbered. If they came this way instead of
Varshab's route, they needed surprise to even the odds.

The village behind her was as silent as a
grave, the only sound her heart beating in her chest. Ebad sat with
his three charges to her left, trying to control his breathing to
calm himself and making hand signals to reassure his men. To her
other side Lunanna and his men huddled together, fingers moving in
silent conversation. She could not see the third group, Yaggit, but
the man was steady so she was not worried.

A soft chirp, like a cricket, pierced through
the dark. A second cricket answered it. There were no crickets in
November! The enemy was coming. Ipquidad sat so close to her it was
a wonder he didn't sit right on top of her. Why, oh why, had
Mikhail saddled her with training such incompetent men?

"There! Movement in the shadows!" Lunanna
signaled.

"How many?" Pareesa signaled back.

She could hear the Halifians panting as they
waited, confident they had approached unnoticed. The acrid stench
of unwashed bodies carried upon the wind and assailed her nostrils.
They must have marched for days without bathing. They were so
close, she could hear their occasional muffled cough.

"50 men," Ebad signaled. "They've
stopped."

Pareesa held up her hand, signaling her men
to wait, wait, wait as the Halifians paused approximately 30 paces
from where they were hiding. They were waiting for something,
perhaps the diversion of the larger mercenary force coming from the
south to attack the village?

Pareesa’s only advantage was surprise. If
they jumped up and yelled ‘boo’ right now, it would tip their
hand.

Gripping her spear, she signaled her men to
prepare to do battle….
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Ninsianna

"There … there … and there," Ninsianna kept
her voice low.

One by one, the young women and boys who made
up her archery squad fanned out from the central square and climbed
the ladders which gave the Ubaid access to the network of flat
roofs which sprawled across the village. Ninsianna slipped her bow
diagonally across her torso so it would be out of the way and
hauled over a bundle of arrows like a caracal (desert lynx) hauling
its kill up a tree.

The central granary occupied the highest
ground in Assur. This ensured that not only was their sacred grain
protected from both rats and raiders, but also sat higher than the
Hiddekel River, which on occasion rose so far above its banks it
flooded the houses in the outer ring. The temple itself was modest,
little more than an alcove built into the front of the granary,
with a small carved fresco depicting the goddess standing upon a
pair of lions. Ninsianna paused to greet the goddess she spoke to
as a second-mother, sister and friend.

"Couldn't you have sent me someplace more
exciting?" Ninsianna complained to the fresco, which always made
the goddess look as though she smirked about some secret only
SHE knew.

The goddess, of course, did not answer. First
SHE had spoken to her husband, and then the villagers at
large. Was it too much to ask that the goddess speak to HER?
Other than, of course, to ask her to go babysit the empty temple so
her husband would not fret?

No. She was being high-maintenance again.
Mama said she shouldn't demand too much of the goddess. Of course,
Mama said that about everything.

Ninsianna could not help but don the same
enigmatic smirk worn by the goddess. If She-who-is wanted her to
guard this temple, perhaps SHE knew something the others
didn't? Yes. The goddess knew how much she hated being told
to be a good girl and stay home. After all, wasn't that why she had
broken off her engagement with Jamin?

She helped the other archers pass up three
more bundles of arrows then scrambled up herself, cursing when it
gave her a splinter. Sucking on her hand to ease the pain, she
assigned the junior archers into groups. They kept their heads down
in a not-very-comfortable crouch. Yadidatum scurried over to speak
to her.

"Why did they stick us all the way back
here?" Yadidatum's lip trembled. Even having just tumbled out of
bed, the soft-spoken beauty had her shawl artfully draped as though
she were dressed for a festival.

Ninsianna interpreted her friend's spirit
light to read the real question on Yadidatum's mind. 'Why
wouldn't they let me provide cover fire for my husband?'

"Because you are with child," Ninsianna said.
"Just as I am. If you lose your life, it will be two
Assurian lives lost tonight."

"I only have the first symptoms of morning
sickness," Yadidatum complained. "Why doesn't anybody trust me to
make the shot?"

Ninsianna held back a chortled laugh. Because
Yadidatum's shots always fell short! She'd be firing into the backs
of their own defenders and not just the enemies mounting an
offensive.

"Because I need somebody I can trust to keep
the junior archers focused," Ninsianna half-lied. It was only a
half-lie because she did need help in that regard. Despite
Yadidatum's total lack of skill, she had a maternal, calming effect
upon the younger members of the archery squad. "Take three
squadrons and have them serve as lookouts for the houses that
overlook the second ring."

Yadidatum gave her a grateful nod, glad to be
given something useful to do besides worry about her husband. Just
because she was a lousy shot didn't mean she was stupid.

Most Ubaid houses rose two stories, with a
ladder up through the skylight to aerate the house in summer.
Because most houses were built one on top of the other, the
interconnected rooftops acted as a secondary 'road' which could be
defended by removing the external ladders. This meant the rooftops
were an excellent place to provide cover fire.

"Pull up the ladders," Ninsianna signaled the
archers on the rooftops across the square. Kneeling, she used hand
signals to direct her young charges to begin sorting through the
bundles of arrows.

The ones already in her quiver were the ones
she used to hunt. She could rely upon them to fly true. The ones
they had just hauled up in the bundles were a different story.
Since the last attack, every man capable of chipping stone had been
put to work crafting arrowheads, but arrows were sensitive to tiny
imperfections. Relying more on her sense of touch than vision in
the dim moonlight, Ninsianna fingered each one and sorted them in
order of arrows she thought would fly accurately down to ones she
would only use as a last resort.

She then began sorting them by length. A
perfect arrow should extend a palms-breadth beyond the length of
her fingertips. One by one she stuck the butt-end between her
breasts and pointed the arrow out with both hands to test if they
had the required length. Longer ones went to her left for the few
people who were taller than her, shorter ones to her right for the
kids. The archers passed the rejected lengths back and forth until
all had been divided and each had a suitable bundle of
approximately three quivers. It was not a lot of arrows.

A hand touched her shoulder. "I've laid out
the tracer arrows. Should I ignite the pot?"

Ninsianna turned towards her newest prodigy,
Ghazal, a young woman of fifteen summers. Though not nearly as
athletic as Pareesa, Ghazal had an unerring ability to find her
target in the dark.

"Yes," Ninsianna glanced at the small pot of
deadwood smeared with bitumen. "But keep the coals covered until we
need them so we don't tip off the enemy we are waiting for
them."

Tracer arrows were wrapped with a thin strip
of linen and dipped in dried, melted pitch made from the sap of the
cedar trees or melted bitumen. If they needed to see, they would
fire a tracer arrow where they thought the enemy crept
towards them so they could make their shots without wasting
precious arrows, but any archer taking aim with a flaming arrow
made for an easy target.

A thought danced through her mind, though
whether it was a reminder from She-who-is or her own
subconsciousness processes, Ninsianna could not tell. Ubaid roofs
were made from wooden poles stuffed with reeds or, on some of the
better houses, wattle and daub. They were adequate against the
sparse rain … but highly flammable.

"Make sure you put the goat-hide under the
pot so the roof does not ignite," Ninsianna added. "She-who-is will
be displeased if we set fire to her temple and burn down our own
granary."

"Yes, Chosen One," Ghazal said, her eyes wide
with wonder.

Ninsianna realized her eyes must have glowed
golden, though she was learning that wasn't necessarily because
She-who-is was feeding her information. Some of this wisdom came
from herself. She hoped... Sometimes it was frustrating not knowing
where she ended and SHE began!

"Oh … and where's your vest?" Ninsianna
added, positive that last thought was her own. They'd
learned their lesson from the last raid to make sure the
fire-archers wore a rough vest made of layered goat hide. It would
not stop a perfectly aimed arrow, but it would reduce the risk of
their most visible archers being killed.

"It's … I'll go put it on," Ghazal said.

Ninsianna turned to strap up the goatskin
bracer Mikhail had crafted for her those first few weeks when he'd
taught the women archery.

'More vests,' Ninsianna muttered to
herself as she wrapped her finger-guard around her wrist so she
would not lose it under fire. Perhaps all the archers should
be made to wear vests? Yes. She would discuss the idea with Mikhail
as soon as they were past this crisis.

"There goes Rakhshan and his sons," one of
the boys pointed to the flint-knapper hurrying through the streets,
his arms laden with the tools of his trade.

"That's one less critical asset the enemy can
deprive us of." The words tumbled from Ninsianna's lips as though
it were her husband speaking and not herself. Critical assets?
Before she had met Mikhail, such a word had not existed in her
vocabulary. But she understood the concept. They must protect their
ability to replenish their weapons, both including the men who knew
how to make them, and the tools needed to do the actual work.

That feeling of urgency which had dogged her
since the night She-who-is had sent her the vision of the Evil One
reminded her that a real war was coming. This skirmish was
merely the wind which preceded a sandstorm. She knew it. She knew
it because every night She-who-is reminded her it would be thus,
and never had she had reason to question the goddess.

"All arrows are ready," one of the younger
archers whispered.

"Now what?" another asked.

"We wait," Ninsianna said. "And be quiet.
This attack is too frontal, too brazen. Mikhail thinks it may be a
diversion to sneak a small number into the village to hit the
granary."

"It will be a long, hard winter if they hit
that," an elderly woman who'd joined their group agreed.
"Most people do not store enough to get them through the next
harvest."

"Keep down," Ninsianna ordered the woman who
was one of many who'd climbed to the roof to act as spectators.
"They're not supposed to know we're awake."

A whisper moved across the rooftops as the
archers crouched out of sight and settled into waiting. Ninsianna
staved off the urge to leave this dull duty and put herself into
the thick of the action by performing the warm-up exercises Mikhail
had taught them. She signaled the younger archers to follow her
example. Back straight, arms held out at a right angle, pull the
bowstring back to your ear and then slowly release it without
snapping the string, again and again, until you were certain you
could replicate that movement with a real arrow.

Memory of that first heady lesson, when
Mikhail had so sweetly seduced her by helping her develop the
proper posture right before asking her to marry him, inspired a
warm glow to ignite in her feminine mysteries. Oh! Goddess! How she
missed the isolation they had shared back when he had still been at
his ship!

Her mood darkened. Why, oh why, had he gone
and mucked things up by laying down with Shahla instead of just
coming to her? Goddess only knew she'd been willing!

Ninsianna stared up at the moon.

"He said he did not lay down with her,"
Ninsianna whispered softly so the archers around her would not
hear, "but Shahla's own memories say she did. Why won't you
let me see into Mikhail's mind to verify which is true? Is it
because he hopes to hide the truth from me?"

Horrid images picked out of Shahla's mind
were the only thing she could think of each time she looked at her
husband. Shahla, staring up at him silhouetted in the sunlight like
a beautiful winged god. Shahla, slipping her shawl to entice him
with her breasts. The feel of Mikhail's hand in Shahla's as she had
lured him into the reeds which lined the Hiddekel River. Smiled! He
had smiled at her! Mikhail never smiled! The feel of his
feathers as he had let Shahla caress his wings. The feel of his
length as he had entered her. The feel of his body moving against
hers. The way his wings had flapped as he had reached ecstasy…

Ninsianna sobbed…

Why! Why, oh why, had he lay down with the
accursed woman when she had been willing?!! Every man in the
village Shahla had fucked, as well as any trader who came through
in the frequent caravans, and never once had Shahla conceived a
child until the day she had lay down with him!

Tears welled in Ninsianna's eyes as she
caressed the slight swell of her abdomen. Just as she had
conceived so quickly…

"Tell me it isn't true?" Ninsianna turned her
teary eyes towards the east where she knew eventually the sun would
rise. "Please tell me all those times he claimed he was going out
into the desert to fix his broken sky canoe, and didn't come home,
weren't because he was really laying down with Shahla?"

The goddess, of course, did not answer that
prayer. SHE was a pragmatic goddess who had no qualms about
scratching an itch. Ninsianna had not put out. Shahla had. In
HER mind, one copulation was as good as another. There was a
disconnect between Ninsianna's pain and her mistresses ability to
understand what the problem was.

'Even if it -was- true,' Mama had scolded
her. 'And I'm not saying it is, because I am positive it is a lie.
But even if it -was- true … so what?'

'He … he …' How could she explain she had
thought he was -above- such carnal needs? A creature of heaven? A
living god?

'Your father made him -swear- upon that god
he serves that he would not lay a hand upon you as a condition of
being welcomed into this house,' Mama had shaken her finger in her
face. 'And he -kept- that word! Long after any other man would have
succumbed to your charms!'

'But why Shahla?'

'He has no interest in Shahla!' Mama had
scoffed. 'But every person in this village saw the way you threw
yourself at him like a harlot. -Had- he succumbed to Shahla's
charms, and I'm not saying he did because I am certain it is a lie,
it would have been because it was -you- he wanted to lay down with
and he'd given his word he would not touch you! Not because he
wanted -her!-'

Ninsianna gulped. In a way, that thought
almost made things worse. The Mikhail she thought she had
fallen in love with would never use someone to sate a baser
need. That was something Jamin would do.

"Why won't you let me see inside his mind so
I can know which is true?" Ninsianna whispered at the dawn which
would not come.

She shut her eyes and followed that thread
which connected from her naval to her husband's spirit light. She
could not see inside his mind the way she could the others, but
through this thread she could sense what he was doing. Stalking the
enemy. He had invoked the killing dance and begun to hunt.

Trills of excitement rippled through her body
like a songbird in spring, not her thrill, but the bloodlust
of the goddess. She could almost taste each life he took and
savor it as the goddess welcomed each slain spirit back into the
dreamtime like a long-lost son. She-who-is was eager to do battle
and annoyed she could not simply manifest down here herself to be
the huntress.

Mikhail's words earlier this evening made her
frown. Were there limitations to being a goddess? If so,
why? And why did She-who-is need her if she was really all
that powerful?

Everything grew still. She stretched her
consciousness to watch for the invaders with senses beyond the
normal five. Mikhail had moved closer, which meant so had the
enemy.

Stringing an arrow, she motioned for the
other archers to do the same. They waited…

 


 


* * * * *


Chapter 63

[image: tmp_0380cb5a31af5dd652f0b33852cf9325_GCr2sd_html_m56edefaf.jpg]

 


November – 3,390
BC

Earth: plain outside
Assur

Angelic Special Forces
Colonel Mikhail Mannuki'ili

 


Mikhail

Mikhail flew south down the Hiddekel River,
skimming the reeds which lined the shores. On a clear, moonlit
night his silhouette would be visible against the sky, but tonight
the moon was waning. Ever since Ninsianna's performance as the
mouthpiece for She-who-is, the wind had become restless, roiling
the scant cloud cover to streak across the sky in angry
ribbons.

Was She-who-is on their side? Who
knew… But the weather had certainly become unsettled.

He stopped on the riverbanks to rub the
yellow, silty mud onto his face, arms, and anyplace else which
might reflect the moonlight. A memory of Raphael smearing mud into
his golden feathers reached up from his subconscious like a cat
rubbing at his ankles. It was a pleasant, if disjointed, sensation,
giving this whole ritual of preparing to kill a bit of a
heart-warming, homey feel in his otherwise vacant past. His
feathers were dark, so he did not need to camouflage them.

The mud was cold and stank of vegetative
decay, arousing goose bumps wherever he smeared it. It was an
unpleasant, but necessary step to meld into the darkness. He
smeared the mud down his nose and the cheekbone underneath each
eye. War paint. On a whim, he ran his finger in a spiral on one
cheek, painting a shamanic symbol Immanu had taught him to honor
the dead.

A throaty gulp from the reeds called the
alarm.

He froze…

The night was silent except for an occasional
low moan from the wind. He strained to listen. Even the crickets
were absent this late in the autumn. The gulp came a second time,
answered by a similar gulp far downriver. Sometimes an enemy used
an animal's call for cover. Had he been made?

A small splash answered his prayer. A
bullfrog. A real bullfrog. For some reason it seemed the
amphibians should be larger, closer to his size, and carrying
weapons, but this small creature was native to this planet … and
harmless. Not an enemy. He exhaled and forced his heart rate to
slow down. It was time to hunt.

He flapped to get airborne, praying no enemy
lurked close enough to hear the pounding of his wings. Soaring
until he found a helpful wind current, he coasted behind the copse
where the attackers had hidden, flapping only as needed to circle
around behind them. He patrolled this perimeter several times per
day. Whoever commanded these men had staged the army just beyond
where he normally flew. The enemy had watched him … and
adapted.

That dark power which lurked beneath his
subconscious called to him to hunt, to smite, to kill, to make his
lover happy by killing off her enemies. It warred with a
soul-grating cacophony which screeched, frantic that he could not
feel his wife. It was as if there were two Mikhail's,
the one who wanted to get this over with, and a second, more primal
version of himself that hungered to destroy. Memory of the
thrill of She-who-is-Ninsianna's hand gripping his testicles warred
with anger that the goddess toyed with him. That dark power which
had responded to HER touch thrummed, eager to fill that
vacant spot which had opened up in his chest the day Ninsianna had
begun to doubt him.

'Call upon me. Call upon me and the power is
yours…'

The whispered prayers of the Cherubim grew
louder within his own mind.

'Do no wrong actions. Do as much good as you
can. Purify your mind.'

He could feel the emptiness gnawing at him,
hungry, eager, starving, pleading with him to let it feed. It felt
as though his soul had become a great black hole which only
Ninsianna could fill. A thought whispered into his subconscious.
Did she have any idea what a dangerous game she played?

Movement caught his attention. Worries about
his marital difficulties distracted him from the coming battle. It
would not help his marriage if he got himself killed. Whatever this
darkness was that lurked beneath the surface, he needed to keep it
leashed. He whispered the familiar Cherubim prayers to push aside
the emotions which warred inside of him.

"Oni o taiji
suru tame ni, watashi ni anata no chikara o sazukeru,"
Mikhail whispered. To subjugate the
demons, grant me thy strength.

He flared his feathers to soften the sound of
his descent as he dropped out of the sky. Rocks crunched beneath
his weight, dislodged. He paused; worried he had alerted his prey.
Most of the enemy forces spotted earlier had already moved closer
to the village, but some had lingered, most likely support
personnel such as healers and cooks. There was no command center,
no Halifian tent. There didn’t appear to be anyone more important
here than healers. Killing these men would serve no legitimate
purpose.

Tucking his wings against his back, he crept
towards the rear-guard like a shadow, clicking the Cherubim killing
incantations as he drew his knife. He was no murderer, but these
men intended to harm his village. Every life he reaped beforehand
would be an Assurian life he saved.

The wind shifted sideways, carrying his scent
away from these men. That curious lack-of-feeling of the killing
dance pushed his emotions far away. Pushed away the discomfort of
the mud drying on his skin. Pushed away his terror that these men
would conquer Assur and hurt people he had grown to care about. It
could not, however, push away that aching void which had opened up
in his heart the day Ninsianna had grown cold. Danger.
Danger his subconscious screamed at him. This threat is far
worse than even death.

The group he stalked walked casually like men
who were going to a parade, not launching a massacre. That dark
power which lurked beneath the surface grabbed at his anger,
whispering. Smite them. One of the men stopped to take a
leak.

Mikhail rose out of the shadows like a
crocodile emerging from still waters to snatch an unwary gazelle
and clamped one hand over the mercenary's mouth. With a practiced
jerk, his knife slicked through the man's throat until it stopped
at the hardness of the spine. The man flailed, but with no pathway
to get a message from his brain to his body, he was already dead.
Gore splattered out of severed arteries into Mikhail's mouth,
salty, copper, the familiar taste of death. That dark power that
hungered within him thrummed with glee.

No! The admonitions of the Cherubim flooded
into his brain. He must never take pleasure in the kill! He
hugged the man to his chest and whispered the Cherubim prayers into
his ear as he finished dying.

"Sen hoshi no
hikari wa kanojo - daredearu no hikari e to anata o michibiku koto
ga." May the light of a thousand stars guide you into the
light of She-who-is.

As soon as the man stopped twitching, he
lowered him to the earth, pausing to close his eyes and slip a
small feather that had come loose during the skirmish into his
hand. That dark power receded as the familiar ritual helped him
keep the hunger at bay, still lurking, still present, but content
to be along for the hunt.

His heightened senses drew his eyes to two
more attackers trailing behind the rear of the line, talking in a
language that was neither Halifian nor Uruk. One fell behind the
other to pull something out of his satchel. One mercenary dead. One
Assurian life saved. Mikhail clamped his hand over the man's mouth
to silence him as he cut his throat. The second man turned to look
for his friend and saw Mikhail holding his compatriot's twitching
body. Before he could shout, Mikhail buried his knife in the man's
heart, safe passage prayed for his soul before his body even hit
the ground.

Clicking the Cherubim meditations to deepen
his concentration, he became the alpha-predator, invisibly hunting
the lives of his enemy. Creeping back and forth in the shadows, he
cut down one after another. Six, ten, twenty, thirty-seven Assurian
lives saved. The more he killed, the fewer his adopted people would
have to fight. It never occurred to these men that one of their
intended victims harvested their lives like stalks of grain growing
in the fields. So long as he quieted their death-scream, nobody
thought to look behind them.

At last battle cries erupted from the front
of the village as his vitale skirmishers threw their spears and
dove behind the wedge. It had begun.

Spreading his wings to go address the
real threat, the disciplined fighters approaching from the
north, Mikhail put away his knife and drew his sword…

 


 


* * * * *


Chapter 64

[image: tmp_0380cb5a31af5dd652f0b33852cf9325_GCr2sd_html_3fd556d4.jpg]

 


November – 3,390
BC

Earth: Village of
Assur

 


Gita

The warriors crouched like wild boars,
slipping out the south gate in furtive two's and three's, hoping to
avoid alerting the army which moved towards them that the village
was awake. Gita chewed her lip and waited for her turn. The men
moved out first as it was more important the wedge be in place than
the skirmishers. A nervous whisper was quashed by Siamek. Didn't
these people know anything about remaining hidden?

'I'm invisible … I'm invisible … I'm
invisible…' Gita recited the chant which had kept her safe
since childhood.

The last of the men crouched low and scurried
out holding their shields, careful to keep their spears off the
ground so they did not clatter against the rocks. When Mikhail had
made them practice the wedge, that training hadn't included lining
up the maneuver silently, at night, right under the nose of
an advancing army. But Gita knew a thing or two about remaining
unseen.

She turned to her battle buddy, Azin.

"Picture you're a small little mouse," Gita
pressed her lips to Azin's ear so the sound of her voice would not
carry. "Vary your steps so they do not create a pattern. The way a
mouse scurries and then looks to the sky for a hawk."

"Thanks," Azin said far too loudly. The
talented young woman was a fierce warrior, excellent with a spear,
but impulsive and prone to acting without thinking. Siamek had
paired the two of them together as a punishment, but Gita had grown
rather fond of her outspoken friend.

"Quiet!" Siamek hissed. He towered over them,
glaring down at Gita with that hurt, resentful expression he'd worn
for nearly a year.

Gita lowered her eyes, denying him the
opportunity to make eye contact. Whenever you met somebody's gaze,
people could read your emotions. She'd learned young it was better
to be the mouse, scorned, but alive, than the brave lioness who
stood her ground.

Her mother had been brave…

Her mother was dead…

A mouse… Jamin had tried for years to
convince her to stop being so timid and then grown angry when she'd
finally taken his advice and joined Mikhail's team of warriors. The
fool! Why had he gone and beaten Shahla after she'd convinced her
to marry Dadbeh? Now she'd lost two friends! Poor Shahla,
whose mind was broken, and Jamin, the only person she'd ever
trusted enough to tell what had happened to her mother.

Siamek's expression softened.

"You're up next," Siamek touched her
shoulder. "Be careful. Okay? You only have to throw a single
spear."

Gita met his gaze. Hope ignited in his dark
eyes, that same hope she had crushed one year ago. She realized she
was being cruel. She looked down and refused to make eye contact
again. Siamek's mouth twitched with regret. He took his hand off of
her shoulder.

"Ten paces," Siamek said to her and Azin
together, his voice harsh with anger. "Throw the spear when they
get to ten paces. And then get behind the wedge so we can protect
you. Just because you can throw a spear doesn't mean you can go
hand-to-hand against the men."

Gita nodded without meeting his gaze. Mouse.
She was nothing but a mouse. She tugged Azin by the hand and
scurried mouse-like out the south gate, keeping to the elongated
shadows, picturing she had bald, pink ears and a fuzzy little tail,
naked of fur. Mouse. Cautious. Timid. Everybody wants to eat the
mouse. Be careful. She cringed every time Azin's clumsy feet
kicked a rock and shushed her when Azin made it worse by trying to
apologize.

A thousand paces out from the village a dry
stream bed channeled water towards the river. Gita crouched down,
tugging Azin so her head did not stick up above the gradient. The
stream bed was little more than a shallow indentation carved into
the soil by the sparse rain, but it was deep enough that if the
three lines of men crouched so their backsides hit the earth, in
the darkness an enemy might mistake the humps for part of the
natural terrain.

The rocks felt cool against Gita's hand. She
pictured becoming one with them. Rocks. Cool. Still. Silence
and the darkness were their allies, hiding the bold Assurian
defense.

She squinted at the spot where the enemy
would crest the rise and then not even the darkness would hide them
anymore. Ten paces? Her heart sped up at the mere thought of it.
Ten paces. All she had to do was to throw her spear ten paces, and
then she could dive for safety behind the line of men. Her mouth
felt so dry she could barely move her tongue inside her cheek. Why
hadn't she thought to bring a goatskin of water?

Azin moved next to her like a wild boar,
spear already pointed forward, eager to charge out of the woods and
gore her enemies. Why couldn't she be bold the way that Azin was?
Ten paces, Gita reminded herself, and eyed the exact spot in her
mind's eye she would throw at the first enemy head which appeared
above the rise. The moment they threw their spears, the women were
to melt into the line of men behind them before the entire wedge
stepped backwards ten paces to retake the higher ground on the
opposite side of the stream. Theoretically it would give the enemy
the disadvantage of traversing that same trench before slamming
into the teeth of the wedge.

Or at least that was the plan…

Why hadn't she just stayed in the safety of
her house like a normal woman would? Seven hundred men crept
towards them now. Seven hundred! Men! The sounds of movement
were obvious out on the plain now that they knew what they were
listening for. Footsteps marching in unison instead of in uneven
patterns to hide their approach. The occasional whisper, quiet
curse, and occasionally a chuckle. The squeak of a rodent dislodged
from its hiding place by hundreds of feet trampling the soil.

A chilly wind blew a strand of long, black
hair across her face and gave her goosebumps. Gita shivered.
Ninsianna had said the goddess was with them tonight. Perhaps? The
wind had become unsettled after her cousin's speech and the sparse
clouds tried mightily to hide the moon. Not even the insects
chirruped to betray their hiding place, making the sounds of the
approaching army all the louder.

Her spear balanced in her hand like an old
friend, every bump familiar in her grip. In a way, it was an
old friend. After her father had nearly put out her eyes, Jamin had
given her his old one and taught her how to use it. Under his
tutelage, she'd taken to the weapon well. Of course, there was a
huge difference between throwing at a target when nobody depended
upon you to get it right and throwing that same spear during
battle … with people throwing spears back at you. The small
gap in the wedge beckoned where she was supposed to dive after
throwing her spear. She prayed she wouldn’t trip and get herself
killed.

‘I’m invisible … I’m invisible … I’m
invisible...'

She squatted as low to the ground as her
knees would tolerate and stilled her movement so that not even the
sound of her breathing would give away her position. Beside her,
Azin made a heroic effort to still her perpetually moving body.
Skirmishers were supposed to stand two paces apart, just far enough
that they wouldn't get in each other's way. A small noise to her
left indicated the last one had just scurried into position. Behind
them, she heard movement and tiny whispers as Siamek moved behind
them and nudged the warriors into a proper wedge. The sounds of the
approaching army grew louder. Beside her, the butt end of Azins
spear clattered against the stones, a small noise, but still a
noise.

'Stop … enemy,' Gita signaled Azin to
stop moving.

Azin gave her a thumbs-up.

'Get down!' Gita flapped her hand
downwards. Argh! She adored Azin, but sometimes she got her into
trouble! This wasn't warrior training where the worst punishment
would be a hundred of Pareesa's pushups! Distraction could get you
killed!

The wind shifted and blew from the direction
of the approaching army. A foul smell drifted in their direction,
unwashed bodies, a hint of excrement, and the stench of sour milk
and rotted meat as though these men had spilled supper on their
clothing and never bothered to bathe. Even Azin must have felt the
ripple of anticipation because her fidgety friend grew still, her
spear clenched in the ready position. The enemy was almost upon
them.

Gita looked to the sky, hoping to see the
reassuring silhouette of wings. Streaky clouds obscured the moon
like some great, dark predator's claw-marks. There was no sign of
wings against the inky sky. She knew it was for the best, that the
enemy would watch for him and know they were awake if they saw his
flight, but she was also disappointed. The only reason she'd joined
the women's warriors was because she'd developed a hopeless
affection for the man.

Her cheek grimaced in an embarrassed sigh.
Right thing to do. Wrong reason. Since the day they'd buried the
eagles, she'd realized the poor bastard was so hopelessly in love
with her cousin that she could prostrate herself naked before the
man and he'd step right over her, oblivious to the temptation.

Lusting after Ninsianna's husband was
wrong! What Shahla had done … deliberately estranging his
wife by claiming Mikhail had fathered her baby, had been
cruel.

Should she tell Ninsianna it wasn't true?

What did she know? Shahla hadn't told
her she was pregnant…

The grunts of the enemy drifted closer, no
longer subtle. They tried to approach unnoticed, but there was no
way that many men could remain quiet, especially ones as
undisciplined as the mercenaries who ran wild in the desert.
Anxious little cheeps of fear came from a the warriors all around
her, even the men, like ducklings who knew a jackal circled the
nest. She could smell her own perspiration, filled with
fear.

She replayed the move Pareesa had taught her
in her mind. Crouch. Chamber. Target. Rise and throw with her
weight behind the spear. Duck and run. She then replayed how
Mikhail had demonstrated the spear in training, but it was a lesson
taught by Jamin, not Mikhail, which came to mind now.

'I can't do this. It's wrong to kill.'

'You can,' Jamin had chewed on a stem of
barley-grass, his black eyes filled with anger. 'And you will. Or
one day that drunken bastard will kill you. Just like he did your
mother.'

'I shouldn't have told you about that.'

That tough expression he'd developed to make
everyone think he was a hardass softened. 'I can't watch out for
you all the time, kid.' He tussled her hair like she was still a
little girl.

'Couldn't you just ask your father to
intervene?'

'I asked,' Jamin scowled. 'Merariy must be
holding something over his head, because he told me to mind my
business.'

'I appreciate what you did.'

Jamin shrugged. He'd spent the night in the
hole after giving her father a taste of his own medicine. Based on
the thundercloud which moved behind his black eyes, he'd gladly do
so again if it would get her out of his hair. Her eyes were no
longer swollen shut, but she still sported bruises and a puffy
face. That hardened shell Jamin projected to the rest of the world,
the one that said he didn't give a goat's rump about anything,
caused him to stiffen his shoulders.

'Do you want that spear? Or don't you?"
Jamin had asked. "Because half the guys in this village would give
their eye-teeth to own that thing.'

Gita gripped the spear in the present moment.
It was a fine weapon, sturdy, if a bit longer than was comfortable
for someone her height, with a genuine obsidian point instead of
flint like the other warriors carried. It flew straight, even with
the tiny chip in the head, which had been Jamin's excuse to cast it
off and convince his father to give him the trade-price for a new
one. She ran her finger on the point of the sharp, volcanic glass,
pausing at the tiny imperfection which had appeared the day he'd
come to her and insisted she learn to use it.

"Oh, Jamin … why'd you have to go and turn
into my father?" Gita whispered to herself. She crouched
exactly the way he'd taught her and paused the action at the moment
before she was supposed to rise and let fly the spear. As she did,
she could feel the muscles twitch beneath her skin, dress
rehearsing the move as she recreated it in her mind.

'The secret to a good throw is to put every
ounce of your being into it," he'd said. "Every ounce of
resentment. Every ounce of hatred. Picture someone you are angry at
and pretend you throw the spear at -them.-'

'I don't get angry the way that you do.'

Jamin stepped behind her, the big brother
teaching the adopted little sister how to throw, and guided her arm
through the motions of throwing a weapon that was far too large for
her to wield.

'Who do you hate the most?'

'You must love your enemy, not hate
them.'

Jamin placed both hands onto her head and
turned it towards the target. 'Picture them burying your mother
into the ground up to her waist so she was helpless and couldn't
run away.'

Gita swallowed. Her chest hurt. Even now,
that memory made it difficult to breathe.

'Picture your mother's tears as she begged
your father to help her,' he'd said. 'The pile of stones. The
Amorite invaders. What did your father tell them?'

'He said she was a sorceress. He said she
committed adultery by leaving him to seek sanctuary at the Temple
of Ki.'

Jamin forced her to look at the target he
had set up to teach her to defend herself the exact same way her
father had forced her to look at her mother.

'Stop it!'

'Who threw the first stone?'

For so long as she lived, she would never
forget the look of betrayal on her Mama's face when her father had
picked up the first stone and used it to smashed her mother's nose.
'He did.'

'Who do you hate the most, Gita?'

Jamin turned her head back towards the
target. He gripped her head, tighter now. So tightly it hurt!

'They called her a Whore of Ki,' Jamin had
hissed in her ear. 'My -mother- was originally from Jebel
Mar Elyas! That could have been -her- the bastard betrayed
when they raided the temple and murdered all the
priestesses.'

The Amorites had left her mother's hands
free so she could shield her face to prolong her agony. Her father
had made her watch the stones slam into her Mama's body as the
Amorites had thrown stone after stone, pausing to throw water over
her to wake her Mama up every time she passed out from the pain. He
had made her watch until the ground had become covered with blood
and her Mama's face had become unrecognizable, and still she had
clung to life and refused to die.

'Who do you hate, Gita?'

'Nobody! Mama always said I must never
hate!'

Tears welled in Gita's eyes, making it hard
to see the spot where the she was supposed to throw her spear. Ten
paces. She had to throw her spear ten paces. She had to throw her
spear and kill someone!

'Two hours it took for her to die!' Jamin
had hissed at her. 'And now he wants to kill -you- because you
remind him of her?'

After two hours of torture, her mother had
become so badly injured she could no longer even weep. The Amorites
had handed her father a final stone, larger this time, the size of
a man's head, and demanded that he prove his fealty by killing his
sorceress wife himself. Mama's last words had been to tell her
father that she forgave him. Her father had called her a Whore of
Ki and splattered her brains all over the bloody ground.

'He wants to kill you. Is that what your
mother would really want?'

'No!'

A sob nearly caused her to break her silence.
It had nothing to do with Mikhail! She'd joined his warriors
because she'd finally realized Jamin was right. With the one man in
the village she'd always relied upon to protect her now filled with
hatred because of Ninsianna's betrayal, she had no place left to
run the next time her father tried to put out her eyes. She didn't
want to be a victim anymore!

'Now picture the person you hate most in the
world,' Jamin had said, 'and use every ounce of hatred you possess
to throw that spear right into their heart!'

The first mercenary's head popped over the
rise. Without thought or effort, Gita stood and completed the
throw, hitting her father in the chest and dropping him dead to the
ground next to her dying mother. Shocked at her own audacity, she
dove behind the troops forming the wedge with a frightened little
‘squeak’ just as battle cries erupted from both sides.

It had begun…
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Jamin

Jamin rubbed his aching shoulder and adjusted
his sling.

"I should be with them," he said to Marwan,
the desert shaykh.

The mouth that spoke said "you are useless
with your arm bandaged up in a sling," but that second, silent
mouth, the scar which ran horizontally from Marwan's lips to his
ear, said something different. It said "let the Amorite scum expend
their lives upon your people's walls and leave more gold for the
second wave which will move in behind them to take out your
real enemy."

A variety of languages peppered the troops
Kudursin, the Amorite leader, commanded. Halafian, Amorites, Jarmo,
Hassuna, Meriyabat, Uruk and Samarran, over 850 warriors. Not all
of the tribes bought with lizard-gold were necessarily hostile to
the Ubaid. Most of these men were rejects such as himself, banished
from their villages for alleged crimes. Now, villageless and
stateless, they took from others rather than start their own new
settlement. There was no love lost amongst mercenaries from
different tribes and they eyed each other warily. Kudursin did not
seem to care. The less who survived, the more gold there would be
for him.

The Amorite had amassed and moved his men
over a period of several days by darting from wooded area to wooded
area, moving by night and sleeping by day to escape the notice of
the winged demon that patrolled the air. They had been forced to
wait until moonrise as the sentries would have spotted torches.

‘Mikhail!’ Jamin practically spat his name.
Hatred surged though his veins, reigniting the fever which had
plagued him for the last three days. For however long he lived,
which by the way the Halifians clenched their knives whenever they
looked at him might not be for long, he would bear that man eternal
hatred.

"So anxious, little chieftan?" Kudursin
taunted him. "To kill your own father and take back your
village?"

Displayed in Kudursin's belt like a sacred
relic was the steel knife he'd showed Marwan that day in his tent
to impress him, the one the lizard demons had told him had magical
qualities. Fool! It was a knife like any Ubaid blade, only not as
prone to fracturing when it hit a solid object the way an obsidian
blade would. Jamin coveted such a knife, but had no delusions about
its magical powers. If the lizard demons had really wanted
to give Kudursin power, they would have outfitted his men with
swords!

"My village is bewitched under the
winged demon's magic," Jamin hissed. "And that of his wife, the
sorceress who claims to be the Chosen of She-who-is. Once they are
rid of him, things will go back to normal. They will grant
you concessions for freeing them from such a scourge!"

"Do you really think they will welcome you
back with open arms?" Kudurshin laughed. "Laum has broadcast his
bounty through every trading partner he has ever made. Even if your
father forgives your temper, Laum will not forget your
offense against his daughter!"

"Then I would be rid of him, too!"
Jamin glowered, his black eyes filled with hatred.

Lucky for him, the bounty Kudursin offered
for the winged demon's head made Laum's bounty of cloth and grain
seem pathetic or he'd already be dead. That didn't mean his
position amongst these people was not a tenuous one. Distrust was a
way of life amongst the people of the desert, especially distrust
of one who had turned against his own people.

"How will I deliver your daughter's
bride-price if it is Dirar who carves out the winged demon's heart
and not I?" Jamin whispered to Marwan.

Marwan grinned, showing his rotted teeth.

"What do I care which challenger wins my
daughter's hand?" Marwan slapped him on the back, causing the odor
of unwashed body to waft in Jamin's direction. "Either way, I shall
gain a pathway to the water."

"You care or you would not perpetrate this
farce of Aturdokht's bride price," Jamin said. "Whether you will
admit it or not, you would not marry your daughter off to the likes
of Dirar."

The mouth that spoke laughed at his audacious
answer, but that second-silent mouth, the scar that tightened and
betrayed the emotions that really lurked beneath the
surface, confirmed what he said was true, that beneath Marwan's
blustering he cared what happened to his daughter. The
desert shaykh had learned the sweet charms of his daughters could
secure him more water rights than countless battles waged by his
sons. It had worked … until the Ubaid had stood together as a
single people and denied the people of the desert access to the
river no matter which Halifian tribe he married a daughter
into.

"Dirar creeps into your village right now to
smite the winged demon," Marwan said, his eyes hardening, "while
you are a man who has been brought down by a woman's arrow. Look at
you! You are so pale from blood loss that you can barely
stand!"

It was true. He'd clung to life for three
days before he'd finally recovered enough for them to haul him
here. He still suffered a residual fever that gave everything a
far-off, surreal quality, but he'd be damned if he'd show his
weakness.

"Aturdokht is a better shot than most men
here," Jamin said, remembering the feel of her hand upon his brow
for three days while he had lingered neither here nor there,
alternating between cursing him to die and pleading with him to
survive. "Male or female, she is her father's daughter."

"I would not go repeating that bluster or you
may find yourself with a knife in your back," Marwan warned. "There
are many here who would happily collect two bounties this
night. Amorite gold … and Laum's bounty if he is left alive."

A runner came rushing into the circle of men
and stood before Kudursin, the Amorite leader.

"Our men are in position," the runner
panted.

"Were any spotted?" Kudursin asked.

"We don't think so," the runner said. "Our
scouts stepped into a nest of partridge and caused a sentry to come
investigate, but they slit his throat before he could scream. We
are certain he will not be missed until morning."

"Good," Kudursin said. "Our numbers are
adequate to prevail either way, but these tactics our young Ubaid
chieftan has warned us the winged demon teaches his people? I am
not certain how they will change the odds. It is better to maintain
the element of surprise."

"What of my group?" Yazan asked, the Halifian
leader who ruled the tribe to Marwan's west and father of
Aturdokht's slain husband. And also Dirar's elder brother, Jamin's
competition for Aturdokht's hand, although her demand for a
bride-price of the winged demon's heart had opened her up to
any suitor who delivered the requisite prize. With the
addition of the Amorite gold, all of a sudden she had gone from a
widow with an unwanted daughter to the most sought-after woman in
all the lands.

"The third runner has not yet arrived,"
Kudursin said. "But the two larger groups just reported back from
the north. They will move in the moment they hear the raiders meet
opposition to the south."

Six Halifian chieftans clustered together,
their proximity to one another and how closely they kept their
hands clutched to the blades hidden beneath their robes telling
Jamin more about the alliances, or lack thereof, between each
kin-based tribe than months of speculation. He had learned more
about the strange bedfellows made amongst the people of the desert
in the three days he had lingered in Marwans tent, tended to by the
women whose tongues were freer than those of the men, than he had
in all the years of listening to his father lecture him about these
people.

"Do you think Nusrat can pull it off?" Jamin
spoke low to Marwan so the others could not hear.

"Kudursin paired him with Dirar," Marwan
said. "You may not like the outcome."

Jamin glanced at Yazan, the enemy Nusrat
would make if all went according to the real plan. He'd
grown rather fond of Aturdokht's former father-in-law. He did not
look forward to double-crossing him, but Nusrat had helped him on
the condition they keep his sister out of Dirar's hands. Only
Nusrat knew the exact location of Ninsianna's house. In exchange
for that piece of information, Jamin had made Nusrat promise he
would leave Ninsianna alive. As much as he wanted revenge, the
thought of killing a woman, a second child lost, even if it was the
child of his enemy, did not sit well with him after all that had
happened. Guilt. Belated … but real. He'd meant it when he'd looked
up into the goddess of the moon and told her he was sorry.

'You're still in love with her…' an
internal voice taunted.

He pushed it aside. Sorceress! He wasn't in
love with anyone except his new mistress, Vengeance.
Ninsianna had bewitched him. He understood that now. Dirar was a
ruthless butcher. If Ninsianna was killed against his wishes, it
would not be on his head.

Another runner came in, his sides heaving as
he fought to catch his breath.

"The battle has begun…"
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Galactic Standard Date:
152,323.10 AE

Haven-1 - Eternal
Palace

Young Lucifer - Age
15

 


225 Years Ago…

 


Young Lucifer

Old Dephar half-heartedly
ran me through my paces.

"In what year did the
Shay'tan's predecessor armies, the Nephilim, rebel?" Dephar
asked.

"Seventy-four-three-six-two," I half-heartedly rattled off,
staring out the window at the Eternal Tree. I fervently wished I
could fly out there to sit amongst her branches and talk to her
about how much I missed my Mama.

"That was
seventy-four-three-six-five," Dephar corrected.

"That's what the
cleaned-up version in the history books say," I leaned back and put
my feet up on his desk, something I knew was guaranteed to make the
Muqquibat dragon angry.

"That is not the correct
answer," Dephar growled, a deep, throaty warning. It was less
threatening than when the Leonid had thrown his body over mine to
protect it after I'd been shot, but warning enough. "How can you
hope to be any kind of a leader if you don't learn your basic
history?"

I shot Dephar my best 'up
yours' smirk and scraped my heel across his desk, leaving a gouge
in the polished fruitwood carved out of some long-extinct
tree.

"That's what the -real-
history books say, isn't it?" I retorted. "The ones you keep locked
up in that cupboard behind your desk?"

"How do you …" Dephar
started and then leaned forward, showing his fangs. "That cabinet
is locked. How did you get into it?"

I glanced up at the key
which had sat safely in its hiding place all these years. Dephar
was too paranoid to let a cleaning lady into his office and too
busy to perform a task so mundane as to fly up to the top of his
bookshelf and dust the statue of She-who-is, so he had never
discovered I could pilfer his books. I'd read every single one of
them at least five times and memorized them, so I no longer cared
if he locked me out.

My new thirst for
knowledge was to study that strange form of communication called
the media. The minute I got out of here I planned to make my way
into one of the rooms with a video monitor so I could download the
newspapers, weblogs, podcasts, and my favorite, television shows.
If I was to help Father outwit the silver-eyed man, then I needed
to get better at playing the media game than -he- was. Poor Father
didn't understand why his subjects were prone to following the
passionate whims of another speaker besides him.

"Maybe the goddess,
herself, gave me the knowledge?" I gave Dephar my most innocent
smile, taking my shoes off of his desk and leaning forward as
though I was interested in what he had to say. "In 74,362 a colony
of Nephilim rebelled in the remote Sagittarius spiral arm. Shay'tan
was busy fighting Father that year, so he sent Tokoloshe
mercenaries to retake that planet. When video footage of what the
Tokoloshe did to those colonists surfaced three years later, the
larger Nephilim population refused to serve any longer in
Shay'tan's armies and rebelled. Shay'tan tapped the Sata'anic
lizards as his new armies and exterminated all of the
Nephilim."

"So my date is the correct
one," Dephar said. "The date the larger Nephilim population
rebelled. It is the official date the Emperor wishes to
remember."

"Ahh," I leaned back. "But
it is -not- the correct one. -Your- date is selected to make it
look like the Nephilim rebelled without cause, but that is not
true. Rebellions are -never- without a cause."

Dephar growled. "You sound
like your father."

"Why thank you," I shot
Dephar a grin. "Father will be pleased to hear you say
that."

Dephar showed his fangs.
"Your -real- father. That bastard, Shemijaza!"

My smirk
disappeared.

"He is -not- my father!" I
shouted at him. "He's … he's … a genetic donor! That's
all!"

"Sheltering your mother
was a -mistake-," Dephar growled. "Why do you think the Seraphim
kicked her mother off of their homeworld? Only the rejects get sent
back to us!"

I felt as though I had
been kicked, especially as I read the waves of dislike coming off
of Dephar's mind.

"Mama is -not- a mistake,"
I defended her. "Nor am I. Father loves me! That's why he won't let
Shemijaza take me from him!"

"The only reason the
Emperor tolerates you is because he needs your genetic makeup to
figure out how to complete his work," Dephar said. "The moment he
finds a more complete specimen, believe me, you will be
replaced!"

"It's not true!" Tears
welled in my eyes. How could he say something so cruel? Especially
when Mama had not come back like she was supposed to, but had been
gone for three weeks.

"Perhaps your mother will
bring back a -new- bastard from Shemijaza to replace you?" Dephar
said. "Give the Emperor a new pet project to fiddle with in his
laboratory instead of -your- DNA?"

"You're so mean!" I
shouted at Dephar.

I knocked past him, not
even stopping to greet the Cherubim guards and rushed out past the
Pillar of Flame to fly up to the highest branches of the Eternal
Tree, so high the air was thin and it was hard to breathe. I
settled into a branch just barely large enough to hold my weight,
pressed my face against the here-slender trunk and sobbed. Branches
moved to surround me as though giving me a hug.

"Is she ever coming back?"
I spoke to the Eternal Tree. "Or has she abandoned me for
-him-?"

The wind blew the slender
branches which rubbed against my wings as though the tree were
rubbing my back. Carried in the wind was the scent of rich, fertile
soil, moisture from a recent rainfall, and flowers, all scents I
associated with the garden.

"I wish you could talk," I
told the tree.

A small flock of Happy
Birds came twittering out of the lower branches and settled at the
topmost twigs, their tiny feet hanging on as they swayed in the
wind as though at any moment they might be catapulted off. Their
beautiful, rich song began to warble through the trees, the musical
notes of that simple birdsong creating a symphony which reminded me
of the song that I had heard while on the other side of the world
beyond.

The tree stroked my temple
with a thin branch. -Your mother loves you-.

"She's not acting like
it," I grumbled, realizing I looked like a fool, a big fifteen-year
boy hiding in the top of a tree weeping like a baby. It was a good
thing Father wasn't here to see me. He could never understand it
when somebody expressed an emotion other than logic, reason, or on
occasion anger. Mama liked to say that Father lived too much in his
head and not enough in the body he built for himself so he could
stay down here with us.

I stayed in that tree a
long time, listening to the wind blow and the Happy Birds sing
until the sun set over the Eternal Palace and the smallest of
Haven's three moons rose above the horizon. It had been night for
some time when I heard Father calling my name.

"Lucifer! Come down from
there."

"Go away!" I told
him.

"Lucifer … please," Father
called. "Master Ubiqueto told me you came out of Dephar's office
upset. What did he say to you?"

I did not answer
him.

"This is your one chance
to say what happened and I won't chastise you for tattling," Father
said. His voice had a teasing lilt.

With a grumble I let go of
the tree and fluttered down to stand beside him. He was fresh out
of his genetics laboratory, still wearing his white lab coat with
the endless pockets. Wild white hair stuck out of his head as
though he had stuck it in an electrical socket, the version of
Father I found most comforting and not that younger version of
himself who sometimes scared me.

"What did he say to upset
you?" Father asked.

"He said I was like
Shemijaza!" I crossed my arms in front of my chest and looked back
up into the branches of the Eternal Tree.

"You are like Shemijaza,"
Father said. "In many ways."

I glowered at
him.

"But you are also like
your mother," Father said. "And that's the part of you we all
love."

"I don't want to be like
him!" I cried. "I want to be like -you-."

"And so you are," Father
said. He gestured for me to follow him, to sit on a root which
moved upwards to make a seat for us. "Come. Sit. We need to talk
about what is happening."

"I don't want to go with
him!" I cried out. "Why can't Mama stay here and marry
-you-?"

"Because she doesn't love
me the way that she loves him," Father sighed. He ran his fingers
through his wild white hair, making it even messier. "Someday
you'll understand what it's like when your duty to something bigger
than yourself takes precedence over your own personal desire. Your
Mama put the Alliance first all these years because she wanted to
protect -you-, but I made a mistake. When you were shot my first
impulse was to get back at the person who had hurt you. In a way I
forgot you really -weren't- my son, because I can heal myself of
such a wound and you cannot."

Father's eyes glowed soft
gold in the dim light of the garden, illuminated only by the
cast-off light of the Eternal Palace windows and the lightning
bugs. Around us the wind whispered through the lush vegetation,
ruffling my feathers and giving me a chill. It was as close to that
paradise I had caught a glimpse of in the world between that Father
had been able to replicate.

"That's what Shemijaza
said on the television," I said.

"Television!" Father
snorted. "If I'd had any idea Shemijaza would someday use my own
media networks against me, I would have outlawed them a long time
ago, like Shay'tan does."

"Then why don't you?" I
asked.

Father sighed and looked
down at his hands. "Because I want to be different than Emperor
Shay'tan. If I make our people live the exact same way, then I
wouldn't really be offering them an alternative, now, would I?
Usually when I get called onto the carpet, the people are
right."

He stared off into the
distance. "It's why the Alliance has never had the kind of bloody,
galaxy-shattering rebellions that Shay'tan has. I try to listen to
what people tell me so I can fix things before it ever gets that
far."

"But sometimes you
suppress things?" I thought back to the locked cabinet full of
history books Father had rewritten.

"I am not a perfect god,"
Father gave me an apologetic grin. "Sometimes, you just want a
problem to go away. Even if that means quashing a rebellion because
-not- quashing it could put the larger Alliance at
risk."

"Shemijaza said my people
are dying," I said.

"My, you -have- been
watching a lot of television?"

Father had forbidden me to
watch television, saying it would rot my brain. In a way, I had to
agree with him. So much of what went on there was rubbish. But it
was also a way to figure out what concerned people.

"Haven't -you-?" I asked.
"I mean, I hear lots of newscasts telling people what Shemijaza
says because he's willing to talk to them, but you always tell them
-no comment- and slam the Pearl Gate in their face. Is it any
wonder people are suspicious of you?"

"I have given more to this
Alliance than anyone has a right to be asked to give," Father's
golden eyes turned that deep copper which glowed like fire whenever
he grew angry. Having seen him lose his temper the day I was shot,
I had no desire to provoke him. In fact, I suspected the reason he
stayed away from the media was because he didn't want to be seen
losing his temper on the cameras.

"But how do -they- know
that?" I asked. "How do they know if you don't tell
them?"

"I give people things,"
Father said. "If an endangered species is dying, I give them a
genetic adaptation to help them survive. If the Tokoloshe want to
annex your planet and eat your citizens, I send warships to kick
them out of that sector. If some disease is killing your citizens,
I send scientists to study the problem and come up with a fix for
it."

"Then why haven't you
fixed Shemijaza's people?" I asked.

"Because I don't know what
is wrong with you!" Father said. He looked away.

"Have you told -them-
that?" I asked.

"And tell people their God
is fallible?" Father asked. He picked a leaf off of a branch of the
Eternal Tree and began to fiddle with it. "What use is having gods
if they can't fix things for you?"

We stared across the
garden in silence, watching the second natural moon of Haven rise
and add its light to the dim light of the first-rising, smaller
artificial moon Father had created as a long-term spaceport. The
night-flowers were open, casting their sweet perfume throughout the
place, and the chirrup of amphibious tree-dwellers and click of
insects gave the night garden a rhythmic percussion the day-garden
lacked. Father spent many nights in the garden when he needed
someplace besides the laboratory to refresh his
thinking.

"Shemijaza has this thing
called a Parliament," I spoke at last. "If the people are unhappy,
they go -there- and let -them- fix it. Why don't -you- create a
Parliament? Then people can blame -them- instead of -you- when
things don't get fixed because it's not your job?"

"We have a Parliament,"
Father said. "Where do you think Shemijaza got the
idea?"

"But -your- Parliament is
just a meeting place," I said. "The delegates don't have any power
to actually -fix- things, just to talk about their problems. Why
not figure out which things you want people to fix themselves and
then delegate the power to do it?"

"Because they would run
amok," Father said. "If you think Shemijaza is having a field day
with the media, what would happen if I gave people free reign of
the Alliance?"

"Assign somebody else to
be in charge," I said. "Somebody you trust. Shemijaza doesn't do
that … he is both their emperor and their Parliamentary leader. And
then … I don't know. Make it so you have the right to strike down
any law you don't like."

"I do that now," Father
said. "Shemijaza has accused me of only giving the illusion of
authority."

"So make a procedure so
people can override your will," I said. "Like the Mer-Levi do
because the Alliance is too far away to take care of every tiny
detail. Then nobody can ever accuse you of being a
dictator."

Father stared at me with
those golden eyes, which faded to the pale gold I associated with
him having just experienced a brilliant insight.

"Go to bed, chol beag,"
Father said. "In the morning I will have a surprise for
you."

Father walked me back to
my empty apartment and gave me a rare hug. Usually I shirked
washing my face unless Mama insisted, but Mama wasn't here. I was
getting too big to be told to do things like a little baby. I
missed her so much it hurt. Don't tell anyone, but every night
since she had left I had slept in Mama's bed with her pillow hugged
against my face so I could smell her scent. I didn't want to go
with that brutal-jawed man, but what would happen if Shemijaza kept
her there, a prisoner? Who would I choose? Mama? Or
Father?

I thought of that ship
Shemijaza had sent to carry me back to his Empire, the one he had
used to snatch Mama right from under Father's nose. It sure seemed
like he was eager to win me over?

No! Father was my father!
Not a man who blew up planets! I would not go with him!

With that thought in my
head, I used my gift to stretch my mind across the dreamtime and
touch Mama's mind the way she had taught me to do, a gift of
telepathy shared amongst close family members inherited from a
Seraphim grandmother, though never had I tried to use the gift from
so far away.

"Is féidir liom a bhraitheann tú,
Mama," I whispered to Mama's pillow. -I
can feel you.- "Please come home."

It was not so much a
thought as warmth which resonated in my chest, a sense of knowing
that Mama was okay. She knew how much I missed her and, whatever
had taken so long, it was now done and at last she would come
home.

I snuggled into Mama's
pillow and fell asleep.
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Galactic Standard Date:
152,323.11 AE

Neutral Zone:
'Prince of Tyre'

Special Agent
Eligor

 


Eligor

Eligor glanced back as Lerajie moved into the
cockpit of the shuttle they were piloting back from Haven-3. On a
long hyper jump such as this the ship technically ran on autopilot,
but they'd traveled incognito just in case the Emperor decided to
retaliate by grabbing Lucifer a second time. This bucket of bolts
was all engines, not a lot of places for privacy to let the Prime
Minister get some rest, so they'd taken to hiding out here whenever
they wanted to talk.

"How's he doing?" Eligor asked.

"He's rambling again," Lerajie said. "He
keeps saying she really talked."

"She did really talk," Eligor said.
"You saw it as well as I did."

Lerajie was silent. Eligor let him think it
over, not eager to listen to an idealistic rant about not treating
the root stock of their species badly. It was funny how, when he'd
told Lerajie he thought the dark-skinned man was sentient, his
friend who was so eager to protect the rights of a pre-sentient
species was somehow less eager to acknowledge that perhaps they
were trafficking a fully sentient one?

That was one way he and Lerajie varied.
Eligor called what they were doing what it was. The illegal
trafficking of sex-slaves. Hybrids had a problem. Humans offered a
solution. It was their job to move the humans from point A to point
B so that Lucifer could pull off his little intrigue. Lerajie's
idealistic notions of the man he wanted to be would not let
him acknowledge the man he actually was. Now that it was
obvious something stank, Lerajie had gone into denial.

"Zepar did something to the humans he gifted
to the other hybrids," Lerajie defended. "Jacked up their
intelligence with one of his drugs. He said it wears off after a
couple of hours, but if you do it often enough, you can train them
to do things. The rest … it must have been some kind of parlor
trick. With a radio transmitter or something?"

Eligor checked the deep space radar,
confirming manually that the autopilot had them on the right
trajectory and wouldn't dump them off into the middle of a black
hole. He did not bother correcting his sidekick. Arguing did no
good. It made Lerajie squirm when he refused to argue with him, as
though he needed to argue opposite what somebody else
thought in order to solidify it within his own brain. Well Eligor
wasn't going to help his idealistic friend go out on any
ledges.

"He asked for you again," Lerajie finally
said.

Eligor pulled down the clipboard and
pretended to be busy. What could he say to the man? That his gut
told him the last place they should be transporting Lucifer
was back out to the flagship in the neutral zone, where Zepar could
jab him with syringes full of the same shit he injected into the
humans? No doubt some kind of steroids or other brainwashing drugs
to make him compliant? And then lead him around by the dick like
some horny little puppet-prince? Tossing the occasional human
female reject his way to rape whenever it proved too difficult for
Zepar to train because what Lucifer wanted more than anything in
the world was to not go extinct?

"You shouldn't keep avoiding him," Lerajie
said. "Did you see the way he put the ice-princess back into her
place?"

Eligor did not meet Lerajie's eyes. "I
heard."

He did not add that he'd also heard the
betrayal in Lucifer's voice when he accused the Supreme
Commander-General of prostituting her ovaries to the Alliance. He'd
read the letter. He knew what Lucifer had really been
referring to. Why had Jophiel acted like she had no idea what he
was talking about?

Perhaps she had rejected the letters without
reading them?

Why reject a letter from your Prime Minister
without reading it unless you already knew what was in it? When you
were a cadet, no less? Who could be court-martialed for ignoring
your highest-ranking government official? No. There were fifty
shades of weirdness happening right now and it all led back to the
puppet-master. Zepar.

"He's not doing so hot," Lerajie said. "His
fever keeps spiking and he's delirious. Whatever the Emperor did to
him, it hurt him bad."

"He burned off his wings," Eligor said. "Of
course he's having a shitty day."

He finished performing his fake circle check,
then handed over control to Lerajie so he could check on their
passenger. The odor of charred feathers still clung to Lucifer even
though they'd pumped him full of antibiotics and plucked any that
looked like it might cause the pin-follicles to become infected,
leaving the poor man's limbs bald. It was a pathetic sight, an
Angelic who'd lost his wings, though because Eligor had known how
to slip the wing-joint back into place, hopefully someday Lucifer
would be able to fly again? Once his feathers grew back in?

Lucifer slept on his belly as most Angelics
did unless curled up with a mate. His back rose and fell, his
coloring pale and tinged with blue. A lump rose in Eligor's throat
at the sight of those charred, bald limbs, even he who had
become hardened beyond caring about anybody but himself forced to
pity the man. He moved back towards the cockpit, not wishing to
disturb him, when Lucifer called his name.

"Eligor?"

"Sir."

Lucifer struggled to roll onto his side and
winced as the lingering burns scraped against the rough blankets
which had come with this bootlegged shuttle.

"Please, sit," Lucifer said. Those eerie
silver eyes glittered in the dim light, as though he could see into
the dark.

Eligor sat on the bunk opposite him.

Lucifer grimaced. "I haven't really had a
chance to thank you."

"I was just doing my job, Sir."

"So was everybody else," Lucifer said. "But
you were the only one who stuck your neck out for me and
defied the Emperor's orders."

Eligor shrugged.

Lucifer recognized Eligor wasn't in a
talkative mood. His lip twitched with regret, as though he
wanted to talk to someone and there just weren't all that
many people in the world he trusted. "I just wanted to say
thanks."

"You're welcome, Sir."

Lucifer rolled back onto his belly, the
effort of even the brief conversation exhausting him. Eligor pulled
out a thermometer and took his temperature again. Shit! The guy had
a fever of 108!

"Sir," Eligor said. "I think you need some
more antipyretics."

"Lerajie just gave me some," Lucifer mumbled.
"Good stuff. Wings hurt like a bastard, but I haven't had a
migraine this entire trip."

More likely it because Eligor had hidden
Lucifer's first choice of anesthetic, the potent green
Mantoid liquor. The puppet prince had been clean and sober the past
four days, except for the dribbles Eligor slipped into his
beverages from the bottle he'd hidden, just enough to take the edge
off so the guy didn't develop a case of the DT's. After he'd
realized Zepar was enabling the man, he'd begun to research ways to
wean him off the shit … just in case.

"Very well, Sir," Eligor said. He moved back
towards the cockpit.

"Eligor?"

"Yes, Mister Prime Minster?"

"Did Abaddon's wife really talk?"

Eligor hesitated. Was Lucifer really that
clueless?

"She did, Sir."

Lucifer sighed. "How come my wives
never talk to me? Every time I go in to see them, they try to claw
out my eyes."

Eligor wondered the same question. He
remembered the condition the woman had been in after Lucifer had
impregnated them. Those women hadn't walked out of his bedroom
smiling like the Angelic females he usually bedded. They'd been
pinned down and taken against their will. He had several theories
rattling around his head, but until he had more information, he
wasn't going to stick his neck out and talk to the man who was the
subject of those theories. No matter how much Lucifer
acted like the good twin, the fact remained there was an evil one,
and not even Eligor knew which one he was speaking to at any given
moment.

"Zepar said he gives you the rejects, Sir,"
Eligor finally said. "Now that the foal is out of the stable, maybe
you should ask him to give you one of the smart ones?"

"Maybe I'll do that," Lucifer mumbled. His
breath evened out, his back rising and falling as he slid back into
sleep.

Eligor moved back into his cockpit and began
punching numbers into his PDA.

"Whatcha doing?" Lerajie asked.

Eligor met his friend's eyes, or about as
much of a friend as he'd ever admit to having. "Video game."

"Is it any good?"

Eligor stared at the string of numbers and
alphanumeric code he'd been using to jog his memory. He punched in
the letter 'G' and then clicked the screensaver over to a
real video game. One that encoded his list so nobody could
get into it. He knew better than anyone what would happen if Zepar
caught on he was keeping track of things.

"Here," Eligor handed it to him. "Amuse
yourself and stop asking stupid questions."

"Oh! It's a war game!"

Like an eager kid, Lerajie played the
addictively popular video game Eligor had loaded onto his PDA just
for cover. It was the one where Angelics swooped down from space to
free some newly sentient planet full of spear-chuckers from
Shay'tan.
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November - 3,390
BC.

Earth: Village of
Assur

 


Pareesa

“Now!”

Pareesa sliced upwards with her flint knife,
right into the gonads of the Halifian unfortunate enough to be
climbing over the low stone wall she hid behind. On either side of
her the B-team did the same, slashing upwards with spears and
knives to use the element of surprise, which was their only
advantage against these hardened fighters.

The man screamed and swung down at her,
barely missing her neck as she threw her body to one side. Pareesa
yelped and sliced upwards a second time, burying her blade into his
gut. The man fell on top of her, fighting even as she tried to yank
out her knife. Goat dung! This guy weighed three times more than
her and smelled like a goat in heat! She frantically pushed against
his weight until she'd was able to wriggle out from underneath the
man.

Rocks pressed into her back. Her heart
pounded in her ears. Just because she had trained for this didn't
mean she wasn't scared shitless! She floundered on the ground,
feeling amongst the rocks to find her knife. Terror turned to
exhileration as instead her hand found the handle of her spear.

A second shadow vaulted over the wall. A
blade swung downwards, the wounded man's friend. She rolled and
grabbed her spear just in time to avoid being stabbed by the second
knife. She moved her spear diagonally, butt-end dug into rocks, and
was thankful when the raider ran right into her spear. With a
surprised screech, he stood there a moment, not sure what to make
of the spear embedded in his belly, and then fell to one side.

"That's what you get for attacking somebody
who never did you no wrong!" Pareesa taunted her attacker.

Was this what Mikhail called blood lust? If
so, she would take it, because it sharpened her senses and made
everything appear to be moving in slow motion. She yanked out her
spear and swung to defend against the next attacker, exactly the
way Mikhail had taught her.

“Aiyah!” Ebad shouted from her left.

He jabbed upwards with his spear as a
Halifian cleared the wall, straight up through the gut and impaling
the man's heart.

"Nice aim!" Pareesa shouted.

Ebad's victim stopped twitching immediately,
unlike the first bastard she'd taken out who was still
trying to grab her ankle. She did a hop-dance and stomped on the
man's hand to prevent him from picking up his knife.

"Shit!" Ipquidad shrieked to her right.

The rotund young man barely missed being
eviscerated. Only the fact he moved far slower than his opponent
expected him to move saved his life. Ipquidad's training
took over. The defensive move Pareesa had made him repeat again and
again caused him to stab straight out as the enemy was still caught
in the momentum of his failed downswing. With a shriek of pain the
man fell. Ipquidad had the wits to pull out his knife and bury it
in the man's heart, ending his misery.

Pareesa ducked to avoid a third attacker who
circled her, blade held in front of him like a seasoned knife
fighter.

"Mi aghjik?" the Halifian sneered as he
recognized who he was fighting.

"That's right," Pareesa danced out of the way
of a viscious jab and brought her knife down on his shoulder. "You
were smote by a girl."

She kicked the man behind the knee using the
exact same move Mikhail used to use to catch her unawares
until she'd smartened up and yanked her blade out of his shoulder
as he fell. The man grabbed at her, still trying to stab her. She
plunged her knife downwards a second time, right into the back of
his heart.

Beside her Ebad had taken out a second
attacker and now circled around a third, his face gleaming in the
sparse moonlight.

“Not bad,” she shouted. Ebad was getting
better.

She leaped to Ipquidad's defense, where
another enemy had climbed the wall and was circling the portly
young man with a knife. Flint blades … no spears. These Halifians
seemed to like their fighting up close and personal.

So did she…

All around her the B-team fought for their
lives, three-against-one as the enemy sought to push past them and
breach the village. Only the fact the mercenaries hadn't expected
them to be lurking beneath the wall saved them. Mikhail hadn't been
kidding when he'd estimated this group to be hardened fighters!

"Some are getting through!" Yaggit shouted
from her far right.

Her heart pounded as she realized her
adrenaline was running thin, along with her exhileration at
catching this group unawares. How come she never got tired this
fast in training? It was two against one now, perhaps a little less
if you counted the extras she had taken out. They were
nothing but the B-team, Assur's second-best squadron, dead last to
be picked for all the team events. Why had she insisted on this
position when she was only thirteen summers old?

And where the hell was her bow?

"Pareesa! Watch out!" Ebad shouted.

Pareesa leaped into the air and delivered a
side kick to the enemy's gut who had just come at her with a spear.
Okay. A few spears. So they did have spears after all
… some of them. From his grunt of surprise as the man was knocked
backwards, the last thing he'd been expecting was her to use some
of Mikhail's Cherubim self-defense maneuvers.

Don't … let … up.

Mikhail's voice played in her head as she
knocked the spear out of his hand before he could move the point
upwards to jab her. She caught the staff-portion with the flat of
her blade as he swung it down to clonk her over the head and
turned, twisting so his spear turned loose in his grip. She yanked
upwards, gained control of the enemy weapon, spun it, and then
drove the spearhead into her enemy. The man shrieked, twitched, and
grew still.

The next Halifian came at her. How many were
there, anyway? She realized several of the enemy had stepped
through them and were sprinting towards the hill, not pausing to
help their friends. The enemy viewed them as a pesky deterrence, an
obstacle on their way to the real mission. She hoped the
archers dispatched them before they could breach Assur's
not-so-impenetrable gate.

Pareesa side-stepped a fourth man who came at
her with a spear, pulling her own spear out of the back of the last
man she'd killed and using it to block his stabs exactly the way
Mikhail had taught her. The man became frustrated and shouted
obscenities, drawing the attention of his comrades with his shouts
of 'mi aghjik.'

'Mi aghjik.' The girl. Uh-oh. Did
she have a bounty on her head, as well?

“Fire!!!” Behnam shouted from the rooftops
behind them, giving the archers the order to send fire-arrows into
the hill directly behind them and giving them light to see who
approached the village.

Small fires illuminated the figures crawling
over the walls towards the pathway up from the riverbed and one by
one burned out.

"Pareesa … look out!" Ebad shouted. He
stabbed at the man who'd nearly gotten her, but did not kill
him.

“Took you long enough,” Pareesa snapped. Ebad
was no Mikhail!

“You’re welcome,” Ebad gave her a hurt
look.

Pareesa, Ebad and Ipquidad backed up to stand
back-to-back-to-back. Some of the Halifian's gave up the other
B-team members and moved to dispatch that oddity, a girl who dared
fight men.

"To Pareesa!" Yaggit shouted, but his men
were too busy fighting attackers of their own to move to help
her.

Five Halifians stabbed at her little trio.
What the hell? She was barely five feet tall … why were they
targeting her? Usually her attackers made the mistake of
overlooking her because she was petite and female, but not today.
It was as though the enemy had been advised to watch out for her
and dispatch her. A sixth Halifian came at her.

"Goat shit!!!" Ipquidad squealed like a
little girl. "We're all going to die!"
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Mikhail

Mikhail flew through the inky sky,
dispassionately noting how strong he felt and how many calories he
had consumed at suppertime to give his shell energy to enter the
next stage of battle. Pain, pleasure, cold or heat were merely
signals to estimate how much wear he could get out of this body
before it needed rest and healing. The hunt from earlier tonight
had begun to fatigue him, but without the sensation of fear or
pain, he could push this body much further than an ordinary man
could, at least until something broke his concentration. It gave
everything a quiet, peaceful feeling, as though the air buoyed him
like the river he traversed above.

A flurry of activity from the fields beneath
the village caught his attention. Two battles raged, the one he'd
expected, and the one he'd calculated had a slim, but possible
chance of occurrence because only someone who knew the village
intimately would think to launch such an offensive. Who should he
help first?

The one who needed it most…

He calculated the odds, then spread his
feathers to soften the whistle of wind through them as he dropped
in for a landing. One leg pointed lower than the other like a
fresco of an Angelic in some ancient temple, he descended to the
earth as softly as a lover slipping between the sheets. The soft
glow of moonlight reflected off his sword as it flashed downwards
in the first downbeat of an internal orchestra to decapitate the
first of Pareesa's attackers before his second foot even hit the
ground.

"Bishamon' ten wa, eien no shifuku ni
anata no seishin o michibiku koto ga arimasu," he whispered the
familiar Cherubim prayer for the dead as his sharp, steel baton
swung left in the second beat of the interal orchestra he conducted
which only he could hear, just in time to stab the second
man who came at him in the heart.

The prayer flowed from his lips the way one
might whisper a comforting verse. His silver baton swung
horizontally to the right in the third beat of the Cherubim killing
kata, severing the arm of the Halifian who had been about to stab
Yaggit.

Yaggit shrieked, realizing for the first time
he had descended into their midst. The young man pointed his spear
at Mikhail for a moment instead of the fourth Halifian who
came at him, knife drawn. Luckily for Yaggit, the fourth Halifian
realized Mikhail had landed in their midst as well and changed
direction to come at him, instead of Yaggit, to collect his
bounty.

Good.

Mikhail kicked the third Halifian missing a
hand towards Yaggit so the man would not recover. Recovering his
wits, Yaggit stabbed the man in the heart to make sure he did not
get back up.

"Soshite kanojo wa - dare ga - sa reru
yume no jikan ga eien no heiwa ni anata o kangei suru koto ga
arimasu," Mikhail whispered the next verse of the prayer and
resumed his deadly dance of death.

The fourth Halifian tried to stab him
overhead, but Mikhail had not yet finished his deadly kata, a dance
orchestrated to a 4/4 tempo. The Cherubim had taught him the dance
so well that his sword swung into the upbeat and knocked the
enemy's arm upward before the knife could make contact with his
flesh.

Downbeat again. He tilted his deadly baton
just enough to slash through his opponent's neck just as his wrist
hit the ictus. The solid snap of his wrist took off the man's head
and propelled it towards Pareesa like a gift laid at the feet of a
lover.

'It is too bad you did not pick that
one,' the odd thought skittered through his mind. 'She would
have made a much more suitable empress.'

Pareesa's nose wrinkled in disgust at his
gift of her life, this man's death. Her eyes met his, no
words exchanged, simply gratitude. She kicked the severed head and
responded the way he had taught her to respond, by ramming
her spear into the next one of her attackers.

"She is too young," Mikhail said aloud to the
voice in his head. He immediately swung his steel conductor's baton
to the left in the second beat of the killing dance, the lethal
stroke decapitating a fifth attacker and spraying Pareesa with the
man's blood.

"Thank you," Pareesa said, then leaped to
deflect a death-blow that nearly landed on Ipquidad. She was young,
and inexperienced, but the voice in his head was right about one
thing. Pareesa moved like a warrior queen.

"T'yevavor e satana!" one of the Halifians
shouted, alerting the others the quarry they hunted now walked in
their midst. The Halifians rushed at him, eager to collect
Shay'tan's bounty.

"To me," Mikhail stepped back, away from the
inexperienced warriors fighting for their lives. He would not have
put them here without experienced fighters to anchor them had he
seriously thought the enemy knew Assur's weaknesses well enough to
comprehend how close the narrow drainage ditch provided cover to
the north gate.

Up on the hill, the veteran warriors, Varshab
and Kiararsh, fought far fewer attackers than they had anticipated,
and were winning. Mikhail needed to even the odds here
before flying off to lend his support to the desperately
outnumbered Assurians at the south gate.

"Anata no seishin wa, anata no jinsei no
kyōkun o mite, karera kara manabu koto ga aru," Mikhail
whispered the next verse of the Cherubim prayer, starting a new
stanza of the killing dance as he raised his sword above his head
and swung his downbeat to slice from shoulder-to-gut on the next
Halifian to come at him.

He whirled to his right, his wings fluttering
behind him like a cape as his sword jabbed into the lung of the
next enemy. And the next. And the next. And the next. Until his
intuition whispered that he had reduced their numbers sufficiently
that his nascent warrior queen could lead her fledgling hive to
retake her territory.

His eyes drifted towards the river, to the
place where the spring flood had undercut the riverbank so that the
houses built above it perched ready to tumble down the hill. A sour
note broke his concentration, a wayward instrument that did not
belong in the symphony of the type of warfare these people were
capable of waging. Without modern spelunking equipment, no man but
an Angelic could scale that ledge.

Taking to the air, he moved to go help the
next group of Assurians who needed him…
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Merariy

"Gita! Stop that pounding!" Merariy shouted
in a drunken stupor.

He looked up from the table he had fallen
asleep over, grasping his vat of pomace, the fermented
second-brewing of the spent rinds of barley, olive skins, and fruit
rinds to take another sip. It was a nasty-tasting brew, but it was
all he'd been able to afford ever since the widow-sisters had
refused to sell him any more beer.

"What the hell is making all that noise?"

He was a big man, once as muscular as his
shaman brother, but two decades of non-stop drinking had caused
that muscle to sag, his skin loose because whenever given the
choice, he drank his meals instead of buying bread to feed himself
and his daughter. He had wild hair, bushy eyebrows and eyes shaped
like Immanu's, but instead of gold his eyes were two black
river-stones surrounded by a sea of red veins, dark circles, and
the jaundiced complexion of a man whose liver was beginning to fail
him. Thus was the perpetual condition of Gita's father. Bitter.
Angry. And drunk.

The pounding at the outer wall grew stronger,
as though somebody were hitting it with a battering ram. Merariy's
lips curled up in a sneer.

"This time girl I swear by gods I will
put out those black sorceress' eyes of yours!" Merariy staggered to
his feet, his balance unsteady. "Just like I did your mother!"

A portion of the wall collapsed inwards. The
rotted mortar surrounding the mud-bricks was weak where he'd spent
the Chief's money to buy mead instead of repairing the
outward-facing wall as he was supposed to do. He'd thought himself
clever, smearing ordinary dirt in the cracks to make it look like
it wasn't ready to collapse instead of hauling proper clay up from
the banks of the river and mixing it with goat dung to make the
mixture strong.

Only his drunken stupor saved him when he
fell behind the table and stared at the men who crawled through the
wall. He had enough wits to lay still and cease his ranting. It was
a good thing he'd spent all his money on pomace instead of oil for
his lamp or they would have seen him.

"Duk’, harvatsel e hats’ahatiki tun,"
a brutal-looking man wearing Halifian clothing snarled. "Duk’,
bzhshki tany. Duk’, hamozvek’, vor duk’ voch’nch’ats’nel gortsik’i
steghtsogh - i gortsik’nery, yev voch’ miayn spanel gortsik’
Vesti."

A younger man paused and looked around the
house. Merariy pressed his face into the floor, praying they would
not smell the odor of the pomace he had spilled down the front of
his clothing.

"Jamin indz spanel ayn mardy, ov aprum e
ays tan mej," the younger man pointed around the room. "Na
ts’ankanum e, vor indz ktrel ir ach’k’yery."

"Tesnum yek’ meky?" the brutal-looking
man snarled and gave the younger man a shove. "Teghap’vokhel.
Nakhk’an yes ktrel yen dzer ach’k’yery."

The men ran through his one-room hovel
without seeing Merariy laying on the floor and yanked open the
rickety door that led to inside the village. There were
perhaps a dozen, dressed like Halifians, maybe fewer. It was hard
to tell without lifting his face to look.

Merariy's heart raced as the brutal man
stopped at the door and looked back before shutting it behind him.
As soon as they were gone he pushed himself to his hands and knees
and crawled through the rubble until he found his goatskin full of
the bitter-tasting, fermented beverage.

"Gita!" he shouted, forgetting the village
was even under attack. "Come here, girl! Look what you did! Come
here and clean up this mess!"

There was no answer except the sound of the
wind blowing in the hole in the wall which dropped off a cliff into
the river and the sound of battles waging on both sides of the
village.

"Confounded girl!" he muttered. "Leaving her
poor old father alone at a time like this!"

Staring out the hole that led outside
the outer ring of houses to the only place the Assurians had left
undefended because no one in their right mind would scale that
embankment, Merariy took another drink…
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Gita

"Hold the line!"

Gita cringed at the sound of bodies slamming
into the men in front of her. Screams erupted on both sides as
their rickety shields deflected the spears thrust at them by the
raiders. Behind them, the second line of the wedge jabbed through
the front shieldholders with spears, obsidian blades, and battle
axes to smite the men being shoved into the teeth of the wedge.

"You! Press against the back to give them
some leverage!" Siamek shouted, running up and down to shout
encouragement to the terrified men. "You! Tighten up that gap! You!
Push!"

"Fire!" Immanu shouted from the rooftops of
the outer ring of houses behind them. A volley of arrows whistled
harmlessly over their heads, into the middle of the enemies rushing
towards their men. Only archers who could reliably make the 300
pace shot had been chosen to make the first volleys off the south
wall, the far end of what most bows could reliably shoot. As the
wedge was pushed back closer to the wall, more archers would be
capable of making the shot without hitting their own men, but if
they were pushed back that far it was the signal to retreat.

Adrenaline caused Gita's mind to become
incredibly clear. She ran back and forth behind the nine-man
'tooth' she'd been assigned to backguard, but so far no enemies had
broken through the teeth of the wedge. That could change at any
moment.

"My shield is broken!" a man shouted,
followed by a scream.

"Igmalum's hit!" somebody shouted.

"Next man, take his place!" Siamek shouted,
running to the back of the wedge in question. "Move up! Close the
ranks! Keep those teeth intact!"

"Krak!" a shout came from behind the enemy
lines. Fire.

Oh! Goat dung! Gita swung up her shield just
in time to avoid the return-volley that came her way. The men at
the back of the wedge held their shields up to shield as much as
possible the men at the front who needed to hold their own
shields in front of them to break the charge of the enemies who
pushed into them like a flash flood in spring. She stared with wide
eyes at two arrowheads which had punctured through her shield, but
come no further.

"Aieyaaaahh!" Several men shrieked who had
not been so quick to shield their bodies.

"Lock those shields! Lock those shields!"
Siamek shouted.

Death screams, though Gita could not tell
whether it was from their own men, or the enemy. The volley had
overshot the wedge, aiming at her instead. One of the vitale
skirmishers screamed with an arrow through her leg. Another dragged
her off to the south gate, where the younger warriors assigned to
keep the supply lines open dragged her inside for the healers.

"Fire!" Immanu shouted again. Another volley
of arrows came off of the wall, over their lines into the enemies.
This time every fifth arrow was a tracer arrow. The fact the
village was not asleep was no longer a secret.

More enemy screams came from the far side of
the wedge.

"I can't hold him!"

"Help!"

"Sheshkalla! Give me your shield!"

Gita ran, wild-eyed and helpless with her
fellow skirmishers, not sure whether to throw her weight into the
back of the wedge, which had been pushed over the lip of the
shallow trench and was now being shoved backwards towards the wall.
Several of the skirmishers joined the wedge.

"Get back!" Siamek shouted at Azin. "At some
point the enemy will break through! I need you to watch our
warriors' backs!"

"Krak!" was shouted from the other side. The
whistle of arrows cut through the air.

"Goat shit!" several men shouted
simultaneously.

Screams as men were hit.

Screams as the enemy hit their own
men, undershooting the mark as they tried to hit the front of the
wedge.

"Those idiots just shot their own men!"

A tracer arrow burned at Gita's feet. She
stomped it out and moved to put out the next one quick so she
wouldn't be an easy target for bowman on the other side of the
wedge. She couldn't remember hearing anything about the
enemy having tracer arrows. They must have figured it out
from them. What was it Mikhail said? If one person got
technology, soon everyone had it.

Siamek saw what she did and met her gaze, his
eyes disapproving the way they had always been ever since
she'd…

He recognized the wisdom of what she did. His
expression shifted. He gave her a grudging nod of approval. Smoke
made her gag as she stomped out the fires, singing the only pair of
footwear she owned.

"Skirmishers!" Siamek shouted at the other
women. "Stomp out those fires!"

"Fire!" Immanu shouted. Another Assurian
volley shot over her head. There were more arrows this time. More
archers. Had they already been pushed back the first ten paces?

Gita moved closer to the backs of the wedge.
Close enough that she wouldn't be such an easy target for enemy
fire. Here she could use her shield to protect more than just
herself, but could still see if any enemies broke through the line.
Sweat dripped into and burned her eyes.

An Assurian was shoved back behind the
'tooth' she guarded and unceremoniously dumped as they could not
spare the manpower to do anything more than shove him away. It was
Damqi. An older man who had been assigned to be the point-man of
this tooth. He was one of the few male warriors who was often nice
to her. Damqi was at risk of being trampled beneath their own
troop's feet, tripping up the defenders as they were shoved
back.

"Krak!" was shouted from the other side. The
whistle of arrows split the air.

Gita jumped on top of Damqi and held up her
shield, praying she could shield the both of them. The arrow just
barely missed. She waited for the volley to finish then grabbed his
collar. Blood poured out of his belly, a stab from a spear.
Probably fatal. She slung her shield over her back, praying the
enemy wouldn't send another volley right away, and dragged him back
to the south gate. Damn he was heavy!

"Help me get him in!" one of the junior
archers pleaded.

"I can't leave my post!" She went to wipe her
hair from her mouth. Her arm tasted of salt and copper. Blood.
Hers? Or somebody else's? She felt numb.

""Fire!" Immanu shouted.

Gita looked up just in time to see her uncle
Immanu stand momentarily to let loose his volley over the head of
the defenders and then duck down quick just in time to avoid an
individually-targeted arrow that was aimed right at him, the man
with the tracer arrow.

"Goat shit!" the junior archers shouted.
"They're targeting the archers with direct shots."

Their archers had been trained to provide two
kinds of cover fire during a battle. A direct shot was when you
aimed your bow around seven degrees higher than the target and
could hit a man somewhere between ten and twenty paces, though a
really good shot such as Pareesa could make twenty-five paces. In
skilled hands, direct fire was fairly accurate.

Lofted shots, on the other hand, were aimed
up at a forty-five degree angle to provide mass projectiles
over an enemy 200 paces or more away. You could only roughly aim a
lofted shot. You hoped enough enemies without shields happened to
be where you expected it to fall, as was likely the case of the
amassing Halifians. With the wedge shoved back so far, it only made
sense the enemy also had archers capable of taking direct
shots against Assurian archers.

"Makes sense!" Gita shouted at the junior
archer as she ran back to the line, shield held over her head for
the volley she knew would come. The line had moved closer. They'd
lost another thirty paces.

"Krak!" The arrows came. Gita ducked and held
her shield over her head until the volley ceased. She stomped
whatever tracer arrows were on their side of the wedge as she ran
back to the line.

Another Assurian was shoved, unmoving, to the
back of the wedge. Still no enemy had broken through. She grabbed
him and dragged him back, as well. She didn’t have time to even
make sure he was still alive. All she could do was drag him back so
he wouldn’t be trampled underneath the feet of his own people. As
soon as she dropped him, she went back for another.

"Fire!" Immanu shouted. The Assurian arrows
flew.

"To the left!" Siamek shouted. "That tooth is
weak!"

"Krak!" the enemy shouted. This time, the
wedge had been pushed back far enough that the enemy was able to
target their volley directly at the archers on the wall. One of
their archers fell off, shot through. Several others screamed. The
supply line kids at the south gate scrambled out, dragging the
wounded inside the village as fast as they could. Now they
were at risk of getting shot.

"Fire!" Immanu shouted.

"Shore up that line!" Siamek screamed. He ran
and personally shoved into the back of a wedge that had gotten so
thin only four of the five shield-holders remained to break the
back of the charge, with nobody behind them to keep them from
getting pushed. "Hold that line! They're tripping on the bodies of
their own men!"

One of her fellow female warriors lay on the
ground two 'teeth' over, shot through the neck, blood spurting out
of the wound. Battle buddy? Or wedge? Her 'tooth' was down to six
men, the seventh now laying on the ground. One of their warriors
stood over him, tripping over his friend's body. Wedge. Gita
suppressed the urge to help her friend and ran back to her own
wedge.

"Krak!"

Gita flung up her shield without thinking of
it, the whistling arrow something she now knew to anticipate.

The downed man moaned. Ibbishahan. A cruel
man who often made fun of her. She dragged him to the south gate
anyways, screaming at him the entire way that if he lived, he owed
her one.

"Fire!" Immanu shouted. An Assurian volley
flew back into the lines of the enemy.

From her position at the foot of the wall,
which was slightly elevated above the rest of the plain, she could
see the hordes rush their wedge like scarab beetles swarming out of
the body of a dead goat. Dread sat like rotten meat in her gut. So
many!

The wedges had started out nine soldiers
thick. Now they were down to six or seven. The first Halifian
mercenary broke through the line.

"They're through! They're through!"

"Skirmishers!" Siamek shouted from where he
was entangled making up the fifth man of one of the 'teeth.'
"Skirmish!"

Gita moved into position four feet apart from
her fellow skirmishers, now down several women, to run up and down
the back of the wedge with their spears to execute the ‘saw’ and
pick off any enemies the moment they broke through.
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Ninsianna

Shouts and the whistle of arrows cutting
through the air came from both sides of the rooftop where Ninsianna
squatted, useless, on the village granary. Why, oh why, had she
allowed Mikhail to talk her out of taking up a position on the
south wall? Or the north one if he was worried they might be
overrun?

Through that thread which connected her to
her husband, she could sense that cold, disembodied ruthlessness he
developed whenever he invoked the killing dance. Looking at
Mikhail's spirit-light through the dreamtime the way that Papa had
taught, she could see he was encircled in a brilliant blue light
that acted as a hard, impenetrable shell. In one way that light was
reassuring. It made him indefeatable in battle. In another way,
however, that cold, blue light had come between them. The shell she
had sensed that first night in his crashed ship had grown thicker,
denser, nearly impenetrable as the hole in his chest had healed, as
though Mikhail deliberately shielded his spirit-light from her
goddess-kissed eyes.

Why was her husband hiding his thoughts from
her?

Because he was guilty, that's why! Ninsianna
ran through her mind when she had begun to notice the blue
spirit-light grow more dense. Before? Or after they had left his
ship?

After…

The battle cries which came from the more
heavily defended south gate grew louder. She should be
there, damantia! Not piddling her time away on a rooftop no
enemy could get to without first getting past the entire population
of Assur!

She glanced at Ghazal bent over her firepot,
cloak set around it like a tent as she blew into the coals to keep
it going. Such a talented gift, to rely upon one's hearing instead
of eyes to shoot an arrow. Ninsianna suspected the girl had been
blessed with a touch of 'the gift,' though she could see no sign of
the golden halo which usually surrounded those blessed by
She-who-is. Ghazal had poor eyesight, the reason they hadn't
stationed her on the south wall. While not blind, she described
what she saw as a blur of color. In the daylight, her marksmanship
was no more remarkable than that of any other fledgling archer. She
could hit the target. No more, no less. It was in the darkness that
Ghazal shined. So long as there was the slightest hint of light
or sound, Ghazal could hit the target with the same accuracy
she could hit it in the daylight.

Is this what Papa referred to when he said
she needed to learn to see into the dark? Ugh! Ninsianna
stared towards the dark east hoping to see the first glimmer of
dawn. Why did their enemies always have to attack at night? Yeah,
yeah… She knew. If people were that civilized they would never be
at war.

"Couldn't you just hurry up and make the sun
rise?" Ninsianna whispered to the inky sky. Not even the morning
star had yet risen to herald the light's return.

A small gust of wind caressed her cheek and
blew an errant strand of hair out of her eyes. Patience, child…
I am busy…

Yes. She-who-is was busy. Papa and the other
warriors had always prayed to that lusty, bloodthirsty aspect of
the goddess, but not until she had met Mikhail had she realized how
much the goddess enjoyed a good hunt. HER pleasure was
palpable, like the pleasant after-taste of a delicious feast
blended with the alcoholic buzz of a finely brewed mead. HER
support of Assur was not because SHE liked to take sides,
but because a larger threat loomed. The Ubaid were assets to deploy
against the Evil One who was coming for her.

That thought inspired a hiccup of revulsion
not just from herself, but also from the goddess who ruled
All-That-is.

The Evil One was coming for HER…

"Oh!" Ninsianna's mouth fell into a surprised
little 'O.' The Evil One was coming for HER.

The sound of the battle raging on both
sides of the village grew louder. That strong thread that allowed
her to know what Mikhail was doing, but not know him,
showed her all was not going well for the Assurians. The wind
whispered across her cheek, warm despite the autumn chill. The
eagles. Someone had deliberately put out the goddess' eyes.

A piece of the puzzle she had never
understood fell into place. Ki sang the Song of Creation … and
enticed Darkness to protect the Light…

Her eyes swung around to the firepot Ghazal
stoked. Goddess be! She was so stupid sometimes!

"Ghazal," she hissed. "Let Dima tend the
fire!"

The faint glow of red uplit the young woman's
face as she peeked up from the cloak she was using to surround the
firepot, giving her the look of a ghoul.

"But it's nice and warm," Ghazal
complained.

"How can you see into the dark to shoot if
you keep staring at the light?" Ninsianna admonished her.

Ghazal stared off into the direction where
the screams of men dying wafted from the south. With a shrug she
relinquished the firepot and moved to replace Dima at the edge of
the rooftop. Dima was a terrible shot, even worse than Yadidatum.
It was a much wiser deployment of resources to have Dima tend the
firepot.

She heard, or thought she heard, the
rustle of feathers.

"There's Mikhail!" several of the junior
archers whispered at once.

She looked up, hoping to see him silhouetted
in the darkness as he flew overhead, but she could not see him. She
relied upon her gift to know where he was, and her all-too-mortal
hearing when a rallying cry of Ubaid voices heralded their
Champion's arrival. She closed her eyes and followed the thread to
see what was going on around him even though the gift did
not allow her to see inside his mind.

A ripple of excitement tingled through her
body, interrupting her brooding.

'Ninsianna … see…'

The wind picked up. It whispered to her which
direction to look. She could almost feel the goddess'
blood-lust like the scent of an approaching thunderstorm, like the
adrenaline rush before a festival or a race, like the heady release
of an orgasm. Oh, goddess! It excited her so much she could almost
taste it!

'See … there…'

She saw the darkness move with her
goddess-kissed vision rather than her mortal eyes, seeing not
men, but star-shaped life sparks, the way the goddess saw
them. Their spirit light was murky. Whoever moved in the darkness
had nefarious intent.

“There…” she whispered to the archers
crouched on the roof. “Three of them.” She scurried over to Ghazal,
the sight-challenged archer who could hit a target in the dark.
"Can you hear them?"

Ghazal peered in the direction Ninsianna
could see the invaders essence stand out in the darkness
like a flaming light of greyish soot.

"Two … perhaps three," Ghazal said. "One
walks with a limp, his steps uneven. One is heavy-set, but he
compensates by stepping lightly. The third is young, not much older
than us."

"How can you tell?" Ninsianna asked. This was
more information, even, than what the goddess had showed her.

"Because the older one just hissed at him to
shut up," Ghazal giggled.

"Niga," Ninsianna whispered to her new keeper
of the flame. "Bring the pot."

Ghazal lit a tracer arrow while Niga tried to
keep the tiny flame concealed using her cloak. The intruders looked
around to make sure the square was clear, then paused to dig their
own portable firepot out of one of their cloaks. Torches!
Just as Mikhail had feared, they intended to torch the granary, a
tragedy which would leave the village too starved to defend
themselves within a couple of months.

"I see now, Mother, why you wished for me to
deploy here," Ninsianna apologized for her earlier doubt. She
readied her bow.

A sensation akin to a mental hug gripped her
as the whisper of wind laughed at her like an indulgent mother who
had just fended off a toddler's tantrum. She-who-is was too busy
attending to the real battle waging just outside the south
gate to coddle her.

"Wait…" Ninsianna held up her hand, praying
the invaders would not look up. She waited until they moved into
the square where there was no cover before giving the order.

That stream-of-consciousness which usually
lay dormant, waiting for her to tap it instead of the
other way around, pressed against her, eager to be the one to give
the command. Ninsianna allowed her own consciousness to be pushed
aside so that She-who-is could give the order with HER own
voice.

“Fire!!!” SHE shouted, her command
causing the air to reverberate with power.

The torches never made it onto the wooden
roof of either the Chief’s house or the granary. With a whistle of
arrows, all three Halifians were cut down.

The archers waited, the only sound the
crackling of flame as a small wooden bench and several implements
caught fire from a dropped torch in front of the Chief’s house. She
could hear the battles rage at both the north and south gates.
Several minutes passed. Smoke licked up the side of the Chief's
door and blew puffs of smoke onto the roof where the archers sat
crouched. Ninsianna coughed.

"Ghazal … Dima … climb down and draw water
from the well to put out those flames," Ninsianna ordered. "The
rest of you, bows ready in case there are more of them. Make sure
our people on the ground don't get killed."

With a hiss-like sizzle, one bucket at a time
the fire was doused until all that was left was the smell of wet,
sodden wood. The Chief's front door was scorched, but otherwise the
rest of his house appeared to be okay. The granary was, thank the
Goddess, untouched. Assur would not go hungry this winter.

Ninsianna settled in and waited to see if
there would be another attempt on the granary. Boredom set in. She
could 'see' the images her father sent from his birds-eye perch at
the south gate. Things weren't going so well for the southern
defenders. Ninsianna frowned. Where was Mikhail? Still bogged down
to their north. Didn't he realize they were suffering breathtaking
losses to their south?

'Mikhail … please! The south needs you!'

She got no echo of acknowledgement. Why, oh
why, couldn't he communicate with her the way her Papa and Mama did
so she could simply tell him where the goddess needed him to
be?

Annoyance rippled through her nerve endings.
Was this her irritation? Or did it belong to She-who-is?
These days, it was getting harder and harder to tell.
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Mikhail

A flare of orange close to the outer ring of
houses caught his attention. There. West side of the village.
Halfway between here and where the battle raged to the south.

A fire!

Constructed of poles, interwoven with sticks,
then layered with reeds from the Hiddekel River, the flat Assurian
rooftops acted as both a patio in this part of the world where
houses clustered one on top of the other so they could better be
protected, and also a fire hazard.

Mikhail's eyes met Varshab's. Varshab nodded.
Swinging his sword upwards one last time to slice a Halifian
beneath the chin to stun him, Mikhail continued downward into the
squat this particular killing kata incorporated as an opportunity
to duck and gather kinetic energy, then used the momentum of his
upthrust to catapult himself skyward, finishing off the stunned man
whose chin he'd nicked with a downward swing which took off the
man's head.

With three flaps, his powerful wings caught a
wind current to carry him over a rooftop which was now engulfed in
flames. Frantic homeowners spilled out of the skylight like ants,
carrying blankets and a bucket of water to try to put out the
conflagration before it spread and took out the rooftops of the
outer ring. There was nobody for him to smite here. The enemy had
set fire and left.

Five more flaps and he cruised to a place
where four enemy men threw torches onto a different roof while a
fifth man fired arrows up into a line of defenders who shot back at
them from the rooftops. These men must have broken away before
engaging Varshab to provide another means of wreaking chaos. A
sixth Halifian lay upon the ground, shot through with an Assurian
arrow.

A child's arrow…

As he had done the last two skirmishes, he
slipped down into the midst of the enemy attackers, decapitating
one with his sword before the others had a chance to react. An odd
through flit though his mind. Sata'anic soldiers were trained to
look up. Had this been the lizard people, this battle would
not be going so easy for him.

He filed the information away for future
contemplation…

The man with the bow swung around and fired
off a shot. Mikhail deflected the arrow just before it hit his
shoulder with the blunt of his sword and continued the dance
undeterred. A second Halifian, not the one with the bow, died as
Mikhail continued the sidebeat of the killing kata.

"Anata no
seishin wa kanojo - dare ga eien no yasuragi o manabu koto
ga," Mikhail whispered.

That sense of just knowing a person's
intent milliseconds before they acted upon it warned him about the
spear headed straight for his back. His right foot crossed in front
of his left as he dipped his right wing to avoid the lethal thrust,
then used the momentum of his turn to swing his sword up and around
in a perfect arc. The spear nicked his left wing as he came around
and deflected it, but his feathers absorbed his attacker's momentum
before the spearhead could lodge into his flesh. He took the man's
head off before he even had a chance to look Mikhail in the eye or
realize his back was no longer turned to him.

That dark hunger which moved beneath the
surface registered a sense of brutal satisfaction. These deaths
pleased his mate. She wished for him to give her more.

"Take that!"

The fourth Halifian he had been about to
smite shuddered, his arm raised above his head to lunge at Mikhail
with an unfinished knife thrust, then fell face-forward into the
ground. The fifth enemy, the one with the bow, made the mistake of
firing his shot upwards at the sniper on the roof and not at
Mikhail. The man reached for his quiver but already Mikhail had run
him through the heart.

Mikhail looked up. Namhu, Pareesa's little
brother, peered down from the rooftop with three of his little
archer friends, not one of them more than ten years old. Guessing
by the only bow which did not have an arrow in it at the moment,
Mikhail knew which one of the boys had taken the lethal shot. Like
sister, like brother.

The four little boys cheered.

"Bishamon' ten wa eien no hikarinonakani
anata no seishin o michibiku koto ga," Mikhail whispered the
ancient Cherubim death-prayer. That dark blood lust which had no
place in the code of the Cherubim retreated back into the place it
usually lurked, placated, but by no means satiated as it hungered
for more death.

It was little more than a hop to get from the
ground onto the Assurian roofs, not even a complete beating of his
wings. His adopted people viewed this outer ring of houses as an
impenetrable fortress, and in many ways compared to other villages
it was, but all he saw was how quickly he could leap up and
land in front of Namhu and his three young friends … or how easily
the Halifians had set fire to them.

"Thanks, Mikhail!" Namhu bounded up to
him.

Some part of his subconscious registered
curiosity. You mean he's not afraid of me?

Some other part of his scolded him like a
drill sergeant. Stay focused. Get back to work.

That third part of his subconscious, the part
he usually thought of as himself, recognized the boy looked
for encouragement. The proper human response was to issue a
word of praise.

"Nice shot," Mikhail said, his expression
stiff.

The south gate needs you his
subconscious whispered to him.

Without another word, he flared his wings and
leaped off of the not-so-impenetrable outer wall to catch a wind
current to the place his adopted people needed him most.

"Did everybody hear what he said?!!" Namhu
shouted to his retreating back. "Mikhail said I made a nice
shot!"
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Gita

The two assailants had breached the thinning
teeth of the wedge and singled Gita out. She was the only thing
standing between the two enemies who circled her like hyenas moving
in for the kill and the unprotected backs of the Assurians who
pushed against the teeth of the failing wedge. Soon their warriors
would need to retreat behind the wall. In doing so, the defenders
at the gate might not be able to prevent the Halifians from pouring
right in behind them.

"Left flank … bow in!" Siamek shouted. "Start
backing up towards the wall!" He ran to help two women valiantly
fighting six enemies who'd outflanked the ends of the wedge to get
behind them, leaving Gita to fend for herself.

"Fire!" Immanu shouted from the rooftops.

A volley of arrows flew over their heads, out
into the enemy hoards beyond. Shrieks of pain split through the
dark, but no matter how many they hit, the enemy just kept on
coming.

The right line of the wedge moved in tighter,
the two ends bowing backwards towards the wall so the hordes could
not simply run around to get behind them and do them in from the
back. Gita stared up at the outer ring of houses which, her entire
life, she'd always thought of as impenetrable. She saw them now as
Mikhail did now. As their enemies saw them. A good running
start, a few loose bricks, and she'd be over the wall and into the
undefended village beyond. Worse … their archers were running out
of arrows.

It had been part of the plan to allow
themselves to be pushed backwards until they bowed around the gate
like a drawn bowstring, and then beat an orderly retreat through
the gate to regroup into a second line of defense just inside the
outer ring. Unfortunately, having learned the wedge so recently,
the defenders had not yet learned to perform the retreat in real
life. It was all theory … no practice.

"Krak!"

Enemy arrows flew overhead, but luckily … or
not so luckily … the enemy was now close enough to fire directly at
the archers on the rooftops. It was a good thing for her
because they were otherwise occupied … her shield had shattered
quite some time ago. But not so lucky for the village, who was
losing archers and arrows faster than they could get another
defender into place.

Gita dodged a spear-thrust and slammed down
the butt-end of her spear to knock the enemy to the side. A second
spear came at her from the opposite direction, before she had a
chance to complete the move and spin the sharp end around to stab
the first man. Oh! How she wished she had that double-ended spear
Pareesa had been experimenting with right now! She danced out of
the way, heart racing, desperate to survive.

"Spanel aghjkan," a coarse-looking man with
rotted teeth leered at her. The man didn’t seem to be Halifian
because he wore strange clothing.

"Menk’ petk’ e p’vokhel zvarchank’," his
compatriot leered.

"Don't … think … so …" Gita squeaked between
spear thrusts even though there was no longer anything mouse-like
about her fighting. She had no idea what they said, but was certain
they were toying with her.

The only thing stopping these men from
stabbing into the backs of the warriors manning the back of the
wedge was her. She was an obstacle, as were all the
skirmishers who were similarly bogged down. If you didn't catch an
enemy just as they broke through, while his attention was still
focused on the men he pushed through and not the women running up
and down the line, then you ended up with situations such as this.
In her defense, the only reason they had gotten through was
because she'd been occupied at that moment with two other
enemies, now dead upon the ground.

"Somebody … get the wounded out of here!"
some Assurian shouted.

The call was repeated up and down the
line.

"We're busy!" several of the women shouted
back, fighting for their lives as she was.

The entire wedge stumbled. What the Assurians
had failed to plan for was how many men would break through
the line, and then be smote by the women running the saw maneuver
up and down the back. They were supposed to move backwards, but
they were being tripped up by the dead, both their own, and those
of their enemy. The two men she fought were joined by a third man.
The three of them circled her like lions circling a gazelle, kept
at bay by the single, slender 'horn' of her spear.

"Fall back one pace!" Siamek shouted

The wedge moved back another step. Some of
their men tripped and went down on the bodies that littered the
backside of the wedge. Another enemy slipped through the line. The
man saw his three compatriots were occupied fighting Gita and
decided to join them, to gang up on the bizarre specter of a
scrawny woman who fought three, now four men.

"Fire!" Immanu shouted.

More arrows flew overhead.

'Who do you hate the most, Gita?'

"Nobody," she answered Jamin's taunting voice
that had decided to take up residence in her mind for the duration
of this battle. "Mama said I must never hate."

She felt strangely calm, as though fighting
four men at once was the most natural thing in the world. At some
point she’d given up on worrying about her life or being afraid.
The only emotion that mattered was determination.

She wondered if some remnant of Lugalbanda's
shamanic gift had been passed down from the grandfather she shared
in common with Ninsianna? Her need desperate, at some point during
the night, it had begun to feel as though she could see the
places where her attacker's spirit-light was weak, as though the
universe wished to tell her the most efficient place to hurt these
men who came at her so she might survive. This was not the gift she
had overheard Mikhail explain to Pareesa, for he described it as a
source of strength. This wasn’t strength. It was more of an
awareness of which weaknesses could be exploited.

'He wants to kill you. Is that what your
mother would really want?'

"No!" she hissed at the friend who was no
longer here to act as her protector.

Gita might not have ever had reason to
kill before today, but once she'd made up her mind not to be
a victim anymore, she'd made darned sure she'd learned. After the
other warriors had gone home, she'd lingered amongst the reeds to
watch Mikhail spar against Pareesa, listening, learning, staying
after even they went home to practice against whatever
opponent she could imagine in her mind. That … and a few real
enemies. Three crocodiles she had smote. A serpent. Two hyenas. And
a jackal.

'Now picture the person you hate most in the
world and use every ounce of hatred you possess…'

Feigning a stab at one of her attackers, she
whirled to kick him in the belly while simultaneously thrusting her
spear behind her to stab the second assailant in the gut … just as
Mikhail had taught them. The first man screamed as she twisted her
spear and yanked it out, narrowly dancing out of the way in time to
avoid the third assailant.

"K'ats!!!" the second man shrieked and ran
for her, head down like a charging auroch.

Gita danced out of the way and jabbed
backwards with the butt-end of her spear. The man fell. One of the
other skirmishers ran by on her saw and stabbed the man in the
back.

"Azin!"

Momentarily distracted by the sight of a
second woman fighter, it gave Gita the opening she needed to stab
her spear upwards into the first man's throat. Blood splattered
from his jugular.

'Who do you hate, Gita?'

Gita stabbed the third man in the gut just as
Azin dispatched the fourth. The smell of excrement from a ruptured
bowel wafted up to her nostrils, or perhaps the man had simply
soiled himself as he twitched and died?

“Nice…” Azin gave her a thumbs up.

Gita gasped for breath, no satisfaction in
her expression as she lived partly in this battle, and partly in
that battle she'd been too young to fight all those years in the
past. They both paused, back to back, to catch their breath, then
regrouped to execute the next ‘saw’ run up their assigned portion
of the ‘wedge’ to dispatch new enemies who were breaking through
the line.

"Get those bodies out of the way!" Siamek
shouted to the younger warriors who were supposed to be running the
supply lines.

Untested in battle, the youngest warriors,
the ones fourteen summers or less, huddled around the entrance to
the gate, not sure what to do. Several ran out and began dragging
bodies out from behind the wedge, dumping them to one side unless
they were Assurian, in which case they were carried inside the
walls. One of the enemy 'wounded' thrust up with a knife to stab
one of the young men who tried to move him out of the way. Six of
his compatriots set upon the man like a pack of jackals, tearing at
him until there could be no question this enemy was really
dead.

"Skirmishers … run that saw!" Siamek shouted.
"Cover that supply line!"

The wedge moved back another pace.

"Krak!" the enemy shouted. Arrows flew
overhead, some of them bouncing off the walls and into the
skirmishers, though as soon as they hit the wall they lost their
velocity and inflicted little harm.

Gita noticed the archers had grown choosy
about which targets they fired at. As they'd feared, they didn't
have enough ammunition to engage an army this large, the reason
they had not simply retreated behind Assur's walls and fired from
there. Only by tricking the enemy into concentrating on storming
the gate instead of filtering around them to climb the walls could
they have any hope of decimating their numbers enough to stave them
off. The ‘wedge’ had done that, but now it was as thin as a measure
of linen cloth.

Two female warriors lay on the ground, run
though by Halifian spears. They weren’t moving, but their bodies
tripped their fellow skirmishers. Even if the women were
still alive, they wouldn't be after they wedge stepped back again
and they got trampled by their own men.

"C'mon!" Gita shouted to Azin.

Eager to please, Azin dispatched an enemy who
broke through the line before Gita even had a chance to raise her
spear. They each grabbed one of their fellow skirmishers and
dragged their bodies back to the gate. Azin's victim coughed …
still alive? Gita's, however, did not move.

The wedge had been pushed almost back to the
wall where they would need to execute their unpracticed retreat
maneuver. Gita couldn’t see what was happening on the other side of
the wedge, but from the shouts of the enemies, there were still
plenty of them left alive.

“A group just broke through the wedge to the
left!” Azin shouted above the din.

"Let's do it!" Gita said.

They rushed to deal with six attackers that
had just broken through and busied themselves stabbing at the backs
of the Assurians holding the line at the back of the wedge. The
enemy ganged up on Gita and Azin the minute they engaged them, six
against two. She and Azin pressed their backs together as they had
been trained to do.

“Mi aghjik?” one male laughed.

This man wore Amorite clothing. The Amorites
had laughed as they'd stoned her mother.

'Who do you hate the most, Gita?'

Gita gut-stabbed the Amorite clothing as hard
as she could. With a surprised grunt the man fell. She kicked him
in the face before he had a chance to get back on his feet and
thrust her spear a second time to stab him right in the heart.

She heard a scream. She glanced back just in
time to see Azin fall, a spear sticking out of her chest.

“Azin!”

Gita stood over her body, determined to
protect her friend. Her eyes were drawn to weak spots in her
attackers, including the one who had left his spear in Azin's chest
and was in the process of trying to retrieve it. There. A grey
cloud hovered over the man's left knee. An old injury? She could
almost taste it. There. Weak.

'Who do you hate, Gita?'

If there was one thing Gita understood, it
was how to evade a bully. She pushed back that admonition her
mother had told her all those years ago, that she must never act in
anger, and focused on that strange, dark gift which thrummed
through her veins.

"I'm invisible!" Gita hissed her protective
mantra.

Leaping at him like a lioness springing out
of tall grass at a gazelle, she executed a low crescent kick to
take out the knee cap which the dim spot in his spirit-light
screamed was weak. The man's leg collapsed, knocking him down on
one knee. The man acted surprised, as though he could not see her.
She yanked the spear out of Azin's body.

'The secret to a good throw is to put every
ounce of your being into it. Every ounce of resentment. Every ounce
of hatred. Picture someone you are angry at and pretend you throw
the spear at -them.-'

She pictured one of the Amorites who had
thrown the stones used to kill her mother. Without hesitation, she
ran the second attacker through the heart with his own spear, the
one he had just used to kill her friend.

The third attacker stood there stupidly, as
though he could not see her.

"Bastard!"

She stabbed the man in the throat. Gore
splashed onto her face as she shoved the spear up through his
windpipe into his brainpan, where it got stuck and she could not
remove it.

The fourth man's mind was not so weak. He
circled around her, wary of the tiny woman who dared fight men.

Gita circled the man, backing up to stand
over her friend. Until she was certain Azin was dead, she would not
abandon her to their enemies. Three more Halifians broke
through the wedge. These men all had spears, while she was now
unarmed.

Not quite…

She pulled her obsidian blade.

Leaping as she had seen Pareesa do to avoid a
spear-thrust during practice, she held her blade out in front of
her to cut at the aggressor's hand. Her blade cut through knuckle
until it hit bone.

"K'ats!" the man shrieked.

A fifth enemy came out of nowhere and stabbed
at her. One of the Assurian warriors holding the back of the wedge
turned from where he was pushing back against his comrades and
stabbed the fifth attacker who had just broken through.

“Thanks Shepsin,” Gita shouted.

The wedge faltered where Shepsin had just
diverted his attention to help her out.

"Watch out!" Gita warned him.

"Fire!" Immanu shouted from the wall.

The arrows flew overhead, but the shot
pattern had changed. The shots were now carefully selected, aimed
down at whatever enemies had broken through the line and were
overwhelming their men, or towards the far fringes of the wedge
where their foe still tried to get around.

With a shriek, one of the enemies that was
dogging her went down, shot through his neck.

"Thanks!" Gita shouted at whichever archer
had shot the man. She had no idea who her savior was. The archers
had already ducked down to avoid the return-volley from the
Halifian archers.

"Shore up that wedge!" Siamek shouted.

Shepsin gave her a weak grin before turning
his attention back to holding the line, trusting her to deal with
the other three mercenaries. The enemy wasn’t laughing at her
anymore. They needed to take her out so they could have unimpeded
access to the back of the wedge.

He said she was a sorceress…

Gita's father had been passed over as shaman
because he bore no trace of Lugalbanda's powerful gift, the one
which had been handed down to Immanu and then to Ninsianna. Gita's
echo of the gift was unreliable, not blessed by the goddess as
Ninsianna's was, but it was an edge, however small, and she was
motivated to stay alive.

The Amorites had handed her father a final
stone, larger this time, the size of a man's head, and demanded
that he prove his fealty by killing his sorceress wife himself.

It dawned on her. She was trying to
see what she needed to feel. She had been
feeling the enemy weaknesses all along and not recognized
them for what they were. The pain in her shoulder was not her own.
Yes, now that she knew to feel first, and then look,
she could see it. The man circling her used an underhanded stab
because he had an old shoulder injury. He could not lift his left
arm any higher than his torso. He was vulnerable from above.

'He wants to kill you. Is that what your
mother would really want?'

A lifetime of avoiding her drunken father's
rages had taught her how to move so it deceived the eye…

'They called her a Whore of Ki…'

She rolled over to where friend's body had
fallen and picked up the blade which had fallen out of Azin's
belt.

"I'm invisible," Gita whispered a prayer to
the ancient goddess of primordial chaos who nobody ever bothered
praying to anymore because the Amorites had wiped all trace of her
temples from their planet. Ki … please … don't … let … me …
die.

She leaped at him, stabbing down with the
both blades at once and sinking the both of them into his neck. Her
instincts had been right. The man had expected her to attempt to
get away, not to leap closer where he could not maneuver as well.
He went down with a shriek. Blood spurted out of the jugular veins
she had pierced. She yanked out the blades and spat out his blood,
turning to the other two men, a frightful black-eyed wraith
wielding two knives as though they were claws, her clothing smeared
with gore.

'Who do you hate, Gita?'

"That's for Azin!"
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Mikhail

Cool air rustled through Mikhail's feathers.
The ground seethed with enemies as mercenaries climbed over the
bodies of the lines who had perished before them and ran straight
into the teeth of the wedge. Tracer arrows lit up pieces of the
battle like a strobe light, granting vision and then expiring it as
an enemy either stomped it out or the arrow became buried in
flesh.

Death screams filled the air. The wedge was a
brutal maneuver designed to take advantage of a flaw of human
nature. When launching an attack, the lines behind the first one
were always so eager in their blood lust that they would push their
compatriots to their deaths, only to be shoved to their own
deaths in turn as the lines behind them committed the same mistake.
Numbers were only an advantage if you were disciplined enough to
take direction from a chain of command.

The air was filled with the scent of blood,
ruptured bowels, sweat and fear. He had taught the Assurians
this brutal tactic, but Mikhail felt no emotion while in the grip
of the killing dance. No satisfaction. No pride. No remorse. No
pity. No guilt. Only calculations of weaknesses and estimations of
body counts. Had it been him leading the enemy, the moment
he'd encountered resistance he would have fallen back, divided his
forces, and assigned just enough men to harass the wedge while he
sent a larger force around them to flank the defenders from the
rear.

Lucky for Assur, he was on their
side…

The wind shifted. He flapped to gain
altitude, shifting to fight against tiny cross-currents of wind
which had been stirred up like ripples of the goddess' blood lust.
From this height he could see Ninsianna perched upon the temple
rooftop, bow drawn, her red cape flowing around her shoulders like
the robe of an empress. It was a small gift he bestowed upon
himself, to allow himself to feel how proud he was of his
beautiful huntress at this moment. That dark hunger echoed his
pride, urging him to hurry up and smite his enemies so he could
make love to her whilst he still carried the heady taste of blood
lust and adrenaline.

The Cherubim battle meditations whispered
into his brain, reminding him to remain focused, fight fairly, kill
quickly and grant mercy when appropriate. That dark urge receded,
leaving only the brilliant, cool logic which dispassionately
calculated the odds of winning.

Banking his wings to land, Mikhail dropped
down onto the rooftop beside the Chief.

"Mikhail," Chief Kiyan relaxed his bowstring
and stepped forward to shake his hand, forearm to forearm, in a
warriors gesture of empty handedness. "I take it you took care of
the problem at our north gate?"

"Varshab had it under control when I left,"
Mikhail recited the debriefing without emotion. "I delayed to
dispatch a group which had set fire to a roof."

Behind them, said rooftop was engulfed in
flames. The second one had been gotten under control by Pareesa's
little brother.

"Your brilliant maneuver appears to be
working," Chief Kiyan gestured to the battlefield before them. "But
we don't have enough arrows left to hold this position much longer.
You need to order your men to retreat."

The wedge had inflicted breathtaking carnage.
Each step the Assurians took backwards only invited the enemy to
climb over the wall of their own dead and send a fresh line of men
into the points of Ubaid spears. He could see this because
he had a birds-eye view, but to people at the back of the line, the
situation must appear desperate.

"The wedge has weakened and there are too
many enemies behind it to retreat," Mikhail said. "The minute you
open the gate, the enemy will rally and push through."

"Our people are dying," Chief Kiyan pointed
down at a female skirmisher who died at the point of an enemy spear
even as they watched. His voice rose with the edge of desperation.
"These are my people. We can't just leave them outside the walls to
die."

"I will fly into their midst and even the
odds," Mikhail said. "If it is me the enemy wants as your
son once claimed, then let them come and get me. It should distract
the enemy long enough for your people to get behind the gate."

The Chief winced at the mention of his son.
Surely the Chief had the same suspicion as him? This raid
was too well-planned, too targeted, too cognizant of Assurian
weaknesses. Only someone with intimate knowledge could have passed
along such current information.

Chief Kiyan wiped soot out of his eyes,
smearing it down his cheek like a tear. "No man can fight those
odds."

"Two opponents against one is never easy,"
Mikhail said. "But whenever your enemy comes at you with more than
a single man, they must be mindful of not injuring each
other, not just smiting you. I have trained for this and
I am capable of it."

He hoped. That cool, rational voice which had
taken up residence in his head chided him for slacking off in his
own training. Had these been lizard soldiers, he would not
be having such an easy time cutting through their swarths.

The Chief's eyes drifted down to where he had
deployed women and children to dash behind the lines and start
dragging back the bodies of their wounded. He was, quite literally,
out of men.

"Where would you have the archers fire?"

"Harass the men on either side of me so they
must remain too close to have room to maneuver," Mikhail said, "or
too far away to come to the aid of their compatriots. As the wedge
has just so aptly demonstrated, a close fight is one which
disadvantages the less determined fighter."

Without another word, Mikhail took to the
air, picked a spot within archer range where the bodies of the
enemy would hamper their attempts to rush at him, and slipped down
from the sky into their midst to begin once more his deadly killing
kata.

"Anata no seishin wa kanojo - dare ga eien
no yasuragi o manabu koto ga," Mikhail whispered the familiar
prayer to the dead.

As he had hoped, the undisciplined fighters
abandoned their assault upon the wedge and rushed at him to collect
their bounty.
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Ninsianna

Ninsianna waited on the rooftop with the
other archers, bow drawn, ready to fire at any enemy who dared
threaten the temple of the goddess.

No more enemies came...

Beyond their safe perch in the center of the
village, the battle waged furiously at the south gate. Each volley
fired off of the south wall whistled through the air like guilt.
Ninsianna was one of the best shots in the village. She should be
there. Not sitting uselessly here because the goddess
didn't want her husband to fret.

"There's Mikhail!" Dima shouted.

"Shh!" Ghazal admonished her friend. "You're
supposed to be inconspicuous."

Ninsianna's heart leaped as Mikhail flew
overhead to join the battle to their south, visible against the sky
because of a fire which had ignited a rooftop along the south wall.
She waved, but he gave no sign that he had seen her. Whenever he
retreated into the killing dance, she could not see him. She
pushed a little harder, eager to get a response. That stern blue
light which prevented her from seeing into his mind was hostile to
her inquiry.

'Don’t distract him. You will get him
killed…'

And just like that, Ninsianna was evicted
from tracing that thread which allowed her to see her
husband, the way one might toss out the family cat during supper
because it was being a pest begging for table scraps.

How dare he!

Ninsianna traced the thread again. She hit a
blue barrier, grown so thick she could no longer even see
him. Whatever had tossed her out, it was not Mikhail.

Another god?

Mikhail claimed it was a god the
Cherubim invoked whenever they went into battle, different
than the Emperor he only vaguely remembered, though he had no
memory of that god beyond the prayers he uttered to help him
concentrate. Although she had always been able to sense that
powerful blue energy which flowed through him like a mighty river,
this was the first time she had gotten a sense it had a
personality.

So now she was to be denied even the
distraction of spying on her husband's spirit-light while he waded
through the battle? While she sat here like a good little
wife in the safest rooftop in the village? She stared to the east
and fumed, waiting for the first light of dawn. Goddess! How she
hated it when she could not see!

From the shouts and screams at the south
gate, it sounded as though the tide had turned in Assur's
favor.

The spongy roof of the granary flexed beneath
her as she crawled closer to the southern edge to better see the
battle with her mortal eyes. Sand fleas crawled out of the thatch
and feasted upon her ankles and legs. Ugh! What was she doing
here?

She watched flames lick the sky from the
rooftop at the outer wall which had been set to fire. Thankfully,
the enemy had only been able to ignite just one. All it took was
one spark and an Ubaid house went up in flames, often taking the
neighbors houses along with it. It was why they had sent warriors
outside the gate to defend their village. Their walls
were sound. It was the rooftops they stood upon to provide
cover fire which were vulnerable.

Yadidatum crept across the roof to rejoin
her, her head bowed low so she would not be visible from the
ground. She crouched next to Ninsianna.

"There's a lot of wounded," Yadidatum spoke
low so her voice would not carry. "Maybe we should send a few of
these kids to see if they can help?"

With nothing to do but sit and wait, the
curvaceous beauty had braided her hair and arranged it artfully
around her head. From the look of Yadidatum's young charges peeking
up one roof-level like nervous rabbits, she had braided
their hair as well.

It was not the most productive use of
resources …

The whistle of an enemy return volley and
screams of wounded made her cringe. She could hear the cries of
people dragging wounded through the streets of the outermost ring,
lamenting the number of injured and dying. Why was she still
here?

'Mother?' she asked the goddess.
'Would you like me to go help out someplace else?'

Silence. Ever since they had killed the men
who had tried to set fire to the granary, She-who-is had been
silent. Usually her connection with the goddess was akin to the
half-ear a parent loaned a child who chattered about their play,
but not tonight. The goddess was too busy to pay attention to her.
It felt lonely, realizing how unimportant she was in the goddess'
great scheme of things.

Yadidatum's brown eyes were filled with
questions, looking to the Chosen One to give her guidance. How
could she tell her the goddess hadn't spoken to her for hours? To
her left, Ghazal chattered with Dima. If Ghazal could see in the
dark using her own mortal senses, then she must use
her own wits as well.

Where was the best use to put her talents?
Archer? Or healer? That blue light had made it quite clear she was
not to distract her husband. Instead she followed a thread to
Papa.

Do you need a little extra help?

She got a feeling of intense concentration.
Papa was too busy providing cover fire to answer her questions, but
she did not get the impression he was in immediate danger.

Mama? Is everything okay?

Mama answered with a vague image. She was
being inundated with wounded. Ninsianna's talents would best be
used there.

"Yadidatum," Ninsianna faked an enigmatic
smile, just like the carved goddess on the fresco below.
"She-who-is wants me to go help my mother at the house of healing.
Keep the archers ready to fire at anything that's not Ubaid."

"Really?" Yadidatum's lips curved up into a
smile. "You're putting me in charge?"

Yadidatum was a lousy shot, but she was not
stupid. If nothing happened, she would be fine. If something
did happen, the junior archers would deal with it. The only
reason many of them were here was because they were too young to
put into battle.

"Ghazal … you stay," Ninsianna ordered. She
wanted to make sure at least one archer was a solid shooter
under fire. "You six … run to the south gate and help carry the
wounded back to the house of healing. You three … go to the north
gate and help with wounded there as well. Stick together and keep
your bows drawn just in case you run into trouble."

Ninsianna sent Mama an image that help was on
the way. Mama wasn't very good at this kind of communication, but
Ninsianna got an image that Mama was out of bandages. She would
stop at the house on her way down to the triage area.

"If Mikhail comes by," Ninsianna told
Yadidatum, "tell him to meet me at Yalda and Zhila's house. Mama
set up there because it is closer to the wounded."

Mikhail would be livid when he learned she
wasn't up on a roof in the quietest part of the village surrounded
by other archers, but Ninsianna had never been one to let someone
else tell her what to do.

"Be careful," Yadidatum said. "If one
group got into the village, there could be others."

"She-who-is would warn me," Ninsianna
reassured her. "Just as she warned me there would be an attempt on
the granary."

Gathering her bow and quiver, she skittered
down the ladder after the kids she'd reassigned to more important
duties. She waited until the remaining archers had pulled the
ladder back up onto the roof before working her way back to their
house. The scent of smoke from a burning rooftop wafted her way.
Someone had set fire to the flint-knappers house. Frantic villagers
scurried through the alleys, some with water to put out the fires
before they spread, other on errands such as she was on to fetch
supplies.

"It makes more sense for me to go where I am
needed," Ninsianna whispered to the goddess who was far too busy to
answer her.

A suspicious scurry caused her to fade into
the shadows, pressing her body against a neighbor's door jamb that
thankfully receded just far enough from the street to hide her. Her
heart pounded as three men wearing Halifian tunics crept by. Were
they here to launch another attack on the granary?

The men headed in the wrong direction.
Ninsianna hung and followed them, darting from shadow to shadow.
Perhaps Papa was right? Sometimes the darkness could be useful? She
was surprised when the men turned off the main alley and headed
straight for her parent's house.

Did they wish to burn their house down
to send a message? Not so long as she was here! She took out
her bow and silently wiggled an arrow out of her quiver, one of the
good ones she used for duck hunting. She strung it onto her
bowstring and waited to see what they would do. Four of them. One
of her. Her arm began to shudder from the torsion on the drawn bow.
She could get off one, perhaps two shots before the others overran
her. Mikhail would be livid if she put herself in danger against
such odds.

She relaxed the draw, but kept the bow strung
and ready to pull. Their house wasn't worth her life.

The Halifians kicked in the door. They went
inside, knives drawn, and came back out again, grumbling
disappointment. So far she had seen no sign of fire. What were they
up to? She focused her gift of tongues to understand what the men
were saying.

“I thought she would be tending to the
wounded,” one of them said, a big, ugly bear of a man with a scar
across his nose.

“Well … she’s not,” the second one said. “She
is also an archer. Perhaps she is with the main group on the south
gate?” This one was younger, perhaps Jamin's age.

"Good luck retrieving her from there!"
a third Halifian snorted. He was skinny, and from the way he lapped
at the heels of the ugly one, a lackey.

“Tough little bastards,” the ugly one
snorted. “That little spitfire was nearly as tough as the winged
demon."

"She’s like … what? Thirteen summers old?”
the younger one said.

Uneasiness rippled through Ninsianna's body.
Pareesa? These men were talking about Pareesa? Mikhail had sent her
down to the middle of nowhere so she wouldn't do something stupid
like lead a charge against the enemy army! Was she okay?

"It's the apprentice healer we want,"
the skinny one said. "Not the older one."

Ninsianna shivered. They were looking for
her. She should not have come back here. The moonlight
peeked out from behind a cloud, just enough that if she moved, she
would be seen. She clung to the shadows, waiting for the moonlight
to hide again. Foolish her! She-who-is had parked her somewhere she
would be safe while she was too busy to watch out for her and
she had gone and gotten herself into trouble! As if she
hadn't given her enough warning with the nightmare she'd been
sending her every night for the past seven months!

The skinny one moved into the courtyard and
began poking around their tiny yard. Since the moonlight prevented
her from running away, she would eavesdrop on the enemy plan.
Perhaps some good might come of this after all?

“The Amorites offer a bag of gold for every
man who fights the winged demon,” the ugly one rubbed his hands
together like a greedy squirrel sizing up a nut, “and three for
whoever brings them his head. I, for one, intend to collect the
bounty. And the prize!”

Ninsianna felt a sense of horror. Jamin had
been right? These attacks were motivated because the lizard demons
wanted to kill her husband! Not her people! And then
she had used her dark gift to silence Shahla when she'd
tried to tell the tribunal it had been Mikhail who'd sired her
baby. Oh, goddess! What had she done? She had brought
Mikhail into this village! And gotten Jamin kicked out so he had no
place to go but into the arms of their enemies!

“Killing the winged demon won't solve the
Amorite's problem,” the younger one said. “Even their women fight
better than those pathetic mercenaries Kudursin uses for spear
fodder.”

A bleat of terror drew Ninsianna's eye
towards the courtyard.

“Hey!” the skinny one came out of the goat
shed, dragging Little Nemesis. “Look what I found! Supper!”

The ugly one drew his blade and moved to stab
their family goat. Anger caused Ninsianna to react without stopping
to think about whether her actions were prudent. Her arrow struck
the skinny man in the heart. The other two rushed at her.
Re-stringing her bow, she let the second arrow fly, but her aim was
off. The ugly one grabbed her.

"Let me go!" Ninsianna shouted. She tried to
use the dark gift Papa had taught her which blocked people's
thoughts from getting to their muscles, but she had never used it
under fire. Her concentration was off. The Halifian grimaced as
what had to be a splitting headache exploded into his brain,
but he held onto her.

"Look at what we've got here!" the ugly one
sneered.

Ninsianna screamed.

The ugly one ripped her shawl off of her
shoulder. Jagged fingernails dug into her breasts as though
crushing juice out of a melon.

"Mikhail!"

"We have no time for this, Dirar!" the
younger man snarled.

"Mikhail!" she screamed a second time. Was
this what the moment the goddess had warned her about? How could
Mikhail hear her from far away and over the din of battle?

He had wanted to keep her safe. Why, oh why,
had she disobeyed!

"Shut up!" Dirar clamped a hand over her
mouth. She tried to bite his hand, but he was practiced enough in
the art of kidnapping to cup his hand so she could not get her
teeth into it.

Ninsianna kicked backwards, but Dirar pulled
her tightly against him so she had no room to maneuver. His
erection pressed through her shawl. Tears sprang into to her
eyes.

'Goddess…' she prayed.

The man's hand pulled up the lower half of
her shawl to pry at her crotch and paused as his hand brushed
across the swelling of her lower abdomen.

“Hey! This one is pregnant!” Dirar laughed.
“Jamin said the winged demon's wife was with child. I’ll bet this
is the one.”

Jamin?

Dirar forgot to cup his hand. Ninsianna bit
down. The taste of dirt and stale blood filled her mouth. Somebody
else's blood from whomever else this man had killed tonight.
She kicked back and dug her heel into his testicles, feeling a
satisfying crunch. The man howled in pain.

The younger man grabbed her away from the
first.

"You gave your word!"

"My word only means something if it's given
to one of our own tribe, Nusrat!" Dirar lunged at him. "This one
wants to fight men? Let's show her what happens to a woman who
fights a man!"

"She is to be used as bait," Nusrat hissed.
"Not killed! A man should not kill women!"

Two more Halifians joined their two surviving
comrades.

"Goat shit!" one of the newcomers spied the
man Ninsianna had shot. "The sorceress killed Raghib?"

"Let's just slit her throat and be done with
it!" Dirar laughed. "We'll see how long the winged demon sticks
around this village once we've killed his woman."

"No!" Nusrat circled Dirar, his knife drawn.
"I gave Jamin my word she would not be harmed!"

Ninsianna struggled, but could not break
free. She had not way to communicate with Mikhail. She sent a
desperate mental image to her father, instead.

Papa! Help!

“We don’t get three bags of gold if we kill
her,” one of the newcomers said.

“Yeah," the second newcomer said. "If that's
the winged demon's child in her belly, we can sell them both
to the slavers. A child with wings will fetch a spectacular
price.”

"The plan was to use her as bait," Nusrat
said. "I swear, Dirar. If your greed causes us to fail, I will make
sure every man in Kudursin's army knows the reason they didn't get
paid was because of you!"

Dirar blanched.

"That was what we agreed, Dirar," the first
newcomer said.

"Yeah," the second newcomer said. "Not to
watch you rape her."

Ninsianna stopped struggling. Papa would get
a message to Mikhail. Whether or not he was guilty of this crime,
he would try to save her. She would feign complacency until just
before he approached, and then do something to warn him of the
ambush. If only he didn't prevent her from communicating inside his
mind like Papa did!

Dirar struck down on the side of her head
with the butt-end of his blade. Her heart cried out one frantic
thought before everything went dark.

'Mikhail…'
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Mikhail

Mikhail stopped dead in his tracks in the
middle of the dozen men who he fought simultaneously. Something was
wrong.

"Ninsianna…"

His heart sped up even through the dulled
emotions of the killing dance. Mo
maité! His wife was in danger! Wordlessly, he sheathed his
sword and leaped into the air, abandoning the enemy and heading in
the direction he sensed her desperate plea.

He skimmed the rooftops, primary feathers
dislodging thatch from some of the roofs, until he came to their
house. She lay in the back yard, artfully arranged as though she
had just lay down to take a nap. His wife! His heart pounded
in his throat, but he resisted the urge to go to her. He knew a
trap when he saw one. He landed on the roof of the house next
door.

Was she okay? Was that movement? Could he see
her chest rise and fall? He had felt that one frantic call and then
darkness, but the pounding of his heart did not scream to him she
was dead. Only that she was in extreme danger.

He took to the air again and flew a circle,
trying to keep silent the beating of his wings, searching for
movement. The enhanced vision of the Cherubim killing dance gave
him preternatural perception, but he could still only sense
within the five mortal senses. Taste. He could almost taste
the acrid stench of unwashed bodies. One under the canopy. A second
behind the goat shed. Two more lingered out in the street, in the
shadows.

A fifth lump lay next to the goat shed with
an arrow sticking out of it. Dead. Ninsianna must have surprised
him and before being overpowered by the other four.

That black pit of anger which had been
seeking to erupt ever since the day his ship had crashed here
seethed closer to the surface. Power. Draw upon me. Smite
them. Yes. He would get even with them. Anger turned to
coldness. Emptiness. Ice. Death. He felt a sense of glee. They had
harmed the Chosen of She-who-is. Their deaths would please
HER. Yes. He would destroy them all.

His perception changed. Darkness. He could
see all the places where these men were weak. The Halifian behind
the goat shed was the most vulnerable. Flying so low his feathers
hit the rooftops on the downstroke so he wasn’t an easy target
against the moon, he circled to come up from behind. Silently
dropping to the ground, knife drawn, he grabbed the attacker before
he could scream and slit his throat in a movement so effortless he
might have been caressing the neck of a lover.

Little Nemesis bleated a greeting and trotted
up to nuzzle the back of his pant leg. It jolted him out of his
sense of pleasure as the now-dead Halifian's blood spurted onto his
face.

Now the goat was happy to see him?

He lowered the Halifian to the ground,
repulsed at his own exhileration at killing. Peering through the
darkness, he searched to find the Halifian he could smell hiding in
the shadows across the courtyard where Ninsianna's body lay.

Fear screamed through every tissue of his
body, competing even with that bottomless black pit of rage.
Emotion impeded his ability to perform. Right now, he needed to
force himself back into that creature of pure, cold, inhuman
logic.

"Oni o taiji suru tame ni, watashi ni
anata no chikara o sazukeru," he whispered to himself. He
needed to repeat it several times before that comfortable, familiar
lack-of-emotion was reinstated, suppressing fear and anger.

It was with cold, cool logic he appraised the
situation. The moment he approached Ninsianna, the Halifian would
shoot and kill him. Mikhail did not have a shield to block the
arrows. No handy objects were within reach. At this distance, the
enemy could get two arrows into him, three if the archer was really
fast, before he got close enough to kill the man. There was no
place for him to come up from behind.

The goat nuzzled at his pant leg and looked
up at him as though waiting for him to give it a treat. He got an
idea.

“Little Nemesis,” he said, surprised she was
not afraid of him when he was in this state. “I need your
help.”

Ducking behind the fence, he stretched his
wings out along the ground so he would not flare them and alert the
Halifian to his presence and crawled to the release the gate. He
motioned to the goat, who decided at that this moment she didn't
want to get out of her pen. Foolish goat! She trotted up
behind him as though she wished to hide behind his wings. He
realized the mercenaries must have done something to frighten it
and the foolish creature understood he would protect it.

“Be brave, Little Nemesis,” he motioned to
the gap in the gate.

The goat didn’t move.

"Go!"

Nothing…

He grabbed its teat and yanked.

That had the desired result. The goat
bolted out the gate, bleating, and ran through the yard. A
diversion. As he predicted, the Halifian shot the arrow strung in
his bow at the goat and thankfully missed, expecting a human, not a
goat.

Mikhail flew towards the man in the shadows,
the distraction buying him a few tenths of a second in response
time. The inevitable second arrow came and sank into the leading
edge of one wing, dangerously close to his neck, but it missed a
vital target. He registered where the pain would be later, but he
felt very little pain in this state. The only thing that mattered
in the killing dance was how incapacitated each wound made his
body, not how painful it was. The goat diversion spared him a
second arrow as he flew into the man, sword drawn, and ran him
through, swinging a second time to decapitate him.

Two more men ran out of the inside of
Immanu's house and bolted for the street. Mikhail chased after the
slower of the two, a big bear of a man with a cruel scar that ran
diagonally across his nose and rotted teeth. The man turned and
shot another arrow into his wings, but it hit empty feathers just
beneath the point where the supporting flesh ended, causing little
harm. The second, younger man slung his arrow and drew his bow as
Mikhail fell upon the first. He swung down his sword, but his aim
was off due to the internal battle which raged between his need to
make sure his wife was safe and that surging anger that pleaded for
him to set it free.

The big man reached into his belt and swung a
knife straight for his heart. Mikhail deflected. The knife flew out
of the man's hand, right into the feet of the second man who
Mikhail realized had his arrow aimed right at his heart.

"Nusrat!" the big man screamed, "inch’u
ch’yek’ krakum nran?"

The younger man looked at the man on the
ground without pity and made eye contact with Mikhail. The arrow
was pulled back at full tension, so close that if he let it go
Mikhail would not be able to deflect it in time no matter
how fast he moved, but the younger man did not let fly the
arrow. His expression was pitiless as he nodded at Mikhail.

"Spanel!" the man under his boot
screamed. "Du im yeghbayr!"

"First you must bring her back the winged
demon's heart," the younger man said in broken Ubaid. "Here. You
will need this to do it." Never taking his eyes off of Mikhail, the
man kicked the knife right back into the bigger man's hand.

The big man with the cut nose grabbed the
knife and swung upwards to bury the knife into Mikhail's thigh.
Mikhail flapped his wings to get airborne just enough to miss being
stabbed and brought a wing down to protect his heart from the arrow
he expected from the younger man. It never came. The bigger man
scrambled to his feet and lunged at him. Mikhail expertly stepped
aside, more mindful of keeping his wing between himself and the
unknown younger man than the burly mercenary rushing at him like an
enraged bull. He waited until the big man stabbed at him a second
time before swinging his sword down diagonally.

The severed head flew towards the place where
the younger man had stood only moments before, but he was
gone. Mikhail prepared to rush after him, but that emotion
which had compelled him to fly here in the first place, his
overwhelming need to protect his mate, won over. He flew to her
side.

“Ninsianna?”

She lay, unmoving, in the center of the back
yard where, had he simply landed as they'd expected and not crept
in through the goat pen, he would have been picked off from three
different sides. He picked her up, this doll-like creature that was
his heart and soul. Her head flopped back as though she were dead.
Blood trickled down one side of her head where she’d been hit and
she did not even whimper.

“Ninsianna?” That lack-of-feeling he'd been
sensing for weeks rang empty in his heart, as though he called into
the void and no one answered.

“Ninsianna!!!" his heart pounded in his
throat. "I cannot feel you!!!”

He carried her inside the house, but he saw
no sign of Needa or the other women assigned to set up triage, nor
was there any sign they had been here when the enemy had hit. They
must have moved the triage unit someplace else. But where? His wife
needed medical attention.

"Mo ghrá," he cradled her to his chest.

Carrying her into the air, he intuitively
made his way to the place Needa would have moved, someplace closer
to the greatest number of wounded but far enough inside the city
that she would not need to abandon her wounded if the enemy
breached the first line of defense. He saw activity at Yalda and
Zhila’s house. The women who bustled about tending the wounded
shrieked when he fluttered down into their midst and he carried his
wife inside.

"Needa!" he shouted. "Oh, gods! Needa!
Please! She's hurt!"

“Mikhail?” Needa ran up to him, Yalda behind
her leaning on her cane. “What happened to her?”

“Halifians took her. To set a trap for
me!" His voice was a panicked sob. "Mama! She won’t wake
up!” Crushing pain pressed into his chest. That dark void which
perpetually ate at the edge of his subconscious yawned up at him,
that place only she could fill. His heart felt …

Alone…

It reminded him of…

“Leave her,” Needa ordered. “Her breathing is
regular and she appears otherwise uninjured. You must prevent the
village from falling!”

He placed his wife down upon the spot where
Needa gestured, resting his hand on the small bump in her abdomen.
She felt … absent. Whatever was wrong with her, he could not
feel her. His grip on the Cheribum killing meditations
slipped, stripping him of his ability to remain an unemotional
creature.

It reminded him of…

That black pit of anger, that ancient wound
that screamed alone, melded seamlessly with that frantic
emotion that someone had tried to take away his wife.

His mate…

His lifemate…

'Power. It is yours. Call upon it and avenge
this offense to thy mate…'

His anger took him to that place where
emotions no longer ran hot, but cold. Vast emptiness called his
name, that place the Cherubim said he must never go. Power.
It was his. It welcomed him home like a long-lost son. Bending to
kiss his wife, he nodded to his mother-in-law.

"Take care of her while I end this,"
Mikhail's voice was an ominous rumble.

Needa drew back, her eyes wide as she clapped
her hand over her mouth and gasped.

"Mikhail … your eyes!"

Taking to the air, he dropped right into the
middle of the thickest part of the action, sword drawn, and let go
of the last remaining thread which kept him him. Determined
to teach the enemy what would happen to anyone who dared target his
wife, Mikhail unleashed his rage…

 


 


* * * * *
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Galactic Standard Date:
152,323.10 AE

Haven-1: Eternal
Palace

Supreme Commander-General
Jophiel

 


Jophiel

Supreme Commander-General Jophiel followed
Master Yoritomo and the five Cherubim masters who'd dragged Lucifer
to Parliament in silence. They muscled their way out of the chaotic
forum where delegates cheered as though they had just beaten
Shay'tan, and led her to the Cherubim battle-cruiser.

Jophiel stared out the portal at the
retreating new seat of Alliance government as the ship made the hop
to Haven-1. At least the protesters who'd thronged the Eternal
Palace demanding Lucifer's return had begun to dissipate now that
the Emperor had just been voted unfit to rule. It spared her the
indignity of another iced beverage splattered on the front of her
dress uniform while prostrating herself before the Emperor to
answer for her crime of defiance. The Cherubim's armor clanked like
the drumroll of a man being led to execution as they led her
through the Pearl Gate to the empty Great Hall.

"Wait here," Master Yoritomo said.

They left her standing alone in the enormous
throne room so large she wondered if she really could fit
her command carrier inside of it. Eternal Light… What a
joke! Here she was, supposed to be the Emperor's staunchest
defender, and the moment Parliament had threatened her children,
she had betrayed him.

She stared up at the vaulted ceiling where
high above flew depictions of the Emperor, his armies, fantastical
creatures who were long extinct from this universe, and the bright
rays of sunlight emanating from a likeness of She-who-is which
rumor said had been painted on one of the rare occasions SHE
had descended into mortal form. Tall, angular, with white-blonde
hair, golden eyes, and the gossamer wings of a dragonfly, an insect
which existed on every planet because they pleased her, if not for
her pointed ears and the fact her wings were clear instead of
white, the goddess who ruled All-that-is could have been Lucifer's
twin.

Or her twin, for that matter. She
always cringed when people told her she and Lucifer looked alike. A
freak resemblance caused by too much inbreeding.

The door to the little antechamber where the
Emperor conducted his real business opened and closed.
Jophiel's heart leaped in her throat with dread and relief at the
sight of Dephar, the Emperor's most trusted advisor, shuffling in,
his tall, serpentine frame hunched over his cane.

"Dephar," Jophiel saluted him.

"Supreme Commander-General," Dephar's yellow
serpent-eyes narrowed into slits, but the expression was not
hostile, merely one of scrutinization. "The Emperor has decreed
your punishment for going to address Parliament when he
specifically asked you not to."

Jophiel gulped and stood straighter, tucking
her snowy white wings against her back. Her blue eyes met his
yellow ones, determined to take her sentence with dignity no matter
how horrific it was. Even if the sentence was death.

"I serve at the Emperor's pleasure," Jophiel
forced her voice not to warble. Sweat beaded on her forehead. She
resisted the urge to tug at the collar of her dress uniform,
acutely aware of how hot the throne room had suddenly grown.

Dephar gestured up to the raised dais where
the Emperor's throne sat.

"You are to sit on that cathedra until the
Emperor figures out how to straighten out this mess you and Lucifer
have made of his empire," Dephar sighed.

Jophiel's eyes shot up to the gilded throne,
the seat of the Emperor himself. Was Dephar kidding?

"To sit on the Emperor's throne is
treason!"

"In case you forget, dearest Jophiel,"
Dephar's voice was weary, "this Alliance no longer has an
Emperor. Only a ceremonial god. In that respect, he figures he is
no more qualified to do the job than you are. In all
honesty, he has better things to do with his time. So have a seat
and think about what a mess you have made of things now that
Lucifer is in charge."

"Sss-sir," Jophiel saluted. She waited and
realized Dephar would not leave until she had complied with the
Emperor's orders. She climbed up on the dais and, with a glance to
make sure Dephar was serious, forced her buttocks to gingerly
descend upon the cushion, willing her ischial tuberosity to hold
her flesh above the crimson cushion so as little as possible would
violate the sacred throne.

With a nod of approval, Dephar shuffled back
the way he had come, his cane clack-clack-clacking against the
chequered marble floor.

"Dephar … wait!" Jophiel cried out. "He
hasn't … left … again, has he?"

Dephar's yellow eyes looked sympathetic as
his snout curved into an expression of pity.

"In case you have forgotten," Dephar said.
"Our Emperor has been too busy trying to save Kunopego's foal to
deal with Lucifer's intrigues."

"She is still alive?"

"For now," Dephar shrugged. "We shall see.
Even gods have their limits on what miracles they can perform, as
you know only too well from when he saved your son."

A well of emotion welled up in Jophiel's
throat. Why had the power-mad mob forgotten this compassionate side
of the Emperor?

"Why did he try to kill Lucifer?"

Dephar sighed.

"If the Emperor had wanted to kill Lucifer,
he would be dead," Dephar's snout turned up with hatred. "Though
perhaps it would have been better if he had killed him? Then
the rebels would not have a figurehead to rally around while he
figures out where Shay'tan stashed the human homeworld?"

"His wings…"

"An unfortunate mishap," Dephar shrugged as
though he were talking about a spilled cup of caife. "The
Emperor thought for a moment his son might be possessed by an
Agent."

"An agent?"

"It's why SHE makes him linger here,
you know?" Dephar gestured upwards towards the murals which graced
every inch of the Great Room. "Because the power he commands is one
of the few capable of interrupting an Agent's grip on its mortal
vessel without killing the victim, though the eviction process is
never pleasant."

"But those are just myths," Jophiel said.

Dephar's jaws twitched upwards in a weary
laugh.

"On many worlds, you are just a myth!"
Dephar gestured upwards at the frescos. "Perhaps it is time you
educated yourself about the true history of the
universe?"

Muttering a long list of other things he had
to do today, Dephar shuffled out and left her sitting on the
Emperor's throne, her legs dangling off the too-large cathedra like
a little girl. She sat stiffly at first, but as the hours ticked
by, discomfort forced her to scoot back to rest her wings against
the backrest. When she did, her legs stuck straight out because the
seat was too deep to bend at the knees. She was not up to the task
of sitting here. Was that the lesson the Emperor wished to teach
her?

She stared up at the ceiling, murals she had
often gazed up at, but never really had a chance to look at
before. She'd always thought of them as decoration, but as she sat
there looking at them now, she realized they were more than that.
To see the history of the universe properly, one needed to be
sitting on the throne.

"Oh," she realized as the pattern of the
murals finally dawned upon her. Starting at the carved entrance to
the Great Room for which the doors were the trunk of the Eternal
Tree, the first rib-vault which held up the cathedral ceiling
showed a blue-winged fairy that looked a bit like She-who-is
emerging from roots of darkness to take the hand of a man with eyes
of fire and the head of a bull.

In the second vault, stars spilled forth from
that union and lit the sky, but the third vault depicted the
bull-man catching up all the little stars and devouring them while
the blue-winged fairy wept. The fourth vault showed the blue fairy
sitting with a lute, her mouth moving in song, while a creature
took shape in the darkness from whence she had come. In her lap
remained a single surviving star. The picture looked as though the
blue fairy enticed the darkness to look at the miniature golden
version of herself.

The fifth vault showed a tentacled black blob
seize the bull-man and throw him to the ground. The bull-man
regurgitated the stars, but they were no longer golden, all except
for the one the blue fairy had been able to save. She knelt there,
that blue fairy, weeping as she gathered up her devoured children
and clutched them to her breast.

It struck a chord of empathy with Jophiel,
who had nearly lost Uriel. It was why, despite her love for the
Emperor, she had betrayed him to answer Parliament's summons.
Having nearly lost one child, nothing would ever move her to
abandon them again. Not even the Emperor.

The sixth vault-rib showed the small golden
star, now recognizably She-who-is, touch the dark creature her
mother had summoned with one hand while, from the other spilled
forth her own stars, the universe in which they lived. This
was part of the mythology Jophiel was familiar with, that
She-who-is had spun the darkness of He-who's-not and used it to
create the universe.

The rest of the rib-vaults depicted epic
battles stretching back beyond the birth of the Alliance, including
the rib before the one she sat under, the Eternal Emperor battling
Shay'tan over this galaxy. It was when she glanced at the old
dragon's hand, however, held upright the same way it was on the
Great Gate, that she realized what she was looking at.

"They're not all dead?" Jophiel said aloud.
In Shay'tan's hand sat one of the many broken stars, its light
silver and dim. As he held it his eyes turned from black to the
same golden color as the Emperor, the color of an ascended
creature.

She got up out of the cathedra and moved
under the vault where the blue fairy gathered up her children, and
then followed the ribs up the Great Hall as the history of the
universe moved through epic battle after epic battle. At each major
turning point in history, the same two figures always sat at
opposing ends of the Great Hall. On the side facing the Eternal
Tree, the blue fairy gathered her armies as she tried to breathe
life back into her devoured children, while on the side facing
outward towards the world, the bull-man cast forth globules of a
putrid green darkness as though they were marbles. Each time, a
different winged champion came forward to battle the bull-man and
evict him from the universe before he could get to She-who-is.

Three ribs made her blood run cold. Large
swarths of the universe were destroyed, not by the bull-man, but
the muscular black blob she now recognized as He-who's-not. Each
time a champion failed, the Dark Lord stepped in and evicted the
bull-man himself, but not without incurring breathtaking
damage.

"Oh?" Most people thought of the Dark Lord as
evil, the same way they thought of Shay'tan as evil, because
everything he touched, he destroyed. Could the truth be a little
more complex?

Jophiel traced the history of the universe
again. Each time the bull-man and the blue fairy did battle, a
different winged Champion came forward, most so ancient they jogged
no recognition, but some she recognized as ancient gods. The last
five ribs surprised her. Emperor Shay'tan?

In the last rib which showed the same image
as depicted on the Great Gate, the Eternal Emperor moving in a
chariot towards Emperor Shay'tan, at last she saw what the icon
truly depicted. The two old gods were not hurling lightning and
fire at each other! They hurled it at a puss-green globule
which hid the image of the bull-man!

"The battle still wages today," she realized
aloud. She went back to the doorway and traced the images again and
again, each time picking up more clues about what had really
happened, long before even the Emperor had been born. Fourteen
billion years of history were recorded in that ceiling. If you knew
what you were looking for, the fresco's provided answers. She
stared down at her feet and realized the chess squares on the floor
lined up with the roles each player assumed who was painted on the
ceiling above. The citizens of the Alliance liked to joke they were
little more than chess pieces to the Eternal Emperor, but looking
up, she realized it was he who was being played.

She was not here to be punished. She was here
because only if she saw it for herself would she understand what
the stakes were. Dephar's words came back to her.

'He thought for a moment his son might be
possessed by an Agent…'

The windows facing the garden had grown dark.
Her neck stiff from looking upwards, she moved back to the throne,
mindful that she had been given a punishment to serve out. Just
when she thought her bladder would explode, not sure if her
sentence included trips to visit the facilities, at last the
Emperor made his entrance.

"Your Majesty," Jophiel sat, fingers clutched
on the armrests, not certain whether she should leap off the throne
and throw herself at his feet to beg for mercy, or stay put because
that is what he had ordered her to do? She finally just scooted up
to the edge of the chair so her legs didn't jut out quiet so
ridiculously and gave him a salute, mindful of how awkward her
wings must look sticking helter-skelter out of a high-backed chair
with armrests that had not been built to accommodate her
species' wings.

"You can come down now," the Emperor sighed.
His shoulders sagged as though he carried the weight of the
universe.

Jophiel skittered off, anxious to
never have to sit on that throne again, and glanced up at
the ceiling, pointing to the image of the Emperor and Shay'tan
teaming up to rid the universe of the bull man.

"You're not here to rule the
Alliance," she asked. "Are you?"

The Emperor shook his head. Despite being
immortal, when he was in human form, he frequently manifested the
same visible symptoms of weariness that a mortal creature would. He
did so now, dark circles under his eyes and his wild white hair
looking like he had not slept in a week.

"As Lucifer's mother used to accuse me of all
the time," the Emperor said, "you are just a hobby.
Something to pass the time while we wait for Moloch's next play."
His expression was wistful. It was no secret the Emperor had
disappeared after Asherah had died. Even though it had been 225
years, Jophiel could see her loss still pained him.

"And Lucifer?" Jophiel pointed to the star
Shay'tan held aloft.

"Not that one," the Emperor gave her a
curious look. "He's a different one. Their genetic needs are very
specific. Only a special confluence of genetic matter enables one
to manifest into the material plain. Ki strips them of their
memories so they don't have to relive the trauma of their past
lifetimes. Unfortunately, Moloch got his hands on that one
and snatched it out from under the old dragon's nose. He
still hasn't gotten over it … and he blames me. Which
is why we're always at war."

"So why does Moloch keep killing them?"
Jophiel asked.

"Kill them?" the Emperor said. "Oh. No. He
doesn't kill them. It would be better if he did because then Ki
could just send them back in a new body to try again. No. Moloch
doesn't devour them to eat their flesh. He needs their
energy to manifest his will. Ki can prevent him from
incarnating into this realm in physical form, but she cannot
prevent him from taking control of a willing host. One who is,
perhaps, angry at his surrogate father?

"You thought Lucifer was possessed?" Jophiel
asked. All of a sudden the Emperor's cruelty made sense.

"I hoped he was possessed," the
Emperor said. "It is the nature of my gift. I may not be the most
powerful old god in the universe, but lightning is one of
the few forces which can interrupt the body's bioelectrical
impulses long enough for one of Moloch's victims to break the
Agent's hold without killing him."

"You were unable to free Lucifer?"

"That wasn't the problem," the Emperor shook
his head. "At least, not while he was here in my palace. If Lucifer
hates me, it is because he hates me. Not because Moloch is
making him do something against his will. This rebellion, I fear,
is entirely Lucifer's own doing."

Jophiel thought back to how cruelly the
Emperor had treated Lucifer in front of his adversary's ambassador.
It had all been a misunderstanding, but having seen Lucifer at
Parliament, she feared it was now too late. If this evil bull-god
still lurked around the universe, it didn't need to take control of
Lucifer if getting him to wreck the Alliance was one of its goals.
The Emperor had gone and botched that one all on his own.

Being in hot water herself right now,
she decided to keep those thoughts to herself. She had grown to
love the Emperor she served because of his very mortal capacity to
feel compassion. Why should she desert him because those laudable
traits were paired with equally mortal tendencies to be stubborn,
lose his temper, or occasionally cut off his nose to spite his
face?

"I should get back to work," Jophiel
said.

"Alas," the Emperor gave her a sheepish
expression, "no sooner had you cleared the Parliamentary building
then the Speaker of the Commons introduced a secret bill voting
no confidence in your abilities as a military commander. You
are, how should I put this? Out of a job? General Abaddon is now
supreme commander of the Alliance fleet and you are busted
down to the rank of private third-class."

"You mean I'm an E-fuzzy?" Jophiel exclaimed.
"He … how … they? Lucifer wasn't even in the building when we
left!"

"Lucifer saw a powder keg," the Emperor
shrugged. "He lit it. It went boom. Now it's burning entirely on
its own. Locking Lucifer up will no longer fix this problem. Until
we address the underlying issue, the fact your species pending
extinction has put so much strain upon the Alliance as a whole, all
we can do is watch my empire burn."

An Electrophori assistant came in and bowed
to the Emperor. "They are all here now, Your Majesty."

"Thank you," the Emperor said. "Jophiel …
until I figure out how to straighten out this mess, I would like
for you to stay in the palace. Follow Kamelia back to one of the
guest apartments. When I need you, I will call for you."

"Yes, Your Majesty," Jophiel saluted.

"Oh, and here," the Emperor said. "Read this.
Aloud. When you get back to your room. Think of it as
homework."

He handed her a slender black book, little
more than a children's book with verses on one side of each page
and a black-and-white ink-rendering of the same characters she had
noticed on the ceiling.

'Song of Ki' she read the title aloud.
The Emperor had already turned and shuffled off to his office door,
no doubt with better things to do than hand-hold his newest
not-even-an-Angelic-private.

Jophiel followed the eel-woman back through a
side hall to a wing of the palace she had never been in before. The
Electrophori pointed out Dephar's office and library, and then led
her further into the wing until at last she came to a separate
apartment.

"It took a bit of finagling," the
Electrophori said, sparks crackling off her snout as she spoke,
"but he managed to get them all here. Even the grown ones."

Turning the handle of the door, the
Electrophori opened it to a room full of children.

Her children…

The Emperor had gotten back her children!

With a cry of relief, Jophiel rushed in and
opened her arms to welcome her twelve offspring, ranging from tiny
Uriel, his pet gorock running circles around her legs and barking,
to her eldest three, now grown and serving in the military
themselves, though she insisted her children all start out as
cadets the same as any other Angelic.

"How?" Jophiel asked her eldest boy, Sidriel,
who had been serving at the opposite end of the galaxy.

"The Emperor sent a needle ship and said I
was to make haste to the Eternal Palace, Sir," the boy spoke to her
formally as his supreme commander and not his mother. How else
would he address her? She had sent him away the moment he'd
been born.

"From now on you must call me Mama," Jophiel
told her son. "You must all call me Mama. Parliament has
declared I am no longer your commanding officer, so you no need not
salute me whenever I walk into the room. Instead, the Emperor
ordered me to go to this room and read this book aloud."

Her heart filled with trepidation and joy,
Jophiel sat down upon the couch, opened the slender black picture
book titled Song of Ki, and began to read to her
offspring.

 


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…

 


 


* * * * *


Chapter 79

[image: tmp_0380cb5a31af5dd652f0b33852cf9325_GCr2sd_html_1e88d9.jpg]

 


November – 3,390
BC

Earth: Village of
Assur

 


Gita

A cheer went through the warriors who made up
the southern wedge. Gita’s heart leaped with joy as she saw Mikhail
drop back out of the sky a second time, a dark winged silhouette
against the moonlight. His presence heartened the exhausted
defenders, shoring up their resolve. They cheered, but that cheer
was short-lived. Even before he hit the ground, he roared like a
wounded lion.

Gita felt an overwhelming sense of …
horror?

Battle cries turned into screams of terror as
the enemy soldiers realized Mikhail had not landed to draw them
away from the embattled wedge this time, but now hunted them
like gazelles herded into a trap for slaughter. Chaos erupted in
front of the wedge. The line in front of her cleared, allowing her
to see over the wall of enemy bodies. Mikhail cut the invaders down
in a form of raw butchery unlike anything she had ever seen before.
He was … enraged.

The enemy realized whatever they were dealing
with was no longer remotely human. They tried to retreat. Most
never made it. It didn’t matter if they were running towards him to
do battle or running away from him in terror. Mikhail killed now
for killings sake, not to defend their village.

A severed hand flew through the air and
almost hit her. A head came rolling in her direction a moment
later, the mouth still moving. The stench of excrement mixed with
the copper scent of blood, ruptured bowels and intestines sliced
out of body cavities. The mercenaries screamed as they tried to get
away, some of them throwing themselves to the ground with their
hands over their heads with pleas that they surrendered.

Mikhail mercilessly cut them down, giving
them no quarter. All of a sudden, the Assurians no longer had an
enemy willing to fight.

"Fall back!" Chief Kiyan shouted. "Defenders!
Fall back behind the gate!"

Gita ran over to the place Azin had fallen
and kneeled at the body of her battle buddy. She checked her pulse,
but her fingertips only confirmed what she already knew. Her friend
was dead.

"Azin … I'm so sorry."

Gita's thin body shuddered at the loss of yet
another friend. She was so numb from the battle that no tears could
escape even though some part of her knew she wanted to cry.
Shahla, insane. Jamin, banished. And now she had let down the
new friend she had tentatively begun to make because she had
failed to protect her.

"May Ki grant you passage beyond the wheel of
rebirth into that land which exists beyond the wheel of time," Gita
whispered the ancient prayer for the dead she could only vaguely
recall from her childhood.

She crossed Azin’s arms over her chest the
way she had seen Mikhail do with the dead he’d helped bury after
the last raid. It was not their way, but she thought Azin would
have liked the honor of a Cherubim burial. She wished she had one
of Mikhail’s feathers to place in Azin’s hands.

She glanced over to where he smote their
enemies. Those beautiful, dark wings splattered blood everywhere as
he darted into the air like a hawk giving chase to a rodent. What a
magnificent parting gift she would give her friend, to carry a
feather, dipped in the blood of so many enemies, into the next
world with her!

Mikhail moved into the night, only the
screams of the mercenaries he smote betraying his position. Gita
slipped into the darkness after him, determined to get Azin that
bloody feather.

'Do not fear the darkness, child…'

She could feel the air hum with power,
calling all matter to itself so it could undo the bonds that held
creation together. It was an old song, but one she knew. It was the
song her heart had made the day her father had killed her mother.
It was the power of undoing, unmaking, uncreating, reducing matter
down to the smallest possible elements of primordial soup. Whatever
their enemies had done to Ninsianna, it had caused some internal
control Mikhail kept in place to keep his dark gift at bay to
snap.

Velvet blackness poured forth from his body
as he cut down the retreating invaders, as though he was
power, and in his anger he could no longer contain it. This was
Death, chosen to become incarnate through the vessel of the
beautiful winged man she loved.

A feeling of awe moved through Gita's chest.
If Mikhail had been beautiful to her before, he was even more
beautiful to her now, this beautiful black demon who hacked apart
the bodies of their attackers to protect them, covered from head to
foot in blood and guts and bile. Death, her mother had always said,
was merely part of the balance, the same way that a rotting log
gave life to mushrooms and, eventually, the crops they grew in
their fields. With her enhanced vision, Gita saw not just the
feather she had come to retrieve, but the beautiful leathery wings
of a bat.

'Do not fear the darkness, child. His
heartfelt yearning is to be loved…'

She realized some deity must be speaking to
her, letting her know the true nature of the creature she had
followed. This was not Mikhail. Mikhail was not hers to love. This
creature, on the other hand…

Was the lover of She-who-is…

 


 


* * * * *
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Pareesa

With a cheer of victory, Pareesa and her
B-team helped Varshab chase the Halifians away from the north gate.
Rather than wind their way through the village, they jogged
around the outside, taking on a few ragged bands which had deserted
from the battle at the south. They arrived just in time to shore up
the flagging west wing of the wedge. Like a wolf pack on a hunt,
Pareesa signaled her B-team to teach the enemy a lesson in the
meaning of teamwork.

"You ready?" Pareesa shouted at Ebad as she
picked up her pace.

She did not wait to hear his answer,
strangely exhilarated even though she was also exhausted as she let
loose a war cry. Her legs pumping, she moved to the front of the
running men, both B-team and Varshab's teams, who surged forth like
a stampeding herd of aurochs to flatten the enemy offensive.

"Shore up that line!" Varshab shouted. "You!
You! And you! Shove into the backs of that wedge and put your
shoulders into it!"

Pareesa spotted one of the skirmishers
fighting off two men at once, fighting for her life.

"To Qismah!" Pareesa shouted to her
B-team.

Qismah saw her coming before the enemy did,
feinting a jab with her spear to distract him just as Pareesa flung
herself airborne, a trick she had learned to keep up with Mikhail.
She jabbed her knife into the attackers back. Oh! How she wished
she had a sword like Mikhail did! The man fell, never having seen
who had come at him from the back.

"Thanks!" Qismah bent in half, catching her
breath.

"Any time!" Pareesa gave her a jackal's
grin.

Qismah spied another straggler. "Time to get
back to work!"

Pareesa ran after the next enemy who had
broken through the wedge. Wow! So this was it? The wedge? And the
'saw' Mikhail had worked with her to debug? It was awesome!

They'd lost many warriors here today, but
Pareesa had seen how many bodies were piled on the other side of
the wedge. The enemy had fared far worse than the defenders! That
part of her that wanted to mourn their dead warred with the part of
her that saw this battle in terms of body counts and percentages.
Mikhail had taught her to look at the big picture. She could see
the enemy could not win.

"Look!" Ebad pointed with his spear. "Over
there! They're stabbing our men in the back!"

"Let's get them!" Yaggit shouted.

Her B-team let out a bloodthirsty war cry as
they ran to help the men who had made fun of them their entire
lives for being incompetent. The beleaguered warriors relieved
cried out with relief and cheered to see reinforcements, even
reinforcements they considered so incompetent as the B-team.
Heroes. They were heroes. It was just the jolt of confidence her
B-team needed.

They encircled two enemies who stabbed into
the undefended backs of one of the failing wedge before realizing a
wolf-pack of warriors had just surrounded him. The two died well,
though she could not say whose spear finished them off as
they all fell upon the enemy at once.

"You … and you! Fill in the back of that
line!" Varshab moved in behind them, ordering more of his warriors
to put their backs into the wedge and push.

"Where's Siamek?" Pareesa called to one of
the skirmishers who defended the next thin tooth of the wedge.

"At the far end," she pointed. "The enemy did
a number on that tooth. He's trying to keep them from getting
around us."

Pareesa signaled her B-team to run ahead and
dispatch the next bunch of stragglers that had broken through. With
Varshab's warriors now pushing into the backs of the first few
spokes of teeth, no fresh enemies broke through the line, but up
ahead she chould see the line was not yet reinforced.

"Come!" Pareesa grabbed Ebad by the arm.

The rustle of wings caused her to look up
just in time to see Mikhail fly overhead. She grinned. She'd
wondered where he'd moved to fight after he'd left them. The men
cheered.

"Move forward!" Varshab shouted. "Fifteen of
you! Go shore up the east end of the line and make sure those
bastards can't get around us! Go!"

Varshab's orders were interrupted by a howl
that reminded Pareesa of a pack of wolves mixed with hyenas, with a
sprinkling of lions and jackals and a screech owl all mixed in,
howling from amongst their enemies. Fear ran up her spine as a
disembodied sensation of horror screamed through her body and
shouted for her to run.

"What the hell was that?" Ebad
asked.

The sound came again, followed by
screams.

"Goddess save us," Yaggit said. "Have the
enemies brought a demon to torment us?"

The men in the wedge moved back as though
pushed by an unseen force, but the human enemy which had smashed
into them only moments before had vanished as the enemy broke ranks
and ran.

Death cries. The howl sounded again, an
unearthly sound like the deep rumble of a ram's horn mixed with a
thunderstorm, so horrific it made her skin crawl.

"Pareesa," Ebad backed into her, back to back
as they had done in the battle of the north field. "Please tell me
that wasn't Mikhail?"

The howl sounded again, a wounded lion,
enraged, mixed with the screams of terror of their enemies. The
worst thing was that it was not that part of the sound which was
audible which instilled terror, but the rumble which
vibrated beneath that sound as though the earth, itself, was
afraid. The hairs on her arms joined the tiny hairs on the back of
her neck and her head in all standing erect, all leaning
away from that sound which shuddered through her body with a
single thought.

Run…

The wedge rippled forward, no longer anything
pushing against it. Whatever howled in the dark, it drove the enemy
before it like some hellish hunter, herding them to where it could
butcher them with ease.

Bile rose in her throat. Where was Mikhail?
Was he alright? Had something happened to him? And what the hell
was that thing?

"Fall back!" the command came. "Gather the
wounded and fall back behind the gate!"

The howl moved further into the night, the
screams of the dead further and further away as whatever creature
pursued them chased them away from their village.

"This battle is over," a shout broke through
their disbelief. Pareesa looked up to see Chief Kiyan, his kilt
smeared with blood, come to enforce some order. If the Chief had
come down from his perch upon the walls with the archers, then the
battle must really be over.

"Chief!" Varshab grabbed the chief, forearm
to forearm, two old friends who had done battle together many
times. "We dispatched the threat that came at us from the
north."

"A runner told me the group had split?" Chief
Kiyan asked.

"Young Pareesa here took care of it," Varshab
pointed to where she, Ebad and Yaggit leaned against one another
for support, their exhaustion so palpable they could barely stand.
"She and her B-team."

"Good job," Chief Kiyan nodded at them.

It was the only acknowledgement they got.
With so much to do, the Chief was already on to the next commander
to get casualty statistics on the wounded and dead.

"What was that thing?" Yaggit pointed
out beyond the battlefield.

Pareesa stared out into the night where
Mikhail had disappeared. First they must attend to their wounded.
She wandered through the dead, their dead, all of them women
and men she had trained with. That feeling of exhilaration, of
childish victory at seeing Mikhail's clever defensive move fend of
such an overwhelming force, evaporated in the reality that each
life lost had been a friend. Her only consolation was the pile of
enemy bodies which sat as tangible as the outer wall of houses. It
was three bodies high in most places where hundreds of mercenaries
had fallen beneath the weight of their own people and
died.

They had won. But at a terrible price…

That second rush of adrenaline evaporated.
Oh, gods! She was so tired! The men who had manned the wedge leaned
upon one another for support, exhausted, many of them wounded, and
limped towards the gate. Women flooded out and sorted through the
bodies, searching for husbands, brothers and fathers, praying they
were only wounded, and giving ululating wails of grief whenever one
found a loved one who was dead.

The archers slid down the walls and began to
sift through downed enemies, retrieving arrows and shooting them
into the hearts of those still alive. Part of it was because they
wished to give these bastards no quarter, but part of it was also
mercy. With the healers overwhelmed, any man too wounded to get up
and retreat would die a long, painful death from his injuries.

Pareesa spotted Immanu wandering through the
Assurian dead, his warrior mask discarded for the more familiar
role of a shaman. He moved from body to body with an entourage of
junior archers, instructing them which ones to move into the
village because they were still alive, versus which ones needed
help of a different kind.

"May the goddess guide your spirit into the
dreamtime," Immanu sprinkled water on Azin's head.

“What happened?” Pareesa asked.

“The Halifians ambushed Ninsianna,” Immanu's
eyes were filled with worry.

It occurred to Pareesa how peaceful Azin
looked, her body laid out straight, eyes closed, arms crossed upon
her chest. Somebody had attended to her before the shaman had
gotten here, and likely already whispered the death-prayers.

Immanu stood and moved over to the next body,
a man this time, one of the warriors from the wedge. He pressed his
fingers to the man's pulse.

"This one is still alive," Immanu told the
junior archers. "Bring him inside, but I don't know if he'll make
it."

The junior archers dragged the man towards
the gate. Immanu stood up and ran his fingers through his wild,
salt-and-pepper hair.

"Is Ninsianna okay?" Pareesa asked.

“She is alive, but injured," Immanu said. He
stared off in the direction Mikhail had gone.

Another roar came from off in the distance.
Screams. A howl that sounded more like a wolf baying at the moon
than anything human.

"They should not have targeted his wife,"
Immanu looked worried, but not surprised. "You'd think they'd have
learned their lesson from the last time they tried to come
at him sideways."

Ice ran through Pareesa's veins. She felt no
mercy for their enemies. Whatever they got, they deserved.

"I will go check to make sure he is alright,"
Pareesa's eyes drifted out into the darkened plain, into the
direction where occasionally a death-scream could still be heard.
She turned back and realized Immanu had already moved on to check
on the next person.

The roar filtered from close to the river
this time, somewhere a half-league south of the village. Yes. She
should go check on him. Perhaps he didn't realize his wife was
still alive? She followed the sound in morbid horror, the first
hint of light brightening the sky where soon the dawn would begin.
At first she had to climb over many bodies, but as she moved closer
to the sound, it became easier to follow the trail of the dead,
bodies hacked apart unlike anything she had ever seen before.

The roars ceased, as did the screams of the
dead. The only sound was a whacking noise which sounded like
someone threshing grain. Whack. Whack. Whack. She recognized the
visage of black wings pounding against the darker night.

A hand came out of the shadows to restrain
her.

Pareesa shrieked. She whirled, ready to smite
whoever came at her, and gave a nervous laugh as she recognized
Gita.

"Do not approach him," Gita's black eyes
glowed blacker against her pale face. "Do not approach until he has
finished what he started.”

The whacking sound continued, blended with a
low growl like a lion gnawing on the haunches of a dead gazelle.
Whack. Whack. Whack. The sound of a predator crunching apart the
bones before devouring its prey.

This was Mikhail? Hacking apart the bodies of
the dead?

“But … he’s … he’s … “ Pareesa stammered.
Defiling the dead was most uncharacteristic of Mikhail.

“That is not Mikhail,” Gita squeezed
Pareesa's hand. “He-who’s-not is in control of him right now, not
the blue-eyed Cherubim god. If we approach, Mikhail may not be able
to prevent HIM from killing us."

"But we have to stop him!" A sob clutched at
Pareesa's chest at the sight of her mentor become everything he had
warned her she must never become. "This is not who he is!"

The killing field stank like the place they
had taken down the herd of gazelles, hacked intestines mixed with
the stench of blood. The sky had grown light enough that they were
visible silhouetted against the lighter grey. The black-winged
visage looked up and made eye contact with them, its eyes not blue
as Mikhail's were whenever he went into battle, but pure black, so
dark that not even whites showed in those eyes.

A thrum of power vibrated through her. For a
moment Pareesa could not breathe. She could feel the
compulsion of those horrific black eyes inviting her to come throw
her body against his sword.

His cheekbones were gaunt and stern, no
emotion in those eyes but death. Her eyes played tricks upon her.
Just for a moment, it was not feathers she saw, but dark leathery
appendages like the wings of an enormous bat, paired with the tail
of a scorpion. Jutting out of his head were four horns like a ram,
and at the end of each wing strut jutted long, barbed spikes
glistening with the blood of his enemies.

This creature didn't need a sword … he
was a sword.

Pareesa blinked. Only Mikhail stared at her
now. He tilted his head, as though taking her measure. Pareesa was
suddenly acutely aware they were only a hop-flight away, a distance
she had seen him close many times faster than she could move to get
out of the way. Mikhail's nostrils flared. Without any further
acknowledgement, he turned back to finish hacking apart the bodies
of the enemies he had smote.

"Do you think Ninsianna knows she is not the
only vessel for a god?" Gita asked.

Pareesa watched the way the creature in front
of them moved, beautiful in its brutality, but so very different
from Mikhail.

"Do you think he knows?" Pareesa
asked.

"No," Gita whispered.

He-who's-not-Mikhail hacked the bodies as
though he wished to dissipate them back into the primordial chaos
it was whispered the Guardian of the Universe controlled.

"How do we stop him?" Pareesa asked. "If it
were me, he would find a way to make me stop. This is not
the man he wants to be."

They both stared at him, no solution coming
to mind to solve the problem. This was Death they were
staring at. The Dark Lord! Lord Chaos! He-who's-not!
The Guardian of the universe! What was she supposed to do?
Walk up and hope she could talk some sense into him?

A mockingbird's song cut through the air,
heralding the brightening light as the morning star heaved above
the horizon ahead of the brightening dawn and cast its light down
upon the killing field. It was a strange juxtaposition, that joyful
song and the brutality of carnage that lay before them.
He-who's-not-Mikhail paused and tilted his head to listen to that
song as though it pleased him. Just for a moment, Pareesa could
swear that stern, pitiless visage softened.

"Do you know what set him off?" Gita asked.
Her black eyes bore no judgment, only concern.

"I spoke to Immanu," Pareesa said. "He said
someone tried to hurt Ninsianna. She's okay, but my guess is that's
what set him off."

Gita wore an expression that contained no
mercy for the enemy dead. She nodded, as though Pareesa had
confirmed something she had already suspected.

"Now they will learn not to target his wife,"
Gita shrugged. She turned back to look at the dark-winged horror
which hacked apart their enemies. "Until Mikhail has expended his
anger, he won't be able to stop the Dark Lord from annihilating
anything that comes near him.”

Their hands gripped together like sisters,
the two women watched him finish in morbid horror until finally the
whacks of his sword grew slower and further apart. He moved amongst
the bodies now, stabbing at one periodically, as if the fact they
were all cut into pieces wasn't proof enough they were dead, until
at last he sank to his knees and began to sob. The two women looked
at one another.

Pareesa moved towards him.

“Not yet,” Gita yanked back her hand.
“HE has not left yet. Let HIM feel Mikhail
grieve."

"You can still see him?" Pareesa
asked. She had only caught a glimpse, but it was enough to know
that what gripped him was not her teacher.

"I see … darkness," Gita said. "But I don't
think it is evil. It is just … I don't know. Hungry?"

"We must console him," Pareesa said. "Like we
did before. After he killed the lion."

Gita's own black eyes were haunted. "Whatever
this is, it is an ancient wound, older than what just happened to
Ninsianna. I think the Dark Lord helps him because even HE
is capable of feeling pity."

"What tragedy would move Death to take pity?"
Pareesa asked. Her mind leaped to dozens of horrible scenarios.
None were adequate to explain what would compel the pitiless,
bat-winged visage which had stared out of Mikhail's eyes to feel
compassion.

"Perhaps there is a good reason Mikhail does
not remember his past?” Gita said.

Mikhail's wings drooped to the ground as he
bent over his sword and wept. Pareesa cried along with him, moved
by the sorrowful sight of her proud leader in the grips of such
misery. Gita cried too, as though simply by watching him grieve
they could understand the missing pieces of memory Mikhail himself
did not wish to remember. At last he stopped crying and hugged his
sword to his chest as though it were a child, his red-rimmed eyes
now blue instead of the black they had turned when the Dark Lord
seized him for a vessel.

They were the eyes of a mortal…

“Mama?” It was not with the voice of a man he
spoke now, but the frightened plea of a little boy. His dark wings
trembled, not the proud appendages he usually carried high above
his back, but a sad, droopy cape that dragged on the bloody ground
behind him

"Come … I think it will be alright to help
him now,” Gita tugged her forward. "I cannot see the visage
anymore."

Pareesa could no longer feel that strange
compulsion which had called to her to run into his sword, though
the urge which had replaced it, to run into his arms and reassure
him Ninsianna would be okay, was perhaps suspect as well?

“Mikhail,” Pareesa stopped well out of sword
range. “Mikhail … it’s me … Pareesa. We’re safe now. The attackers
are gone. Are you okay?”

She studied his body language, mindful of how
fast he could move when he perceived somebody to be a threat, and
noted the lack of his usual wariness, the situational awareness he
had tried so hard to train into his men. It was as though she
looked at a younger version of him, what Mikhail had been like
before the Cherubim had turned him into a weapon.

“Mama,” Mikhail's eyes focused on some event
in his past, his face appearing younger because that unreadable
mask he wore to hide his emotions had been ripped away, leaving
only the wounded creature which had dwelled there all along. “Ní
féidir liom a bhraitheann tú níos mó. Ní féidir liom a bhraitheann
tú.”

“What's he saying?” Gita asked. “I only
understood Mama.”

“I don’t speak his native language,” Pareesa
said. “Only a few words. I think he said he couldn’t feel her.”

“His mother?” Gita asked. “What do you know
about her?”

“He has no memory of his mother,” Pareesa
said, “only his grandmother and his father, and even those are only
fragments."

"Something bad happened to them," Gita's own
gaze was filled with sorrow. "Something horrific. Whatever they
tried to do to Ninsianna must have caused him to leap back to an
old memory in time."

The thought leaped between their minds,
unsaid, as she and Gita's eyes met. They had both seen this coming.
The longer he lived amongst their people, trying to fit in, trying
to break down the walls they had criticized him for building around
his emotions, both had seen his control slip the more they tried to
make him act as though he was a human.

Well, now they knew. He was human. He
was a human man with a big, dark ugly wound. They had forced
him to pull down his defenses, without the benefit of the memories
he had built up in intervening years to help him come to grips with
whatever had happened to him as a boy. Mikhail had nothing left to
anchor himself when something bad happened to dredge up those
memories, and nobody but Ninsianna to help him come to grips with
it.

Pareesa took a breath and gathered her wits,
no longer shocked, but Mikhail's trusted lieutenant. He'd said that
if he did not trust her, he would never let her get close enough to
clonk him over the head with a stick during training. It was time
to put that trust to the test.

“I see an arrow sticking out of one wing,”
Pareesa pointed, “right behind his neck. We must tend to it."

"We should get him out of here, first, before
he regains his faculties," Gita gestured to the hacked bodies.
"Then we can get him cleaned up and home to his wife."

"Help me get him up?" Pareesa asked.

"He does not like any woman touching him
except for Ninsianna," Gita met her gaze. "Except for some reason
he does not mind you."

There was no accusation of impropriety in
those black eyes, only a stated fact. For some reason, Pareesa had
never set off the same warning bells the other women in Assur did,
the ones that made her mentor flare his wings and pull back if
someone touched him as though it burned. If anything, he seemed to
find her amusing. Hopefully she could draw upon that small modicum
of trust to get him home?

“Mikhail,” Pareesa bent and reached towards
him as though she were trying to win the trust of a strange dog.
“It’s Pareesa, your friend. Can I come close to you now?

“Mama,” Mikhail whispered to whatever vision
still haunted his past. “Ní féidir liom a bhraitheann tú níos
mó.”

Pareesa moved closer, palms up in a universal
symbol of no threat. “Can you give me your hand? We’ve got to get
you down to the river so we can clean you up.”

“Ní féidir liom a bhraitheann tú,” he
whispered so quietly it was barely audible.

“Gita … come help me!” Pareesa gestured.

Gita hesitated, then touched the large hand
which gripped the hilt of his sword as though it were a walking
stick. Pareesa coaxed him to let go of the weapon. His hands slid
into theirs as though he were a little boy being led on a walk by
both of his parents.

"C'mon, Mikhail," Pareesa tugged. "You've got
to stand up on your own because you're too darned big for me to
carry."

He obediently stood up, towering over them
even though, within his own mind, he still relived some memory
which must have been horrific. Pareesa and Gita checked for
injuries, an examination made difficult by the blood and gore which
splattered every inch of his body.

"I see lots of cuts," Gita said. "But I think
his only major injury is the arrow in his wing."

“You get his sword,” Pareesa said. “I’ll lead
him down to the river to wash off the blood. I think it's best if
you carry his sword in case that thing comes
back."

Gita nodded, her black eyes owlish against
the brightening sky. Blood seeped from various cuts and she looked
like goat dung, but then again the girl had always reminded Pareesa
of some nocturnal animal. She picked up the sword and held it flat
in front of her using both hands as though she carried a sacred
relic to a festival for She-who-is.

Mikhail allowed them to lead him into the
frigid river, child-like as they dug up a bit of soap root and
scrubbed the blood from his clothing, his hair, and his wings.
Wherever his mind had gone, it was not here.

"Do you think he's mind-damaged?" Pareesa
gave voice to the terrible thought. "Like Shahla?"

Gita's large, black eyes stared at him as
though she could see right through him.

"Sometimes, when you witness something really
bad happen," Gita said, "things happen that can make you relive the
moment. But then it goes away. You push it back until the next time
something happens to dig the memory up. I think that's what
happened when they hurt Ninsianna."

Pareesa opened her mouth to ask what kind of
wound could cause that reaction and saw the tears welling in
Gita's eyes. How much did she know about the peculiar young woman?
Really? How much did any of them know? Until Gita had showed
up in training one day, it had been as though the girl was
invisible? It occurred to her that perhaps Gita was speaking from
first-hand experience?

The sun finally inched above the horizon.
They scrubbed the blood from their own clothing and hair,
shivering in the icy river. Mikhail shivered as they led him back
towards the village, his wings two soggy, drenched appendages he
didn't even have the wherewithal to flap to shake the water out of
them. Pareesa looked up with pity at the five-cubit-tall Angelic
who they led like a little boy.

"Perhaps it is a kindness that he can’t
remember his past?" Pareesa said.

Gita nodded. "Let’s take him home the
roundabout way through the north gate. He already has enough
problems getting the warriors to trust him without them seeing him
like this.”

Pareesa's cheek twitched with anger. Gita was
right. Much as she would trust Mikhail with her life, that
bastard Jamin had done such a good job of sowing doubt that it was
all he could do to get the men to train. His chasing off the enemy
would be viewed as heroic, no matter how animalistically he
had roared while doing so, but if the other villagers knew
Ninsianna wasn't the only one capable of channeling a
full-fledged god, and a dark one at that, the warriors might
not view him quite so benevolently. The ability to harness
power, that of the Cherubim god, was viewed far less suspisciously
than the ability to be power, especially one you could not
control.

She wanted to ask him what to do, but
Mikhail's eyes were still fixated in that horrific past. As his
lieutenant, it was up to her to make this decision for him.
Mikhail had become their rallying point. They needed him to be
strong, whether or not he really was, because without him, the
Ubaid would fall apart into squabbling villages.

“We must keep what we saw to ourselves,"
Pareesa said. "Warrior's honor?”

Gita's eyes were almost as dark as the
fathomless black eyes which had gazed out at her when Mikhail had
been seized by He-who's-not and chosen not to kill her.

“Warrior's honor,” Gita held out her
bow-stringing fingers to lock and pull her fingers in a gesture of
secret sisterhood.

They went via a circuitous route, telling the
sentries at the north gate they had found him with an injury to his
head, and led him back to Immanu’s house. Thankfully nobody was
home yet. As much as Pareesa adored Ninsianna, she knew her friend
would not be thrilled to see her husband reduced to such a pitiful
state, nor did she feel like betraying the fact her mentor was so
deeply, irrevocably damaged.

“Let's get him some dry clothes,” Pareesa
suggested.

“I don’t know which room is theirs,” Gita
eyed her uncle's house as though she had never been inside of it
before. “My family and Immanu’s aren’t exactly … close.”

“You stay with him,” Pareesa said. “I’ll get
it.” She ran up the narrow steps, then came back down with a change
of clothes and a blanket.

“Let’s get his wet things off,” Gita said.
“At least his shirt. I’m not … he’s just going to have to deal with
his own pants.”

Working together, they fumbled with the
strange round fastenings of his foreign shirt and the strings that
held tight the foot coverings he called boots, pretending they
weren’t ogling his muscular chest and avoiding the temptation to
let their fingers linger on what was not theirs to touch. They then
coaxed him to get off his own wet pants, discreetly looking the
other way (okay … maybe she peeked just a little) as he did
as they asked.

They decided to leave on the wet, strange
tight-fitting loincloth and just have him put his dry pants on top.
They didn’t think either he or his wife would appreciate them
undressing him completely while his mind was too addled to tell
them to go to hell. Pareesa arranged a blanket over his
shoulders as best she could, given his wings were in the way, to
keep him warm.

“We need to deal with that arrow,” Pareesa
said. She examined the shaft which had sunk into the meaty part of
the humerus, the part that would be the bicep if you thought of the
wing as an arm. The arrow had snapped off, leaving a hands-length
stick with the arrowhead still embedded in the muscle, but it only
seeped blood a little. "It doesn't look like it hit anything vital,
but it's got to hurt."

“I don’t think we should bring him to the
triage area.” Gita rummaged through Needa’s things. “Not like this.
We need to dig it out ourselves.” She found some supplies and an
obsidian blade.

“Ninsianna said he is always exhausted after
he invokes the Cherubim killing incantations,” Pareesa said. “We
should get him bandaged up and off to bed, then go tell Immanu
where to find him so they can bring Ninsianna as soon as she
recovers.”

Whispering soothing words to keep him calm,
Gita plucked out the tiny feathers that surrounded the injury,
tucking one into her shawl when she thought Pareesa wasn't looking,
then dribbled a few drops of a pungent, pleasant-smelling substance
Needa kept stoppered in a tiny clay vial around the area where they
needed to work. Myrrh sap. Magic to keep away the evil spirits that
caused infection.

"Maybe it would be better if you
yanked it out?" Gita fingered the broken arrow. Both had the same
thought. Better to have the one he trusted the most inflict the
pain … just in case.

"This will hurt me as much as it hurts you,"
Pareesa said. She grabbed the broken shaft and yanked it straight
upwards.

“Ow,” he mumbled as the flint slid out of his
flesh with a reluctant, sucking sound, but otherwise he barely
flinched. They were lucky the Halifians hadn't figured out how to
barb the arrowheads yet as Mikhail had shown the flint-knapper or
it would have done a lot more damage.

Gita staunched the bleeding and stitched up
the hole in his wing. Any other man would have howled bloody murder
as she stabbed the needle into his skin and pulled the horsehair
thread through. Mikhail’s muscles trembled under their fingers, but
otherwise he was silent.

"Where'd you learn to stich like that?"
Pareesa asked, adding to her long wish list of skills to learn the
art of stitching up one's own wounds. Gita's work was not pretty,
but it was effective.

Gita's eyes grew as black and fathomless as
Mikhail's had when that bat-winged visage had seized control.
Pareesa shivered.

"My father sometimes … falls," was all Gita
said.

Pareesa did not press the woman for
questions. It was no secret Merariy was the village drunk and beat
his daughter. She watched as Gita dribbled a few more drops of the
pungent-smelling concoction around the stitches and then smoothed
the feathers around the injury, a small comfort to convey she was
sorry for hurting him.

“Come, Mikhail,” Pareesa coaxed him to stand.
“Time to sleep.” She tugged his hand until he followed her up the
stairs. Gita trailed behind them up the rickety step. Mikhail fell
into bed and curled up in a fetal position, pulling his wings
around himself so that all they could see was the top of his
head

“Ninsianna, ní féidir liom a bhraitheann tú,”
he said softly. He was instantly asleep.

“Good night, sweet prince,” Gita gently
covered his still-wet wings with a blanket. “We’ll go tell
Ninsianna where to find you. She’ll be at your side when you wake
up and you’ll have no memory of this.”

They whisked away all evidence it had been
them who'd snuck him home and bound his wounds, then headed
out to Yalda and Zhila's house where Needa had staged the house of
healing.

“He’s kind of cute when he’s sleeping,”
Pareesa said as soon as they wandered through the streets. “Like a
gigantic winged puppy.”

The girls giggled, not because anything that
had happened tonight was funny. Humor was necessary to deflect how
disturbing what they had witnessed really was. Yalda informed them
Ninsianna had woken up with a rip-roaring headache, frantic to find
her husband. They told Yalda where they had deposited him and were
rewarded moments later by the sight of Ninsianna hurrying home to
join him.

Their eyes met as they breathed a mutual sigh
of relief. The thought passed unsaid between them. If that
was what happened when somebody merely injured his wife,
neither one of them ever wanted to see what would happen if
something bad happened to her for real.

“Should we tell him what we saw?” Gita
asked somberly.

“No,” Pareesa said. “We'll just make sure
nobody ever pushes him to that point ever again. Agreed?”

“Agreed,” Gita said. They locked bow-fingers
a second time in an archer's gesture of solidarity. "What should we
tell people when they come across the bodies he hacked apart far
out beyond the battlefield?"

"Most of those men were not Halifian,"
Pareesa said. "People will assume they killed their own mercenaries
so they would not have to share the gold."

"We'll let people assume whatever is
convenient for them," Gita's black eyes had that look they always
got when she looked through people, as if she could see
their souls. "Yes. We must keep this quiet. Especially from
him."

They parted ways and both went home.
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Ninsianna

Ninsianna burst through the front door. She
found him in their little bed, curled up in a fetal position, wings
pulled over his own body, trembling as though he were cold.

“Mikhail?” she touched his wing. “Are you
alright?”

“Ninsianna,” he murmured, shivering as though
he was cold. “Ní féidir liom a bhraitheann tú níos mó [I
can’t feel you anymore]. Ní féidir liom a bhraitheann tú [I
can’t feel you].”

She checked the stitch job on his wing and
frowned, adequate work, but not the neat, even stitches of a
trained healer. The feathers had been plucked around the wound and
it smelled of myrrh, no dirt left carelessly behind to invite the
evil spirits that caused infection, the spirits Mikhail called
'germs.' If she had done it, she would have done a neater job, but
it was done. Whoever had stitched him up hadn't done so bad a job
that she'd inflict pain upon her husband a second time to rip the
stitches out and redo it.

“Mikhail,” she placed her hand on his cheek
the way she had the first time she had met him. “I’m here. See?
Look. I’m right here.”

“Ní féidir liom a bhraitheann tú,” his
wings trembled. [I can’t feel you].

Ninsianna stretched out alongside of him and
wriggled under his topmost wing, coaxing him to uncurl enough for
her to spoon her back into his abdomen. Ugh! His wings were
drenched. Whatever had happened, he'd had the wherewithal to bathe
the blood out of his feathers before coming home, but not to shake
the water out of them.

“I’m right here,” she said. “Can you feel me
now?”

Finally he wrapped his arms and wings around
her and pulled her so close it felt as though he might suffocate
her. He shuddered as though he was crying, but no tears slid down
his cheeks and no sound escaped his throat.

“Ninsianna,” he still spoke his native
language, “Ní raibh mé in ann dar leat [I couldn’t feel
you]. Shíl mé gur mhaith leat a chaill mé [I thought I’d
lost you.]”

“I'm here,” she said. “I am fine.”

“Ní raibh mé in ann dar leat [I
couldn’t feel you],” he whispered as he drifted back to sleep.

Ninsianna felt his breathing gradually become
regular and even as his shivering subsided. Just as her vision had
prophesized, she had called for him and he had not come. Just as
the vision had warned, the men had wanted to steal her baby. She
tried to look into his mind to see how the situation had been
resolved, for they were all still fuzzy about the details, but even
in this moment when he wept for almost having lost her, that
irritating blue light blocked her from seeing into his
memories.

Anger welled up from her subconscious. This
entire attack had occurred because they had tried to collect a
bounty on him. She had heard it from the enemy's own mouth!
All those lives lost! For what? Because he had begotten a
child upon Shahla and then tried to foist it off on Jamin? It was
no surprise Jamin had gotten even by telling the enemy where they
lived. If Mikhail hadn't blocked her from seeing into his mind to
hide his guilt, and his crime, for not only had he lied to
her, but he had lied to the tribunal, none of this would
have happened!

"It's over," Ninsianna said with disgust.
"It's finally over. I called for you and you came."

Mikhail made a small sound in his sleep, like
the whimper of a boy having a nightmare. He hugged her tighter, so
tightly that it almost hurt, and wrapped his wings around her. He
was suffocating her! If she was the one who had been
attacked, why was he curled up in a ball, shivering, as if
he had been the one they had tried to rape?

She pushed at the wet wing and gasped for
breath, hating to have her face covered, and tried to wriggle out
of his grasp. Mikhail clutched her even more tightly to his chest
as though he were terrified he would wake up and find her gone.

Vulnerable…

Mortal...

Afraid...

Ninsianna wasn't certain she liked this
weaker, more vulnerable side of her husband.
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Jamin

They came in groups of two or three, the last
batch straggling in a larger group of thirty, exhausted and badly
wounded, telling a strange tale of men who had disappeared from the
back of the line before they'd even made their way to Assur. They'd
assumed the men had deserted until they'd tripped upon their bodies
on the way back, throats slit, each body arranged neatly with the
arms crossed, a large brown feather placed into each victim's hand.
The Amorite leader forced Jamin to remain with him, despite
his exhaustion from lingering blood loss, so that none of the
survivors could stick a knife into his back.

More than eight hundred men had gone against
the Assurians, less than three hundred came back, all telling tales
of a black-winged demon who had cut them down without mercy. Nusrat
came back with five men instead of the twelve who had snuck into
the village to face Yazan.

"My brother?" the shaykh to the west asked,
his face filled with apprehension.

"Dead at the hands of the winged demon."
Nusrat's face bore an unreadable expression. His bearing was still
that of a prince, but his clothing was stained with filth and
blood.

Yazan swayed. One of his fellow shaykhs, the
leader of a tribe to the south bordering Uruk lands and purportedly
a close relation, caught his kinsman by the elbow to steady him.
With no more living sons and now no brother, the tribe to the west
was without an heir.

"How?" Yazan's voice warbled with
emotion.

"The winged demon arrived before we had
finished setting our trap," Nusrat said. "Thawban was killed by the
sorceress. Instead of getting into position as he was supposed to
have done, he decided to chase after the goat. She caught him
unawares."

"The goat?"

"The sorceress."

Jamin suppressed a snort. He'd always sworn
that goat was a demon in disguise, uncannily clever for such a
stupid animal.

"And what of the others," another shaykh
asked, one who'd come from the far southwest where the Pars Sea had
receded to expose new grazing land. He'd sent kin into
battle as well, although only Marwan and Yazan had sent in close
kin.

"The winged demon snuck up on Raghib and slit
his throat before we expected him back," Nusrat said. "The battle
still raged at the south gate. We never anticipated he would come
back before our forces had driven the Assurians behind their walls.
As for Qudamah, he died well. He got one good shot into the demon's
wing, but it was not enough to slow him down."

"And what of Dirar," Yazan's voice warbled.
"How did he die?"

"We tried to escape," Nusrat said. "But he
hunted us like a falcon hunting a mouse. Dirar almost carved out
his prize, but in the end, the demon was too powerful. I did not
realize until we stood against him how powerful he really is."

"I saw when we attacked the village before!"
Yazan lunged at Nusrat. "Why didn't you protect him?"

"Enough!" Marwan stepped between his fellow
shaykh and his son. "You ran away after he killed Roshan! So
do not fault Nusrat for not doing what you, yourself were not
willing to do to save your own son!"

"It is his fault," Yazan whirled and
stalked towards Jamin. "He gave us false intelligence!"

"Everything he told us was accurate," Nusrat
said. His expression was neutral. "Everything … from the weak spot
in one of the houses to how well-defended each gate of the city
would be. The only thing that was unexpected was they sent a
handful of men to defend the low ditch that ran up the north
hill."

"So it was defended!" Yazan pulled his
knife out of his belt.

Jamin pulled both knives out of his
own belt and backed into the felt wall of Kudursin's tent.
He had two blades, the obsidian one his father had given him when
he had banished him, and the second, smaller flint one he had
seized from Lubiad when he'd defeated him. They were paltry weapons
against a seasoned knife fighter such as Yazan; especially given
the fact his left arm was in a sling, barely able to clutch the
second knife.

"They sent a little girl," Nusrat spat. "If
the winged demon had not dropped out of the sky, we would have
defeated them!"

"That would be Pareesa," Jamin tried to
reason with Yazan. "And her B-team. That was not a real
defense. She is a thirteen summer girl and her men are the fat sons
of potters and weavers. He probably sent her there to get her out
of his feathers."

It was the wrong thing to say…

"I will kill you for this!" Yazan lunged at
him.

Jamin danced to the side at the last moment,
just barely missing getting the knife buried into his chest. An odd
humor wafted through his brain. This had all started with
him wanting to carve out the winged demon's heart, but now
everyone wanted to carve out his heart, instead.

"Wait!" Marwan stepped between his fellow
shaykh and Jamin. "This did not have anything to do with bad
intelligence. Dirar knew the risk when he chose to infiltrate their
walls."

Yazan's fist clenched around the wrapped bone
pommel of the blade he itched to bury into Jamin's heart. Obsidian
was a stone that could cut every bit as well as the metal knife the
Amorite slave trader kept tucked in his belt. What made it an
inferior weapon was not its ability to kill him, but the fact stone
blades had a habit of chipping whenever they hit a solid object,
such as his ribcage.

"It is true," Nusrat stepped between them,
not fighting to defend him against the grief-stricken shaykh, but
not letting him come closer, either. "Dirar fought bravely, but it
was not enough."

"Then why are you still alive?" Yazan
cried out.

"Because your brother did not listen when I
told him not to violate the sorceress," Nusrat said. "Instead of
knocking her unconscious and waiting for the winged demon to return
for her once our forces breached the walls, Dirar tried to rape
her. She used her magic to call her demon husband to save her
before we had a chance to get into position."

"Do you know how many men we just lost?"
Yazan shouted.

The wall of the tent hit Jamin's back. The
coarse feel of pounded wool scraped against his hand, too flimsy to
serve as leverage to push against and project himself against his
enemies, but too substantial to fall back against and have it
collapse so he could escape. He could go no further unless he
turned and cut his way through the tent. If he did, Yazan and his
kin would fall upon him before he could finish the first slice, and
outside the tent more than two hundred mercenaries languished,
looking for somebody to blame for their resounding defeat.

"We lost men as well, brother-in-arms,"
Marwan soothed his peer. "I lost three nephews and an uncle trying
to take the Assurian north gate. We have all suffered losses
tonight."

"You did not lose any brothers or sons!"
Yazan shook his knife at Jamin. "All you lost were married into
other tribes! It was you who allowed this jackal into our
midst!"

"I have few sons left to lose," Marwan drew
up to his full height, reminding Yazan that although he might be
the poorer of the two shaykhs, he was by no means the more
cowardly. "In case you forget, the first eighteen men the demon
smote came from my tents, including Nusrat's brother. How
dare you accuse me of double dealing you now?"

That second, silent mouth shouted the same
message that Marwan's lips did, that Dirar's death had come as a
surprise. Jamin's eyes met Nusrat's. Nusrat had chosen not to
enlighten his father that, should Dirar manage to carve out the
winged demon's heart, he'd intended to smite the mercenary himself
and declare he now had the right to decide who would win his
sister's hand. With three bags of Amorite gold, Nusrat would have
enough resources to provide for his sister, her poor infant
daughter no husband wanted, plus his own two wives and seven
children.

Jamin's heart beat faster. He studied the
faces and body stances of the men who surrounded him, trying to
figure out which ones truly wanted to smite him, versus which ones
were posturing because no shaykh wanted to be on the losing side of
such a fragile alliance.

"Friends," Kudursin, the Amorite leader
laughed. "There is no need for such hostilities. Our Sata'anic
friends pay according to how many engaged the enemy, whether or not
they survived. It is their people's way to provide for the widows
and orphans of those killed defending them. If those men had no
families…"

Kudursin's hand swung palm-up towards Yazan
to indicate that he stood to distribute the gold on his
brother's behalf. The three other shaykhs in the room perked up
with interest.

"This could be good for all of us," one of
the other shaykhs spoke. "I did not send my own sons against the
Assurians. Only men who were restless. Troublemakers. If they
earned their gold, they will take wives and settle down. If they
are dead, then the tribe will benefit as a whole."

"He was my brother!" Yazan
shouted.

"A brother who was evicted from your tribe by
your own father," Marwan spoke softly, "before his death.
You let him back in so his wives and children would have a
home, but Dirar's loyalties lay elsewhere. We all knew it."

Yazan sharply inhaled and turned to Kudursin.
"My brother had seventy-two men following him, all tribeless like
this jackal!" he pointed to Jamin. "Who stands to inherit
their gold?"

"That is up to you to decide as their
shaykh," Kudursin pulled out a fine goatskin pouch dyed the color
of blood. "If Dirar's tent was in your settlement and they
followed him, then what was his now belongs to
you."

Yazan eyed the pouch filled with golden coins
imprinted with the creature the winged demon called a 'dragon.' It
contained enough gold to purchase slaves and build himself a
settlement along the stretch of river he controlled. What was it
Marwan had accused his fellow shaykh of? Of coveting being
settled?

"Your brother has given you a worthy
inheritance," Marwan made a show of putting his knife back into his
belt; although his kinsmen did not follow his example in case they
needed to intervene. "Think of the trades you could make with such
riches?"

"His wives will be better off with you
managing their wealth," one of the other shaykhs said, leader of a
tribe that skirted Uruk land. "Either you can marry them off, or
take them as Dirar's next of kin and marry them yourself?"

Jamin noted the way the three undecided
shaykhs shifted towards Kudursin, the Amorite. His gold had won
them over. Yazan's eyes were black with hatred, so dark they
reminded Jamin of the winged demon that night Ninsianna had
intervened.

"I already have four wives," Yazan hissed.
"What ever will I do with three more?"

"Why dear friend," Kudursin rattled the bag
of gold, causing it to clinkle. "You will set each up in a separate
tent with their offspring and visit a different wife each night of
the week until they give you dozens of sons to replace the ones you
have lost."

The bag glistened red from the sunlight
pouring through the flap in the ceiling. Red. Like the blood of the
men whose lives had been spilled.

"And what of the winged demon?" Yazan tucked
his blade back into his belt and grabbed the bag of gold.

Jamin exhaled slowly so that the five
assembled shaykhs would not hear his audible sigh of relief.

"This defeat is unprecedented," Kudursin
toyed with his own knife, the one made of metal. By the
brown discoloration, it appeared to be of inferior quality to the
silver ones wielded by the winged demon.

"Like it or not, our deposed young chieftain
was right. The winged demon has knowledge of tactics and processes
we have never dreamed of. I am out of men willing to expend their
lives upon the winged demon's sword. If the lizards want him, they
will have to come get him themselves."

"Then let me avenge my brother's death by
killing this useless curr?" Yazan took a step back towards
Jamin.

Nusrat stepped in front of him.

"He is the only reason five of us made
it out alive," Nusrat held out his palm, free of any weapon. "Each
tribe sent two men inside the village with us to try for the winged
demon's heart. The group sent to burn the granary failed, as did
the group sent to capture the sorceress, but the group we sent to
burn the flint-knappers house succeeded. The Assurians will not be
able to replenish their weapons."

Kudursin stepped to stand next to Nusrat, his
features pointed as he fingered his beard.

"The lizard demons wish to speak to this
deposed chieftain," Kudursin said. "They have expended great effort
to strike at this demon. I will not let you kill our only source of
information."

Kudursin's men moved behind the shaykhs like
spiders creeping along the wall, their hands clutched to their
belts, ready to pull their knives.

Yazan glanced around and saw support for him
had evaporated. He leaned towards Jamin and sneered, "the next time
we cross paths, I will avenge my brother's death by carving out
your heart personally.”

Jamin gave Yazan a polite nod of
acknowledgment, knowing that any other response might cause the
fragile tide of support which had just shifted his way to shift
back again. He was still too weak from blood loss and a lingering
fever to defend himself. Only the rapid heartbeat of a man who knew
he was about to die had kept him standing thus far.

Tucking his blood gold into his belt, Yazan
gestured to his men and stormed out of the tent. The other three
shaykhs collected their bounties and moved out to distribute them
amongst the survivors who had limped back from the battle with
tales of a horrific beast that had mercilessly hunted them like an
enraged lion. Jamin swayed and was caught by Nusrat before he
toppled over.

Kudursin gestured to Jamin.

"We leave in one hour," Kudursin said. "Try
not to get yourself killed before then. It's a three day journey to
the rendezvous point."

"To meet the other Amorites?" Jamin
asked.

"The lizard people," Kudursin said. For the
first time since Jamin had known him, the man looked nervous. "I
withheld the winged demon's exact location until now because once
they have killed him, this…" the Amorite pulled out a bag of
gold far more sizeable than the others he had distributed thus far,
"will come to an end. But if I deliver you to them, they
will give me a role within their larger empire."

Kudursin handed the bag to Nusrat. A sinking
feeling settled into Jamin's gut.

"You're selling me?" Jamin tried to keep the
betrayal out of his voice as he turned to the desert shaykh. "To
the slavers?"

"I am a pragmatic man," Marwan gave him an
apologetic shrug. "I asked our Amorite friend to send an inquiry
back to his employers as to whether they would have any interest in
you. Word just came back. They are very anxious to
meet with you and will pay handsomely for the privilege."

"When…" Jamin asked.

"We sent the runner the moment Nusrat
convinced me to give this crazy plan a try," Kudursin said. "While
we weren't even certain whether you would succumb to blood loss."
He grinned. "Your impending death seems to have only piqued their
interest. Never have I fetched such a high price to keep someone
alive!"

"As you so aptly pointed out," Marwan slapped
him on the back, "my daughter is a better shot than most men in my
encampment. She meant to only wound you, but she hit one of the
vessels that carry blood from the heart. For a while we weren't
sure you would even make it."

Nusrat opened the bag of gold and counted out
some for himself, some for Marwan, and put the rest back into the
bag.

"You have bought my sister her freedom,"
Nusrat jingled the bag, his gaze unapologetic. "Thanks to you, she
will only remarry if she wants to remarry, not because we
need to secure water rights or gain alliances. Never again will she
or her child want for anything."

Jamin turned to Marwan and that second,
silent mouth which seemed to be laughing at him, though not in a
malicious way.

"You knew we were setting Dirar
up?"

"There was no way I would marry my daughter
off to that butcher," Marwan shrugged. "But Yazan had me backed
into a corner. It was Aturdokht, herself, who came up with this
plan."

"Aturdokht sold me?" He knew he should
be angry, but in a way, her cleverness only bolstered her in his
esteem. She had been a shaykah before her husband's untimely
demise. Without the promise inheriting the chiefdom of Assur,
he was worthless as a husband even if he did bring
her the winged demon's heart. In selling him, she had just
purchased her own freedom.

Marwan gave him the nod a proud old lion
might make upon watching a lioness cub make her first kill.

"You should have met her mother," Marwan's
eyes fixed on some point in his past. "She was a magnificent woman.
Willful. Which is why I come down so harshly upon her whenever she
becomes too disobedient. I don't want to lose her the same
way I lost her mother."

"How did she die?" Jamin asked.

Nusrat looked away.

"She died protecting me," Marwan
pointed to the scar that ran horizontally from his lip to his ear.
"From your father."

The lingering weakness of blood loss and
stress closed in around him and made what Marwan said sound far
away, as though he had his head under water.

"I don't believe you," Jamin said. "My father
is a good man. He does not kill women."

"She did not leave him any choice," Marwan
sighed. He looked through Jamin as though he wasn't there. "But I
got back at him. We captured his wife while she washed
laundry in the river, too heavy with child to run away."

With a cry of disbelief, Jamin clutched at
the fabric of the tent. That insubstantial fiber which was too
strong to push through and escape, but not strong enough to hold
him if he swooned.

"It was my intent to shame him by taking her
as my concubine to replace my own lost wife," Marwan said,
"but she fell on a rock and hit her head."

The room began to spin.

"She died in childbirth," Jamin whispered as
the memory came back to him.

He'd been a young boy, nine summers old.
Shouts as men carried his mother back from the river. Blood pouring
from her head. Blood pouring from between her legs. His father
sobbing saying it was his own fault. His father's grief. The
way his father had never been able to look him in the eye after
that. The way his father had forbidden everyone from talking about
her, as though she had never existed. Her death had not been an
accident, but retaliation for his own wrong!

"It was not my intention to kill her,"
Marwan's expression was apologetic. "But I do not think it was your
father's intention to kill my wife, either."

The desert shaykh's expression was
wistful.

"It is why I did not kill you the
first time you came stumbling into our tents, looking to hire
mercenaries. It has been a long war against your people and I grow
tired. We stopped sending forces to raid your village after your
mother's death, but each time we sent emissaries to treat with your
father, he rebutted us. I thought he would understand when I sent
you back alive that my apology for killing your mother was
genuine."

Marwan's eyes brightened to a lighter shade
of brown.

"You look like her, you know? After she fell,
I carried her to the shore and tried to staunch the bleeding. I
think she realized I had not meant to hurt her, because she
clutched my hand and asked to see her son. Jamin. Jamin. Jamin was
all she said. Perhaps that is why I chose to let you live?"

Something tickled Jamin's chin. He rubbed his
hand across it and realized it was wet. He tried to speak, but
there were no words. Only a crushing pain that stole his
breath and made it sound as though his heart beat in his ears. The
misery he'd felt over losing Ninsianna feel like one and the same
pain. He realized it had not been her he'd been mourning all
this time, but that hole she'd reopened in his heart where he
missed his mother.

Marwan looked down at his hands. "I took two
lives from your father that day, while he had cost me only one. So
I spared him yours, instead."

"My father knew you were toying with me?"
Jamin asked. The room darkened until all he could see were Marwan's
apologetic eyes. Hands reached to prop him up. Nusrat. And Lubaid.
Their expressions were not hostile, but sympathetic. Oh! What a
fool they must think him!

"Think of it this way," Marwan shrugged. "You
are still alive. If you can convince the lizard demons of your
worth, perhaps they will reward you by letting you carve out the
winged demons heart after all? That would make Aturdokht very
happy. She's grown rather fond of you."

Nusrat and Lubaid helped him over to lie down
on a cushion. They handled him gently, the way two brothers might
aid a brother who was injured, and yet they had just sold him to
the lizard demons. His father had been right when he'd warned him
never to treat with the desert cobra.

Was it all a farce? He had to know…

"Nusrat," Jamin whispered. "The house? Did
you take care of that other business?"

Nusrat met his eyes. There was no deception
there.

"I saw no sign of this man you claim is the
sorceress' uncle," Nusrat said. His lip curled up in revulsion.
"Though the house stank so badly of piss and vomit that I would
have killed anybody I found there just to rid them from this
earth."

"You didn't hurt the girl?" Jamin struggled
up to his elbows. "She's not too bad."

"I saw no sign of an ugly girl," Nusrat
said.

Marwan clapped his hands and signaled for his
sons to leave the room. Aturdokht glided out from behind the
partition in the tent, her face veiled, and took the bag of gold
from her brother.

"He is in no condition to travel with the
Amorites," Marwan said. "You have one hour to change his dressings
and fortify him so he does not die along the way. We will be just
outside the tent, ready to kill him if he tries to harm you."

Aturdokht nodded. She waited until the tent
cleared before kneeling at his side, her eyes downcast. They were
leaving her alone with him?

"You sold me?" Jamin's mental fog subsided
now that he was no longer standing. No wonder his father had
been so adamant about not marrying Marwan's daughter. Marwan had
been the wiser of the two, understanding that a union between the
children of the two slain women would heal the wound between their
two tribes.

"You want to prove the winged demon's own
people buy your women so you can win back your father's trust,"
Aturdokht said softly. "Now you will have your chance." Her hands
pushed aside his shawl to expose the bandages on his shoulder. "It
was the only way I could convince the others to let you live."

Capable hands unwrapped the dressings and
examined the stitches where she'd dug out her arrow. She did not
make eye contact, not even when she pressed too hard and made him
wince. He wished she would. She had used her wits to improve
her position in life … and to keep him alive. Moving his
good arm slowly so she would not feel threatened, he put his
fingers under her chin and raised her veiled face so he could stare
into those hazel eyes.

"I offered you my life to buy your freedom
and you found a way to give it back to me," Jamin caressed her
cheek that sat hidden beneath the veil. "Who knows? Perhaps someday
I will be able to deliver to you the winged demon's heart.
Would you honor your bride-price then?"

Her eyes met his, the pale flecks growing
greener as her fingers lingered on his shoulder.

"Yes."

Something stirred in his chest. Yes. If he
brought her the winged demon's heart, she would marry him,
and this time he was certain she would not bury a knife in
his heart. He closed his eyes, already picturing the journey he
needed to make, what these creatures might look like he needed to
treat with now, and ways he might convince them to support his
mission to reclaim his chiefdom.

"How am I supposed to travel three days to
meet these lizard demons when I can barely stand?"

"We demanded they send our runner back with
three camelids to carry you," Aturdokht said. "Had Kudursin been
willing to tell them where this tent was, they would have sent a
sky canoe. The only reason they did not arrive on the heels of the
camelids was because the runner stripped the beasts of their
saddles so their magical talismans could not be used to track us
here."

"It's not magic," Jamin relished the feel of
her hands upon his skin as she finished binding up his wounds even
though it hurt. "The winged demon calls it tek-no-lo-gee."

Lips brushed against his cheek, still covered
by her veil. She stood, leaving him lying there to rest before he'd
be hauled across the desert to meet his new owners. If he
survived.

"I will marry whichever man brings me the
winged demon's heart," Aturdokht's eyes transformed greener. "It
would not aggrieve me if that man turns out to be you."

With a whisper of linen robes, she was gone,
leaving him laying alone until the Amorites came to carry him off
to his fate.
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Eligor

For once in his life, Eligor was relieved to
see the two goons waiting for him to navigate the shuttle in for a
landing. Usually they gave him the chills. Actually, even today
they creeped him out, but the wheeled gurney that was stretched
between them was as welcoming as a Leonid lionesses vagina coming
into heat. He set the piece-of-crap smuggling craft down on the
oh-so-pristine flight deck of the Prince of Tyre and
immediately began the shutdown procedures while Lerajie popped the
hatch so the two goons could gain entry. Behind him, Lerajie
briefed Zepar about what they'd done to stabilize the poor bastard
on the four-day flight here. Lucifer … wasn't doing so hot.

Lucifer whimpered in pain as the goons
shifted him none-too-gently onto the gurney. Eligor turned his face
away so Lerajie would not see him wince.

"Eligor?" Lucifer called.

Eligor moved to stand in the doorway between
the cockpit and cargo area, fiddling with the clipboard he used to
document he'd done all the post-flight maintenance on the
shuttle.

"Sir?"

Those eerie silver eyes glittered with a
combination of pain, gratitude, and the fever which had only grown
higher each day they'd been stuck in subspace.

"I owe you."

Eligor shrugged.

Lucifer held out his hand. "Thanks."

Eligor hesitated, then clasped the Prime
Minister's hand.

"Just doing my job, Sir."

Lucifer nodded. His skin was flushed with
fever and pale at the same time, if that were at all possible.
Exhausted, he leaned back on the gurney, whimpering when the mere
act of moving the thing chafed the raw skin on his charred wings,
and signaled the two goons to be on their way. Zepar met them at
the bottom of the gangplank.

"Bring him to his quarters."

"Sir?" Eligor said. "I radioed ahead to warn
Captain Marbas the Prime Minister was badly injured. I believe
Doctor Halpas was going to prep a burn treatment stasis pod?"

"You don't get paid to make medical
decisions," Zepar gave him a cold stare.

"Isn't Doctor Halpas going to look him over?"
Lerajie objected. As usual, his side kick's wings fluttered with
unmasked emotion. Crap.

"He needs rest," Zepar positioned himself
between the two of them and the Prime Minister. "Not surgery."

"But…" Lerajie started to object.

Eligor got that weird vibe that often kept
him out of a shit storm. There were 60 men on this crew.
Some of them should have been in the launch bay besides
Furcas and Pruflas to take Lucifer off of that shuttle. For some
reason the launch bay had been cleared before they had landed.

"Very well, Sir," Eligor grabbed Lerajie and
dragged him out of there.

"What did you do that for?" Lerajie rubbed
his shoulder where Eligor had bruised it the moment they got out of
the launch bay.

"Keep your eyes open and your mouth shut,"
Eligor said. "Not the other way around. Or you'll get us both
killed."

A nap, a hot shower, and a real home-cooked
meal later instead of the awful remolecularized food cubes they'd
eaten for four days in the shuttle, they met up and ran their usual
shift playing bookends outside the door of Lucifer's harem. Just
for the hell of it Lerajie went into the room to see if maybe they
could get any of the human females to talk.

"What the hell?" Lerajie exclaimed.

Eligor peeked in the door. The women were
huddled near the doorway, and did not hiss or try to pelt them with
turds the way they usually did. At the far end of the dormitory, in
the corner the females had designated their unofficial 'potty
place,' lay a badly injured Sata'anic male, bleeding and
unconscious. He had the look about him of someone who had been
tortured.

"That's…"

"None of our business," Eligor said. The
usual stench of excrement was absent from that corner. He could not
help but grin. One of his shipmates had figured out a way to get
the women to stop shitting in their food dishes and leaving them in
that corner. What better way to encourage the stupid creatures to
use the bathroom? He dragged Lerajie out of the room and shut the
door.

Lerajie's mouth gaped like one of the
frog-like Delphinium soldiers, opening and shutting as though
catching a fly.

"Can you think of a more humiliating way to
break a lizard's resolve than to stick him in the potty area of a
harem?"

Eligor shot Lerajie a pointed eyebrow, as
though what they had seen was the most natural thing in the world.
For the male-dominated Sata'anic culture, the only way they could
humiliate the guy any further would be to force him to look like he
buggered farm animals and then post his pictures all over the
galactic internet. In fact, it was why Lucifer kept this harem
under wraps. He didn't want people to know he was, in
fact, buggering a questionably-sentient species in order to produce
his own offspring.

"Eligor," a call came over his comms pin.

"Sir?" Eligor answered.

"Report to the Prime Minister's quarters
immediately."

Lerajie eyed him curiously as he left to
comply. Had Lucifer woken up? He got there just in time to see
Pruflas and Furcas lead three unknown females out of Lucifer's
room, their clothing ripped to shreds. All three of them bore the
same dead-eyed look the other seventeen had worn after Lucifer had
finished with them. Three of them? At once? How? When he'd last
seen Lucifer, the man had been so badly injured he couldn't even
stand! Much less perform.

Zepar came out, tucking something into his
pocket.

"We need you to transport us to these
coordinates," Zepar handed him a smart tablet already pre-loaded
with data.

"Yes, Sir," Eligor said. He didn't bother to
ask, "what about Lerajie." His sidekick had been skirting the edge
of trouble for quite some time. The only reason Lerajie hadn't been
'disappeared' along with the other troublemakers was because Eligor
always managed to rein him in just shy of pissing Zepar off. If
they got rid of Lerajie, instinctively Zepar knew they'd need to
get rid of him as well, and he was the most reliable
man they had. He trudged down to the launch bay to prepare
Lucifer's real shuttle, the one that didn't smell like
something had crawled into the induction ports and died, and warmed
up the engines, noting the coordinates were relatively close. This
flight would be a short little solar-system hop.

He glanced out of the shuttle and had to
blink. Lucifer strutted across the launch bay in full 'I'm your
rock star of a Prime Minister' mode, giving the men a victory
'V.' They cheered as he moved through them, reassuring them that
now that he'd engineered his little coup d'état, soon he'd find
Earth and get them their own females. That wasn't what made
Eligor's mouth drop, though. He knew damned well Zepar was
injecting him full of amphetamines or something to make him perky
when the guy needed sleep. No. Sprouting out of Lucifer's back,
still not grown out to full plumage, but pin-feathered like a
porcupine, lay two wings full of emerging, snowy white
feathers.

Eligor decided maybe it was best if he didn't
look Lucifer in the eye. He suspected the guy could read his
thoughts, or at least project his thoughts into somebody else's
mind. The less he spoke, the better. He emptied out his mind of all
the questions he wanted to ask, such as 'how the fuck did you
just sprout two brand-new wings?' and filled his mind with the
mundane things expected of a grunt like him. He followed the
coordinates to a Sata'an luxury vessel. He recognized it
immediately.

Ba'al Zebub.

He piloted the shuttle into the
Tsalmaveth to land. For some reason Zepar wanted a third
goon along to run interference. The lizards frisked him and snagged
his pulse rifle, but they missed the knife he always kept in his
boot.

He trailed behind Lucifer, avoiding eye
contact and trying to keep his thoughts quiet as he stared at the
back of those downy visages. A prosthesis? Had Zepar glued fake
feathers onto his wings so Ba'al Zebub would not know how badly
Lucifer had been injured? No. Why glue pin feathers to your
charred wings when plain white feathers would have been so much
easier to obtain? Even on the ride over here Eligor could swear the
feathers had puffed out, the pennaceous barbs beginning to open up
into their full width.

Eligor knew the drill. Triangulation. Furcas
and Pruflas would protect Lucifer's person. He would hang
back and remain inconspicuous by the door so they could blast their
way out if the shit hit the fan. Most people could juggle one or
even two threats in their mind simultaneously, but once you added a
third shooter, it was more bodies with guns than any but a
highly-trained soldier could keep track of. It was what Shemijaza
had trained him to do before the man had gotten himself killed.

"Lord Zebub," Lucifer greeted his Sata'anic
counterpart in the Sata'anic language, his body moving with a level
of authority even the Emperor himself had never been able to fully
emulate. "Thank you so much for agreeing to meet us."

Eligor emptied out his brain and opened his
eyes. Don't think. Just observe. Store the information in your gut.
It was another trait Shemijaza had ordered he learn, just
before Tyre had been destroyed with a planet-killer. The portly
lizard wore his usual garish finery, but he was twitchy, his long
forked tongue tasting the air more than usual and, on one occasion,
nervously flicked it across the top of his eyelids, a Sata'anic
gesture of self-comfort. The lizard held out one clawed hand to
greet Lucifer with an Alliance handshake.

"Mister Prime Minister," Ba'al Zebub grinned,
exposing his lizard's fangs. "Or perhaps I should address you as
Your Majesty? I hear congratulations are in order." His dewlap,
which was usually a deep scarlet color, had faded to a paler pink,
a physiological symptom of stress. "To what do I owe the honor of a
state visit?"

"Shay'tan has issued a warrant for your
arrest."

Lucifer moved with an almost serpentine
grace, every body movement exaggerated as though a much bigger man
moved within the ship. Ba'al Zebub must have sensed it, too,
because the lizard instinctively took a step backwards.

"We both know what happens to creatures that
have fallen from the old dragon's grace."

Ba'al Zebub's jowls turned a sickly pale
green, but it did not appear this information came to him as a
surprise.

"This ship sits in the Tokoloshe side of the
border," Ba'al Zebub said. "King Barabas and I are on companionable
terms. He has offered me sanctuary in exchange for certain …
information."

"Do you truly trust the word of a cannibal?"
Lucifer asked. He touched Ba'al Zebub's chin, not the move of one
sovereign to another, but a master toying with a slave he could not
decide whether he wished to beat … or condemn to death … just to
test the sharpness of his favorite sword.

Ba'al Zebub gulped. "I hoped perhaps you
might make a better offer?" He fiddled with the bejeweled cuff of
his robe.

Lucifer smiled, not that fake warm smile he
shared with his fellow Alliance citizens, but the one that made you
feel as though you were a mouse staring up at a serpent that was
about to eat you for lunch. Eligor had seen the Prime Minister act
like this on occasion, but now that he had emptied out his mind to
tally body movements, he noted how unlike the good twin this
version of Lucifer behaved. If Eligor didn't know any better, he
would swear he stared at Lucifer's father. His real father.
Shemijaza. The way the man had acted until he'd gotten all weird on
them and wrecked his kingdom on a gamble he could go head-to-head
against the Eternal Emperor to get back his son.

Eligor noted Zepar was silent, the obsequious
servant who followed Lucifer's lead and not the puppet-master
Eligor knew him to be. That part of his gut which stored
information noted the shift in power dynamics.

"I already have the coordinates I seek,"
Lucifer leaned forward to whisper those words into Ba'al Zebub's
ear as though he were whispering endearments to a lover. "We
intercepted your shipment before your allies the Tokoloshe did.
Didn't they tell you?"

Ba'al Zebub blanched further. Eligor's eyes
met the gold-green eyes of the two Sata'anic guards that had been
positioned to keep an eye on him. These men were scared
shitless. Ba'al Zebub's number was up. They all knew what Shay'tan
would do to any man unfortunate enough to be associated with a
traitor. They were hoping for a better offer even more than
Ba'al Zebub was.

"Then I have nothing to offer you," Ba'al
Zebub said.

"But you do," Lucifer gave the lizard
man a feral grin. He stroked Ba'al Zebub's cheek and gave a long,
exaggerated sniff, as though he could smell his fear, savored the
scent, and then slowly exhaled. "A little bird told me someone
hacked into Shay'tan's computers and executed a command to erase
the coordinates of Earth and all information about the shipments of
certain goods to locations all over the galaxy. In fact, that same
little bird told me Shay'tan had the wrong coordinates for Earth
all along. Clever lizard. To prepare so thoroughly for the day your
emperor might catch on to your off-books efforts to sustain a dead
empire."

"The Third Empire still lives," Ba'al Zebub
stepped back, his dorsal crest rearing in pride even though he knew
he was a dead man. The soldiers positioned around the room, two on
each one of them, flexed their claws towards their weapons, their
dorsal crests rearing as they prepared to jump into a firefight at
the slightest provocation.

"You once served my father," Lucifer circled
around his former equal, now brought low. "Why not now serve
me?"

"An abomination!" Ba'al Zebub hissed. "To
hand over power to a son he had never met and throw everything we
had worked so hard to build for a chance to get you back! It was
all that woman's fault! Your mother!"

Lucifer leaned forward and spoke something in
the deposed Sata'an leader's ear-hole.

"Oblitus es tuam verum dominum sic tam cito, parum
lacerta?"

The unknown language was whispered so low
Eligor almost couldn't hear it, but the air reverberated with a
sensation akin to standing too close to a microwave oven whose
shielding had gone flooey, the heat rising in the room with every
word Lucifer spoke. Ba'al Zebub threw himself to his knees and
bowed.

"Master!"

"That's more like it," Lucifer sniffed the
air, his face moving into an exquisite expression a man might get
upon tasting a decadent treat … or achieving an orgasm. He closed
his eyes and savored his power over this lizard who had once been
Shay'tan's second-in-command, then touched his hand upon Ba'al
Zebub's bowed head as though he were dispensing absolution.

"Now … we will go to this planet you have
found … this weakness that could be the breaking point of two
empires … and we will protect it from either empire taking
control until we figure out what we want to do with it. Does this
plan meet with your favor, little lizard?"

"Yes, Master," Ba'al Zebub trembled.

Lucifer touched Ba'al Zebub's shoulder as
though knighting him in an ancient fealty ceremony. "Arise, loyal
friend. We go to rendezvous with your armada and take control of
Earth."

Eligor looked at the two lizards assigned to
guard him. The two lizards looked back, their tongues flicking the
air as they tried to figure out what in Hades was going on. He
could almost see the thought that muddled its way through
those lizard brains, the same thought going through his
brain right now.

What the fuck had Lucifer said to the man to
get him to grovel?

Ba'al Zebub rose, trembling with what could
only be described as religious fervor. "It will take two weeks to
travel there, Master. Shay'tan's warships stand between us. They
have me cornered."

"Not my ship," Lucifer smiled. "We
shall be there within moments once we get your men to safety."

"To … safety?" Ba'al Zebub scratched his
head.

"So Shay'tan doesn't blow them up when he
gets here to destroy your ship," Lucifer spoke so sweetly the words
came out almost a purr. "You need to move it just a half light year
over the border, next to my ship, so that when he arrives it
sits in Alliance Territory."

"All my wealth is hidden on this ship!" Ba'al
Zebub protested. "It was bad enough I had to abandon my wives!"

"Then you'd better order your men to move
quickly," Lucifer tapped his finger on his lip as though he were
thinking. "So you don't lose your best men and treasure when the
old dragon makes an example of you." He switched into Galactic
Standard so the Sata'anic guards couldn't understand what he said.
"The SRN Chinosia watched my shuttle travel into this
asteroid field."

"M-m-master," Ba'al Zebub whispered.
"Shay'tan will not let this ship cross the Alliance border."

Lucifer switched back to the Sata'anic
language and spoke more loudly. "I will broadcast a message to
Parliament asking for amnesty for you and your entire crew. Why not
come back to my ship with a few of your guards, and perhaps
an offer of tribute to grease the wheels, so I can make it
official?"

"Shay'tan will know he is walking into a
trap," Ba'al Zebub trembled as he whispered.

"Shay'tan doesn't like losing,"
Lucifer gave him a feral grin. "Besides, I need a diversion to keep
the Destroyer amused lest he wrests control of the planet from
all empires and makes a present of it to his lovely wife.
Why not make it because he saved your ship so he could get
the coordinates of Earth?"

So Lucifer was aware all along that
Abaddon's wife was smarter than the ones he kept? And was just
yanking his chain when he'd asked him about it while they'd
transported him back to the Prince of Tyre in the shuttle?
No. That didn't make sense. He'd seen the look on Lucifer's face
when instead of standing docilely for the Speaker of the Commons to
examine her and declare her human, the woman had started advocating
for the rights of her own species. Lucifer had been dumbstruck.

Maybe he had a split personality?

Yes. That would explain a lot. Somehow Zepar
had figured out how to manipulate some wound in Lucifer's psyche
and get him to act one way in front of the Emperor, another way
when he wanted Lucifer to act without remorse. Yes. That was it.
The dude was cracked just like his real father had been. The
scavengers had moved in to snuffle up the breadcrumbs because who
the hell was going to hold accountable a mad emperor?

A shadow stood in front of him. Oh. Shit!
He'd been allowing himself to think instead of just
observing what was going on and thinking about it later, once he
was away from potentially-psychic, multiple-personality-disordered
mad despots intent on galactic domination.

"Is something wrong, Eligor?" Zepar asked,
not the obsequious assistant when ordering him around, only
when around the evil twin version of Lucifer.

'Circle check. Fire up the shuttle engines.
Make sure the lizards didn't stick any grenades down the induction
ports. Compute how much extra thrust is needed to compensate for
the added weight of Ba'al Zebub and his treasure…'

"I apologize, Sir," Eligor said, forcing the
inane thoughts to run in the background of his brain the way he'd
been taught, old training he'd thought curious when Shemijaza had
suddenly ordered him to learn it when he'd sent the Prince of
Tyre to retrieve his son. Oh-thank-the-gods he knew how to do
it now. "How many shuttle runs do you think it will take to
move all of the men over from this ship to our own?"

"Just one," Zepar spoke softly in Galactic
Standard so the two lizard men, even if they could
translate, would not be able to overhear. "Ba'al Zebub and his two
most trusted men. The rest will fly the Tsalmaveth over the
Alliance border to safety."

A bad feeling settled into Eligor's gut. He'd
heard what Lucifer had said.

"And what about these men?" he asked,
understanding what he was being asked to do.

"Take them back to help you load the
shuttle," Zepar said. "And then do what you must to make sure we
will all fit in a single load. Shay'tan monitors our every
move."

Eligor forced himself not to blink. "Yes,
Sir."

He did as he was asked, followed Ba'al
Zebub's men back to his shuttle, made sure all the boxes of
treasure were loaded onto the cargo hold until it could not hold
another box, and then just as the men relaxed, relieved they were
about to be transported beyond the range of Shay'tan's revenge,
Eligor did what he had been trained to do, the reason Zepar
trusted him to do what he was told and nothing more. He moved to a
hidden compartment kept ready for just such an occasion.

"I'm sorry guys, this isn't personal," Eligor
said without emotion. He pulled the trigger on the two pulse rifles
he'd pulled out and vaporized the backs of the two lizard men's
heads before they had a chance to turn around to see they were
about to die. The bodies slumped to the ground, grey brain-matter
splattered all over Ba'al Zebub's treasure in bloody clumps that
looked like curdled cheese.

Feeling sick, he dragged out the two bodies
and stuffed them into the now-empty compartment where Ba'al Zebub's
treasure had originally been stored; punching in the key-code to
lock it so no other lizard would be tipped off the purported
'amnesty' was just a ruse.

He then completed the circle check he'd been
thinking of earlier when he'd worried whether Lucifer could peek
into his thoughts and fired up the engines. Those men had been as
good as dead the moment Shay'tan had realized Ba'al Zebub had been
double-crossing him all these years and they hadn't reported it.
Eligor had simply spared them the trauma of dying whatever horrific
death Lucifer had cooked up for the rest of their shipmates. He was
a murderer. But unlike Lucifer's two other goons, at least
he was a merciful killer, a mercenary who struck quick to make sure
it was just a moment of pain.

Lucifer boarded the shuttle, his white
feathers almost totally fleshed out now as if the Emperor had never
burned him alive, and settled into his seat, offering Ba'al Zebub
and his two most trusted cohorts a shot of the potent green Mantoid
liquor which was his poison of choice. As soon as they cleared the
doomed Sata'anic flagship, Lucifer's silver eyes met Eligor's.
Cold. Malevolent. Evil.

"You're a loyal servant, Eligor," the evil
twin Lucifer gave him a predatory grin. His silver eyes flashed
like the glint of polished lead. "When this all falls into place,
you will be the first I reward with a seat of power at my
side."

'Hit the throttle. Make sure I don't crack
up the ship and get us all killed. Seat of power? Yes, power. I
like power. Steer the shuttle back to the Prince of Tyre so we can
get the hell out of here before Shay'tan blows these idiots to
smithereens. Check that maintenance light. Might need to change the
oil when we get back.'

"That would be nice, Sir," Eligor said
aloud.
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Emperor
Shay'tan

 


Shay'tan

The ground shook as he moved, no longer the
portly emperor his subjects had grown accustomed to seeing since
the last time he had lost his temper, but a true dragon, a
Grigori, last of a species of guardians sent to protect She-who-is.
Dragons were not benevolent guardians like the Cherubim were, but
destroyers, because sometimes things got so bad the only way to fix
it was to raze everything to the ground and start from scratch.

Grigori were blunt instruments, creatures
whose talent was not to build as Shay'tan had been dabbling with
the last 150,000 years, a boon granted to him by She-who-is to keep
him amused, but to destroy, a lesser instrument employed before
things got so desperate that the Dark Lord, himself, needed to
intervene.

If that happened, they were all
screwed…

Shay'tan breathed inwards, forcing calm. They
were not to that point … yet. Millennia of learning to care
about the subjects he ruled had tempered his hunger to draw upon
the power of primordial chaos, a restraint the Dark Lord himself
had yet to master. But then again, He-who's-not was
primordial chaos, while Shay'tan had simply evolved to dabble with
it.

"Your Eminence," General Musab bowed. Even
his fiercest general trembled in front of the enormous
fire-breathing dragon, though to his credit, the lizard stood firm.
"The SRN Chinosia just intercepted an encrypted signal. An
Alliance shuttlecraft is on its way from the Prince of Tyre
into the debris field of the shattered planet."

Shay'tan jerked his head around, a puff of
smoke seething out of his nostrils.

"Have you verified the signal was from the
SRN Tsalmaveth?" Shay'tan growled. As he spoke, the walls of
his palace trembled.

"We can't tell who it was," General
Musab said. "Or where, exactly it was broadcasting from. As you
know, the wreckage from that planet makes it difficult to isolate
any ship's location that disappears into the asteroid belt."

Musab pointed to the galactic chess board
spinning slowly on its axis, to the place where the planet
Tyre had once existed, now nothing but a collection of
shattered asteroids and interstellar dust. Like his father before
him, Lucifer had headed to the one place Hashem would have a tough
time getting his hands on him without starting an intergalactic
war. The Alliance flagship sat right on the convergence point of
two galactic empires and two smaller kingdoms that were large
enough they were nothing to be trifled with, a tempting target.

"Any word on how badly injured Lucifer really
was?" Shay'tan asked.

"They smuggled him out in a cargo ship,"
General Musab said. "Not his regular shuttle. That's all we know."
His dorsal crest rose into a spiny sail, deep in thought. The
lizard had gotten into hot water with Ba'al Zebub because he
did tend to think, a quality Shay'tan had noticed when he'd
forbidden his expulsion.

"Was Lucifer followed?" Shay'tan asked.

"An Alliance destroyer broke off from the
convoy following the Jehoshaphat and followed it there,"
General Musab said. "The Caleuche. She's lightly armed, but
fast. So far, she's remained incognito."

"The Jehoshaphat?" Even in his Grigori
form, that name made Shay'tan shudder. "Everything indicates the
Destroyer shifted his allegiance to Lucifer. That ship must have
been assigned to protect him."

"The Tokoloshe Kingdom and Free Marid
Confederation are also tracking the comings and goings from the
Alliance flagship, Sir," Musab said. "Lucifer's got ships
converging on him from three sides. Four, if you include us."

"This could get ugly," Shay'tan said. That
gut feeling which knew humanoid nature rumbled, made worse by the
fact fire now burned in his belly along with the seventy-two beasts
he'd consumed to keep up his strength now that he had transformed
back into his fire-breathing form. "What about my armada? The one
that disappeared into deep space?"

"Still no sign of it," General Musab met his
gaze, his gold-green eyes cautious. "We've sent scout ships in
every possible trajectory, searching for a hyperspace signature,
but the trail ran cold the moment they exited Sata'an space."

"How in Haven do you lose an armada with
ninety-seven ships?" Shay'tan slammed his fist down on the table
which lay beneath the spinning galactic chessboard.
"Somebody must know something!"

"Somebody did know something," General
Musab said. "Unfortunately, either they caught wind we were looking
into Ba'al Zebub and disappeared, or they've been found strangled,
poisoned, or with a knife in their back, men we can assume remained
loyal and were unaware of what was really going on."

General Musab stepped back to avoid being
incinerated by the flare which erupted from Shay'tan's snout,
choking as the acrid stench of singed uniform burned his
nose-holes.

"Is the fleet ready?" Shay'tan asked.

"It is," General Musab bowed. "But it will
take two weeks to transport us to the coordinates."

"Let me worry about that," Shay'tan
rumbled.

He closed his eyes and bypassed that
tantalizing golden-white place where She-who-is invited him to play
chess. He moved into the real source of power in the
universe, the primordial matter controlled by her husband,
He-who's-not.

'My lord … I draw upon your power to move my
fleet to address an internal threat. I do not move against any of
thy mate's playthings.'

A deep rumble that started in the palace and
emanated outwards to shake all of Hades-6 like an earthquake let
him know the Dark Lord had heard him. Most people assumed old gods
such as himself were restrained from using their ascended powers
because of idealistic notions about She-who-is gifting sentient
creatures with free will. Dragonshit! The Dark Lord monitored any
hiccup that might be used to harm his wife's playthings and
instantly destroyed the wielder if the use of power was
unauthorized. He wasn't called 'the Guardian' for
nothing.

Spreading his wings, Shay'tan spread his
claws as though he were a magician, teleporting himself and General
Musab into orbit to where the SRN Varyag circled
Hades-6. Soldiers shrieked at the sight of Shay'tan jamming
his sizeable frame into the tiny bridge and dove out of his way
before he finished teleporting into the room. General Musab strode
over to the captain's chair, understanding his emperor was far too
large to sit down in the seat, and hit the intercom.

"Attention all ships," General Musab said.
"Battle stations. Emperor Shay'tan is about to transport this fleet
into the juncture of the four empires. As soon as we arrive, we
have a traitor to catch. Expect to come under immediate fire not
only from Ba'al Zebub, but also the Alliance, the Tokoloshe
Kingdom, and the Free Marid Confederation. Take all appropriate
measures."

"Would you like us to open fire upon the
Tsalmaveth as soon as we reenter normal space, Sir?" the
Varyag's weapons master inquired.

"We are to capture that ship at all costs,"
Shay'tan said. "And watch for escaping life pods. I wouldn't put it
past Ba'al Zebub to offer up his men as pulse cannon fodder and use
the explosion as cover to escape."

Concentrating his ascended powers, Shay'tan
tapped into his formidable ability to harness the element of fire
and directed it into the time-space continuum to open up a wormhole
between Hades-6 and the place four empires touched corners, the
solar system where Shemijaza had once set up the capital of his
empire. The entire fleet of three dozen ships shimmered and
disappeared, reappearing milliseconds later next to the SRN
Chinosia which had sat behind a dwarf planet monitoring the
comings and goings at Lucifer's ship.

He immediately scanned the area with that
sense that went beyond seeing, but could detect no sign of Ba'al
Zebub. Shemijaza had chosen Tyre as his base of operations for a
reason. Like any weak spot in the time-space continuum, old gods
such as himself were nearly blind here.

The captain of the Chinosia came onto
the video monitor.

"Has the Tsalmaveth come out in the
open yet?" Shay'tan asked.

"No, sir," the Chinosia said. "But
about two hours ago a shuttle left the Prince of Tyre and
moved into the asteroid field, then came out again and hour later.
No sooner did it dock than it broadcast a transmission to Haven-3
asking Parliament to authorize full diplomatic amnesty to any crew
member willing to come forward and reveal the location of the human
homeworld."

"Hashem's bushy eyebrows," Shay'tan snarled.
A puff of flame singed the ceiling of the SRN Varyag,
igniting the uniforms of two hapless crewmen. Other lizard-soldiers
leaped forward with fire extinguishers and put out the flames
before the men could be seriously burned, then escorted them to the
infirmary."

"Have someone bring up our spacesuits,"
General Musab leaned into his intercom and calmly ordered as though
it were the most natural thing in the world. "I want everybody on
this ship to suit up just in case we experience a hull breech."

Shay'tan gave Musab a nod of approval. Now
they had to maintain all but short-range radio silence so Ba'al
Zebub would not realize he was walking into a trap. His sides
heaved, smoke exuding from his nostrils and choking the crew as
they pulled on their spacesuits which happened to be fire
resistant, the real reason Musab had ordered them to put
them on, and waited. Wait. Wait. Wait. If there was one thing
playing Emperor had taught Shay'tan, it was to develop the patience
to outwait his enemy.

"There … Sir!" the weapons officer pointed to
his screen. His dorsal crest rose with excitement. "A ship. Coming
out of the asteroid field! It's the Tsalmaveth."

"Tsalmaveth, Tsalmaveth," the
communications officer called into the radio. "You are hereby
ordered to surrender that ship and move back into Sata'anic
airspace or you will be destroyed."

"Sir," the radar man said. "We've got a
Tokoloshe dreadnought exiting hyperspace. They're hailing us."

"Put them through," Shay'tan ordered.

A gruesome, bear-like creature came onto the
video screen. Broad-shouldered and hairy, the red hair-tuft on top
of the cannibal's head denoted him a high-ranking male. Admiral
Amin … second only to King Barabas.

Medals and rank-pins adorned his chest, but
it was the pins which adorned his collar which made even Shay'tan
shudder. For each living creature they consumed alive, each diner
crafted a rank-pin from one of the victim's teeth and used it to
adorn their collar the same way Amin's earliest ancestors had
strung those teeth into primitive necklaces to proclaim their
brutality.

"Emperor Shay'tan," the bear-like creature's
maw opened, saliva dripping from its fangs. "We were not told you
were taking a personal interest in this quarry."

"Back off, Amin," Shay'tan growled. "Or you
will deal with me."

"The Tsalmaveth resides in Tokoloshe
airspace," the Tokoloshe admiral snarled. "We are at peace at the
moment. Would you violate our treaty and break your word?"

"Don't you talk to me about treaties!"
Shay'tan roared, making sure the bear-admiral saw his eyes were
black with power. He belched fire at the offending video monitor,
incinerating it so he did not have to listen to the upstart
brag.

It was a good thing General Musab had made
his men don their spacesuits or they would have been cooked
alive.

"Would you like me fire upon the
dreadnought?" General Musab asked.

"Not unless we have to," Shay'tan clenched
his claws. Admiral Amin had hit him where he knew it mattered, his
reluctance to break his word. "What are the Marid doing?"

"What they always do," General Musab said.
"Waiting for one of the dragons to drop the prey so they can
snatch it up. If not, they will go home hungry like they always
do."

Shay'tan knew the Free Marid Confederation
would not dare take him on directly. The weakest of the four
empires, their way was to ally with whichever one was most
convenient at the moment and play the other empires against one
another. In light of the breathtaking power-grab made by Lucifer
and his upstart Parliament, the Free Marid were likely here to
figure out which faction would be most profitable to align
with.

"Sir," the communications officer said. "The
Tsalmaveth has not answered us. It just fired up its
hyperdrives. It looks like it's going to make a jump into
Alliance territory. If they do, we'll never catch them."

"Engage," Shay'tan ordered. He waited as the
painstakingly slow interstellar hyper dives fired up; irritated he
did not dare try the Dark Lord's patience by wielding too much
power to destroy what was only an internal problem. Had he been
going after Moloch, that would be different.

The Tsalmaveth was now in open
airspace. The Tokoloshe dreadnought converged on it from one side,
a Sata'an armada amassed on the other. The dreadnought was
outgunned, but where there was one, there were always others in
close proximity. Even a Sata'anic command carrier was vulnerable to
a Tokoloshe battering ram.

"Get this ship moving!" Shay'tan ordered.

That dark power hummed beneath the surface,
tempting him to dip into it just a little bit. Did he dare? Just a
tiny nudge?

"Sir," the communications officer shouted,
his voice sounding tinny through the radio embedded in his
spacesuit. "Three Alliance destroyers and the Eternal Light
just exited hyper space. The Prince of Tyre is hailing
them."

"Hashem's foot!" Shay'tan snarled. "How the
hell did Supreme Commander-General Jophiel's command carrier get
here so fast?"

"The Tsalmaveth is coming into missile
range," the weapons master said. "Rail guns loaded and ready. We
have her in our sights."

"Tsalmaveth, Tsalmaveth, this is the
SRN Varyag. You are to turn that ship around before you exit
Sata'anic airspace or we will fire upon you. Surrender
immediately."

"Sir, the Prince of Tyre has moved to
sit right on the border," the radar man shouted.

"Have they crossed into our territory,"
Shay'tan hoped. If they did, he could use the incursion to justify
what he was about to do.

"No, Sir," the radar man said. "They are,
quite literally, inches from the border and using impulse
engines to hold that position so the gravitational force from the
solar system doesn't cause them to drift over."

"Damn you Lucifer!!!" Shay'tan spouted fire.
"I won't fall for this trick! Do you hear me?"

"Sir," the weapons master shouted. "The
Tsalmaveth is within firing range, but if we hit it, it will
damage the Prince of Tyre."

"The three Alliance destroyers are almost
upon their flagship, Sir," the radar man shouted.

"If Lucifer's pretty little ship gets
damaged, that's his fault," Shay'tan snarled. "Hit the
engines of the Tsalmaveth so she can't move."

The Varyag shuddered as the missiles
left her silos. A moment later, the rail guns opened fire,
targeting the engines of the Tsalmaveth so the ship had no
way to maneuver. Explosions rocked the back of the ship, and then
raced all the way up to its front. Fire from the explosion jumped
the narrow distance between where the Tsalmaveth drifted a
few hundred thousand feet from the Alliance border and the
Prince of Tyre which sat desperate to escort her over that
line so they could steal the location of his damned planet from
him! Debris hit the nose of the Prince of Tyre and tore off
a section of its outer hull.

"Dammit!" Shay'tan shouted at the sight of
Ba'al Zebub's critically wounded flagship floating listlessly in
space. "I want that ship taken alive! How the hell will I find that
planet if you kill everyone on board?"

"I didn't do that," the weapons master
squeaked. "Sir! I only targeted the hyperdrives. The
Tsalmaveth must have had something incendiary on board!"

"Sir," the radioman shouted. "You've got to
hear this!" He turned the nob on his radio and played the
transmission. Lucifer's face came onto the video screen.

'Eternal Light, this is the Prince of
Tyre,' Lucifer shouted. 'We have come under fire! I repeat,
we have come under fire from the Sata'an Empire. We are currently
in Alliance Airspace. I repeat … we are in Alliance airspace
attempting to give aid to some refugees which have just come over
the border.' An explosion went off in the background. Lucifer
looked desperate. 'Jophiel! I know we've had our differences,
but these guys know the location of Earth!!!'

"The Tokoloshe dreadnought has backed off and
radioed they will give whatever aid the Alliance wishes," the
radioman said. "Sir … they say it's all your fault."

"Should I fire again, Sir?" the weapons
master asked. "If we hit it, we risk hitting the Prince of
Tyre."

"Shit-shit-shit-shit!!!" Shay'tan roared as
he pictured his newest resource planet falling into Hashem's hands.
"Send out the destroyers to get grappling hooks around the
Tsalmaveth! I need it!"

Dozens of Sata'an destroyers and frigates
raced towards the wounded Tsalmaveth.

"The Prince of Tyre has shot out
grappling hooks as well," the radioman said. "It's attempting to
tow the Tsalmaveth into Alliance Airspace."

"Where's the Eternal Light?" Shay'tan
asked.

"The Supreme Commander General has not moved
from where she exited hyperspace," the radioman said. "But the
Alliance frigate which shadowed the Prime Minister here from the
Jehoshaphat -is- moving into position to defend the
Prince of Tyre and those three destroyers will be there
momentarily.

Shay'tan's gut-clenching instinct screamed
that something stank, but he had no time to think!

"Sir!" the weapons master shouted. "One of
our own battleships just broke formation and has moved to
overtake the Tsalmaveth!"

"Who's captain of that ship?" General Musab
shouted.

"Major Gamali, Sir," the weapons master
said.

"Major Gamali," General Musab screamed into
his radio. "What in Hashem's name are you doing? Get back in
line."

They all watched in horror as the Sata'an
frigate raced within weapons range of the Tsalmaveth and
fired a full barrage of missiles at it. The Tsalmaveth
exploded.

"Oh … crap," Shay'tan rumbled. "There goes my
planet."

'Mayday … mayday … mayday,' Lucifer
shouted into the video screen. 'We are under fire by the Sata'an
Empire. Jophie! Please don't leave me here to die!"

"What is he doing?" the weapons master
shouted at the rogue Sata'an frigate beeping across his monitor,
now towards the Prince of Tyre. "No! Sir!!! What in Haven
are you doing?!!!"

Shay'tan watched in horror as the rogue
frigate opened fire on the Prince of Tyre before it even
occurred to him to risk using his ascended powers to incinerate his
own ship. A flash blinded their monitors as the Tsamlaveth's
rail guns hit something in space just short of the Sata'an-Alliance
border and ignited it, no doubt debris left over from Ba'al Zebub's
destroyed flagship. The fireball cleared, unable to remain on fire
in the vacuum of space. Shay'tan blinked. The Prince of Tyre
was gone.

"Where in Haven did it go?" the radioman
pounded upon his screen.

Before he even had a chance to speak, the
Alliance frigate Caleuche which had shadowed the Prince
of Tyre fired that last few inches over the border into
Sata'anic airspace to take out the rogue frigate which had just
destroyed their Prime Minister.

"Sata'an ships," the Eternal Light
hailed them. "You have fired on the Alliance flagship. You have
just committed an act of war."

"Put me through to Supreme Commander-General
Jophiel," Shay'tan turned to shout into the transmission screen.
"Now!"

The radioman queued up a different monitor
than the one Shay'tan had earlier destroyed, one that necessitated
him twisting his neck into a bizarre angle that made him look more
ominous than he already was. A Mantoid major sat at the helm of
Jophiel's ship. Not the Supreme Commander-General herself.

"Where is she?" Shay'tan rumbled. "Our ship
did not aim over the border. This was all a misunderstanding."

"Jophiel is not on board," the unknown major
said, undaunted that he stared at the old dragon himself. "And
you, Sir, will have to answer to our emperor for the murder
of his son."

With a click, the Eternal Light ended
the transmission.

"Get him back on the line!" Shay'tan ordered.
That gut instinct that told him this couldn't be happening shouted
louder. How in Haven had everything just gone so wrong?

"The Eternal Light and her three
destroyers just jumped back into hyperspace, Sir," the radioman
said. "Only the Caleuche that shadowed the ship here from
the Jehoshaphat is still here, Sir. They appear to be
instituting a search grid for survivors. They are on our
side of the border. Should I hail them?"

"Don't bother," Shay'tan rumbled. "They don't
have the authority to do anything but what they're already doing.
Firing upon them will only inflame the situation. Are you sure
Ba'al Zebub's ships were destroyed?"

"But they fired over the border!" the
munitions specialist protested. "And destroyed Gamali!"

"I'm not reading any survivors," the radioman
touched his radar screen. "From any of the vessels."

With a wave of his hand, Shay'tan teleported
his entire fleet home. Their presence on the Sata'an-Alliance
border would only inflame the war he had just inadvertently
started. Dragonshit! Would Hashem thank him for eliminating the man
who had just stolen his empire? Or retaliate because he had just
killed his adopted son?

No sooner did he drop his fleet back into
orbit around Hades-6 than he teleported himself to a remote sector
of his empire, a place where the sun had long gone dead and nothing
remained but a volcanic world where nothing could survive, and let
loose his anger where it could do little harm.

How in Haven had he just managed to start a
war?
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Mikhail

At some point he clutched for his wife and
his hand came up empty.

"Ninsianna?"

Sunlight streamed through the window of their
tiny room, far beyond the time even Little Miss Spider could weave
the illusion of keeping the sunlight out a few moments longer. He
knew she had been here because her red cape was tucked into
his arms as though he was holding her. Her scent lingered
fresh on the cloak, the blankets, their pillow, even the spot on
his arm where she had rested her cheek. At least that part
of the blur was not a dream.

He sat up and grimaced as pain stabbed into
his wing. He could not see the place that hurt, being in a part of
his wing that was blind, but his fingers found where his feathers
had been plucked and the rough feel of stitches. He vaguely
recalled being hit by an arrow as he'd rushed at one of the men
who'd taken Ninsianna. He knew she was okay because he recalled
she'd come, then gone, and then come home again.

The sunlight was obnoxious at perhaps an hour
past noontime. Why did his head hurt so badly? It wasn't a physical
pain, like he'd felt after his ship had crashed and dropped a
roofing panel onto his head. No, this was like the worst hangover,
multiplied by a thousand, with a residual side-order of molecularly
reconstituted dirty dishwater for limbs. He crawled to the edge of
the sleeping pallet and forced himself to sit upright, entangling
himself in his own wings because he felt so rubbery he could not
get them to obey.

Scrounging for his boots, he squinted into
the sun and grabbed a clean pair of socks from the shelf, grimacing
as he laced up his boots and noted the bloodstains. They were damp.
Ninsianna must have taken them down to the river to scrub off the
gore. Downstairs he could hear voices. Opting not to change his
shirt and pants, which appeared to be clean though he had no
recollection of changing, he stumbled down the narrow step,
silently cursing his wing's inability to work in coordination with
his mind. What the hell had happened to him last night?

It was not Ninsianna whom Needa spoke to, but
Pareesa.

"Good morning?" Mikhail asked hesitantly. "Is
Ninsianna okay?"

"She went to help her father perform the
death rituals," Needa said. In her hands lay her healer's basket,
nearly empty of supplies. She looked exhausted. "I just came back
to get some more herbs, but I am out of bandages."

"Every woman in the village has sacrificed
old shawls to provide you with more," Pareesa placed her hand over
Needa's trembling hand, looking far older than her thirteen
summers. "Go do what you have to do. I'll make sure Mikhail is
briefed."

Needa gave him a fearful look. She hurried
out the door, leaving behind her the countertop piled high with
unwashed dishes. Fear ignited in Mikhail's belly, that frantic need
to reconnect with his wife.

"Is Ninsianna really okay?" Mikhail's voice
trembled as he spoke. He took advantage of the seat Needa had just
vacated and plopped down, crushing a few feathers in the
process.

"She is fine," Pareesa's demeanor was
cautious. "You've been asleep for two days. She's been making
rounds of the injured."

"Two days?" Mikhail's eyebrows raised in
surprise. "How many men did we lose?"

"Forty-two warriors," Pareesa said. "Three of
them women. Needa and Ninsianna fight to keep another fourteen
alive who might not make it, as well as lesser injuries sustained
by every single warrior. They needed her more than you
did."

He did the math. That was almost one-quarter
of their heavy infantry. If those clinging to life also died,
they'd be down by one-third. They didn't have enough warriors to
begin with!

Mikhail glanced out the door. "She should not
have let me sleep. I should be out there helping her."

"Mikhail," Pareesa cleared her throat,
she being the one asking the questions now, and not him as
should be the situation. "What do you remember about the
raid?"

"They tried to kill my wife!" His voice came
out as an anguished cry. He looked away, not wishing for Pareesa to
see the tears that threatened to erupt. He knew he should feel
angry, but it felt as though someone had wrung all of the anger out
of his body the way Ninsianna wrung his clothing after washing it
in the river.

Pareesa's expression was guarded.

"And afterwards?"

"I … I don't remember," Mikhail said. "I took
her into the air to search for Needa, and then … I don't remember."
He looked out the door, fear clenching at his gut. He would not be
reassured his wife was unharmed until he saw it for himself. "Where
is she?"

"Ninsianna is fine," Pareesa placed her hand
over his. Her hand was tiny, but he could feel strength pouring off
of her into him, as though something had ripped away all of
his emotional defenses and left him raw and bleeding. "She
was knocked unconscious. That's all. She and the baby are fine. But
you are not fine. You flipped out. You broke every rule
you've ever taught me about not letting your emotions run away with
you so you don't do something stupid!"

Mikhail touched the pounding ball that sat on
top of his neck, his vision fuzzy. Everything had a penumbra about
it, especially Pareesa, who appeared to glow a pretty shade of
blue. It hurt his eyes. He covered them so he would not see this
hallucination which made him see things. Had he sustained another
head injury? That was all he needed! His brains were scrambled
enough without adding hallucinations!

"I'm sorry," was all he could say.

"Mikhail," ancient eyes peered out of
Pareesa's young ones. "The others think it was heroic the way you
single-handedly turned the tide of battle. It was dark and only a
few of them had ever fought at your side before. But I know
you. That is not the way you fight. All it would have taken was one
well-placed arrow and we would have lost you! And then where would
we be?"

"I'm sorry," he said again. It was a strange
reversal of their roles, he being scolded by a
thirteen-summer girl. And why, oh why, did he feel so weak and
empty? He couldn’t even be angry at her audacity!

"Nobody will fault you for losing your
temper," Pareesa said, her expression wary. "But every warrior in
this village looks up to you. You need to think about what kind of
example you set from now on. The man who fights his enemies with
compassion? Or the man who succumbs to his anger? It's bad enough
we still have people whispering you fathered Shahla's baby!"

"I'm sorry," he said for the third time. Why
did he feel the need to apologize so much? And why did he have the
feeling Pareesa talked about, and he apologized for, far more than
either one of them wished to discuss.

"Oh, Mikhail!" Pareesa cried out. "You scared
us! Just don't take risks like that ever again! I was afraid you
had gone and gotten yourself killed!"

That eerie echo of something old peering out
of her young eyes vanished, replaced by the little fairy as she
threw her arms around him and gave him a hug. He stiffened, not
sure whether it would be appropriate to hug her back, or if doing
so would arouse Ninsianna's jealousies. He was saved from making
that decision when she pushed him away and rubbed her nose,
gathering her dignity after her childlike behavior. Perhaps he
should have hugged her back? Just quick? Like he often saw
her mother do to her little brother?

"How many people … saw me?" He was not
certain what he was asking because he couldn’t remember what
had Pareesa spooked.

"Every man in the village saw you fly right
into the thick of it and start hacking away at them until they'd
realized they'd taken on a bigger enemy than they'd counted on and
ran away," Pareesa said. "You were so mad you roared at them worse
than that big lion you smote. You're going to have to eat goat-dung
and explain to the men that your going off like that was
wrong, or the next thing you know, they will try
it."

"I agree," Mikhail said. If there was one
thing Ninsianna forever pounded into his head, it was that he
needed to set an example for these people. He noted the worry in
Pareesa's face.

"What other foolish things did I do?" Mikhail
asked.

"When they ran away, you pursued them,"
Pareesa said. "Right into a trap. I'm not sure how you managed to
defeat them, but you're lucky to be still alive."

"Who else knows about the trap?" Mikhail
asked.

"Just me and Gita," Pareesa said. "She
found you first, bent over your sword and unable to stand,
surrounded by bodies. It was over before we got there."

He noted that she did not make eye contact as
she said this.

"I must help bury them," Mikhail said,
curious to see this kill box. He had a feeling it would be every
bit as gruesome as the time he had become aware he was on the roof
of his own ship, with eighteen dead Halifians scattered on the
ground.

"We already took care of it for you," Pareesa
looked away. "Me and the B-team. We buried them where we found
them."

"I must say the death rituals for them,"
Mikhail said, not certain why he felt so strongly about it,
but he did.

"We buried them with more respect than they
deserved," Pareesa snapped at him. "And yes … we dumped water on
their graves and said a prayer for them! We have enough of our
own dead to bury without worrying about the bodies of our
attackers!"

"And the Chief?" Mikhail asked.

"He wishes to speak to you as soon as you are
awake," Pareesa said. "The only way those men found their way
inside the village without breaching our gate was with inside
intelligence. He sent me to wait for you."

Jamin…

Pareesa's presence now made sense. Feeling a
bit unsteady, he lurched to his feet, strapped on his pulse rifle
and sword, and followed her to the Chief's house. Along the way,
villagers met him and cheered. Pareesa averted her eyes. Funny. For
some reason he didn't feel like a hero.

 


* * * * *

 


Mikhail watched Ninsianna hang another batch
of linen bandages onto the twisted linen rope they used as a
clothesline. Little Nemesis had escaped her pen, but he did not
bother searching for her. In fact, as soon as he had finished
speaking with the Chief, he had taken to the air and searched until
he found her standing in the river, washing these selfsame
bandages. He'd stuck with her to carry the basket home and stoked a
fire in the outdoors oven for her to boil water to sterilize them,
a trick he'd explained killed the germs her father called evil
spirits.

"Let me help you," Mikhail lumbered over. As
he did, his long primary feathers snagged in the dozens of long,
slender strips already fluttering in the wind and yanked them off
the clothesline. He whirled to capture them before they hit the
ground, but that only made things worse when his opposite wing
snagged the second clothesline and tore the pole the rope was tied
to right out of the ground. An entire hour's worth of wash
fluttered to the ground, no longer clean enough to use as
bandages.

“Mikhail!” Ninsianna's golden eye's flashed
with annoyance. “Please. Go away! Do something! Get out of my
hair.”

She shooed him with her hand. Cloth was a
precious commodity. Even the tiniest scrap was recycled and used
until it disintegrated. With so many wounded needing tending, every
last bandage was in use.

“No,” he said. "They attacked you
here."

“I am fine!”

Ninsianna untangled the last slender strip
from his feathers and picked the ones up he'd dirtied off the
ground, unceremoniously dumping them back into the large pottery
crock they used to heat water to sterilize them. Her eyes were
thoughtful as she stirred the water as though it were a type of
soup and then fished them out with the stick, letting the steaming
water drip back into the crock so they wouldn't need to keep
reheating it from scratch.

“I thought I’d lost you yesterday,” he said,
stone faced. “I’m not leaving your side.” He silently fed more wood
into the fire at the base of the oven. He knew he wasn’t
really being helpful. He was in her way!

“It's driving me nuts having you underfoot
like this!” Ninsianna complained. “I’ve got work to do.
You’ve got work to do. Go help them finish burying the enemy
dead.”

“I thought I’d lost you,” he said. His eyes
darkened to the color of a stormy sky as he allowed his worry to
show. “I don’t ever want to feel that way again.”

Ninsianna’s expression softened. She put down
the bandages she'd been hanging and moved into the circle of his
arms and wings.

"You can't keep following me around like
this," Ninsianna squeezed him tight. "Much as I enjoy spending time
with you, this village isn't going to defend itself. Jamin
told them how to sneak inside and find this house. We need
you to help us fix these weaknesses so they can't get inside
again."

How could he explain it physically
hurt to let her out of his sight? Here he'd been sent by
She-who-is to protect her, and he'd let her down!

"You're right," he sighed. "It's just … when
I can't see you, if feels like I can't feel you."

"Of course you can't feel me when you can't
see me!" Ninsianna's lips curved up in a mischievous smile. She ran
her hand down his chest, over his pants to cup his testicles in her
hand. Her golden eyes glowed brighter, the same way they had when
She-who-is had compelled her to do that same gesture.

Mikhail stiffened…

He grabbed her hand and pulled it up to cover
his chest, that empty heart that could not feel his
wife.

"Tell me that you love me?" His voice came
out an anguished cry. It had started even before the raid,
that feeling that something was wrong with their marriage and he
did not know how to fix it. Damantia! How could he fix it if he
could not remember?

“I’m your wife,” Ninsianna's lip trembled at
his rejection. "Of course I love you.”

He let go then, that emotion which had been
crushing his chest, the loneliness he had felt as she had grown
angry at him for not living up to her perception of him as some
great champion. Encircling her in his wings, he buried his nose
into her hair and let free the great, shuddering cry.

“I love you more than life itself,” he
shuddered with unwept tears. “And if I ever lose you, it will kill
me.”

 


 


* * * * *
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Young Lucifer

"Lucifer, son," someone
shook my shoulder. "It's time to wake up."

"Go away."

I stuck my nose deeper
into Mama's pillow and pulled the covers over my head. It was all a
dream. A big, long, terrible nightmare where Mama abandoned me for
some terrible, brutal-jawed man who blew up planets and had evil
green fire-gods following him around to eat kids like me. The last
thing I wanted to do was acknowledge the nightmare was no
dream.

"Lucifer." The shaking
grew more insistent, accompanied by the warm buzz I associated with
Father. "You have a big day ahead of you today."

"Mpfff," I
grumbled.

"I could pick him up and
carry him to the swearing-in ceremony in his pajamas," a second
voice chipped in which I knew to be the voice of Master Yoritomo,
Father's Cherubim Master-of-Arms. "Would you like that, young
prince? To make your first appearance on network television wearing
flannel pajamas with frogs all over them?"

I pulled back the covers
and squinted at the visage of Father, barely manifested in humanoid
form he was so glowy and bright, and Master Yoritomo, wearing
Cherubim ceremonial attire, that battle armor that was embellished
with spikes reminiscent of Angelic's wings and gilded entirely in
gold. My nose crinkled up to meet my brow at the excessive light,
my expression; I'm sure, one of utter befuddlement.

"Father?" I asked. "Is it
my birthday today?"

My birthday was the only
day Father ever came into my room to wake me up. For a moment I was
disoriented, wondering why I was in my Mama's bed instead of my
own.

"Even better," Father's
golden eyes sparkled with excitement. "Come. Get dressed. I lay
your clothes out in your bedroom. Go put them on and then we have
an important meeting to go to."

With a groan I sat up and
stared down at my frog pajamas. What was wrong with them, anyways?
They were soft and warm, with happy green amphibians with smiles
all over them that resembled the Delphiniums, a brand-new sentient
race who had recently petitioned the Alliance to become full
participating members. The old races wouldn't let them in, of
course, but I kind of liked those froglike people who reminded me
of the happy little frogs in Father's garden.

"Alright," I mumbled. I
slid my feet off the bed, frowning as I noticed Father hovered
above the floor. It was something he did after he'd come up with
some ingenious new way to solve some evolutionary problem or a
nifty chess move to beat Emperor Shay'tan.

Cold marble soaked up into
my feet. I wish I'd remembered to wear my matching frog slippers
when I'd crawled into Mama's bed last night. I was a big, fifteen
year old boy and Mama always reminded me that big, fifteen year old
boys did not cry. I shuffled into my bathroom without bothering to
look at what Father had lay out on the bed for me to wear. If
Father had picked it out, it was probably something flowing,
comfortable, and hopelessly out of fashion.

I had to wait a few
minutes to pee, my winkie having developed a mind of its own
lately, always sticking up when I first woke up and twitching when
I touched it. I'd asked Mama about it one day. She'd laughed and
asked me if I'd dreamed of girls.

Having peed and brushed my
teeth, my mental fog cleared enough to shuffle back into my bedroom
to see what outfit Father had lay out on the bed.

What … in …
Hades?

"Father," I called. "What
is this?"

It was a beautiful
hip-length sherwani suit of the finest golden-ivory silk,
embroidered at the collar, cuffs and button-band with real gold. It
had a militaristic flair, with a sash of state, fancy girdle and
shoulder-armor which was an almost exact replica of the one Father
wore over his robes whenever he sat in the Great Room and resembled
the one worn by Master Yoritomo.

"Hurry up and put it on,"
Father shouted. "The reporters are waiting. A little late is always
good, but if you're too late, they'll get angry and say terrible
things about you in the newspapers."

Reporters? I thought
Father hated reporters. But if he needed to talk to them, then I
could see why he wanted me to look presentable.

"More terrible than the
things they're already saying about me?" I asked, remembering how
my rrrrr…. [*Shay'tan Shay'tan Shay'tan … don't even THINK that
horrible man's name!*] my -biological- sire said I'd been raised to
believe I was a bastard child.

I was no bastard! Mama
adored me! And Father had always gone out of his way to make sure I
was provided for. It was all a bunch of lies, told by that
terrible, silver-eyed man.

I slipped on my shoes,
soft off-white leather like the rest of the suit, and fumbled with
the girdle, not sure how to put it on. Father peeked in the door
and saw what had caused the delay.

"Here son," Father's face
beamed. "Let me show you. If you're going to wear this, you need to
learn to put it on yourself." He patiently arranged the heavy
ceremonial finery on my shoulders so that it looked like I had six
pairs of wings, then showed me how to reach inside the solid-gold
girdle which more closely resembled feathered armor than a belt you
might wear to hold up your pants and fiddle with the clasp to lock
and unlock it.

"Father?" I asked. "What's
going on?"

"I realized after you went
to bed last night that you were right," Father's eyes developed
that copper color they sometimes turned when he was determined.
"Shemijaza has been able to spread lies because, until now, I tried
to shelter you from the galaxy. But you know what? You're all grown
up now! I've been promising you for years that someday I would give
you a hand in ruling the Alliance. The only way you're going to
learn is to roll up your sleeves and do it."

I gave Father that kind of
look you might give someone when you have no idea what they are
talking about, but you can tell they're excited, so you go along
with it and act happy too even though the first thing that pops
into your head is 'I hope this isn't another one of those terrible
hand knit red-and-green holiday sweaters you're going to make me
wear with the knit purple fuzzlewumps that will make everybody
laugh at me behind my back.'

As Father led me towards
the Pearl Gate, I had to wonder if maybe Mama had come back? We
passed through the hall of the martyrs, where Father had
commissioned paintings of all the great men who'd given their lives
defending the Alliance, past the rotunda of the five hybrid
species, who were really only four as one wall had been whited out
and painted over with birds, past the halls of species who'd
evolved into a higher plane of existence, to stand entrance hall
where stood both the Great and Pearl Gates.

I moved towards the
smaller Pearl Gate, knowing the Great Gate had not been opened
since Father had built the palace.

"No, son," Father pointed
to the enormous doors. "Today, we use this gate."

"The Great Gate?" my mouth
dropped open. "I thought it could not open?"

"It will only open if you
have the key," Father gave me an enigmatic smile. "Here, son. Put
your hand in the bull's mouth."

I stared up at the
enormous, seventy-foot tall gates which graced the front door of
the Eternal Palace, so tall it was said Shay'tan himself could pass
through without ducking. On one door rode the younger-looking
visage of Father I had seen the day the bad man had shot me, the
god who commanded the raw power of lightning. On the other door sat
Emperor Shay'tan, holding up what appeared to be a star. Between
the two doors sat a lock, surrounded by the carved image of a key.
The keyhole was large enough to fit my hand.

"What is this?" I asked
Father.

"Once we walk through that
door," Father said softly. "I will announce I have created a
brand-new position of Prime Minister to rule over Parliament and
attend to the day-to-day decision-making of running the Alliance,
the matters I am too busy to attend to."

"Who will control it?" I
asked.

Father put his hand on my
bicep and squeezed, my shoulder now being inaccessible by the armor
of state. I almost wiggled under that warm vibration. Father hated
to be touched and did not do so often unless you'd done something
wonderful to deserve it.

"You will," Father said.
"When we walk through that door, I will tell the world you are not
some bastard child I hid away, but the son I have raised to be my
own."

Tears welled in my eyes.
Shemijaza had offered me a ship. Father was giving me his Alliance.
I nodded.

"It is time to open the
door," Father said. He pointed to the keyhole.

I put my hand in. It felt
as though I were reaching through to another dimension, the same
feeling I had felt the day I had touched that black wall in the
game room the day the Dark Lord had spoken to me, or that sensation
I'd felt in the world between when the Eternal Tree had cradled me
in her branches. With a soft click, the enormous doors swung open,
silent despite their enormous size and weight.

Outside on the checquered
courtyard stood thousands of people, cameras, reporters, and even
hovercraft with cameras mounted on them. Father touched my arm and
nudged me forward. I tried not to faint as I realized how many
people must be staring at me right now, the boy the silver-eyed man
had shouted he wanted back, but none had ever seen.

Father stopped to stand in
front of the podium.

"I'm not very good with
words," Father said to the cameras. "I've always been more prone to
digging into a problem and working with a small group of colleagues
to get things done instead of talking about it. And for that I'm
sorry. For the past fifteen years, there has been a
misunderstanding. A misunderstanding I will clear up
today."

Flash bulbs flashed.
Microphones were shoved closer. I felt as though I were under one
of Father's electron microscopes in his laboratory.

"Nearly sixteen years ago,
I sent an ambassador to the Third Empire to try to work out an
accord for peace," Father said. "A half-Seraphim Angelic, the woman
you know as Asherah. Against my advice, she married the rebel
leader, the man you know as Shemijaza. I won't go into details, but
she found out on her wedding night that the man she married had a
dark side, and she fled."

The cameras flashed.
Reporters asked questions and Father held out his hand, indicating
he would not answer until he finished.

"It was my fault she had
been sent there," the Emperor said. "When we found out she was with
child, she was terrified Shemijaza would do exactly what you all
saw happen when he found out he had a son, but she did not wish to
raise a child without a father. So we made a pact. I would protect
her from her husband. And I would raise her son, who was a prince,
the son of a ruler, as if he was my own."

"Is it true you and the
boy's mother are lovers?" a bold reporter asked.

Lovers? Was that like …
married?

Father's eyes glowed
copper, and I feared for a moment he might lose his temper, but
then he sighed and met the reporter's gaze.

"No," Father said. He put
his arm around me. "But it wasn't for lack of trying on -my- part.
I've just had to be content with the privilege of raising Lucifer
to be my son."

Tears welled in my eyes.
All these years I had always wondered why Father hid me from the
world, and even after I had found out about Shemijaza, I had
worried if he'd never acknowledged me because he was ashamed of
me.

"Lucifer has been trained
from the day he was born to take the reins of power of this
Alliance," Father told the reporters. "But unlike Shemijaza, there
is one thing I cannot offer Lucifer. Someday Shemijaza will die and
leave Lucifer his kingdom. But as you know, I am a god. I do not
age or die. So it was my son who came up with the perfect solution
to this problem."

Wait Father. Wait. Pause.
I had watched speeches on the television after his long, boring one
the day I'd been shot and knew he should wait to give
anticipation.

"Effective immediately,"
Father said, "I have created a brand-new position of Prime Minister
to rule over Parliament. From this day forward, Parliament will
attend to the day-to-day decision-making of running the Alliance,
the matters I am too busy to attend to. I hereby irrevocably
appoint my son, Lucifer, to be that Prime Minister for as long as
he shall live and then, thereafter, title to rule shall pass to his
lawful heir."

"A second house will be
created within the existing Parliament, not just the House of Lords
to resolve disputes, but a second body, the House of Commons, to
raise taxes and pass laws that are independent of my laws. The
Commons will be elected by the -people,- not delegates from the old
royal houses from each homeworld as is the case in the House of
Lords."

"I will retain veto power,
but if you get a two-thirds vote, you can override me. It will be a
fully independent governing body ruled by a hereditary leader. More
free, even, than the one concocted by Shemijaza."

There was a gasp. The
reporters started with explosive questions. There was one; in
particular, I'd wanted to very publicly answer ever since I'd first
watch the brutal-jawed, silver-eyed man blow up that helpless
mining planet.

"Lucifer, what do you
think of Shemijaza's offer to rule his Third Empire at his
side?"

I looked into the cameras
and flared my wings like the raptors which sometimes snuck into the
garden to hunt rodents.

"Shemijaza is -not- my
father," I said as coldly as I possibly could. "Father is my
father. I reject any man who would blow up seventeen helpless
planets to make his point. I was born here, in the Alliance. I have
been raised to love it my entire life, and now that Father has
created a position where I can put the ideas he taught me into
practice, it is my hope we can work together, as a Republic, to
make this Alliance even greater."

"And what of the ship
Shemijaza sent for you?" another reporter asked.

"It is an inanimate
object," I raised my chin to look as arrogant as I possibly could.
"A bribe. A plaything for a little boy. I am not a boy, but a man.
I do not take bribes. And I will not go with him!"

Father answered a few more
questions, and then signaled the press conference was at an end. I
felt relieved as everybody kept asking questions about the
silver-eyed man that I did not know the answers. The Great Gate
shut behind us like the blast door to one of Father's military
bunkers, locking the hordes outside.

"Mister Prime Minster,"
Master Yoritomo gave me that slight head-nod the Cherubim gave to
someone they considered to be a social equal. They only bowed for
Father, and even then, it was always a token bow.

"Master Yoritomo," I
said.

"The second order of
business," Master Yoritomo said, "is to make sure, if you're going
to go out in public, that you learn how to defend yourself from
getting shot a second time. As soon as you get out of that suit,
you are to begin training."

"In Cherubim primitive
arts?!!"

I almost wiggled like a
small boy before I remembered I was a man now, with a man's job and
responsibilities.

"Perhaps in time," Master
Yoritomo said. "For now, you will have to be content with learning
how to shoot. I would like for you to meet our greatest
general."

I stared at the burly,
dark-winged man whose hair and feathers were beginning to turn the
same shade of grey as his cold, grey eyes. An angry red scar ran
from his eyebrow all the way down to his chin and his chest
bristled with so many medals it was a wonder he didn't fall forward
from the weight of them. At his hip was strapped a pulse rifle, the
weapon Master Yoritomo wanted me to master. It was the weapon
strapped to his other hip, however, which caught my eye.

"A sword?" I asked in awe.
"A -Sata'an- sword?"

Father's highest-ranking
general gave me a salute as though -I- were his commanding
officer.

"General Abaddon reporting
to teach target practice, Mister Prime Minister."
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Jamin

For three days the camelid's rocking pace was
the daydream Jamin lived. The Amorites stopped often, forcing him
to drink and checking the hole in his shoulder which Aturdokht had
bound. Infection raged from the evil spirits which had taken
control of his body. He was hot. He was cold. He was so weak he
could hardly sit up.

He dreamed as they traveled of his dead
mother calling to him from that world beyond. Sometimes she was so
close it felt as though he could feel her kiss his brow.

"Mama?" Jamin reached towards the dancing
sands for the hand that reached towards him from the light.

Kudursin laughed, but his voice sounded
nervous. "You are reaching for the dead."

"I can see her," Jamin struggled against the
rope they had used to tie him to the saddle so he would not fall
off. "She waits for me just but on the other side."

Hands pulled him down from his camelid. He
cried out as they touched his shoulder which felt as though it was
on fire. The sun beat down, but Kudursin hid him in the shadows and
forced him to drink. Fire. Sunlight was the enemy in the
desert.

Rocking. He was back on the camelid again.
Back, and forth. Back, and forth. With each step his shoulder
throbbed, a hellish pain, a hellish pleasure. A hawk circled.

"Can't you see I am already dead?" Jamin
shouted at the omen.

The hawk mocked him with a shriek and flew
away. The Amorites laughed, but it faded into the throbbing of his
heart beating in his shoulder, all thumping to the rhythm of the
camelid's soft paws touching the rocky soil. The air was so parched
that no sooner did he drink than his mouth was dry. The stench of
his own sweat choked his nostrils. No. It was water he choked on
now. Someone had forced more water down his throat. He realized he
was lying on his back. He must have fallen off the camelid
again.

"Kudursin," he whispered. "Let me die."

"The lizard demons promised an ungodly fee if
I deliver you to them alive," Kudursin's hand gripped his. "Hang on
just a little bit longer, young chieftain. The lizard people have
powerful magic that can heal this wound."

Rocking. He was no longer sitting, but
strapped on his belly across the camelid's hump. He dreamed of a
song without words. Each time he heard it, it reminded him of Gita.
She had sung for him the day his mother had died, that
scrawny little girl with the too-large eyes who'd just been dumped
off in their village by her drunken father. It was the reason he
had always watched out for her.

"Nusrat," he called into the dancing sands.
"It's too bad you weren't able to find Meriray to kill him. It
would have freed her from the shame."

"Nusrat's not here," a voice told him.
"You're hallucinating."

The song grew louder, only it wasn't Gita
singing, but somebody else. He tried to hum it, but it was not a
song for mortal throats. No matter how much water they gave him, he
was always thirsty. The sun burned hotter, but instead of red it
was a putrid green. Hungry. Angry. Malevolent. Evil.

"He comes to punish me," Jamin muttered into
the malignant green fire. "He comes to punish me for what I did to
Shahla's baby."

"Stop the caravan!" Kudursin shouted. "The
little chief is delirious again."

Hands pulled him off his camelid

"Take me," Jamin whispered into the flames,
"and give Shahla back her baby. I didn't know what I was
doing."

The sun grew hotter, eager to consume him.
Yes. It would consume him. He reached through the desert heat,
through the fire. Beyond that fire something lay buried. Its light
was dim, but he could see it. The woman sang to him. His mother.
His baby sister. Gita. Their voices came together as a single voice
and whispered to him to serve him. Serve him and he will lay this
world at your feet.

"Yes," Jamin whispered. "I will do whatever
you ask." He reached for his mother who wanted him to come home.
Oh, gods, how he missed her!

Hands carried him into an oblong house which
glistened in the sun. Fangs. Claws. Creatures of nightmare stabbed
his shoulder and reopened his wound. Tentacles pierced his body. He
cried out to his mother. His baby sister. Gita. He bargained with
the woman who sang the song. He was sorry.

Darkness. The creatures of nightmare faded as
he floated in the emptiness. He sensed that presence he had felt
the night in the pit, but it felt further away than ever, as though
it were buried in a mountain. Another presence cradled him, rocked
him, sang to him and pleaded with him to help her.

"Yes," he whispered. "I will do it.

Blue lips kissed his.

'Circumspector…'

The darkness faded. The fire faded. Chirping,
kind of like a cricket, only higher pitched. Voices, but he could
not understand their language. An astringent scent like myrrh or a
vat of mead tickled his nostrils, antiseptic, but pleasant. A hand
touched his brow. He opened his eyes and immediately shrieked.

"Demon!"

The monster which towered over him had scaly
green skin and a maw full of sharp, pointed teeth. It wore fitted
clothing similar to that worn by Mikhail, but on its head rose a
greenish-yellow dorsal crest like you might see on a fish. Its
gold-green eyes possessed vertical slits like a cat, and from time
to time a long forked tongue flit out of its mouth and tasted the
air.

"You will not be harmed," the lizard-demon
spoke in Kemet, the language of trade. "You are in a house of
healing."

Jamin tried to skitter off the sleeping
pallet, which was level with the creature's chest, and realized he
was tied to sticks which erupted from either side of the bed. He
yanked against them to free himself, but they were strong … the
same color as Mikhail's sword. It was not ropes which bound him,
but some type of wrist gauntlet that gave him room to move his
hands, but not far enough to undo the other side.

"Aieyah!" Jamin shouted. "Let me go!"

The tentacles were not part of the dream, but
had latched onto his arm like leeches! Spiderweb-thin threads
attached to his chest and his forehead to feed a box with a jagged
light that danced across the front of it in a series of lines
accompanied by the chirp of the cricket.

"Easy, easy," the lizard demon gestured with
hands that had long, yellow claws erupting out of the end of each
finger. Jamin fought harder. The lizard demon spoke to a second
lizard demon. "Get Kudursin! Before our young chieftain hurts
himself!"

Kudursin rushed in and began reassuring him
in a mixture of Kemet and the Halifian language, the bridge
language between their people as none of them spoke Ubaid.

"This is Dok-tor Pey-man," Kudursin pointed
to the lizard demon who had tied him to the bed. "He is their
healer. You were close to death when we brought you in. He saved
your life."

Jamin glowered at the lizard demon, hoping to
intimidate him even though the thing towered over him by nearly a
cubit. It stepped back and spoke to Kudursin in a low voice.

"Doctor Peyman will remove your wrist
restraints," Kudursin said. "When he does, don't make any sudden
moves or things could turn out badly for you. They have assured me
you will not be harmed."

"Ninsianna's prophecy was true," Jamin stared
at the unbelievable creature which stood before him. "There really
are lizard demons."

"I, myself, described them to you," Kudursin
laughed. "It was all you talked about, wanting to meet them. And
now that you see them with your own eyes, you doubt me?"

"I could not make myself believe it until I
saw them for myself," Jamin forced himself to feign calm as
Kudursin unstrapped the gauntlets which kept him bound to the bed,
leaving the smaller tentacles still impaled into his flesh. After
how badly he'd misread the Halifians, he decided it would be wiser
for him to keep his eyes open and his mouth shut.

The lizard demon called Doctor Peyman watched
him, but he noted it watched Kudursin even closer, as though
he did not trust him. The Amorite had brought him here to collect a
bounty, not because he cared what happened to him. He'd already
seen how brutally the man sent mercenaries against his village.
There were no friends here, only enemies.

Marwan's words came back to him. 'Perhaps
you might make yourself indispensable to the lizard-people so they
let you carve out the winged demon's heart after all?'

Jamin rammed his fear down into that place he
shoved it whenever he hunted a lion, thankful his time amongst the
Halifians had inculcated him to form alliances with one's enemies.
Kudursin had sold him to these people. Was he a slave? If so, what
kind of labors did they expect him to perform? And how might he
rise above it so they learned to value his worth? He doubted it was
physical labor or they would not have purchased him injured.
His eyes met Doctor Peyman's gold-green ones.

"I take it you didn't summons me here to talk
about the rainy season," Jamin forced his gaze to remain
steady.

"-I- did not summons anybody," Doctor
Peyman lips moved far wider than a human mouth could and exposed
his sharp teeth. "I am just a healer. I will let Lieutenant Kasib
question you."

A second demon stepped forward, perhaps
shorter than the first one, but broader-shouldered. Their limbs
were a more slanting than those of a human, their necks thicker,
but they walked upright and were more human-like in shape than the
lizards that lived in the desert. Jamin's eye immediately drifted
to the weapon on the demon's hip. A firestick? One grab and perhaps
he could fight his way out of here?

No. Even if he got his hands on the weapon,
he had no idea how to work its magic. And besides … Aturdokht was
right. He wanted to prove something to his father. Better to bide
his time and watch for opportunities.

"It is said that you come from the same
village as the Angelic," the one called Lieutenant Kasib asked. He
tilted his head to one side, as though intently curious to hear the
answer.

"Mikhail!" Jamin's heart rate sped up,
causing a flush of heat to wash through his body. "He claims to be
a colonel in the army of god."

"A colonel?" Kasib tapped his claws upon a
strange square tablet that glowed. Without looking up, he asked,
"does this Mikhail have a last name?"

"Last … um … name?" Jamin's tone was
uncertain.

The Ubaid did not have last names, merely
designations. He was Jamin, son of Kiyan of Assur. Or at least that
had been his name until his father had disowned him. Now he
was simply Jamin. Somehow he did not think that was the information
the lizard man was searching for. Something he had overheard Immanu
discuss with his father bubbled forth in his mind.

"Man-ki-li?" Jamin said.

"-ili?" Kasib's brow ridge rose as though in
surprise. "Not '-el' or -'a'? Are you certain?"

"No," Jamin said. "We don't have last names.
I only overheard my father say the name once."

Kasib tapped on the strange, glowing tablet
then turned it so he could see, holding the device mere inches from
his face. Jamin startled in surprise, at first thinking perhaps
somehow he peered through an open window. The image was small, less
than half a cubit square.

"Mannuki'ili?" Lieutenant Kasib
clarified.

"That's him," Jamin ran his fingers across
the tablet, noting the device was smooth and warm. "That's Mikhail.
What sort of magic is this? Did you capture him inside this
talisman?"

Kasib turned to Kudursin. "You have earned
your reward. Wait outside, please. I am not certain whether General
Hudhafah will wish to speak to you."

Kudursin bowed to the lizard man, no longer
the leader he had seemed when he had set the Halifians against
their village, but a mere lackey. Jamin noted the Amorite stayed
out of arm's reach, his eyes darting at the slightest movement, and
backed out of the room without taking his eyes off of Kasib.

Kasib, on the other hand, ignored the Amorite
now that he'd been dismissed. He was much more interested in
him…

Doctor Peyman gestured to his clothing which
had been neatly stacked on a chair in the corner. "I would prefer
you remain in the infirmary until you recover more, but we have an
unexpected visitor. If you will give me a moment, I will remove the
eye-vees from your arm." He stepped slowly and deliberately towards
the bed, his claws held out, palms up, to signify he would not harm
him.

Jamin resisted the urge to shriek and cringe
away from those clawed hands as they tugged off the slender
tentacles attached to his head and chest. Peyman's hands were warm,
not cold as he had expected they would be. The cricket-box shrieked
worse than a bird whose nest was being raided by a rodent, but
Doctor Peyman poked it with one claw and the horrid noise
ceased.

"This will pinch as I pull them out," Doctor
Peyman pointed to the larger tentacles embedded into his arm. "But
they will present no lasting harm. The eye-vees were only there to
provide healing."

Jamin watched fascinated as Peyman pulled out
the tentacles which terminated in a long stinger, perhaps half a
finger in length? Blood oozed out of the holes, but as Doctor
Peyman had promised, it was only a pinch. He pressed tiny squares
of cloth onto the tiny wounds and then a second, smaller circle
that stuck to his skin. Jamin touched the circle, fascinated by its
smoothness.

"We will leave you to get dressed,"
Lieutenant Kasib gestured to his clothing. "Please do not try
anything foolish. If you follow orders, you will not be
harmed."

The lizards stepped back and shut a cloth
curtain to give him privacy. He cautiously slid out of the bed,
curious at the luxury and fineness of the blankets. His shoulder
ached, but the sensation of being on fire had subsided, replaced by
an annoying itch. A strange shroud covered him in front, but the
back left his buttocks exposed and he had been stripped of his loin
cloth. He reached for his kilt and pulled back when another man
reached from the wall for the same thing.

"Aeiyah!" Jamin yelped.

The man appeared to yelp as well, but he made
no sound.

Jamin froze.

The man on the wall froze, too.

Jamin moved forward again to retrieve his
clothing. The man moved towards it as well. Was the man trying to
steal his kilt?

Something about the man seemed familiar.
Jamin had seen his reflection when he'd bathed in the river, but
this reflection was clearer. It came from a magical device one
cubit wide by three cubits high that was fastened to the wall. He
noted how haggard the man looked, pale flesh, bandaged shoulder,
with wild black hair and a coarse beard.

"Is that really me?"

Jamin touched the man in the magic reflecting
device. The man touched back. Like the tablet that had contained an
image of Mikhail, the surface was smooth and cool. Yes. It was
him.

Lieutenant Kasib's voice filtered through the
door in Kemet. "Are you ready yet?"

"I'm working on it," Jamin said.

He watched the reflected Jamin belt the kilt
around his waist, no easy feat with an arm that hurt to move, and
draped his shawl around his shoulders and torso to befit his rank.
His clothing smelled fresh, as though someone had washed it, but
they had not been able to completely remove the bloodstain where
Aturdokht had shot him with the arrow. In fact, his entire body
smelled as though he had been bathed in a stream of flowers.

Black eyes stared back at him from the magic
reflecting device. Marwan was right, he did resemble
his mother.

He ran his fingers through his hair to neaten
it then sat down on the chair to tie on his foot leathers. If he
was going to be inducted into slavery, he would go dressed as the
son of a village chief, not some lowly cur. His shoulder hurt, but
not as much as he thought it would. Had the tentacles healed his
pain? Ninsianna would be fascinated by such magic!

"Come," Kasib led him out of the building,
passing both lizard people and other humans in the hall, all of
them men. "We have a special visitor here to meet you. Two
special visitors, in fact. This is all very irregular."

The lizard men's tails bobbed as they walked.
Sunlight blinded Jamin as they stepped out the door. The air was
filled with moisture and salt. Up on the hill sat an enormous city
of perhaps five thousand people, its houses made not made of
mud-brick like Assurian houses, but piled stones such as Gita had
spoken of when she'd described the temple where she'd lived before
her mother had been killed.

Around him moved lizard people and other
creatures of nightmare, some with tusks like a boar, others
blue-fleshed with angry expressions, and two who with sturdy
eyestalks erupting out of the top of their head. A group marched by
in unison, their boots clonking into the ground in perfect rhythm.
A sinking feeling settled into Jamin's gut. He recognized those
synchronized movements. They were nearly identical to the ones the
winged demon had been trying to teach his people.

Kudursin rejoined him, flanked by six more
lizard demons. Jamin gulped and prayed they weren't leading him to
his execution. Scattered about were perhaps two handfuls of the
shiny, oblong houses he half-remembered from his vision. Behind
them lay a vast expanse of ocean. How had they traveled so far in
three days to reach the Akdeniz Sea? It was a journey which took
three weeks!

"Do you still think they're a mirage?"
Kudursin grinned.

"This is…" Jamin had no words to describe his
awe, so he stood taller and shut his mouth, using false bravado to
pretend he wasn't scared shitless.

Kudursin clutched an enormous leather pouch
to his chest as though he were carrying an infant, his eyes darting
to both sides as they walked as though he feared someone would take
it away from him. Jamin noted the way the pouch jingled as they
walked. Had all that gold been for delivering him?

"Wait here." Kasib tucked his tail up along
his right side and gesticulated to his forehead, snout and chest to
two burly lizard guards before disappearing inside a stone building
that appeared to be one of the ones which had been originally
here.

Jamin confronted Kudursin. "What's going
on?"

Kudursin gave him a grin, showing his rotted
teeth. The Amorite stank because he had not bathed, an offense made
all the more obvious by the fastidious nature of the lizard people
and the clean scent which wafted up from his own body, far
nicer than any soap root. Jamin had to force himself not to wrinkle
up his nose.

"You wanted to prove the winged demon's
people are the end-buyers?" Kudursin laughed. "It seems you have
gotten your wish. Not only will the lizard people tell you this
themselves, but the leader of the winged demons has just arrived
along with their lizard king to discuss the fate of our world. If
all goes well, the lizard people shall install me as leader
of the lands from Mount Hebron to the Armon River Valley!"

"They have sent their leader?" Jamin
forced his face to remain neutral. He had come here to prove
Mikhail was here to enslave his people! What better way to
eliminate the problem than to eliminate the leader?

They would kill him…

Memory of his mother reaching towards him
from the dreamtime allayed his fears. Would that be so bad? He had
been banished from his village and had nowhere else to go. He was
already as good as dead.

He glanced at the knife tucked into
Kudursin's belt. It was a crude weapon, advanced by Ubaid
standards, but not the weapon of an elite warrior. The Amorite was
so power-drunk with his bag of gold and the promise of new lands
that he was oblivious to what went on around him.

Jamin pretended to stumble and cried out in
mock-pain.

"Oh!"

What started out as a feigned cry turned real
as Kudursin steadied him by grabbing the same arm which had an
arrow in its shoulder. Pain stabbed through his entire body. So? It
did still hurt!

"Whoa!" Kudursin said. "Don't drop dead on me
until after we have met their lizard king. I wouldn't want
him to take back my bag of gold!"

"My apologies." Jamin turned so that the
folds of his shawl hid what he had tucked into his own belt.
"I am still light-headed."

"For a while I didn't think you were going to
make it," Kudursin's fetid breath puffed into Jamin's nostrils.
"Your fever burned as hot as the desert sands and you kept
screaming that the Lulu Khorkhore was coming to devour you
alive."

"The Lulu Khorkhore will kill me,"
Jamin stiffened his shoulders. "But first, I have a promise to
keep. When you see Aturdokht again, tell her I deliver to her the
next best thing."

Kudursin gave him a puzzled stare. "Why not
tell her yourself? It was Marwan's daughter who pleaded with me to
inquire if the lizard men wanted you."

"She, if anybody, will understand that
sometimes you have to make do with your second best choices," Jamin
said. A flutter of regret beat in his chest. She was a wealthy
woman now. Without his village, he had nothing to offer the wild
desert spirit. She was better off without him.

Lieutenant Kasib came out of the house he had
gone into.

"Come with me," Lieutenant Kasib said. He led
them through the oblong houses, curious circles with slender
stick-legs that held them off the ground. One was different than
the others, so shiny it reflected the sun. On either side of a ramp
stood two Angelics with pale buff wings that were not quite
white.

Jamin instinctively clutched for the knife
and then remembered he wasn't supposed to have it. He wished his
father was here to see this. Proof. At last.

"They're sky canoes?" Jamin asked. He
gestured to the oblong houses that sat all around them. The sky
canoe Kasib led them to was spear-shaped and three times larger
than the one that had fallen from the skies outside of Assur, but
it stood on the delicate stilts like the larger, darker-colored
ones they had just passed. Unlike Mikhail's shattered vessel, it
did not have that odd bend or cracks in the roof. On the side were
painted similar dark tally marks, right down to the symbol of an
eight-pointed star.

Lieutenant Kasib stopped before the ramp and
tasted the air with that long, forked tongue. The skin on his neck
stiffened. Would they discover the knife?

"Cuardaigh orthu,"
one of the two pale-winged Angelics said. Like Mikhail, the man
towered over him, but his eyes carried a glint that, having just
spent time amongst the Halifian mercenaries, seemed familiar. This
man was a hired killer.

“Beidh mé ag
seiceáil an gceann seo,” Kasib pushed his sizeable green
body between the two goons and Jamin. “Tá tú fir frisk sin amháin. Tá sé ina cheannaire ar an
amhais.”

Jamin held out his arms, understanding he was
about to lose his knife. Kasib's eyes narrowed into slits as his
claws closed around the hilt. The lizard’s tongue flit the air, so
close to his neck he almost expected the creature to lick him.

"It is said you wish to kill the man
responsible for the raping of your woman?" Kasib hissed so low
Jamin wasn't so sure he heard him.

"R-rape?"

"The Sata'an Empire does not condone such
behavior," Kasib said. His hand moved away from the knife, never
breaking eye contact, and made a show of frisking the rest of his
body.

“Tá sé seo ar
cheann glan.”
Lieutenant Kasib stepped back and admonished the two Angelic goons
to search Kudursin further. “Gur
mhaith leat níos fearr a dhéanamh cinnte go bhfuil ceann saor in
aisce na n-arm. Má dhéantar aon iarracht a dhéanamh ar an saol
Ba'al Zebub ar, beidh mé i gcuimhne duit go bhfuil tú timpeallaithe
ag do naimhde.”

Jamin forced his breath to come out slow and
even. Kasib met his eyes, then glanced at the two Angelic goons,
then glanced at the knife hidden beneath his shawl. The lizard
people didn’t like the Angelics any more than he did. He followed
Kasib inside the sky canoe, thankful the two goons remained
outside. Inside a group of lizard people clustered around an obese
lizard wearing a bejeweled robe.

“Lord Zebub,” Lieutenant Kasib bowed and made
the hand gesture similar to the one practiced by the Halifians.
“The young chieftain has recovered enough for questioning.” Jamin
only knew what Kasib said because he immediately translated it for
him.

The fat lizard lumbered over, his steps wide
as his robes glittered with an entire treasury full of jewels and
precious metals. Unlike the other lizard people, this one's spiny
dorsal crest and the loose dewlap of flesh at his double chin were
a deep scarlet in color. Kasib translated the unfamiliar language
as the lizard spoke

“It is said you come from the village which
has sheltered one of our enemies,” Ba’al Zebub spoke through Kasib.
“Tell me, young chieftain, do you know what the penalty is for
harboring the enemies of the Sata’an Empire?”

“Not by choice,” Jamin forced himself not to
grovel before this lizard king. If he was to die today, he would do
so with his dignity intact. “The winged demon fell from the sky and
bewitched my father with tales of serving an emperor who is also a
god. He promises that the armies of heaven are behind us.”

Kasib translated.

“You’re a bold one, aren’t you,” Ba’al
Zebub’s eyes narrowed into slits as Kasib translated. “The Alliance
emperor is a god. As is the Sata’anic emperor. But that does
not mean they are all-powerful.”

Jamin glanced at Lieutenant Kasib, who
watched him intently. The lizard shook his head back and forth in a
gesture he assumed meant ‘no.’ This was not the reason he’d been
allowed to keep his knife.

A second lizard person lumbered over, his
weight bunched around his neck and shoulders like a mountain, rock
solid muscle, a professional fighting man. The flesh beneath his
neck was a deep scarlet color like Ba'al Zebub's, not the pale
yellow of the other lizards, but his dorsal crest was more brown
than red.

“General Hudhafah,” Lieutenant Kasib
introduced him.

“Do you have any idea how much trouble your
winged demon has created for us?” Hudhafah's voice was deep and
gravelly, his Kemet lousy, but understandable. As he spoke he
caressed the firestick on his hip the way Jamin often found himself
fondling the handle of his favorite knife. From Kasib’s reverent,
watchful manner this was a lizard to be respected.

“I came searching for a way to rid our
village of this menace,” Jamin said. “I was told your people may be
able to help me.”

“Aiyah,” General Hudhafah snorted and
glowered at the Amorite slaver. “Now that our allies no longer play
this shell game to extract gold from us, we shall make short work
of him. But your village lies in a grain-growing region we wish to
preserve. If you cooperate, perhaps we can extract him in a manner
that is more light-clawed than simply blowing up your entire
village.”

“Blow … up?” Jamin’s expression was
perplexed. “Why would you blow upwind to be rid of him? Wouldn’t it
be more effective to simply send troops in to kill him?”

General Hudhafah tilted his head as it took
him a moment to translate the words, then burst out in laughter, a
deep, lusty laugh that communicated he found Jamin’s question to be
amusing.

The remaining lizard-people parted. A white
winged Angelic stepped forward, his wings flared like a raptor
about to swoop in for the kill. He spoke to General Hudhafah in the
strange language the two men at the entrance had been speaking in
earlier. Hudhafah’s face appeared puzzled, if it was possible for a
lizard person to show confusion, and then turned back to Jamin.

“Prime Minister Lucifer has asked that you
approach him for examination and speak to him in your native
language,” General Hudhafah gestured towards the white-winged
Angelic. "He said he has a gift for learning languages. Humor
him."

The white-winged Angelic was ethereally
beautiful, if it was possible for a man to be beautiful instead of
handsome, with features so perfect they did not appear to be real.
White-blonde hair, creamy skin, and chiseled features made the
scourge which had descended upon Jamin's village look ugly in
comparison. As he moved, everything about the man screamed not only
of his self-confidence and arrogance, but also seduction, as though
he could give to you your heart's desire. The most amazing feature
about him was not his wings, though Jamin had to admit the snowy
appendages were magnificent to behold, but his eyes. They were not
blue as Mikhail’s were, but as cold and pale as the glaciers that
rested on the caps of the Taurus Mountains.

Jamin glanced at Lieutenant Kasib. There may
be a species barrier standing between them, but the lizard’s eyes
narrowed with hatred. This was the reason he had been
allowed to keep his knife.

“Mama,” Jamin whispered in Ubaid as he
stepped forward to his own self-execution. “At last I join
you.”

“Mar sin, is é
seo an príomhfheidhmeannach beag a bhfuil sráidbhaile cuanta an
curadh?” Lucifer spoke in the same
language Mikhail used when he spoke to Ninsianna.

Jamin clutched his knife and spoke in Ubaid,
a language he knew none amongst this group could understand, as he
gave the white-winged demon a false smile.

"Since I failed to bring Aturdokht a gift of
Mikhail's heart," Jamin forced himself to say his death-cry calmly,
"then I shall deliver to her yours, instead, and rid my
world of your malignant influence." As rapidly as a striking cobra,
he yanked the knife out of his belt and plunged it straight for the
white winged Angelic's heart.

A black wall slammed between his mind and his
hand. It froze a mere hairsbreadth from the demon's heart, the
knife a dull brown against the man's white clothing. Jamin
recognized this power, the same one Ninsianna had attempted to use
on him before the tribunal until he cast her out of his mind. He
fought the sensation of this new sorcerer, but he could not
make his hand move the final distance.

"Little chieftain," Lucifer spoke in perfect
Ubaid. "You wound me." With a flick of his fingers, Jamin felt his
hand yank back. A force like jolts of lightning surged through his
body. His fingers loosened so he dropped the knife.

Around him, the lizard people exploded into
action and tackled him to the ground. Jamin shut his eyes, ready to
accept his death. He'd been ready to die. What he'd not been ready
to do was die a failure.

"Let him go," Lucifer spoke in Kemet this
time so both he, and the lizard people, could understand him. "It
was all a misunderstanding."

The lizard people roughly dragged Jamin to
his feet, heedless of the wound in his shoulder. His head swam from
the pain, but he forced himself not to cry out, not to humiliate
himself before this winged demon who was the leader of the man who
had usurped him from his village. The lizards pinned his
arms behind his back. Jamin glanced over at Kasib, who did not make
eye contact. The lizard had given him a chance and he had
failed.

"Speak to me, little chieftain," Lucifer
leaned close so his breath tickled Jamin's ear and spoke in fluent
Ubaid, a gift of tongues, perhaps, such as Ninsianna possessed?
"Speak to me, for I wish to taste your hatred."

"You kidnap and rape our women!" Jamin
shouted.

Lucifer placed the palm of his hand on
Jamin's cheek, his expression tender as though he caressed a lover.
The man's eyes, however, told a different story. Behind the glint
of silver which reflected back his own visage as though it were a
reflection, Jamin could see fire. Lucifer's nostrils flared as he
inhaled and leaned closer to sniff the throbbing pulse at Jamin's
neck.

"Each female has been taken as a bride,"
Lucifer gave him a gentle smile that did nothing to erase the
malevolence in those silver eyes. "And begotten with child by one
of our species who is to them as a god. But that is why you
are here. Isn't it, little chieftain? The Emperor's personal
watchdog took something away from you and you want it
back."

Lucifer ran his fingers through Jamin's hair,
then clenched his fingers and twisted it so it forced him down to
his knees.

"Yes," Jamin glared at him, refusing to bow
down before another winged demon. "But I'll settle for killing his
master. So if you're going to kill me, let it be done."

Lucifer grinned, his teeth perfectly even and
white, and yet somehow Jamin got the image that the man possessed
fangs.

"So much anger," Lucifer purred, his features
exquisite as though he beheld a pet or a favored son. "Now that is
an emotion I can understand." He loosened his grip and patted
Jamin's hair so that it fell smooth again. He glanced at Ba'al
Zebub and spoke in the lizard language. The two lizards holding his
arms let go.

Realizing he was free, Jamin lunged for the
sword strapped to the hip of one of the fat lizard king's guards.
Oh! If only he could get his hands on such a weapon, he would rid
his world of whichever winged demon he could smite first before he
was killed!

"So you seek a sword?" Lucifer laughed at
him, once more inserting that black wall into Jamin's mind that
prevented him from moving. He switched languages to the Kemet
everyone except for Ba'al Zebub seemed to understand. "If you would
humor me, General Hudhafah? Would you be so kind as to loan this
young chieftain a sword?"

After several sentences shot back and forth
in the lizard language, a guard presented Lucifer with his sword,
still sheathed. Lucifer made a great show of slipping it out of its
sheath. Around him the lizard people chuckled. Jamin trembled, but
his hatred sustained him, keeping him defiant even as he waited to
be executed using the very instrument he had coveted.

"Here," Lucifer switched back to the Ubaid
language. "Let me show you how it feels." He gave Jamin that
wolfish smile.

Jamin forced himself to keep his eyes open.
If he was going to die, he would look his enemy in the eye.

Cold steel pressed into his palm. Even as he
knew his death would come from his own hand, the feel of the weapon
excited him. Yes. This was what he'd wanted all along. To feel the
weight of this blade, to feel what it felt like to slide into his
enemy's heart and watch that eerie blue light fade from Mikhail's
eyes.

"So much anger," Lucifer leaned forward and
whispered in his ear, the flat of the blade pressed against
Lucifer's chest, daring him to press it into his heart.

Jamin tried to force the blade forward. Sweat
beaded on his forehead and dripped into his eyes from the exertion,
making them sting, but he could not force his hand to move.
Memories of his lifetime danced before his eyes. Losing his mother,
losing Ninsianna, losing his father's love, his warriors respect,
his village. He fought the wall that stayed his hand until, at
last, he was able to make his hand move, slowly, slowly, only a
little, but he was so close! He only needed a couple of
finger-widths! If only he had a firestick!

"Aha!" Lucifer's teeth flashed. "It is not a
sword you seek, but something better." He switched languages into
that one Jamin did not understand. "Eligor! Tabhair dom mo arm?"

A second pale-winged Angelic stepped forward,
his expression neutral as he handed Lucifer a firestick. Instead of
black like the one carried by Mikhail, this one glittered gold, its
handle encrusted with jewels. Lucifer pressed it into Jamin's
hands. A shiver of anticipation rippled down his spine and settled
into his loins. The firestick felt warm.

"Ah, yes," Lucifer savored his scent. "That
is what you most desire. Tell me, young chieftain. If I were to
give you such a weapon, what would you do with it?"

"I would kill you," Jamin ground out through
grit teeth, fighting the wall which prevented his mind from making
his hand point the firestick at the man.

"You don't know how to use this weapon,"
Lucifer taunted. "But perhaps we could rectify that?" He switched
back to Kemet. "General Hudhafah? Please order your men to escort
us outside."

The fat lizard-king rumbled orders at the
General called Hudhafah and Lieutenant Kasib. The two lizards
appeared perplexed and unhappy, or at least that's what Jamin
interpreted their curiously human-like distress at seeing their
enemy treated like an ally, and cleared a path. Two lizards grabbed
Jamin by either arm and dragged him outside the sky canoe to a
strip of beach bordering the Akdeniz Sea.

Lucifer stepped behind him; the length of his
torso pressed into Jamin's back, and pressed the firestick into his
hands. "What would you do if I were to gift you such a weapon?"
Lucifer whispered into his ear, the gesture strangely intimate.

"I would kill you," Jamin choked out.

Lucifer placed his arm along his and made him
point the firestick at a downed tree trunk, the gesture reminiscent
of the way Mikhail had taught Pareesa to aim her bow. The man sized
him up like a cat toying with a mouse before eating it.

"But you would kill him first if given
the chance?" Lucifer whispered. "Wouldn't you?"

"Yes," Jamin said.

"Can't you see him standing now before you?"
Lucifer pointed at the tree which had been abandoned by the high
tide, roots still attached and trunk snapped off so that it stood
upright, like a man. "Here. This is how you use this weapon to
smite your enemies."

Placing his other arm around Jamin as though
he were a child being taught to use a sling, Lucifer placed his
finger over Jamin's and jerked back a lever beneath his index
finger.

The tree trunk exploded in a fireball of
smoke and sparks.

"Oh!" Excitement poured through Jamin's
body.

"You like that, little chieftain, don't you?"
Lucifer whispered into his ear. "But you keep picturing a tree
trunk. Not your enemy. Close your eyes and fill your mind with an
image of your enemy, and then open them again. Can't you see him
standing there before you?"

Pleasant jolts like the air before a
thunderstorm tickled through Jamin's body, making each tiny hair
stand on end. It was still a tree trunk, but there! The roots
jutting out the back looked like wings, the broken trunk like a
torso.

"Picture what it would be like to smite your
enemy," Lucifer inhaled his scent. "Picture it, and then pull this
lever."

Jamin did as he was told, firing again and
again. Each time he did, the image grew stronger in his own mind.
The fear on Mikhail's face as he stared down the firestick and
could not prevent his own death. The pleasure each time he pulled
the trigger and carnage exploded outwards from the winged demon's
body. The ecstasy as he watched those enormous black-brown wings
droop as Mikhail slid to the ground and grew still, his cold blue
eyes growing empty as they stilled in death.

"Who do you hate the most, Jamin?" Lucifer
crooned into his ear, his hands sliding from where he had at first
held Jamin's hand over the firestick until he fired the weapon on
his own. "Smite this wrongdoer who has taken everything away from
you."

Hatred, anger, rage. Jamin set those emotions
free as he fired the firestick again and again. Each time it felt
like it did whenever he reached ecstasy. No. It was better
than sex!

Lucifer's hand slid down his arms. Jamin's
skin felt electrified wherever Lucifer touched him. Lucifer's
erection pressed into his buttocks each time the man shifted to
correct his aim, but Jamin was too drunk on power wielding the
beautiful weapon, fantasizing about killing Mikhail, to think about
how depraved it was for Lucifer to get off on his imagination.

"See," Lucifer whispered in his ear. "It was
all a misunderstanding. If you kill me, you will never get
your heart's desire."

Jamin turned and stared up into the silver
eyes of the benefactor who had given him the sensation of killing
Mikhail.

"Thank you," Jamin said. "I shall die
happy."

"Such a beautiful, angry man," Lucifer
caressed his chin. "You shall make…"

Lucifer never finished his sentence. For a
moment, it appeared as though one side of the man's face was at war
with the other side of him. The self-confident gloat
disappeared.

"Zepar?" Lucifer grabbed his temples, his
voice the whimper of a little boy. "Cad atá ag tarlú dom. Ní féidir liom a
fheiceáil."

Lucifer collapsed forward on top of Jamin.
Jamin fought to hold the taller man up. The golden weapon fell to
the ground before it could occur that perhaps this might be his
only opportunity to kill him. Kill him? No. Lucifer could have
killed him already and had not. Why?

Marwan's words came back to him. 'Perhaps
if you make yourself indispensable to the lizard people, they will
let you cut out the winged demon's heart after all.'

This was not the man he wanted to
kill!

Jamin propped himself under Lucifer's arm and
helped him stumble over to a downed log. The lizard men stood
around, not sure what to do. Lucifer held his head in both hands as
though he feared it would split in two.

"Cad atá cearr
le liom?" Lucifer cried out. His eyes
were fearful as though he had just woken up and did not know where
he was. His eyes darted to the lizard people who surrounded them.
Lucifer appeared to be more fearful of them than him. He clutched
Jamin's hand as though he were in the water and did not know how to
swim. Jamin stared into those silver eyes and froze.

"It's you?" Jamin touched the
man's temple. His eyes were still silver, but it was as though he
looked into the eyes of a completely different man. A man who
seemed ... familiar. A man who had suddenly forgotten how to speak
Ubaid.

Jamin wracked his brains.
He had never paid much attention when Ninsianna conversed with
Mikhail in his native language, but he remembered the one
time another
Assurian had touched Mikhail's wings where
they'd been injured. What was it Mikhail had said to Gita? The
incident stuck out in his mind because it had infuriated
Ninsianna.

"Is féidir
liom a bhraitheann tú, chol beag," Jamin
painstakingly recited the words, tone-for-tone, and touched
Lucifer's cheek the same way Ninsianna did to a patient whenever
she wished to convey everything would be alright.

Lucifer clutched his hand more
tightly.

"An bhfuil tú
a aisling?" Lucifer asked. He tilted his
head to one side, as though his vision was blurry, but he wished to
see him.

"Is féidir
liom a bhraitheann tú, chol beag," Jamin
repeated again, praying that the words he recited meant something
along the lines of 'I will not kill you while you are vulnerable'
and not 'your breath smells like a stinky old goat.'

"Is féidir
leat labhairt?" Lucifer's expression was
one of awe. "Tá tú i ndáiríre
créatúir mothaitheacha!"

A dirty-winged Angelic whom
Jamin had noticed in the ship, but had not paid much mind, rushed
forward and shoved Jamin out of the way.

"Céim ar
ais," the dirty-winged Angelic snarled at
Jamin. "Ní féidir leat a
fheiceáil ar riachtanais an Príomh-Aire roinnt aer?"

The two cold-eyed goons who'd been guarding
the entrance of the silver sky canoe dragged Jamin away from
Lucifer. The dirty-winged Angelic pulled out a small white cylinder
with the same kind of evil-looking barb at the end which had been
attached to the tentacles Doctor Peyman had removed from his arms
earlier and plunged it into Lucifer's neck. Within moments, the
confused look on Lucifer's face disappeared, replaced by the
self-assured man who had just taught him how to shoot a firestick.
Lucifer stood up and flapped his wings like a rooster who had just
won a cockerel fight.

"It seems we have a common enemy, little
chieftain," Lucifer gave him a grin. "Mikhail Mannuki'ili went
rogue nine months ago and has been interfering with the rollout of
technology on this planet. -I- have come to punish him for
his insolence."

Lucifer pointed into the sky where an oblong
sky canoe moved towards the lizard-people's base of operations,
then around him to where hundreds of troops carried not just
firesticks, but amazing devices Jamin could not have dreamed up if
he had spent an entire lifetime just trying to think of such
fantastical things.

"Our Sata'anic friends wish to bring peace,
prosperity, and comfort to your world," Lucifer said. "If not for
Mikhail's interference, every warrior in your village could have
one of these." He hefted up the golden firestick. "The
lizard people will reward you handsomely if you help them eliminate
him."

An image of how good it had felt when he'd
fired the weapon and pictured Mikhail falling to the ground came
into Jamin's mind. Yes. It was he wanted more than anything in the
world. To carve out the bastard's heart who had carved out
his heart first.

"I wish to kill him," Jamin clenched his
fists, yearning for experience for real this time.

"You wish to carve out his heart?"

"Yes."

Lucifer signaled the white-winged Angelic who
had handed him the firestick. "Eligor ...
a thabhairt dom go
scian?"

The burly, white-winged Angelic
who Jamin had pegged as a mercenary pulled out the same rusty knife
he'd pried out of his hands only minutes before. The one he'd
liberated from Kudursin. The guard looked at him with intense
scrutiny, as though he was trying to figure out what the heck was
going on, as he handed the weapon back to Lucifer.

The knife...

Jamin licked his lower lip. Not
a firestick. Not a sword. Not magical as Kudrsin had thought. But
such a weapon was an edge over a similar weapon made of stone,
lighter, more slender, less prone to chipping. A better weapon to
kill one's enemies.

Lucifer pressed the knife back into Jamin's
hand and closed his hand around the hilt on top of Jamin's. As he
did, a most gratifying image of carving out Mikhail's heart
the way one might carve out the entrails of a deer or boar after a
hunt came into Jamin's mind. A shiver of excitement rippled through
his body at the weight of that cool, smooth hilt pressed into his
palm. He had a decision to make. Kill Lucifer? Or wait and see if
the lizard people would give him a chance to kill Mikhail.

Marwan's words came back to him again.
'Perhaps you might make yourself indispensable to the
lizard-people so they let you carve out the winged demon's heart
after all?'

He glanced over at Lieutenant Kasib. Kasib
wanted Lucifer dead, but he wanted Mikhail dead as well. What was
it the lizard man had said? Assur lay in a grain-growing region
they wished to preserve. Perhaps with his help, they could simply
extract Mikhail from his village and not destroy it?

Jamin tucked the knife back into his
belt.

Lucifer's gave Jamin a predatory grin.

"What do you want me to do?" Jamin asked.

"One does not hit a man of the Colonel's
training head on and expect to survive," Lucifer's eerie silver
eyes glittered. "If you want to kill him, we're going to have to
figure out a way to get close to him without triggering all of his
defenses."

"How?" Jamin threw his hands out in
exasperation. "I have tried everything and failed!"

"Not everything," Lucifer touched Jamin's
temple. "Tell me about this girl…"
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In your mouth and your urine

Constantly stared at you

The measuring vessel of your lord

(-What is it?)

Answer: beer

Babylonian riddle, circa 1,500 b.c.

 


November – 3,390
BC

Earth: Village of
Assur

Angelic Air Force Colonel
Mikhail Mannuki'ili

 


Mikhail

The entire house smelled of yeast, a pungent
mix of fermenting liquids and the scent of baking bread, all
intertwined with burnt cedar sticks and whatever other wood he
could scrounge up to help Yalda stoke her fire. Someday he would be
killed in battle and pass into the dreamtime. When he did, he hoped
it would smell half as good as the widow-sisters house, mixed with
the scent of Ninsianna's soap root and that decadent fruit which
grew on vines called melons. Now that would be a pleasant
place to spend eternity.

Yalda removed the clay lid from the beehive
oven and gingerly peeled off the ball of dough she'd flattened
against the interior wall, yanking back her hand as sparks shot up
to avoid being burned. Like a hungry winged dog who begged for a
scrap of supper, Mikhail sat patiently at their table, the usual
unreadable mask he used to hide his feelings absent in his adoptive
grandmother's house.

His stomach growled.

Yalda yanked her hand back, the prize flying
across the room towards him with practiced ease. Being like
any self-respecting man, Mikhail caught it and stuffed it
into his mouth before it even had a chance to hit his plate. His
feathers rippled with satisfaction as the succulent taste of bread
hit his taste buds. Closing his eyes, he prolonged the explosion of
flavor.

"He likes to eat, this one does," her sister
Zhila cackled, her lips sunk inward onto gums that had long ago
lost their teeth. "So long as you keep his belly full, he is always
content."

Yalda was the older of the two widow-sisters,
a village elder and many believed the finest baker in the all the
Ubaid lands. In her mid-seventies, her eyesight was still good, but
bad knees meant she had trouble getting around. Her younger sister
Zhila was still spry for a woman in her seventies, but her eyesight
was poor, necessitating Yalda lead her. It had been Zhila,
ironically, who had taught Mikhail how to throw a spear.

“This bread is delicious!" Mikhail's eyebrows
rose in a hopeful stare as Yalda fished back inside the oven a
second time, checking to see if the next ball of dough was cooked
enough to eat.

With a chortling laugh, Yalda flipped the
third loaf in his direction without warning. Mikhail snapped it out
of the air like a hungry dog. With a groan of pleasure, it followed
the first two down into his stomach, expanding into a pleasant
fullness. Ninsianna had banished him from being underfoot, an
irritation which pained him. The widow-sisters had once again taken
him under their wings … well … he was the one with wings,
but it had always been them who had sheltered him
with acts of kindness, he a man without a family and they two old
women whose husbands and sons had predeceased them.

"Are you ready to sample the fruits of your
labor?" Zhila's face wrinkled into a mischievous smile. As she
spoke, she gestured towards an enormous pottery urn, one of many
the widow-sisters kept inside their house to brew the foul
substances that fetched a great price in trade.

Mikhail gave the tall, thin-necked urn a wary
sniff. Unlike the other batches the widow-sisters asked him to
taste-test, this vat was the byproduct of fields he had
planted in the spring, dug levies and hauled water to all summer,
and battled rats and Immanu's dairy goat to harvest only weeks
before. No matter how awful it tasted he would enjoy it, if
for no other reason than half the take was his.

"Are you sure it's supposed to smell like
this?" Mikhail wrinkled his nose. "This smells a lot stronger than
the last batch."

“The traders from the Zagros mountains swear
this is the sacred barley,” Zhila laughed. “Divine grain of the
goddess Ninkasi."

"We paid a hefty trade to get the seed-grains
and the recipe from him," Yalda said.

"He said it was too sacred to be sold," Zhila
said. "But we plied him with samples of the other beverages we've
fermented. Nothing loosens the tongue like a fermented vat of
einkorn mixed with honey!"

Mikhail poked a long, hollow reed into the
narrow neck of the jar, past the disgusting looking sludge that
floated on the top of the potent mixture. The trick to sipping any
such beverage was to place the straw perfectly in the middle. If
you placed it too low you would suck up the heavy sediments which
settled with grit-like density upon the bottom. On the other hand,
if you sipped too high, the reed would become clogged with the
spent grains.

There was no paper on this planet and his
tablet recorder had long ago run out of battery power, but Ebad had
taught him how to roll out a small slab of clay to record
trading-marks and tallies. Mikhail pulled a small goatskin pouch
out of his pocket and unwrapped the small, yellow bundle of
river-mud he'd retrieved earlier when he'd marched his men down to
the river for water. Recording his experiences was important,
especially for someone whose memory was as suspect as his
was.

"What's the recipe again?" Mikhail sat, knife
poised over the clay, ready to record it in a simplified shorthand
of Alliance cuneiform.

"First you bake a bread out of barley, and
then crumble it into water to make a mash.” Zhila said.

“Then you let it sit a couple of weeks,”
Yalda finished.

“It looks disgusting,” Mikhail took his first
cautious sip. “But it tastes…”

“It’s not the taste we’re interested in,”
Yalda laughed.

“But how much it makes your head spin
afterwards,” Zhila finished her sister's sentence as the
widow-sisters were prone to do.

“I’m not getting into a drinking contest with
you two,” Mikhail's mouth ticked upwards into a rare grin. “I
hereby concede victory and surrender my sword to two warriors who
are far more capable than I am to consume ungodly amounts of
alcohol.”

“And yet,” Zhila said.

“He keeps on sipping,” Yalda finished.

“My head has already begun to spin,” Mikhail
said. “Although perhaps I am merely intoxicated with the decadent
scent of Yalda's bread. Could I please have another piece?” With a
grin, he shoved the next piece of flatbread into his mouth, washing
it down with another sip … or five.

“When do you travel to the meeting of
regional chiefs?” Yalda asked, her smile disappearing into the
intense expression of an old woman who had seen it all. As the
village's oldest living resident, Yalda had seen it all.

“Four more days,” Mikhail noted the alcohol
made him feel relaxed. It had been a rough few weeks and he needed
this, and his friends company, right now. “Pareesa will lose her
students. Chief Kiyan has agreed to split up the B-team and send a
pair to each allied village to offset the loss of warriors they
intend to send us to cross-train.”

“They get trained warriors,” Yalda said.

“And we get untrained recruits,” Zhila
finished, frowning.

“They won’t stay untrained for long,” Mikhail
said. “Even Pareesa’s B-team quickly became better warriors than
most of the A-team warriors in the other villages. We’re not the
only village getting attacked. We just got hit a lot harder than
the others this last time.”

“You should be proud,” Zhila said.

“Of your little weapon of mass destruction,”
Yalda said.

“She has trained very hard to get your
attention,” Zhila said.

“Ninsianna thinks …” Mikhail said.

“Yes?” Yalda asked.

“She's…”

“Jealous?” Zhila asked.

“Yes,” Mikhail said. “She thinks every woman
in this village is … it’s ridiculous.”

“It’s not ridiculous,” Yalda said. “You just
don’t notice.”

“If we were younger,” Zhila said.

“We would join the Mikhail Worship Cult,
too,” Yalda gave a lusty laugh. Both sisters began to cackle.

The beer hit them in a funny way, an effect
which would make their joint business venture highly profitable.
The alcohol content forced him to put a humorous slant on things.
The widow-sister's cheer was contagious, an emotion he desperately
needed to feel right now in light of how distant Ninsianna had been
lately, and for once, amongst friends, he decided to let it go and
not force the emotion behind a wall. If he couldn't be himself
around his two adopted grandmothers, then who could he be
himself for? Certainly not Ninsianna! No matter what he did these
days, it only seemed to make her angry.

“I keep hearing that term,” Mikhail gave the
widow-sisters a wary look. “The Mikhail Worship Cult? What does
that mean, exactly?”

“My dear sweet boy,” Zhila took both of his
cheeks between her hands as though he were a little boy and planted
a big, affectionate kiss onto his forehead, causing him to rustle
his feathers with surprise.

“You are the most beautiful,” Yalda said.

“Handsome,” Zhila said.

“Enigmatic creature,” Yalda said.

“Who has ever taken up residence in Ubaid
territory,” Zhila said.

“And you’re so in love with Ninsianna,” Yalda
said.

“That you haven’t even noticed the way every
female in the village,” Zhila said.

“Throws herself at your feet!” Yalda threw
her cane at Mikhail's feet as though she pretended to throw a
spear.

“Huh?”

“Oh, be still my beating heart!!!” Zhila said
in a mock high voice, clutching her heart for emphasis.

“Here he comes!!!” Yalda put her hand over
her brow as though she squinted into the sun and pretended to peer
in the distance.

“Quick!!!” Zhila gestured for her sister to
come.

“Let’s hit each other with sticks and maybe
he will notice us!!!” Yalda reached down to retrieve her cane.

“Kiah! Kiah! Kiah!” Zhila feigned an attack
with a wooden spoon upon Yalda’s cane, which Yalda held up as
though it were a staff before collapsing, laughing, onto the bench
next to Mikhail.

“Do you really think some of the women would
train just to be near me?” he asked incredulously.

“Mwah hah hah hah haaaahhhhh!!!” the two
sisters laughed so hard they clutched their sides and crouched as
though they were about to pee their loin cloths. Yalda's wrinkled
hand slapped upon the table, while Zhila desperately tried to catch
her breath.

It started out as a tiny snigger, but Mikhail
couldn’t help it. The longer they laughed, the more the emotion
gurgled from someplace deep within his subconscious and twisted its
tentacles into his body until even his formidable
self-control began to slip. A chuckle escaped his lungs and snorted
out his nose. Finally, when the widow-sisters didn’t stop laughing,
he began to laugh as well, a deep, hearty laugh that had him
clutching his sides to keep them from bursting apart.

“Stop,” he choked out between laughs, “please
… oh, gods! How do you humans do this all the time? I can’t
breathe!”

The sisters just looked at him, looked at
each other, and then laughed even harder, causing him to laugh all
the more. He had no idea how long he was unable to control the
emotion which had hijacked his nervous system. Even his wings
shuddered as the three of them sipped beer and laughed. After a
time, their laughing finally subsided to an occasional giggly
snort.

“Why do you think Zhila is so good with a
spear?” Yalda asked with a crooked grin.

“It was the only way I could get my husband
to notice me,” Zhila said. She pointed to a spear mounted on the
wall, her favorite spear, the one she had told him she'd used to
attract her husband in an all-male throwing competition.

“It sure worked for Ninsianna?” Yalda elbowed
him in the ribs.

“One chuck of the spear at the solstice
festival,” Zhila said.

“And the next thing you know, fluffy whisks
her off into the sky for a kiss,” Yalda laughed some more.

“Yes,” Mikhail said. “It did rather happen
that way. Although … it was more the fish at the end of the spear
while I was still at my ship that captured my attention.”

“See?” Zhila said. “Spear plus fish equals
handsome husband.”

“Typical male,” Yalda said. “Always looking
out for their stomachs. By the way, I think the next batch of bread
is ready.”

As Yalda fiddled with the lid to her oven and
Zhila examined the next vat of beer, Mikhail pondered their words,
not bothering to hide his frown because the widow-sisters were his
trusted friends … and also because the alcohol loosened his rigid
control of how he expressed his emotions. He thought of the
distance which had opened up between himself and Ninsianna.

“What’s wrong, son?” Yalda asked.

“We’ve noticed,” Zhila said.

“You’ve been deeply unhappy lately,” Yalda
finished.

“I don’t think Ninsianna loves me anymore,”
Mikhail said the awful thought which now tormented him constantly.
The anguished expression on his face made the sisters hug him from
either side. “No matter what I do, she’s always angry at me. She
doesn’t even want me around anymore. I can’t feel her anymore …
here.” He touched his chest above where his heart beat.

“You’re just going through a period of
adjustment,” Yalda said.

“Every married couple goes through it,” Zhila
said.

“You move from initial attraction,” Yalda
said.

“Where you think the other is perfect,” Zhila
said.

“To acceptance,” Yalda said.

“That the other person is human,” Zhila
said.

“Or in your case, Angelic,” Yalda said.

“And you need to make adjustments in your
expectations,” Zhila said.

“Of what the other person can give you,”
Yalda said.

“But I love her,” Mikhail said. “She asked me
to train the village warriors, I trained the village warriors. She
asked me to help the Chief negotiate mutual aid agreements with the
other chief's, so I helped negotiate mutual aid agreements with the
other chiefs. I have done every single thing she has ever asked. If
she were to ask me to go battle Shay’tan so I could bring her his
head on a platter, I would do it for her. What more does she want
from me?”

The sisters looked at each other and
hesitated a moment, and then spoke.

“We love Ninsianna,” Yalda said.

“She can be kind, and sweet, and thoughtful,”
Zhila said.

“But we are also friends with her mother,”
Yalda said.

“Needa had a terrible a time with her when
Ninsianna was younger,” Zhila said.

“She used to go around talking to that
goddess of hers all the time as if she were some imaginary best
friend,” Yalda said.

“And would pay no mind to what happened
around her here in Assur,” Zhila said.

“She does that now,” Mikhail said. “She’s
convinced a great evil is coming, worse than what we’ve seen so
far. She says that’s why she keeps pushing me so hard to train our
people.”

“If that is what Ninsianna sees,” Yalda
said.

“Then that is what Ninsianna sees,” Zhila
said.

“But sometimes Ninsianna forgets she is
mortal like the rest of us,” Yalda said.

"Mortal!" Mikhail broke the straw he'd been
using only moments earlier to sip his bear. "First I had to
convince her I was as ordinary as any other villager, and now that
she has realized it is true, she acts as though she is angry at me!
I think she thought I could carry her up into the heavens?"

“Needa had a terrible time keeping her safe
when she was younger," Yalda said.

"Ninsianna put herself into danger because
she didn’t pay attention to the fact she has a body,” Zhila
said.

“And she would get angry at her mother
whenever Needa tried to remind her of that fact,” Yalda said. "And
they would argue. It is why Ninsianna has always been closer to her
father."

“Needa said she felt as though Ninsianna
wanted to hurry up and throw herself into the dreamtime because
then she would be closer to the goddess,” Zhila said.

“It is like that now,” Mikhail said. “It’s as
though she’s not even here half the time anymore. She almost
got herself killed during the battle because she left her post and
wandered off.”

“Needa used to discourage her from talking to
She-who-is,” Yalda said.

“She would get into great rows with Immanu
about it,” Zhila said. “Because Immanu wanted to encourage her,
while Needa wanted her to pay attention to what happens here in the
ordinary world.”

“Ninsianna’s not a child anymore,” Mikhail
said. “I can only voice my fears, not make her do anything. But she
gets so angry with me! She gets angry because I cannot do what she
does.”

“Ninsianna was always…” Yalda said.

“Fickle,” Zhila said.

“Every boy in the village used to follow her
around the way the young women now follow you around,” Yalda
said.

“And she would be nice to them,” Zhila said.
She put her hand on Mikhail's arm. “Not like you. You are always
polite, but distant. Ninsianna was not like that. She would be …
warm.”

“She would encourage them,” Yalda said. “The
boys would think that she liked them.”

“They would do anything for her,” Zhila
said.

“And then she would get bored with them and
move onto the next one,” Yalda said.

“That is what happened with Jamin,” Zhila
said.

“She encouraged his affections,” Yalda
said.

“And then she just lost interest in him,”
Zhila said.

“Shortly before she met you,” Yalda said.

Mikhail stared down at his broken straw. The
last thing he wanted was to admit he had something in common with
the disgraced son of the village chief. Unfortunately, the more
snappish Ninsianna became lately, the more he found himself
sympathizing with the man he'd helped banish from their village. He
was not alone in that guilt, however. Yalda had been one of Jamin's
judges.

What would he act like if Ninsianna
ever broke things off with him? The thought had never
occurred to him until three nights ago, when he had woken up
spooned around her and realized he could not feel her!

“Jamin's behavior was inexcusable,” Mikhail
snapped the reed into two more, shorter pieces, and crushed them in
the palm of his hand into tiny shavings.

“Yes,” Yalda scowled, no doubt remembering
the facts which had been presented to her before she had given
Jamin her verdict. “It was inexcusable.”

“Ninsianna bit off more than she could chew
when she rejected him like she did the others,” Zhila said.

“Jamin was never the type of man to hear ‘I'm
sorry but I’m not interested in you anymore.’ Yalda said.

“He was the Chief’s son,” Zhila said. “And he
was used to getting what he wanted.”

“That doesn’t excuse how he behaved,” Yalda
said. “His actions were reprehensible.”

“But his behavior was not totally
unjustified,” Zhila said.

“Only the extremes he went to afterwards.”
Yalda said.

Mikhail was silent as he digested the
widow-sister's words. They knew him well enough to understand he
needed time alone with his thoughts to process information.
Finally, he said, “I never thought I would feel sympathy for
Jamin.”

“Jamin is a goat's backside,” Yalda said.

“He did not deserve her,” Zhila said.

“But you are different,” Yalda said.

“She loves you,” Zhila said.

“Or she would not have married you,” Yalda
said.

“But Ninsianna has always looked forward to
the next exciting new thing that comes around the corner,” Zhila
said.

“And she needs to grow up,” Yalda patted her
hand upon the table several times as she finished her train of
thought.

Mikhail flared his wings with
exasperation.

“If this isn’t exciting enough for her,”
Mikhail said, “I don’t know what is! It’s been nothing but nonstop
excitement ever since I got here. Kidnappings? Raising armies? And
now war? I don’t remember much about my past as a soldier other
than the skills I learned, but I remember enough to know this is
more excitement than even –I- am accustomed to seeing.”

The sisters silently chewed their bread and
sipped their beer. Finally, they spoke.

“When you first came to us,” Yalda said.
“Immanu came to this village and told everyone a winged god had
come down from the sky to be our savior.”

“But I am just a mortal,” Mikhail lamented.
“The same as you are. I’m just … my people are just a little
different than yours.”

“We know that now,” Zhila said. “But
Ninsianna told us that when she first got her vision to go find you
and heal you, the goddess showed her she would travel between the
stars in your sky canoe with you.”

“You mean my ship?”

“Yes,” both sisters said.

“My ship is broken,” Mikhail said. “I tried
to fix it. Even if I find a power source to reboot the mainframe
and use it to get the engines running, it will never fly again. It
will break apart the moment I try to breach orbit.”

The sisters just looked at each other,
understanding nothing that he had just said. He decided to rephrase
the answer.

“My sky canoe has holes in it and the oars
are broken," Mikhail explained. "It’s too badly broken to fix. If I
try to return to the sky, it will leak and sink, killing me.”

“Oh,” both sisters nodded understanding.

“You think Ninsianna is angry because I
didn’t carry her off into the stars?” Mikhail asked.

“Possibly,” Yalda said.

“Or it could be that the job of being this
savior Immanu seems to think you are takes up a lot more of your
time than she is willing to give,” Zhila said.

“But she is the one who pushes me so hard to
train an army!” Mikhail said, frustrated.

“Knowing what needs to be done,” Yalda
said.

“And making the sacrifices necessary to do
it,” Zhila said.

“Are often two different things,” Yalda
said.

“She wants you to protect our people,” Zhila
said.

“But it’s entirely possible she also resents
it,” Yalda said.

“I know I would,” Zhila said.

“As would I,” Yalda said.

“How much time do you get to spend with her
just being romantic lately?” Zhila asked gently, understanding he
was far more prudish about discussing such things than the Ubaid
were.

“None,” he answered. “We start before the sun
rises, and I don’t get home until late at night. I don’t even get
to take rest-day off anymore. This time of year, we’re training by
torch-light and bonfire. It’s all I can do to drag myself home and
fall into bed.”

“And therein may lay the problem,” Yalda
said.

“How do I fix this?” Mikhail asked, torn
between his two competing needs. “Her visions of escalating trouble
have been accurate. According to what she sees in the visions, the
worst is yet to come. If I don’t train your people, you will be
overrun.”

Zhila handed him an unbroken reed. He stuck
it back into the urn and took another sip. The three of them sat in
silence, sipping beer from the communal vat. The bread was now
gone. Yalda broke out a bowl of roasted acorns to nibble on to soak
up some of the effects of the beer.

“How good are some of the warriors you’ve
been training,” Zhila finally asked. “Such as Pareesa?”

“Pretty good,” Mikhail said. “I can’t
remember everything about my experience as a soldier in the
Emperor’s armies, but I think the Ubaid warriors would be
acceptable to him. Pareesa and Siamek … they would both excel and
move up the ranks rapidly. Both have natural leadership
ability.”

“Who trained this emperor’s warriors?” Yalda
asked. “Did he do it all himself?”

“Of course not,” Mikhail said. “We had a
chain of command. General Jophiel was in charge of all four
branches of the military. Then each branch had its own 4-star
general," he frowned, "but I can't remember anything more about
them than that there were four of them. Than underneath them was a
group of lower ranking soldiers. And so on.”

“Perhaps that is what you need to do, then?”
Zhila said. “Assign some of the tasks to the people you have
trained so the burden is not so heavy? You are only one
person.”

“I’ve been doing that, to some extent,”
Mikhail said. “Pareesa helped with extra training with the ones who
are slow to learn, and Siamek helped with training some of the more
mundane tasks. We have a chain of command for when we go into
battle.”

“Perhaps you need to institute a chain of
command for your training, as well?” Yalda said. "It's about time
they started learning how to do these things."

“You are only one person,” Zhila said.

“You can only do so much,” Yalda said.

“Ask for help,” Zhila said.

“It will make the people you ask better
leaders,” Yalda said. “They will learn more.”

“And it will give you more time to devote to
Ninsianna,” Zhila said.

The widow-sisters did not disturb him as he
sipped beer and pondered which warrior might perform well at what
job. Pieces of the puzzle began to fall into place. Perhaps he
could accomplish everything he needed to get done and
still make time to devote to his wife? And friends? And perhaps
even make time to teach some of the advanced weapons training he
had precious little time to do these days because he spent so much
time teaching the basics?

“It might work,” Mikhail said finally; hope
lifting up his spirits for the first time in many, many weeks. “I
will talk to the Chief.” He would go home and tell Ninsianna the
good news about his clever new ideas about how to make things
better.

“Good!” Yalda said.

“Cheers!” Zhila took another sip of the
beer.

“Cheers,” Mikhail replied, knowing even as he
stuck the straw back into the urn full of beer that he would regret
the hangover he would be sporting tomorrow morning.
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Ninsianna

Ninsianna followed the river of consciousness
past the stars that whispered conspiratorially about how to find
her own way around the dreamtime. She was here to find
answers; answers to questions she suspected lay just beyond that
frustrating black wall. Well tonight she had been clever! The
goddess' distraction during the recent battle had taught her that
She-who-is couldn't really pay attention to everything
happened all at once. Why else did she need Chosen Ones and eagles
for eyes? She'd slipped in quietly, just a little off the path she
usually traveled to hide from the goddess' watchful eye, and
slipped through the dreamtime like a naughty teenager sneaking out
of the house to meet her lover.

She just had to know! Had
Mikhail lay down with Shahla? Why was she prohibited from seeing
inside of his mind? Was the incident she had just suffered at the
hands of the Halifians THE incident she'd been having
nightmares about all these months? Or was it just a lesser incident
and THE INCIDENT had yet to occur? Did she still need to
keep pushing Mikhail to build an army? Or was the worst of it
finally over?

The stars giggled like naughty
co-conspirators as she pushed against that great, dark wall, unable
to circumvent it. All of a sudden she felt a warning buzz, an
admonition not to let go of the thread which connected her to her
mortal vessel or she'd forget to breathe. Drat! The goddess had
caught onto her little unauthorized expedition.

"Let me see what lies beyond the wall,"
Ninsianna pleaded. "Please?"

‘Not yet, child,’ the whisper was
heard not with mortal ears, but from all around her, the way one
might feel a stream flowing around a rock. 'You still have work
as of yet unfinished.'

The stream of consciousness shifted, pushing
her back to where Papa called to her from the edge of the
precipice. He'd been calling for quite some time, but she'd been
ignoring him.

“Ninsianna,” Papa called. “This way. Follow
my voice back into the land of the living.”

With a sigh, she followed Papa’s voice back
to that dark realm which sat just above the one where consciousness
turned into matter; the realm where ghosts and evil spirits could
manipulate the living if one wasn’t careful. Papa stood bathed in
his own small circle of golden light, waiting for her to
return.

“Hello, Papa,” Ninsianna forced her
spirit-body to give a false smile even though she was not ready to
return to the material realms just yet. “I was having so much fun
that I did not hear you call.”

“Do not be so anxious to cast off your body,”
Papa scolded. “You have a husband who loves you and a baby who will
not be born if you behave so recklessly.”

“She-who-is led my attention to something she
wanted me to see,” Ninsianna lied.

“Who do you think sent you back, child,” Papa
sighed. His bushy dark eyebrows knitted together in concern. “Do
not forget that in here I can see the spirit-light as well as you
can. I asked She-who-is for help in finding you. Our blessed Mother
was beneficent enough to hear a father’s prayer.”

Duly chastised, Ninsianna took Papa’s hand
and waited for him to shepherd her through the dark realms that,
after where she’d just traveled, was about as pleasant as swimming
through a river full of excrement, fish guts and rotted fruit. The
shadow-cat which had followed her ever since the night she'd
dreamed of the terrifying black man, the one that had curled around
her feet and licked her ankles, trailed behind her to the edge of
the waking world, mewling as though it expected her to pick it up
and pet it.

That familiar heaviness weighed her down her
as her mind adjusted to being back in her body. With a weary sigh,
she opened her eyes and forced her hand to move. As expected, the
house was dark except for the light of two small clay lanterns
flickering on the kitchen table.

Mama had already changed into her sleeping
gown and sat worriedly at the table mending one of Papa's kilts.
Her ashen complexion and the bags under her eyes attested to too
much stress from tending the lingering wounded. Regardless of her
exhaustion, she had lay out a modest late night snack for them, a
porridge of barley and honey, roasted acorns, and a flagon of
water.

Ninsianna looked around, surprised at who was
missing from the room. She and Mikhail had it out last night
after he’d lectured her about how long she kept lingering in the
dreamtime. In a fit of anger, she’d told him to stay away from her
while she journeyed and not to come home until after she was
finished.

He wasn't here?

Disappointed settled into her gut. She hadn’t
really wanted him to stay away! Only to stop fretting
whenever she stayed in the dreamtime too long. It was frustrating
to come home, brimming with excitement about some brilliant thing
She-who-is had shown her, and have her stodgy husband would dump a
bucket of water all over her enthusiasm by lecturing her about the
dreamtime's potential dangers.

The cruel stab of doubt which had plagued her
ever since the day Shahla had let her see inside of her mind
clenched at her gut and her insecurities. Her disappointment turned
to anger…

“Where's Mikhail?” Ninsianna's voice took on
a high, sharp edge.

A thundercloud darkened Mama’s brow. It was
the same look she’d often given Ninsianna as a child, the one that
communicated I am angry and I am disappointed in you
all without even opening her mouth.

“Needa,” Papa went to sit down next to Mama.
“This supper looks won-…”

“Leave us, Immanu,” Mama cut him off. “I wish
to speak to our daughter.”

Ninsianna gave her Papa a pleading look. If
she had to put it into words, it would have said, ‘uh-oh … I’m
in trouble … don’t leave me or Mama will make me do something awful
like empty out all the chamber pots.’

“I will go make sure the goat pen is secure,”
Papa gave her a look that said ‘you are own your own.’
Whatever Mama was displeased about, she had already discussed it
with Papa and he was in agreement with her. Either that, or he was
too cowed to stick up for her.

Ninsianna sat down and grabbed her bowl,
sulking. The porridge was still warm because Mama had wrapped a
small woven rug around the crock until she and Papa finished her
journey. From how quiet it was outside, it must be very late, far
beyond the time they normally ate supper and went to bed.

“What’s on your mind?” Ninsianna gave her
Mama her most charming smile. She reached out to take her hand and
was surprised when Mama yanked it away.

“Don’t you play your mind manipulations on
me, child,” Mama snapped. “We have things to speak about! So
I will talk, and you will listen without interrupting me.”

“But I must go find Mikhail!” Ninsianna
protested. “Can’t it wait until later?”

“No … we shall have this conversation
now.” Mama’s stern face communicated she would speak to her
whether she wished to hear it or not. It was a look Ninsianna had
not seen for many years.

“Is something wrong?”

Her mother stabbed her bone needle into
Papa’s work kilt which had grown thin and frayed, collecting her
thoughts. This was going to be one of those talks? Ninsianna
tried not to cringe as Mama put down her mending and made eye
contact with her.

“What is going on between you and
Mikhail?”

“Nothing,” Ninsianna lied. “Everything is
fine.”

“Goat manure!” Mama jabbed her finger at her
in an accusation. “The poor man is miserable! You’ve been snapping
and snarling at him all the time and he doesn’t understand what
he’s doing wrong!”

“He’s just …” Ninsianna trailed off. How
could she explain doubts and emotions that she herself couldn’t
fully grasp?

“Out with it!” Mama said.

“He doesn’t … understand,” Ninsianna trailed
off. “He just…”

Mama jabbed her needle into the kilt without
looking, her expression the same one she used whenever she worked
with a patient who was not being completely honest with her,
waiting for her to put the problem into words. Oh! How she hated it
when Mama did that! It was as though Mama could see all the dark
little secrets she tried to keep hidden until she had no choice but
to confess her sins. Mama let the uncomfortable silence stretch
between them, waiting for her to answer the question.

“He needs me too much,” Ninsianna finally
said. “It’s … suffocating.”

“He loves you,” Mama said. “I have never seen
a man love a woman the way that man loves you. Not even with your
father.”

“But he…” Ninsianna said.

“Don’t but me, missy!” Mama snapped.
“Just because I don’t see visions and pretty colors doesn’t mean my
gift is second-best to yours! I can feel him. I can feel his
heart break every time you push him away because you doubt him. I
can feel how desperate he feels every time you snap at him because
his gift isn’t the same as yours. And I can see what your behavior
is doing to him!”

“But…”

“Just because my gift is different from your
father's doesn’t make it any less special!” Mama shook the needle
in her face. “And just because Mikhail’s gifts are different than
any of our gifts doesn’t mean you have the right to treat
him like he’s some plaything to further your own ends!”

“But Mikhail has no gifts!” Ninsianna
exclaimed. “He’s the most un-gifted person I have ever met! He
can’t even sense a simple thread!”

“So you think his eyes glow blue and he can
take out dozens of men at once with that sword of his because he’s
ungifted?” Mama shouted. “And if you think that’s not a gift, than
you should see his other … gift!”

Ninsianna hadn’t seen Mama this angry since
she was a little girl.

“What other gift?" Ninsianna asked. "Mikhail
doesn’t have any other gifts.”

“That is where you are wrong!” Mama clenched
Papa's tattered kilt. “The gift he wields is equal to and opposite
yours. He just doesn’t walk around wielding it indiscriminately
like you do!”

“What on earth are you talking about?”
Ninsianna said. "What equal and opposite gifts?"

“Ever since the goddess gave you the gift of
sight,” Mama said, “you have been blind! All you do is walk
around talking to She-who-is!”

“But I need information so we can prepare for
whatever is coming,” Ninsianna said. “I’m the only person who can
find out.”

“Most of the garbage that comes floating out
of your mouth has no relevance to life here in Assur,” Mama said.
“Your father goes into the dreamtime, gets the information he
needs, and then he comes back out again. You … you just stay there.
Just like you did when you were a little girl!"

“But I thought you were proud of my
gift?”

“I am proud of my beautiful, kind daughter
who cares about the people around her,” Mama snapped. “I miss the
daughter who left Assur the day you and your father decided the
goddess had anointed you to be too ‘special’ to associate with mere
mortal creatures anymore!”

“But Papa is proud of my gifts!”

“Your Papa nearly lost me when he started to
do the same thing that you are doing to your poor husband right
now,” Mama shook her sewing needle at her. “I left him, you know.
You were very young, but I'm surprised you don't remember living in
Gasur.”

“What?”

“I left him,” Mama said. “A year after you
were born. I left him because I got tired of going to bed with your
father and waking up with gods-only-knows which minor deity
muttering nonsense next to me in the bed.”

“Why would you do such a thing?” Ninsianna
exclaimed. “Papa loves you!”

“Because Papa was more enthralled with his
gift than he was with me,” Mama said. “You’re not supposed
to walk around like an open channel for whichever spirit feels like
stepping into your body. You need to start making some rules
about when you’re open to receive information, or you shall lose
him!”

“But…” Ninsianna stammered. Mama was on a
rant, something she rarely did.

“I put up with a lot less goat manure from
your father before I took you and moved back to Gasur,” Mama said.
“Not only are you never here anymore, but you’ve got the poor man
raising an army out of the dust for you and piecing together an
alliance of tribes, something no chief has ever been able to
accomplish before, and you don’t even thank him for it!”

“But that is what the goddess sent him here
to do!” Ninsianna said.

“And WHY would he care?” Mama asked. “We’re
not his people. This isn’t his planet. He’s not even human!!! WHY
do you think he is willing to do these things?”

“Because…”

“Because he loves you!” Mama's voice was
pleading. “Because he loves you more than anything in that whole
wonderful, amazing world he left behind where he traveled between
the stars and spoke to the gods themselves. He does all of this for
you because he loves you, and all you do is treat him like
dirt.”

Ninsianna pretended to study her hands. Mama
stabbed her bone needle into Papa’s kilt again and again, no longer
making eye contact as she wove the coarse yarn back and forth far
more than was appropriate for a mere work kilt. This was a piece of
her family's history she hadn’t recalled existed, although it
explained how reverent Papa was of Mama even though sometimes the
warriors teased him for being browbeaten by his wife.

“Why did you come back?” Ninsianna finally
asked.

“Because I love him,” Mama said. “And because
he agreed to only go into the dreamtime when he needed information,
not to be an open channel to any spirit that feels like stopping in
to say hello. He put boundaries on how he used the gift.”

“But it will slow my progress…”

“How much progress do you think you will make
raising an army to defeat this Evil One you keep speaking of if
Mikhail leaves you?”

“Oh...”

“When you first met Mikhail, you thought he
was the most wonderful man you’d ever met,” Mama pointed the needle
at her like an accusation. “You thought he was a god!”

“But he’s just…” Ninsianna started to
say.

“He’s not just anything,” Needa said.
“If you drive him away, and trust me, if I were him, I’d be long
gone already! If you ever drive him away, once you realize what
you’ve lost, you will be miserable for the rest of your life
because no man will ever fill his shoes.”

“But you came back,” Ninsianna said.
“And we’ve got a child on the way…”

“I came back because you started
walking around muttering to She-who-is just like your father!” Mama
said. “I didn’t know what to do with you, so I agreed to speak to
him, and not before!”

“But the baby would stay with…”

“Exactly,” Mama said. “The baby will stay
with you. If you lose him, he won’t come back. He’s
got too many other women throwing themselves at his feet, eager to
give him as many winged offspring as he can beget upon them with a
heck of a lot fewer demands!”

The verbal blow kicked Ninsianna in the gut
harder than the pain of a Halifian spear.

"He wouldn't…."

"You keep saying he did!"
Mama's eyes glittered with disgust.

"No!" Ninsianna shouted. "Mikhail loves me!
He would never lay down with another woman!"

Mama sat back and crossed her arms, a
victorious expression on her tired features. Ninsianna realized her
heart raced. Would he lay down with another woman?
After they were married? She remembered how desperately he
had held onto her after the Halifians had nearly taken her and how
cruelly she had treated him afterwards. No. Mikhail would never
leave her unless she drove him away. She looked away, unable to
meet Mama's too-perceptive gaze.

“But the other women are only are interested
in him because he’s different,” Ninsianna mumbled into her bowl of
porridge.

“Sound familiar?” Mama's voice was filled
with accusation. “His friends understand he’s not just here to do
things for them, but that they need to protect him, as well. You …
it’s as though you suddenly stopped loving him because you realize
now he’s mortal!”

Tears welled into Ninsianna’s eyes. Did Mama
really think so little of her? The things Mama pointed out were
really quite ugly.

“Mikhail loves you,” Mama’s voice was
pleading. “Why can’t you just love him in return? It’s as though
you want him to just hurry up and finish building this army so you
can move onto the next exciting thing. He can sense the distance
and he doesn’t understand what he’s doing wrong.”

She opened her mouth to ask 'how can I
trust him again' and knew from Mama's eyes that that would be a
stupid thing to say. She already had her answer. From her
own mouth!

“I don’t understand why he’s suddenly become
so clingy!" Ninsianna exclaimed. "I need him to be strong! Not to
depend upon me.”

“He nearly lost you," Mama said. "And now he
can’t feel you because you’ve cut him off." Mama tapped her
chest above her heart. "It's the gift of a healer, to be able to
feel someone's pain as though it is your own. You and your father
have both always had a hard time understanding the gift of
empathy, but your father learned to try."

Mama reached across her table and took her
hand.

"Mikhail does feel the threads or he
would not have known you were in danger. He just doesn’t recognize
the connection the same way that you do.”

Ninsianna stared down at her bowl of uneaten
porridge. Mama was right about one thing. She needed to make a
choice about whether or not she would forgive him for his
pre-marital lapse with Shahla. Or Mikhail might make that choice
for her.

“What should I do?”

“Love him?" Mama's eyes were pleading. "Just
love him. Instead of forcing Mikhail to use your gift, why
don’t you figure out what is missing in your marriage that is
making him not be able to feel connected to you and learn how to
use his gift, instead? That's what your father had to do.”

“But the Cherubim taught him his gift,”
Ninsianna said. “He should be able to use that knowledge to learn a
new gift.”

“No,” Mama’s face grew ominous. “The Cherubim
did not teach him how to wield the death energies any more
than your Papa taught you how to talk to She-who-is. You
were both born with your gifts. The Cherubim simply taught your
husband how to suppress his gift so he could control
it.”

There was a noise at the door. Papa peeked in
to see if he could stop lingering in the yard, pretending he wasn’t
listening to every word they said. “Am I interrupting?”

“No,” Ninsianna reached towards him,
desperate to be out from under her mother’s withering glare.

“Yes,” Mama gave him that look she used that
let everyone know she would not be interrupted.

“I’ll … I think I’ll go see … if …
something…” Papa excused himself and left. Mama waited until he was
gone before turning back to her, irritation warring with
desperation.

“Mikhail loves you,” Mama took her hand and
gave it a gentle squeeze. “Stop obsessing about the poor, sad
delusions of a broken woman and start focusing on what you
have.”

Mama scooped up her sewing and went outside
to find where Papa had absented himself to. Ninsianna contemplated
what her mother had just said. Had she really been acting that
callous? Callous enough that Mikhail might leave her instead
of the other way around?

Fear gripped her in the gut, the same fear
she felt each night when she'd still had the nightmares as the Evil
One bent her back over an altar and cut her child from her
womb.

"Goddess?" Ninsianna asked. "Is that
why he won't be here to help me when the Evil One comes? Because I
drive him away?"

The goddess, of course, did not answer. While
indulgent, SHE was a pragmatic goddess who did not have the
time to listen to silly, selfish girls who drove away their
demi-god husbands.

Perhaps Mama was right? She’d been taking him
for granted. Starting right now, she would do better!

Ninsianna took a bite of her porridge. It
stuck in her throat and made her gag, no longer warm. Scraping the
congealed paste into the bucket of treats for Little Nemesis’s
morning milking, she washed her bowl and went in search of her
husband.

 


* * * * *

 


It was the out-of-tune sound of singing
which drew her to the alley not far from the widow-sister’s
house.

“Ohhhhh!!! There was a man from Eshnunna …
who said I wouldn’t dare moon her … so I pulled down his pants …
and filled them with [hic’cup] ants … and he itched them until next
June, yah…”

“Mikhail?” Ninsianna watched the mountain of
a shadow stumble towards her in the slender light of the waning
moon. “You’re singing?”

“There was a woman from Gasur … who wouldn’t
stop talking, no Sir!”

“Mikhail? Are you … drunk?”

“As a ssskunk,” he hiccupped. “With a funk …
taking a ... whoops!” He stumbled and caught himself, pulling her
against his torso and slapping her on the behind.

“Mikhail! Why are you singing?”

“Cause my ears are ringing,” he nuzzled her
neck, “like the bees are bringing … oh … what rhymes with
bringing?”

The scent of alcohol assailed her
nostrils.

“Whew! You reek!” she waved her hands in
front of her nose. “Where did you get the mead?”

“Sssnot mead,” he slurred. “Sssits called
beer. The sisters been experimenting with it. Pretty good
stuff.”

“I’d say!” Ninsianna grabbed him just in time
to prevent him from performing a nose dive. “I’ve seen you do many
things, my husband, but never falling down drunk and singing
rhymes.”

“Sisters said I’m too ssserious,” he slurred.
“Said that’s why you don’t love me anymore. Said I gotta lighten
up.” He pulled her in close and hugged her. “I’m so
sssorrry!!!”

“…oh…”

Her voice was small as his words registered.
She stared up at those chiseled features, slightly less handsome,
perhaps, with his nose and cheeks flushed with alcohol. He had a
rather sad, perplexed look about him, as though he were a dog who
had just been beaten and couldn't remember what he had done to earn
the master's ire.

Yes. She had been treating him cruelly. Who
cared if he had taken solace in Shahla's arms because she
had at the time been off-limits? It wasn't like he had wanted
anything to do with the woman since. She stood on tiptoe and
pressed her hand against that high, beautiful cheekbone, the same
way that she had done the day she had crawled into his crashed
ship. Now, as then, he trembled beneath her touch as she projected
the image into his mind.

Everything is going to be okay…

“Let’s get you home," she said. "Okay? We’ll
talk about this when you sober up.”

“Okay…”

He staggered behind her like an enormous,
five-cubit-tall, falling down drunk, obedient winged dog. She led
him into the house, past the curious stare of her parents who had
sat down to discuss, no doubt, her earlier conversation with her
Mama.

“He was at the sisters,” she silently mouthed
the words. “They’re experimenting with a new recipe.”

“Oh,” her parents mouthed back. Papa elbowed
Mama, his expression amused. They’d all made the mistake of
imbibing some of the widow-sisters more experimental concoctions at
one point or another … and paid the price the next morning with a
rip-roaring hangover.

“C’mon, honey,” she called. "Let's get you
upstairs so you can sleep it off."

Mikhail followed as docile as a newborn goat
as she led him up the stairs and fumbled with the small, round
fastenings on his shirt he called ‘buttons.’ It would have been
easier if he hadn’t kept leaning forward and mumbling in her ear
how sorry he was for disappointing her. Fearful he would topple
over, she finally gave up and aimed him towards the bed, doing
little to slow his fall as he toppled forward and curled up in a
feathery ball, fully dressed.

“Ninsianna?” he slurred just before he passed
out. “I love you, you know? More than my own life?”

He had said the words to her many times, but
for the first time since he had given to her that vow, she finally
heard him.

His words gave way to snoring.

“Good night, sweet Angelic,” she kissed his
cheek.

She removed his boots and covered him up with
the soft woven blanket Yadidatum had given them as a wedding
present, stopping to run her fingers through his thick, dark hair
which had gotten longer since he had crashed here. She turned her
eyes to face the tiny altar she kept to She-who-is, the one she had
prayed to the day SHE had first gifted her with her
vision.

"Mother? Please help me fix my marriage?"

"Quomodo cum timore vulnus mederi tenebris
filius," a deep rumble answered, not the voice of
She-who-is, but the source of that big black wall which even
She-who-is could not help her see around.

How can you heal this wound if you fear the
dark, child?

It was the same thing her Papa always said to
her. Sort of…

"Be gone, black man!" Ninsianna hissed at a
shadow which moved in the corner, that cat-like thing which
followed her around and lapped at her ankles, the Dark Lord's pet
come to spy upon her!

Summoning that thread which connected her to
She-who-is, she curled up next to her husband and prayed for a
vision.

 


 


* * * * *


Chapter 90

[image: tmp_0380cb5a31af5dd652f0b33852cf9325_GCr2sd_html_728817ec.jpg]

 


Galactic Standard Date:
152,323.11 AE

Alliance:
Haven-3

Acting Supreme
Commander-General Abaddon

aka 'The Destroyer'

 


Abaddon

"Hear ye, hear ye, hear ye," the Speaker of
the Commons called out to the ongoing Joint Emergency Session of
Parliament. "We shall now hear testimony from our supreme military
commander, General Abaddon."

Unlike the Eternal Emperor, Parliament did
not disarm their most decorated general each time he entered the
Great Hall of Parliament. Weapons bristling, he looked up at the
faces which peered down from the lofty balconies which circled the
central podium. Today, the political factions were subdued. The
only sound which broke the silence was weeping and the occasional
cough given to cover up the emotion of an empire in mourning.

Under Alliance law, the Speaker of the
Commons would act as Prime Minister until Lucifer was either found
alive, or they'd recovered a body in which case they weren't
certain what would happen. The laws the Emperor had crafted
to create this dual-house legislative body in the first place were
hereditary, centering around the man he had raised to be his
son and any offspring he might beget to fill his role. Without
Lucifer, the dual-house legislative function of Parliament was
defunct, as were the override laws Parliament had used to pass a
resolution declaring the Emperor was nothing but a figurehead.
Without Lucifer, Parliament was technically as dead as he
was.

Yeah… Try putting that genie back in
the bottle…

"Mister Speaker," Abaddon tucked his grey
wings against his back and stepped up to join the Speaker at the
podium. "I have come as the People requested."

A man accustomed to getting things done, the
slender, well-dressed Muqqui'bat dragon wasted no time in getting
down to business.

"General Abaddon," the Speaker's dragon-like
snout was filled with caution, "you understand this governing body
must ask questions about the circumstances surrounding the Prime
Ministers disappearance?"

Abaddon turned to face the inquest. He held a
fighting man's stance, legs shoulder-width apart, ready to move at
the slightest provocation, the habit of a man who had served in the
military his entire life. This was not the first time he'd been
called to answer for a mission which had gone terribly wrong,
merely the first time he'd faced an inquest comprised of thousands
of elected delegates instead of the ire of their now-ceremonial
Emperor and god. Gods! How he hated politics! But the people he
served deserved an answer, and answer he would.

"When the Prime Minister left here last
week," Abaddon said, "I feared the Emperor might retaliate by
re-arresting him. I ordered a frigate to follow him. As I
anticipated, the Prime Minister traveled out to rendezvous with the
Prince of Tyre."

"Did you have any idea he planned to
rendezvous with Ba'al Zebub?" the Speaker asked.

Whispers rumbled through the great circular
balconies like the winds which preceded a thunderstorm. Sobbing
continued from a few females who had idealized the Prime Minster,
and quite possibly bedded, but already Abaddon could feel the sea
change of predatory Selachamorchi circling for the kill. Lucifer's
sudden absence had opened up a whole new range of
opportunities.

"No, Sir," Abaddon bowed his head. "So far as
I knew, Lucifer wished to reunite with his wives."

"Wives?" the Speaker's voice lilted in
surprise. "You mean he had more than one of them?"

"He had three that I knew of," Abaddon chose
his words carefully. "As you know, the Prime Minister was desperate
to produce an heir. The condition the old dragon put on receiving a
Sata'an citizen was we must marry them before begetting any
offspring upon them, but under Sata'anic law, it is permissible for
a high-ranking male to keep more than one wife."

Whispers circulated, some angry, some
surprised. There were some amongst their members who kept more than
a single wife, but usually a member planet, upon becoming
mainstreamed into Alliance society, adopted their custom of a
one-on-one pairing. It was ironic how the Alliance proper snooted
their noses upon Sata'anic citizens who clustered into extended
families and harems, and yet they had no problem with Hashem
pimping hybrids into a loveless existence so he could breed
soldiers to defend them?

"I don't condone his exuberance," Abaddon
added softly. "Now that I am married, I cannot conceive of loving
any woman other than my wife, but the long-term stability of the
Alliance depends upon Lucifer producing an heir."

Abaddon's grey eyes scrutinized the circle of
delegates who sat in their lofty balconies, judging a man who was
no longer here to defend his actions. He'd always thought of
Lucifer as a pompous ass, but he would not let them besmirch his
reputation unless it was warranted. He turned his scarred cheek to
face them, the sword-cut he had taken for them which had almost
taken his eye.

"He considered it little different than the
Emperor's mandatory breeding program," Abaddon growled. "The only
difference is those wives have legal status like a real wife
instead the … nothing." He stepped forward and made a sweeping
gesture up at the delegates sitting up in the balconies. "The
nothing we hybrids are left with when we are forced to
spread our seed and then give away our children for the glory of
this Alliance!"

The whispers died down. An inside joke was
that the only bullets Lucifer had ever shot were blanks. The little
prick had had the last laugh. The only question was, had any of his
seed survived?

The Speaker directed the inquest back on
track.

"Do you have any idea why Shay'tan might have
fired upon Ba'al Zebub's ship?"

"No, Sir," Abaddon said. "Only what was
broadcast in the transmission Lucifer sent before Shay'tan's entire
fleet materialized on the borderlands, that Ba'al Zebub wished
asylum in exchange for giving us the location of Earth."

"Why was the Eternal Light stationed
on the Sata'an-Alliance border?" the Speaker asked.

Abaddon spread his wings like a raptor,
unconsciously caressing the hilt of his sword. "I wished to send
Shay'tan a message not to invade the way he did when our Emperor
disappeared 225 years ago."

"Was there any other reason?" The Speaker
already knew the answer. This question and answer session was for
Parliament's benefit.

"Two months ago Jophiel culled 97 ships from
our ranks and purportedly sent them into the uncharted territories
to search for pirates," Abaddon said. "Now that she has been
stripped of rank, the Emperor refuses to turn her over to us for
questioning and nobody seems to know where those ships have
gone."

A gasp went through Parliament. An angry
buzz. Fear. An armada containing that many ships could wreak havoc
should they choose to throw their support behind the Eternal
Emperor.

"Jophiel's men are loyal to her," Abaddon
said, " and she to the Eternal Emperor. I redeployed her command
carrier to the Sata'an-Alliance-Tokoloshe border to remind her
crewmen who their real enemies are."

Parliament quieted down. Shay'tan had
given them a reminder.

"Play Lucifer's distress call, please," the
Speaker said.

'Eternal Light, this is the Prince of Tyre.
We have come under fire!'

Parliament knew Jophiel had been stripped of
rank, but the larger Alliance population was unaware of this
development. Lucifer's final broadcast on an open frequency had the
television networks in a furor. So far as the average citizen knew,
Jophiel had watched Lucifer die and had done nothing to save
him.

'Mayday … mayday … mayday,' Lucifer
shouted into the video screen. 'We are under fire by the Sata'an
Empire. Jophie! Please don't leave me here to die!"

Those delegates who'd been holding back tears
began to openly weep. Abaddon glanced over at the tall, slender
figure of the Speaker of the Commons, his head bowed. The Speaker
and Lucifer had a love-hate relationship, and yet, so much of what
Parliament had become was Lucifer's baby, the child he had birthed
in place of the children of his flesh.

"Why didn't the Eternal Light save the
Prime Minister?" the Speaker's voice warbled as he asked the
question.

"Major Klik'rrr is a good man," Abaddon said.
"But he's always served Jophiel in an administrative capacity. Our
intelligence indicated only a single Sata'anic destroyer patrolled
the border. He had no idea he would be engaging Shay'tan's entire
war fleet. He wasted three whole minutes sending a subspace message
back to the Jehoshaphat asking for his orders."

"Display the footage from the frigate you
sent to shadow him," the Speaker ordered.

A video monitor replayed the Sata'anic
frigate opening fire on what was left of Ba'al Zebub's wreckage.
The shot ignited debris in space, but to Abaddon's practiced eye,
it did not appear large enough to take out a ship the size of the
Prince of Tyre.

Abaddon's mind whirred. Had Lucifer leaped
into hyperspace to avoid destruction? He could see no glow of the
hyperdrives. Sometimes if a ship was damaged when it tried to jump,
it got trapped between the dimensions or showed up someplace other
than its intended destination.

'Where are you?' Abaddon stared at the
video of Lucifer pleading for Jophiel to save him. An uneasy
feeling settled in his gut. Something about the glint in Lucifer's
eerie silver eyes made it seem as though he thought this was all a
game.

"Why didn't you order Major Klik'rrr to
engage the Sata'an war fleet after the Prince of Tyre
disappeared?" the Speaker asked. There was no recrimination in his
voice. They had already discussed this and the Speaker backed
Abaddon's decision.

"The Sata'an ships never fired into Alliance
territory," Abaddon said. "It was debris left over from Ba'al
Zebub's ship which ignited. We found no wreckage from the Prince
of Tyre. We hoped … at the time we thought Lucifer had simply
jumped away, Sir. The entire incident seemed a little too …
staged."

"Staged?" the Speaker asked.

"It doesn't feel right," Abaddon said.
"Ba'al Zebub? Defecting? Right after he'd help Lucifer take down
the Eternal Emperor?"

Abaddon shook his head.

"The old dragon is clever. What better excuse
to start a war than claim we attacked him when he
sent his top henchmen to the neutral zone to treat with our Prime
Minister about the change of power?"

That uneasy feeling settled in Abaddon's gut
again. Except, by eliminating Lucifer, Shay'tan had just fixed his
adversaries problem of a pesky Parliament. He did not speak those
words around. No one wanted to loan support to the theory that, by
killing Lucifer, Parliament no longer had any authority by talking
about it. Let the Emperor be the one to make those claims …
then try to ram a 225 year setback down his citizen's throats.

"Did any Sata'an ship or weapons fire cross
the Alliance border at any time?" the Speaker asked.

Abaddon's face hardened into a scowl. "No,
Sir. The old dragon made damned sure he provoked us into
being the ones to cross the border."

The Speaker of the Commons turned back to the
larger Parliament, ready to resume the intricate dance. "I am no
war hawk, but our Prime Minister is missing and presumed dead at
Shay'tan's hands. Are we to let this offense stand?"

"No!" the delegates shouted from the
balconies. Weeping gave way to cries of anger, calls to war. Two
weeks ago Parliament had eviscerated the Eternal Emperor's
authority. They were still drunk with their newfound power.

"Before we go to war, I think we should hear
from our top military commander what his recommendations
are?" the Speaker banged his gavel upon his podium. "General
Abaddon? If you please?"

Abaddon stared up at the delegates who
perched off the circular balconies like fledgling raptors, eager to
spread their wings and begin their first hunt. Few had been alive
long enough to remember some of the crushing losses the Alliance
had suffered at the hands of Shay'tan. Even Abaddon had only caught
a glimpse of what the old dragon was capable of compared to the
battle histories he had read about in officer training school. On
the other hand, this offense could not go unchallenged.

"Before I give my recommendation," Abaddon
said, "I must state that I possess a bias. As you know, my
beautiful wife would like me to find her homeworld and wrest it
away from Shay'tan's control. I cannot promise that this
consideration does not cloud my judgment."

A murmur went through the hall. Abaddon was
known for such frank speech, which was why he was trusted as a
military commander. He would say his piece, and then let the
politicians argue about it.

"Duly noted," the Speaker said.

"Lucifer traveled there, of all
places, to treat with Ba'al Zebub about the location of the human
homeworld," Abaddon said. "Perhaps it was a ruse? Perhaps not. But
I do know the Prince of Tyre remained stationed in that
sector the entire time Lucifer received shipments from the Sata'an
Empire of human brides. I also know Ba'al Zebub claimed the planet
was one our Emperor had ceded in the past. Lucifer's biological
father, Shemijaza, claimed he had made headway into solving the
problem of the hybrid's decreasing ranks before he died. The human
homeworld may lie within the belt of planets Shay'tan seized after
Shemijaza was killed?"

The delegates argued amongst themselves. It
was all conjecture. Educated guesses. Little more than a hunch, and
not a strong one at that. But if Sarvenaz's homeworld was
just over the border, then securing it would only be a matter of
returning Sarvenaz and the other human brides to their families and
asking them to invite their new husbands in to annex their planet
as an Alliance protectorate.

"Might it be possible," the Speaker asked,
"that our Prime Minister, as lawful heir to the throne of the Third
Empire, simply stationed his ship, ironically named the Prince
of Tyre, near the debris field of the planet Tyre, seat
of his biological father's empire, so that he could reclaim it for
us from Shay'tan?"

It was a fiction. But it was a fiction which
would narrow military action to within the narrow strip of
territory Shemijaza had once controlled instead of a full-fledged
declaration of war against the full might of the Sata'an Empire. At
the very least, it would give Abaddon a place to begin searching
now that the only man in the Alliance who had a clue where humans
might be located was now presumed dead.

"Yes," Abaddon agreed.

"I hereby move this Parliament to declare a
state of limited war upon the Sata'an Empire," the Speaker of the
Commons said, "for the purpose of securing the territory formerly
known as the Third Empire for its rightful heir, Prime Minister
Lucifer, or any children he may have begotten upon his many wives.
All in favor say aye?"

"Aye!"

Abaddon stood impassive as they voted,
refusing to allow that familiar thrill any military man felt upon
being let off his leash and allowed to do that thing only men of
action found any thrill doing … the art of war. The vote was not
unanimous, but it was far more than the two-thirds vote needed.

"Any nays?"

A sizeable, but not significant, number of
delegates opposed. From the chatter which rippled through the Great
Hall, most opposition was not because they felt military action was
unwarranted, but because they feared things might escalate into a
full-fledged war.

"The ayes have it," the Speaker of the
Commons said. "The Alliance is now at war."

 


* * * * *

 


Abaddon looked with bemusement upon the small
hand which clutched his hand so tightly that his fingers had
begun to turn white from lack of circulation. Sarvenaz's long, dark
lashes brushed the curve of her upper cheekbones, her lips moving
silently in a prayer as the shuttle fought its way free from the
clutch of gravity. His ears popped as they pulled above the Haven-3
mesosphere, that point at which most meteors burned up, and the
shuttle lurched forward, free from the drag of the inner
atmosphere.

"Swallow, Mo ghrá," Abaddon murmured. "It
will ease the pressure in your ears."

Sarvenaz's lips curved up in a smile, eyes
still scrunched shut, as the ride became smoother. This was her
third round-trip to Haven-3. While he knew it terrified her;
the people, the technology, the strangeness of it all, she was
determined not to be left behind on the Jehoshaphat. Perhaps
he was a selfish old man, used to giving orders and having them
obeyed, but never in his 635 years had one of his soldiers burst
into tears at the thought of being separated from him.

Who did he think he was kidding? He'd brought
her along because he could not bear to spend time apart from
her!

Her eyes opened. Her pupils were wide with
fear, but also exhilaration. Her grip loosened, no longer cutting
off the circulation, but still holding his hand. Every time he
stared into those beautiful, mahogany-brown eyes, sometimes he
forgot to breathe. She reached up, as she often did, to trace the
scar that ran from his eyebrow to his chin. His battle injuries
pleased her, and that pleased him.

"Almost home, Mo ghrá," Abaddon tucked her
more tightly against the length of his torso, automatically
checking to make sure her safety harness was secure even though he
must have checked the straps a dozen times already. He'd had to
adapt a seat to carry her, her smaller frame and lack of wings
making it difficult to strap her in. When frightened, she preferred
to remain ensconced in the safety of his feathers, so he'd adapted
the jump seats accordingly so he could take her along. His hand
slid down to caress the swell of her abdomen and make sure the lap
belt was safely tucked beneath their daughter.

"Shake … very bad," Sarvenaz said. "Like boat
at sea. Sarvenaz shut eyes on boat, too. Wait for storm to
pass."

"Tell me about these boats, Mo ghrá?"

He asked questions because teaching him about
the ways of her people set her at ease whenever she was in a
strange location, but also because he was intently curious. He had
freed many planets in his tenure in the military, but this would be
the first time he truly cared what happened to the people of
the world he freed beyond anything other than an abstract victory
to be added to the tally marks he'd had painted on the outer hull
of the Jehoshaphat.

"Alashiya have many boats," Sarvenaz frowned,
as though the memory eluded her. "Round. Like Haven." She pointed
out the window at the retreating orb. She still had a hard time
grasping the concept of a planet in space, so he'd finally
explained it to her as an island in an ocean. Alashiya was what her
people called the land they lived upon, and as best he could tell,
it appeared to be a fairly sizeable island.

"We sell … metal. Not silver like sword or
gold. Different color. Red-gold. Make pretty necklaces, but also
used to put hard tip on spear."

"You have a metal you can sharpen like my
sword?" Abaddon asked. From what she'd told him so far, they had no
such technology.

Sarvenaz shook her head, causing the rivulets
of curls that peeked out from her headscarf to quake like soft
downy under feathers. He could not resist the impulse to reach up
and curl one of the ebony locks around his finger.

"Metal is soft," Sarvenaz's mahogany eyes
glittered with a hint of mischief. "Like gold. Not hard like sword.
Only not rare like gold. Make so tip of javelin not shatter. Less
heavy than stone spear tip."

Abaddon's mouth turned up into a rare smile.
Sarvenaz understood that talk of weaponry was more seductive to him
than if a hundred females danced naked before him. Her hand slipped
down to caress the hilt of his sword, a naughty metaphor for some
other sword she wished to caress had they not been in the
presence of his crewmen. He shifted as that second sword swelled in
anticipation of the pleasure they would share later, once he got
his armada launched in the direction of the Sata'anic border.
Sarvenaz was a huntress as well, though it was his heart she
had taken as her prize.

"Did your people use these metal-tipped
spears you describe to hunt lions?" Abaddon asked. "Or the
stone-tipped ones."

Sarvenaz frowned. Her eyes crinkled in
concentration, but the memory would not come free. Abaddon ran his
thumb across the corner of her mouth and laid a tender kiss upon
her temple.

"It's okay, Mo ghrá," Abaddon reassured her.
"We know the name of your village and I suspect it is on an island.
As soon as we find your homeworld, we'll locate it. You have my
word."

Whatever the Hades the old dragon had
done to wipe the location of her planet from her mind, it had left
her able to speak and function, but when it came to what defenses
the Sata'an Empire had stationed there, what the stars looked like
from that portion of space to give him a hint on where it may lay,
or any but the most vague political system or her own family of
origin, Sarvenaz could not remember. Nor could the wives of any of
the other hybrids who had come forward. So far as the Alliance
knew, nobody had that kind of technology except for
She-who-is.

Sarvenaz looked out the small, round portal.
The pilot had shifted the shuttle to line up with the
Jehoshaphat, which still orbited Haven-3, guns aimed at any
who might threaten the Parliamentary government. They were taking a
risk, redeploying his ship out into the borderlands to seize back
territories which had once belonged to the Third Empire, but
Abaddon worried less about Hashem making a direct move against the
governing body which had usurped him and more concerned about the
subtle political moves the Emperor would no doubt make to recapture
the hearts of the people who had just rejected him.

"Home," Sarvenaz pointed out the window at
the Jehoshaphat which grew larger as they lined up to land
in one of her four launch bays.

His heart beat faster as it always did
whenever he caught sight of his first love, his ship, his steed,
the Judgment of God. Was she still aptly named, this
flagship of the Air Force who had fought back Shay'tan so many
times? Yes. He thought so. Just because he had rejected Hashem's
policies as his sovereign did not mean he had lost complete
faith in the man as a god. Sometimes, you needed someone with a
long view of things, which was why he had stuck around long
after he'd become eligible to retire.

"Home," Abaddon pulled Sarvenaz closer.

Her lips curved up in a knowing smile. He'd
tried putting into words the way he felt each time he returned to
his ship, but with Sarvenaz no words were necessary. She just
knew what he was feeling, and he her, as though each emotion
which accompanied a thought was shared between the both of them.
She had grown to love the Jehoshaphat as well, though
to her it was a sanctuary, a place where his crewmen gave her a
level of respect that seemed familiar.

Who had she been before Shay'tan had wiped
her memories of all but the most trivial thing? The daughter,
perhaps, of a disgraced leader? Sata'anic custom mandated the
beheading any general who committed an egregious military blunder,
casting their wives and offspring out into the street where no man
of good repute would touch them. It would be just like the old
dragon to send him such a veiled insult. Well, Sarvenaz would have
the last laugh when he showed up to wrest control of her homeworld
from the old dragon!

"Once I win back your planet for you, Mo
ghrá," Abaddon whispered in her ear, "I will make a present of it
for you and lay your world like a bauble at your pretty feet."

Sarvenaz's eyes flashed with delight. Like
the Jehoshaphat, she was no dove, but bloodthirsty like a
hawk. What would their daughter be like, a child of two warriors?
He nuzzled aside her headscarf so he could nip her neck as the
pilot flew the shuttle in for a landing.

He scrutinized his first-wife, the inanimate
one, as he always did whenever he flew into the launch bay. Did she
look ready and strong? Was there any sign of wear or subspace decay
in the outer hull? Did the cuneiform letters with her name
emblazoned on the side strike the necessary fear.

Sarvenaz looked upon her sister-wife and
squeezed his hand. She had grown to love this ship as well. She
waited as he kneeled upon disembarking, her hand resting
upon his shoulder the same way that he placed his
hand upon the Jehoshaphat's deck.

"At last we go hunting again, beag gorm
[little falcon]," Abaddon whispered to his first wife. "Just as I
promised you we would. Feel, now, the engineers spooling up your
hyperdrives and the men who lavish attentions upon your weapons
systems. We're going after the old dragon himself this time, beag
gorm. Fitting prey for a brave warrior queen."

Sarvenaz squeezed his shoulder. He rose and
tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow as he moved through the
ranks which had already assembled here, knowing what Parliament's
edict would be. The moment Lucifer had been arrested he'd put all
ships on high alert, not certain whether the attack would be an
internal one, Jophiel's missing ships as well as any she might
rally to follow the Eternal Emperor instead of him, or the more
likely threat of an external foray into Alliance territory by
Shay'tan and his minions.

Abaddon let go of her arm, only reluctantly,
to stand before both his men, and the video uplinks to every ship
in all four branches of the military..

"As we anticipated," Abaddon said, "the
people of this great Alliance cannot let this affront against our
Prime Minister go unpunished. This is a limited incursion to take
back territories the old dragon seized while our emperor and god
was away. Perhaps the human homeworld lies within those
territories, perhaps not? But it will be a fitting tribute to our
missing leader if we seize back the kingdom his real father
left for him and incorporate its planets back into the new
Alliance our Prime Minister sired."

The men and women under his command, most of
them not even hybrids, gave a rousing war cry.

The Jehoshaphat hummed beneath his
feet like a predator whose muscles bunched in anticipation of a
leap after a prey animal, his crewmen bustling around him as his
second-in-command gave a call of general quarters and radiomen
relayed the coordinates each battle group was to leap into to begin
their grid-search of the former Third Empire.

His crewmen waited for him to relay the order
to set loose the hyperdrives of the Jehoshaphat and aim his
eager huntress towards the now-Sata'anic territory. Abaddon stared
at his men, and the monitor which waited to relay his command to
every ship in the Alliance fleet, and gave his wife's hand a
squeeze.

"Let's go grab the dragon by the tail!"
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Raphael

Raphael leaned over the three-dimensional
hologram they were compiling of the Orion-Cygnus spur, tapping each
new planet they'd recently discovered via the intricate search grid
fanned across the width of the spiral arm. It was not a map which
would make a cartographer proud, but never had so much territory
been mapped so quickly. Dozens of previously unknown worlds were
highlighted in green, the color used to denote habitable planets.
None of them, unfortunately, was Earth.

Raphael frowned. Since Jophiel's cryptic
message ordering him not to come three weeks ago, the only
communication they'd received since then was a needle carrying a
single handwritten note signed with the Emperor's own bold
flourish. The message had been cryptic.

'Keep calm and carry on…'

He missed the small personal gifts he and
Jophiel had been sneaking into the needle's marsupium for each
other. One of Uriel's molted red baby feathers. Interesting shells
found on a newly discovered planet. A photograph of Jophiel as a
young cadet. His golden feathers rustled with his instinct to go to
his family, a need he could not indulge so long as the Emperor
needed him here. Even with the armada the Emperor had laid at his
disposal, it could be a long time before they found Mikhail.

His comms pin chirped.

"Sir?" Colonel Glicki called from the bridge.
"Supreme Commander-General Jophiel's needle just appeared outside
our ship. They're opening the missile port for it to come in
now."

Even through the mechanical lilt added by her
voice-range enhancement box, he could hear Glicki's excitement. It
had been a long three weeks incommunicado.

Raphael resisted the urge to fly. The
corridors of the Light Emerging were wide, but not so wide
as to accommodate an Angelic's thirty-foot wingspan without
clobbering whichever unfortunate crewman stood in his way. Flight
was what the apiary was built for. He burst into the needle's den,
his face almost hurting from the broad grin which displayed his
dimple. He held up his wings so as not to get his feathers crushed
by Jophiel's needle bumping noses with his needle in a happy
reunion akin to two puppies rough-housing.

"Hello, little buddy," Raphael held down his
palm so Jophiel's needle could rub its nose, if it was a
nose, nobody was really certain. His needle, being jealous,
demanded equal attention. It took a moment for the two creatures to
settle down enough for him to command it to open up its marsupium.
They clustered around the needle like children at a birthday party,
eager to see what lay concealed within a colorfully wrapped
gift.

"We've got mail!" the needle-handler
exclaimed. Private Kurg-it puffed out his throat in the manner all
Delphiniums did whenever they wished to display enhanced emotion
and gave Jophiel's needle a grateful carroak.

A thankful sigh escaped Raphael's throat at
the sight of the marsupium brimming with tablet devices. Each
tablet was clearly labeled, naming which ship it was destined for,
and hopefully containing messages for each crewman in this armada.
Morale had sunk the last few weeks with no messages from home,
especially amongst the non-hybrid crewmen who had been raised in
families.

"See that these get distributed right away,"
Raphael handed over the spoils to the two needle handlers.

He patted Jophiel's needle to communicate he
was pleased. Both needles bumped against his hands, determined that
each one get patted by him equally like two siblings vying for a
parent's attention. The time he'd spent playing with his own son
had taught him the creatures preferred everyday frolic, patting,
and rough-housing more than a thousand golden medals.

He waited as the two needle-handlers unloaded
the marsupium until they got to the tablet device located at the
bottom of the pile.

His…

The needles bumped at his hand one last time
before allowing him to escape with his tablet in hand. He waited
until he got back to his personal quarters before queuing up the
first message blinking for his attention. Jophiel's beautiful,
ethereal features came onto the display. She was dressed casually,
not in her regular uniform, with her long silver-blonde hair
trailing loosely behind her back like a school girl. A lump rose in
his throat of longing.

"Raphael," her expression seemed troubled.
"We have much to discuss. Uriel is fine. As soon as you can secure
your ship and hand things over to Colonel Glicki's capable hands,
get into your needle and order it to follow this one back to where
I can be found. Take both needles. You're going to need
them."

Raphael touched the flat screen even though
this was a one-way transmission. He ached so badly for missing her
that sometimes it felt as though his heart would break.

Scrolling through the rest of his messages to
make sure there weren't conflicting orders which could not wait for
however long he would be gone, usually just half a day, he tied up
loose ends and handed over command to Colonel Glicki, who came down
to the needle bay to see him off.

"At least you get to go home and see
your son," Glicki whirred her wings in laughter as he handed over a
tablet device with a laundry list of 'mission impossibles' that
needed to be checked into before the next week's check-in. "I'm
almost out of my father's home brew. Do you think you could find a
few square inches in that needle of yours to smuggle me back a
bottle?"

Raphael laughed. The potent green liquor the
Mantoids brewed was renowned for its flavor … and punch.

"I already have to strip!" Raphael had strip
down to his socks and undershirt in order to cram his large frame
into a marsupium which had not been designed to carry a
passenger his size. "You'll just have to ask your father for his
secret recipe so you can experiment with it in that alcohol still
you claim you don't have hidden in the waste recycling
room."

Glicki took the second tablet device Jophiel
had included with her name on it. As soon as she queued up the
screen, she gave a high-pitched chirrup which was her species
equivalent of a fan girl *squee*.

"The whole series? All seven seasons of
them?" Glicki's wings whirred with delight. "Including six episodes
which haven't aired yet? The Emperor must have pulled some strings
to get access to these!"

Like most Mantoids, Colonel Glicki could
drink more alcohol than an entire battalion of Angelics without
being afflicted, but she had one teeny-tiny addiction. Mantoids
were renowned for their action-packed, romantically sappy soap
operas, including the one Glicki now held in her hand. The entire
galaxy tuned in each week to this particular one, including, it was
said, Emperor Shay'tan.

"Jophiel thought the crew could use a morale
booster," Raphael said. "The Emperor secured rebroadcast rights so
we can play them here within the fleet as many times as we like,
but I suggest you make the crew wait to watch the newer episodes on
the same day and time they normally would air so they have
something to look forward to."

"Yes, Sir!" Glicki gave him a cheerful
salute.

Raphael secured his oxygen mask, since
needles only provided cargo space, not life support, and lowered
himself into the marsupium of his own needle. There was a voice
command module attached to his mask, but the needle was more
responsive to hand signals than the artificial beeps and boops they
used to translate the few simple commands it could understand. He
patted the needle twice to signal it to close the cargo doors and
fought the instinct to fight his way out as it pinned his arms and
wings so tightly around him it was hard to breathe.

"Let's follow your friend back to Jophiel,"
Raphael said into the mask.

The needle wiggled around him as the handlers
let out both via the missile silo. As soon as the second needle
cleared, he felt the strange dislocation as the creature leaped
between the dimensions. Needles were like carrier pigeons,
preferring to leap back and forth between known 'roosts.' Raphael
expected to wait several minutes to be escorted inside the
Eternal Light, but the needle opened immediately.

He yanked off his mask, his first thought
upon reaching the other side always being ohthankthegods that's
over!

His second thought was …

"Where am I?"

"Welcome, Brigadier-General Israfa." A
thirteen-foot tall Cherubim guard reached down one armor-clad hand
to help him out of the needle.

Raphael hesitated before taking the
Cherubim's hand. Had he done something wrong? He stared up into the
emotionless, antlike face of the man sent to meet him. The Cherubim
wore beautiful, intricately wrought armor, but there was nothing
ceremonial about it. Two long swords jutted out of holsters on his
back, plus two shorter swords for close fighting strapped onto his
belt. He held a spear-like nanigata in his other hand. This was not
the Eternal Light, but somewhere in the Emperor's
palace?

"Master … I'm sorry, Sir," Raphael gave the
guard an apologetic grin. "I don't know your name, Sir."

"Master Natsuka," the Cherubim's voice
rumbled low. The guard spoke with a parsimony of words as all
Cherubim tended to do, a mannerism they had passed along to
Mikhail. "Jophiel awaits your arrival. Kamelia will lead you to her
quarters."

Raphael tried not to blush as a pretty
Electrophori eel wearing high heels and a tail ring denoting she
was single handed him suitable civilian attire to wear within the
Emperor's palace and waited for him to get dressed. Thank the gods
he hadn't stripped all the way down to his boxer shorts to
fit inside the needle! As soon as he tied his shoes, he followed
her through the palace to a wing he hadn't even known existed.

"Wait here," Kamelia said. "Jophiel will be
with you in just a few moments." With a click-clack-click of heels,
the Electrophori left him standing in the broad hallway.

This particular wing was simply decorated by
the standards of the Eternal Palace. He sat down in a chair placed
outside the door and arranged his wings over the back to wait.
About twenty minutes went by before he heard voices and the door
handle turning. Raphael jumped up, ready to salute his commanding
officer. The door opened. He blinked in surprise as not Jophiel,
but Prime Minister Lucifer walked out.

"S-sir…" Raphael gave him a crisp salute.

The Angelic behind him placed a hand upon his
wings, far burlier than the slender, white-haired boy who'd just
come out of Jophiel's personal quarters. Raphael blinked. His eyes
had played tricks upon him. The unknown Angelic could not be more
than 23 years old, not Lucifer's 240, and his eyes were the same
brilliant shade of Cerulean blue as Jophiel's, not silver. The
Angelic who emerged behind him wore the bars of a Major-General,
one rank higher than Raphael.

The boy spotted Raphael and gave him a crisp
salute. "Sir!"

The stern-faced Major-General assumed
Raphael's salute had been meant for him, which it would have
been had he spotted him first. The Major-General was blonde-haired
and blue-eyed as all Angelics were, with white wings containing
speckles of grey. The man appeared to be quite a bit older than the
boy, but there was an echo of him in the boy's features, as
well. The boy's sire?

"Major-General Kabshiel, Sir," Raphael
recognized who stood before him. Kabshiel was the first man who had
ever begotten offspring upon Jophiel, long before she had been
promoted to Supreme Commander-General.

The boy must be Jophiel's first-born,
Pathiel? Despite his young age, Raphael knew the boy had already
begotten the unbelievable yield of three offspring, two of them
upon high-ranking females who had long been blacklisted as
infertile. It was rumored that Jophiel had reassigned her eldest to
the most remote part of the Alliance and hidden her grandchildren
away in a youth training academy after Pathiel had tried to run off
with the mother of his first child, a scandal which had rocked the
Alliance. Raphael suspected it was part of the reason Jophiel was
hesitant to marry him now even though the Emperor had given their
union his blessing.

"Brigadier-General Raphael," Kabshiel saluted
him back. "Pathiel … this is your brother Uriel's sire."

"Pleased to meet you, Sir," the boy held his
salute, waiting for Raphael to give the all clear.

Raphael wracked his brains. What was protocol
in a situation such as this? Kabshiel outranked him, but he was
also Pathiel's father.

"As you were," Raphael said to the boy, then
made eye contact with the higher-ranking officer waiting to be
given the at-ease himself. "Sir?"

"As you were," Major-General Kabshiel
ordered. He placed his hand on Pathiel's shoulder, his expression
softening. "Supreme Commander-General Abaddon has just granted me
the favor of allowing my only child to be placed under my
command."

"Ah … Abaddon?" Raphael frowned. Had he heard
wrong? Yes. He must have heard wrong. He decided to remain silent
rather than reveal he was either hearing things, or had not
heard of something so ground-shaking because he'd been out in the
most remote spiral arm in the galaxy on a top-secret mission.

"Good day, Sir," Pathiel tried to mimic his
father's stern expression and did not quite manage to suppress a
grin. Whatever had been discussed between his sire and his mother,
it obviously pleased the boy.

Now that Raphael looked closely, the boy was
the spitting image of Jophiel. Only a speckling of grey plumage and
slightly broader nose betrayed his sire's genetic contribution.
Raphael stood in the at ease position as the two Angelics strode
down the hallway, the younger Angelic working to match his sire's
more self-assured gait, until the Cherubim guard let the pair out
past the outer door before knocking.

"Enter," Jophiel called.

The mere sound of her voice caused a warm
expansiveness to flood his chest. Little rivulets of electricity
shot down to his extremities. Oh! How he had missed her! The
appearance of one of her former lovers exiting her quarters aroused
a stab of jealousy. He turned the handle and strode inside.

She was dressed not in the uniform of a
military commander, but in a tasteful civilian pantsuit in a shade
of blue which only accentuated her cerulean blue eyes. Instead of
her usual tight bun, her hair was coiled loosely at her neck in a
chignon, wisps of silver-blonde hair curling in little tendrils to
frame her face. Her snow white feathers were fluffed as though she
had spent several hours preening, not her usual perfunctory
grooming.

It was all Raphael could do not to kick the
door shut and fly to her side…

"Sir," Raphael saluted her.

Jophiel gave him a wistful smile and stepped
around the narrow sofa table she used as a makeshift desk to stand
in front of him.

"That's no longer necessary," Jophiel's voice
sounded weary. She reached up to touch the hand held stiffly above
his eyebrow in a perfect Alliance salute. "Parliament stripped me
of my command when they voted the Emperor was no longer the leader
of this empire."

Her intoxicating scent got to his brain stem
long before her words did, causing him to almost swoon forward and
kiss those luscious pink lips he dreamed about hundreds of times
each day. What she had just said belatedly registered in his
conscious mind.

"Wh-what?" Raphael's wings whooshed with
disbelief, an instinctive gesture Angelics made whenever they
sensed they might lose their balance.

Her lips turned down in a sad smile. "A lot
has happened while you were out searching the uncharted
territories. Come. Sit with me, please? We have a lot to
discuss."

She gestured for him to sit on the couch in
this room which was some type of apartment. Did Jophiel now live
here? The room bore evidence of having been played in recently, but
he could see no sign of Uriel. Jophiel noticed the way his eyes
scanned the room, searching for his son.

"Uriel is with Nanny Garoaker," Jophiel
reassured him. "The needles will need to make two trips to
transport her and the gorock back with you to the uncharted
territories. She's not happy about it, but she loves him enough
that she will go with him to ease his transition. The gorock we'll
just have to sedate."

"What … um … Jophie?" He sat clumsily, not
only sitting down upon his feathers instead of arranging
them neatly as he sat, but also her perfectly coiffed white
feathers as well. "What's going on?"

She told him.

Raphael realized he was staring at her with
his mouth open. He shut it, determined to project the proper
gravitas.

"Lucifer is dead?" Raphael repeated. "And
you've been busted down to Private Third Class?"

"I'm nothing anymore!" Tears welled in
Jophiel's eyes. "Private third class is a rank you only hold on the
bus ride over from the youth training academy to your first day of
basic training. The only reason they didn't kick me out of the
military completely is because the law says, as an Angelic born of
at least one enlisted parent, I must serve my mandatory 500
years."

He realized she waited for something, some
acknowledgement that he did not devalue her now that she was
not longer a means to career advancement. Her eyelashes veiled her
brilliant blue irises as she looked down at his hand resting on his
lap. His experience playing with Uriel and communicating with
needles had taught him she was looking to him for reassurance.

"It doesn't matter," Raphael pulled her
slender, white fingers to his lips and planted a kiss upon her
knuckles. "That just means I'm no longer in your chain of
command."

He watched the emotions dance across her
beautiful, chiseled features. Apprehension. Fear he would reject
her. Relief. Taking a cue from his good friend Major Glicki,
perhaps a bit of levity might help the situation?

"Hmmm… An E-fuzzy?" He shot her a grin that
exposed the dimple he had passed along to their son. "Does that
mean that you now have to salute me?"

"Not for long, I fear," Jophiel said. "The
Emperor has asked me to defy Parliament and refuse to turn myself
in for interrogation. I am here because not even Abaddon
will enforce Parliament's order to arrest me within the Eternal
Palace. They know we have been in contact regularly, but
they do not know where your fleet is currently stationed. If the
Emperor cannot regain the upper hand, it will destroy your
career."

"You know I am loyal to the Emperor," Raphael
dared the forwardness to reach out and touch her cheek. "Jophie,
tell me what you need me to do?"

"The Emperor feels it best to keep Abaddon in
the dark about Mikhail's transmission," Jophiel said. "You
are the best intelligence officer we have."

"But Abaddon could help us find the human
homeworld?"

"The Destroyer is more useful as a
deterrent against Shay'tan than conducting a manhunt," Jophiel
said. "Until we know what Lucifer was really doing in the
borderlands, we can't risk leaving the Alliance defenseless."

"We could offer to come back and hold
the border if Abaddon would prefer to conduct the search himself,"
Raphael said. "What matters is we continue the search!"

"Shay'tan fears The Destroyer,"
Jophiel said. "He does not fear you … or me."

"But Abaddon searches in the wrong
direction!"

"If you were Abaddon and traced the
Prime Minister's ship to where Ba'al Zebub had been delivering the
shipments," Jophiel asked, "would you believe the Emperor if
he suddenly told you the planet lies someplace completely
different?"

"But it is not there!" Raphael said.
"Mikhail's transmission could never have made it that far! The
partial vectors aren't even in that spiral arm."

"So we say," Jophiel said.
"After the Emperor was evicted from power and Abaddon
doesn't trust a word he says."

Jophiel looked past him as though replaying
something in her mind. "From what little I saw of Abaddon's wife,
Shay'tan hand-picked the one bribe the old general would not refuse
and staged her delivery to lead us off on a merry chase if Abaddon
tried to wrest it from him. Not only does our presence in the
defunct Third Empire give Shay'tan an excuse to invade, but it will
provoke the Free Marid Confederation and Tokoloshe Kingdoms to
unite against us."

"What are my orders?"

"I will not ask your fleet to follow me,"
Jophiel's expression was serious. "Right now, the only person who
knows is you. Just continue to maintain radio silence and
keep on searching. If Abaddon can't find your armada, then
he can't order your subordinate commanders to do something
different than the orders they received from the Emperor
himself."

"What about Uriel?" Raphael touched her
cheek. "It's you he's used to being with."

A tear escaped those long, dark lashes and
kissed a long, tender streak down the valley next to her nose,
pausing at her top lip to capture the light.

"Just keep him safe, okay?" Jophiel
whispered. "Parliament seized my children. Even Abaddon did not
approve, which is why he ordered each child be placed under the
protection of their sire. Uriel is the only one I can't
protect."

"Why would Abaddon give up that kind of
leverage?"

"Because he understands what I so
foolishly didn't until She-who-is nearly took Uriel from
me," Jophiel touched his hand. "A society which doesn't nurture its
offspring is a society which is already dead. It just doesn't know
it yet."

Her fingers slid up to brush his forearm.
Raphael's heart fluttered in his ears. Jophiel never initiated
touch. Ever. Always she maintained that professional distance
between them. His breath sped up. Longing moved up into his heart
and outwards into every pore as he stared into those bottomless
blue eyes, so brilliant it felt as though he stared into the
sky.

"Marry me?" It was the question he asked each
time he got a moment alone with her.

Long, dark eyelashes lowered to cloak her
expression. And now, she would refuse him. Again…

"I do not think I am an example the other
hybrids will follow any longer," Jophiel's hand trembled where she
touched his arm, "but I think perhaps it may be necessary for me to
continue this ruse a little longer?"

"What ruse?"

"Pretending I am not in love with you,"
Jophiel whispered.

Disbelief that he was not experiencing an
auditory hallucination caused him to hesitate before he realized
that maybe she was finally telling him yes?

"And what if it becomes possible that you no
longer do need to maintain any kind of political deception?"
Raphael's voice warbled with his hope.

"Then as soon as you find the human
homeworld," Jophiel's eyes rose up to meet this, "if you are still
willing to marry a lowly private third-class, then yes, I will
publicly marry you."

Raphael exhaled, disbelief delaying his
reaction before he unleashed the yearning he'd kept so carefully
contained. He crushed his lips down upon hers, pulling her into his
arms with a cry of joy. This time, he would give her no quarter
until she yearned for his touch so badly it would hurt her to be
separated from him the same way it physically hurt him to be
apart.

She pushed against his chest as though she
had not expected him to react so strongly, but Raphael was heedless
of her whimpered protests. He tangled his fingers in her hair and
nipped her lip until she parted them to allow him a taste of her
tongue. With a groan she responded, her scent so intoxicating it
was overwhelming. Some part of his brain whispered he came on too
strong, but he did not care. She was his mate, and he would make
her his.

"Raphael … I …"

His golden wings slapped against her snowy
white ones. She melted into him, her protests ceasing as that cold
reserve she had built up melted in the onslaught of a man who was
determined to brand himself into her very soul. It was not a
lustful instinct, although the warmth which pooled into his loins
only accentuated his urgency, but something else, a need to
complete something which had begun to form and been cut off
by the artificial impediments which decreed his species was not
allowed to love.

And then there was her scent. So
intoxicating. So primal. So…

"You're in heat again?"

Raphael recognized the scent that had him
willing to rut in the street, if necessary, to have his way with
her again. Angelic females usually came into heat once every two
years, but it had only been a year and a half since they had
created Uriel. Sometimes Angelic heat cycles came quicker, but not
often.

"Yes," Jophiel forced him to meet her eyes.
Her lips trembled as a shadow of vulnerability crossed her face.
"Raphael, the Emperor's edict mandates that no two offspring can
have the exact same parents. If we do this, not only do we break
the law, but every other hybrid will follow our example, causing
our gene pool to shrink even further."

"Then I will find you that planet so it
doesn't matter anymore," Raphael touched her cheek. "Mikhail was
right. Our species was not meant to live this way. The only woman I
can ever bear touching again is you."

"Then make love to me," Jophiel's eyes
brimmed with tears. "Make love to me and we shall see if the
goddess approves of this union by gifting us with another
child."

Responding with the hunger of passion too
long denied, he fumbled with her buttons and slid her blue suit
jacket off her shoulders to plant a tender kiss. Jophiel gasped as
he nipped her pale flesh, slipping the garment off from around her
wings and moving to conquer her camisole.

Jophiel answered his hunger with her own,
repressed appetite, tugging at his shirt until she finally just
tore off the buttons. Her scent grew stronger, muskier, the scent
of lutropin, an Angelic female ovulating. Angelic females bordered
on aggressiveness whenever they went into a heat, an instinct the
Emperor had dampened through socialization, but never been able to
eliminate. She tugged at his undershirt, eager to get it off so she
could caress the muscles which strained beneath his skin.

Raphael cupped her breasts as he freed them
from her camisole, twin, creamy peaks which had graced his dreams
each night since the last time he had tasted them. She whimpered as
he kissed his way down her neck, pausing to nip the pulse beating
at the base of her throat, then slid his lips further down to close
his mouth first upon one nipple, taking it between his teeth and
nipping the tiny nob until it grew hard and firm, and then sliding
his tongue between the peaks into the valley and up to the other
summit to conquer that peak, as well.

"Raphael!" Jophiel arched her back, giving
him access to slide her slacks off of her trim hips. Twelve babies
she’d borne the Alliance, but she was still as fit and slim as a
cadet.

He traced the thin, silver lines which were
the only indication this would not be her first union and paused to
first kiss, and then dart his tongue into her belly button. His
manhood fought against the confines of his pants, twanging
insistently for him to set it free. White-blonde curls beckoned
from the soft pink flesh of her feminine mound. He nuzzled it with
his nose, noting the way her abdomen trembled beneath his lips and
inhaling the scent of her arousal.

"That tickles!" Jophiel giggled.

He did it again, and then a third time, until
she put an end to it by reaching down to pop the button of his own
slacks, sliding her hand beneath the waistband until she found his
manhood jammed into an awkward position and straightened it for
him. His wings slapped involuntarily against the couch where they
rutted like two hormonal teenagers.

"Not … yet," Raphael groaned.

He kissed his way back up to her lips,
determined that this time when he made love to her, he would bond
to her as it was said the Seraphim had done. He had no idea if such
legends were true or simply the imaginings of some Mantiwood
producer, but in his mind it was real, and if he wanted it
badly enough, then who could say it wouldn't happen?

He tore off his trousers and kicked them off
his ankles. She slid her finger over the head of his manhood,
already wet and slick from a glistening drop of his seed, and
spread the milky substance with her thumb. Raphael slid his hand
down to her feminine mysteries to make sure she was ready and grew
harder at the feel of the warm juices which invited him. They had
been apart for too long. His need was so great that it felt as
though his heart would burst if he did not find his way inside of
her immediately.

She leaned backwards on the couch. Gods! This
wasn't even a bed! Which way was her bedroom? He picked her
up, almost tripping over her wings, and carried her towards the
nearest door.

"The other door," Jophiel's eyes flashed with
hunger and excitement, a seductive mix.

He silenced her with a kiss as he kicked open
the door and carried her into her bed. Her snowy white wings
spread out beneath her like a cloud, suspending her pink flesh
above them as though she was a dream. Gods! She was perfect! He
placed his knees carefully as he crawled up on top of her, mindful
not to kneel upon her wings. Jophiel grasped his manhood and tugged
him towards her, eager to complete their union.

“Not yet…” he moved just out of reach and
kissed her again, moving so his manhood rested just above her furry
mound. He captured her beautiful, high cheekbones between his hands
and looked into her eyes which had lightened to a paler shade of
blue the more she became aroused.

"My heart to your heart," he whispered the
words from a popular movie about the Seraphim, the words he
intended to be his wedding vow. He waited until she understood the
commitment he was making to her.

"And my heart to yours," Jophiel's lip
trembled as she gave her reply.

"My life intertwines with your life," Raphael
whispered.

"And my life intertwines with yours," Jophiel
said.

"My spirit binds to your spirit," Raphael
said.

"And my spirit binds to yours," tears welled
in Jophiel's eyes.

"Let us be mated, for eternity, so that no
force in the universe shall ever tear us apart," Raphael whispered,
"not even death."

"Yes," Jophiel's said. "Make love to me,
Raphael, and make this union a permanent one.”

He took her lips gently, sharing a single
breath as he sank into her feminine mysteries and felt her
welcoming him back where he belonged. He forced himself to maintain
eye contact. Her pupils widened, the irises turning ice blue around
them as he withdrew part way and, with a groan, sank into her
depths a second time. She exhaled into his lungs, sharing her
breath, sharing her life, sharing her soul with him as she let go
of the wall she had always kept between them and arched her back,
inviting him to bury himself deeper.

His wings slapped against hers as he wrapped
his arms around him, their avian instinct to take flight together
as they consummated their union which was more than a mortal
marriage. Jophiel greedily rose up to meet him as they moved
together in a dance which was older than time. Feathers flew, wings
slapped together as each strove to bury themselves deeper into the
other, to merge, to become one.

Time and space seemed to meld together as
they reached that peak together, the single breath they passed back
and forth until their heads swam and it felt as though they no
longer inhabited a physical body. Close. They were close. So
close.

“Raphael,” she cried his name, arching into
his body with her wings pounding so hard she lifted him off the
bed, trying to take flight.

He succumbed to the flood of emotions as he
merged with the woman he loved so that, for just a moment, it felt
as though they had ceased being two separate people and become one
heart and soul. He saw into her mind, that she had returned his
commitment, and for a moment there was a pleasant sensation that
his thoughts were hers and hers were his. There was a sensation of
weightlessness, as though they rode together on the current of a
beautiful song, and then it was over and he was back in his body
lying on top of her, sweaty, spent, and oh-so-happy that if he died
right this moment he would enter eternity a very happy man.

“Oh … my … that … was….” Jophiel's chest
heaved as she caught her breath.

“We are mated,” Raphael kissed her with all
the love in his heart. "Not even death can separate us ever
again."

From the open window, the sound of a bird
singing from out in the Eternal Garden grew louder, causing Jophiel
to smile. Raphael glanced up and saw a tiny, nondescript bird
sitting on a branch of the Eternal Tree which had stretched its
limbs as though it wished to peer into their window and witness
their commitment as the bird warbled its beautiful wedding song. It
was the song he had heard while he'd made love to her, and yet
somehow it was only the faintest echo of what he'd felt in that
moment when he'd been one with her.

"And here I thought that was us?"
Raphael rolled onto his side and pulled her with him so he could
stay inside of her as long as he could.

"It's the happy bird," Jophiel's eyes were
tearful. She looked away and bit her lower lip, but he sensed
whatever cloud worried her, it had nothing to do with them or the
commitment they had just made to each other, but some other hurt
she had not yet addressed from her past.

"Don't worry," he nuzzled her neck as she
fell asleep in his arms. "I will find the human homeworld! Even if
I have to invade Hades-6 and shake the location out of Shay'tan
himself!"
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Galactic Standard Date:
152,323.11 AE

Zulu Sector:
‘Light Emerging’

Angelic Air Force Colonel
Glicki

 


Glicki

Colonel Glicki sat in the commander's chair
of the Light Emerging, orchestrating the search for Mikhail.
He was her friend, too! All three of them had come up
through basic training together and she would keep the search
parties running smoothly until Raphael got back. So far as she was
concerned, unless Shay'tan himself showed up, she'd just assume
have Raphael linger there than pester her here.

The poor bastard had done nothing but mope
ever since he'd received the message from Jophiel telling him not
to come. Glicki wasn't sure who Raphael had missed more. Jophiel?
Or his red-plumaged son with his wacky pet gorock?

Glicki clacked her mandibles in an internal
chuckle. She had slipped a few risqué movies into his duty roster
so the clueless bastard would know which end of his manhood to
stick where when he finally met up with Jophiel again. It was an
affliction her species was cursed with, the compulsion to matchmake
and meddle. What better love story could she orchestrate than the
epic saga of their beautiful Supreme Commander-General and the
lowly then-lieutenant-colonel? Mantoids hated the way the
Emperor denied hybrids love! Stories about tempting Angelics to
'fall' was an esteemed plot trope of Mantoid culture.

"Sir," a call came up through her comms pin.
"The Brigadier-General's needle has just returned to the ship.
Request permission to let it on board."

"Permission granted." Glicki drummed her hard
exoskeleton fingers on the console, eager to get back to something
more intellectually stimulating than babysitting the fleet. A
second call came up through the intercom.

"It's not him, Sir," the needle handler
called. "There's nothing in the marsupiam but a hand-written
message."

"What does it say?" Glicki asked. "Keep calm
and carry on?"

"No, Sir," the needle handler said, not
getting the joke. "It says he will be delayed for the next five
days and could you please continue to take charge of the armada? No
reason is given."

Glicki fluttered her under-wings in a
pleased, romantic way that was the Mantoid races equivalent of fan
girl *squee!*

“It’s about time!”

She slapped her armored hands down upon the
communications console, her mind whirring to recall if there was
any pressing information she needed to relay back to him. No. There
was nothing so pressing that she could not give her good
friend the dignity of a decent honeymoon, and she was positive it
was a honeymoon, whether or not they made their union public
or an official blessing had been said.

"Send the needle back with confirmation the
ship is in good hands," Glicki ordered. "And tell him to
please take as many days as he needs. I'll send the needle
if we experience an emergency."

Focusing her compound eyes upon the screens
she perpetually monitored outlining which ship in the armada had
shuttlecraft exploring which remote back-cubby of the spiral arm,
Major Glicki continued her search for the Holy Grail.
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November – 3,390
BC

Earth: Village of
Assur

Angelic Air Force Colonel
Mikhail Mannuki'ili

 


Mikhail

Sunlight stabbed through the window and
impaled Mikhail's eyes. He tried to shield his face from the
painful phenomena, but a cruel, small man wielding a tiny
screwdriver mercilessly jabbed holes into his throbbing brain. His
mouth felt like somebody had stuffed rags into it and his tongue
was swollen so thick he could barely swallow. He felt … grotesque.
He felt for Ninsianna and she wasn’t there. He tried to sit up, but
a sensation akin to planetary re-entry made the room spin, so he
lay back down. Was he sick?

“You’re hung over,” Ninsianna said from
somewhere across the room.

“Mmmpf…” He covered his eyes to block out the
sunlight. “I don’t remember coming home last night.”

“You were singing drinking songs.”
Ninsianna's voice was rich with bemusement.

“Not so loud,” he groaned. “I hope you
have…”

His stomach began to heave.

“Here’s the urn,” she rushed over with a
ceramic crock.

He managed to keep down whatever was left in
his stomach, at least saving himself that little indignity. “What
happened?"

“You’re asking me?” Ninsianna laughed. “You
said something about the sisters making beer. It must have one hell
of a kick.”

Mikhail fought the urge to hurl out the
contents of his stomach. “Don’t say that word.”

“What? Beer?”

He lost it. He stuck his head into the urn
and managed to contain it to the pot, at least most of it. Of all
the indignities to suffer in front of his wife!

“Everyone knows you’re supposed to approach
any new beverage the widow-sisters brew with caution,” Ninsianna
tormented him with a sweet, musical laugh. “We’ve all been burned
by their experiments at one time or another. Mine was the fermented
crushed berries. Papa got sick with fermented millet grains. Mama
still can’t look at a wild apple to this day without
gagging.”

“I don’t think we drink much where I come
from,” he mumbled between stabs to his brain. “I don’t seem to hold
it down very well. The sisters can drink me under the table.”

“The sisters can drink everyone in Ubaid
territory under the table,” Ninsianna laughed at him. “They come
from a long line of fermenters and brewers. How do you think
they’ve been supporting themselves all these years with no
husbands?”

“They’ve never traded me anything to drink
what they make,” he mumbled.

“They adore you,” Ninsianna said. “And
besides … they only share their experiments. Anything that shows
promise gets potted up and traded out of the village to
traders.”

“They said they traded for the recipe for
this … beer,” he said. He felt his stomach lurch again at the mere
mention of the name of the beverage, but he managed to keep it down
this time.

“How’s it made?” Ninsianna asked.

“Break apart barley bread and soak in water,”
he said. “Let it ferment two weeks or more. Sip through a hollow
reed to avoid the disgusting part floating at the top and the
bottom. And feathers. They were upset I contaminated a batch with a
few molted feathers.”

“What did they do with it?” Ninsianna
asked.

“We drank it, of course.” He spread two
fingers to allow in a bit of light. “Why waste a perfectly good
batch of beer?”

He needed to see her. Lately, it only felt
like she was there when he could see her. Awkward silence
stretched between them, that canyon of uneasiness which had opened
up between them. He was here and she was there, as far away from
him in the room as she could get.

“We need to talk,” Ninsianna finally said.
That didn’t sound good. Immanu had warned him that whenever a
female said ‘we need to talk’ it usually meant you had done
something wrong.

“Yes?” he said cautiously. Ninsianna had been
distant and angry with him lately. He wished she would just tell
him what he was doing wrong so he could rectify the problem.

“I’ve been asking you to do a lot of things
for me lately,” she said. “For everyone.”

“Mmm-hmmm…” He would elaborate more, but the
room had started to spin again.

“We have no time together anymore. I guess
I’ve just resented it.”

“Mmmmm….” The room spun to the beat of his
stomach gearing up to hurl its contents a second time.

“I guess what I’m trying to say is … I’m
sorry,” Ninsianna said. “I’m sorry I’ve been snapping at you
lately.”

That was it. He lost it again. He stuck his
head inside the urn and choked on the bitter taste of stomach acid
burning his throat as his own stench filled his nostrils and made
him vomit even more. Ninsianna sat next to him and ran her fingers
through his wings as he lost all control.

“Go away,” he mumbled in between dry heaves.
”This is disgusting.”

“If you think this is bad,” she said wryly,
“wait until I give birth.”

He lost it again. He had no idea what giving
birth entailed, but if she screamed half as much as Shahla had, he
knew he wouldn’t like it. The heaving subsided enough for him to
roll onto his back, crunching his left wing into an uncomfortable,
awkward position. He covered his eyes to block out the sunlight,
also blocking his ability to watch her. He didn’t like it when he
couldn’t see her, so he peered between his fingers once more, only
able to make out her blurry dark hair.

“Light … hurts…” he mumbled.

“Oh, honey,” Ninsianna caressed his cheek.
“Poor thing. I’ll tell everyone you’re too sick today to spar.”

“Don’t tell them I’m hung over,” he
whimpered. “Please?”

“Honey,” that bemused tone crept back into
her voice, “everybody gets hung over at some point. Welcome to the
human race.”

She ran her hand down to his chest, to the
place she’d stitched up the hole in his lung which had come
dangerously close to piercing his heart. There. When she touched
him there, he could feel her, even with his eyes closed.

“I can feel you,” he grabbed her hand and
flattened her hand over his heart. Warmth moved from her hand into
his chest, quelling that frantic urgency which had grown louder the
longer this distance between them had lingered.

“What?”

“I can feel you when you do that,” he said.
“I like it.” He didn't say what he really meant. I -need-
it.

She curled up next to him and snuggled into
his favorite sleeping position, her head upon his arm, cheek upon
his chest, and hand over his heart. He could feel her when she did
that. For some reason that he could not remember, it was important
that he always be able to feel his mate.

“I love you more than my own life,” he
whispered as he drifted back to sleep.

 


* * * * *

 


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 clock ticked louder, louder, louder. It
felt as though he stared at an enormous black wall.

"We are out of time," Mikhail said.

At first he thought he'd slept through the
day, but as the dream receded he realized Ninsianna had thrown a
blanket over the window to block out the sunlight. A splinter
stabbed into the back of one wing. He sat up slowly, hanging on to
the bed frame just in case the room began to spin again. The urn
had been cleansed and Ninsianna had placed a cup of fresh water on
a stool next to his bed. He drank it slowly, wary that it might
come right back up again. It stayed down. He blew into his hand to
smell his own breath. Ugh! No wonder Ninsianna hadn't wanted to
stick around!

He swished some water around his mouth to
clear out that unpleasant feeling of having swallowed feathers and
spat it into the urn. His stomach lurched as he scrambled to his
feet, but once he had his balance he wasn't too bad except for some
residual light-headedness. The last time he'd drank too much at the
widow-sister's house he'd learned the hard way to avoid the glare
of direct sunlight. He decided not to pull the blanket off the
window but to make his way downstairs and find something to settle
his stomach.

Silence permeated the house, the only sound
the muffled voices of villagers walking by in the street beyond the
door. He wasn't certain whether to be disappointed or relieved
nobody would see him in this sorry condition. Needa had left some
bundles of herbs she'd been tying up to dry unfinished, so she must
have been called out to assist somebody. Immanu spent his days
either in the fields, chasing evil spirits from a sick person, or
consulting with the chief, while Ninsianna did laundry, milked the
goat, tended the garden, or coached the junior archers … if she
wasn't helping her mother. Every person in this household had
something of value to contribute to this village except for
him. The only thing he had any talent for was
killing.

The tail end of the dream niggled at his
subconscious, but would not reveal itself to him. Why did he feel
lately as though the excrement was about to hit the antimatter
induction ports and he hadn't done everything he needed to
get done?

A clay tablet caught his eye. It had cracked
stumbling home drunk last night, but cut into it in a simplified
version of Galactic Standard cuneiform was the recipe for the
source of his rip-roaring hangover. Even as his stomach lurched, he
could not help but smile. Here was something that might
prove useful?

Eating some stale flatbread to settle his
stomach, he painstakingly pressed the still-damp clay back together
so the recipe read clearly. There. If he were to die tomorrow, when
the Alliance eventually found this planet, at least they would be
able to recreate the recipe for beer.

Time. That ticking clock, the chess pieces
that had to be moved before time ran out, that black wall he could
not see around, pushed him forward with a sense of urgency even
though he could never remember the first part of the dream, only an
arm sweeping all of the chess pieces off the table when the time
ran out. He was out of time.

He stared at the clay tablet, the writing. So
much knowledge to pass down, so little time to do it. Ninsianna had
no interest in learning either written communication or his archaic
prayers when she possessed a direct pathway to She-who-is, but he
knew who might.

Shielding his migraine from the sun as he
exited the house, he went in search of Pareesa. He found her in one
of the fields that had been harvested of its einkorn and was
nothing but stubble, the rising Hiddekel River lapping at the
slender levy which soon would not be able to keep out the rising
flood. As was her habit, she mercilessly rode her B-team even
though no one in the village still considered the sixteen sons of
merchants and traders to be inept as warriors. Pushups were the
sadistic fairy general's favorite form of torture and all sixteen
men now sported muscles that had the village women swooning.

"Eighty-six!" Pareesa shouted. "Eighty-seven!
Eighty-eight!" She pranced up and down the line, dropping to the
ground herself to do pushups along with them to demonstrate
the proper form. The little fairy had a preternatural ability to
catapult herself off the ground from a pushup to standing so
lightly it was as though gravity did not apply to her.

Mikhail waited until she reached one hundred
before coughing to make his presence known.

"Pareesa? Do you have a moment?"

She shot him an eager grin that was a
combination of look what I'm doing for you and is
everything I'm doing okay? She pranced up to him like an eager
puppy anxious to have its master scratch its ears.

"Mikhail? Oh! I was just whipping the B-team
into shape."

From the groans and pleading expressions of
the sixteen men, whipping was the operative word. The men
had grown more fit in the months she'd been teaching them to work
as a team, but knowing Pareesa, this was the seventh or eighth time
today she'd made them drop and give her one hundred.

"They look good," Mikhail said. "Why not send
them on a run around the exterior of the fields? I've got something
I'd like to teach you."

Pareesa sent them off, ignoring the plaintive
look Ebad gave her as she turned her back, oblivious that the young
man lived or died according to whether or not she graced him with a
smile. Mikhail felt pity for the young man. Hadn't that once been
him mooning after Ninsianna? Although he had been a lot less
obvious about it. He hoped.

"What do you have to teach me today?"

Pareesa danced over, so excited she danced on
her tip-toes. Or, wait, no, she wasn't on her tip-toes. When
had Pareesa shot up to his chin? She was now taller than Ninsianna?
Perhaps the lingering hangover was breaking down his emotional
self-control, but he could not help but smile. Yes. It was time.
Mikhail gestured for her to follow him down towards a quiet spot
where the other villagers would hopefully not distract her.

"I've been saying the Cherubim battle prayers
for so long that I can't remember when I was first taught to say
them," Mikhail said. "But you proved yourself in battle the other
day. I think perhaps it is time I teach you the first of the battle
prayers."

"Will you teach me to use your sword?"
Pareesa's brown eyes glistened with hope.

Mikhail's lip twitched upwards in a smile
which, this time, he suppressed.

"Not yet, little fairy," he said. "I will
only teach you the prayer to help you open your mind to
listen. You are still young to be learning the other skills.
First, you must prove you have mastered listening before the
Cherubim god will gift you with his insight."

"Should we sit down like when we do the
prayers to calm the spirit?" Pareesa circled a likely spot near the
rising river.

"Eventually you must be able to master this
skill while in the heat of battle," Mikhail said. "But yes, this
spot will be fine." He lowered himself to sit upon a convenient
rock, flexing his wings behind him so he did not crush his
feathers.

Pareesa sat cross-legged on the ground, her
face eager. Mikhail scratched a symbol on the ground, Cherubim, not
Alliance cuneiform, but he was determined she learn to interpret at
least a few of the symbols and recognize they could be used
to impart knowledge even when the teacher was no longer present. He
picked up a stick and drew a square in the dirt, divided into
quadrants, then added the body and tail holding up a stupa to the
left-hand side. In its simplest form, both Galactic Standard and
Cherubim were picture languages, but each symbol also had a
phonetic speech equivalent, which was how both languages were
used.

"This symbol means Bishamonten," Mikhail
said. "The Cherubim god. It is pronounced 'Toe.' Repeat?"

"T-t-t-toe," Pareesa repeated as she drew her
own symbols.

"Whenever I teach you one of these symbols,"
Mikhail said, "you must memorize it. Our language is a
picture-language, but it is also phonetic, which means each symbol
carries a sound. Once you memorize all the symbols, you can look at
them and hear your teacher speak within your own mind even though
they may not be here."

"Is this like Ninsianna's gift?" Pareesa
asked.

Mikhail frowned. "No. Ninsianna does not wish
to learn these symbols because she can already hear what other
people think directly. But people like me need help. These symbols
are the magic through which our teachers can speak to us even when
they are no longer here."

Over the next few hours he taught her the
symbols to the first prayer of the killing dance and the simpler
focusing prayer to clear the mind. By the end of the lesson,
Pareesa was able to recognize the word-sounds when he scratched
them in the dirt and recreate the proper phonetics. Eleven symbols
he'd taught her to read. It was time to teach her the next
lesson.

"Now we learn to apply the lesson to when you
fight," Mikhail said. "First recite the meditative prayer to clear
your mind until it is empty of all other thoughts."

"Mattaku machigatta kōdō o shinai, suru
koto ga dekimasu dekirudake ōku no yoikoto o suru, anata no kokoro
o kiyomeru," Pareesa recited in a sing-song manner. Do no wrong
actions. Do as much good as you can. Purify your mind. She closed
her eyes and bit her lower lip in concentration.

"Do you sense that opening of your mind?"
Mikhail asked. "As though you are more aware of everything that is
going on around you?"

"Mmm-hmmm," Pareesa said.

"Now repeat the four symbols for the Cherubim
god I just taught you," Mikhail spoke calmly and evenly so as not
to break her concentration.

"Namu tobatsu Bishamonten!" Pareesa
spoke in an almost reverent whisper.

"Good," Mikhail said, pleased she remembered
the sounds of the symbols, and in the correct order. "And now we
say the rest of the prayer. Akuma o seifuku suru ni wa! Watashi
ni nata no chikara o fuyo shimasu. To subjugate the demons,
give me your strength."

"Akuma o seifuku suru ni wa! Watashi ni nata no chikara
o fuyo shimasu," Pareesa repeated.
She began to fidget.

"Do you sense anything?" Mikhail asked.

"Um…" Pareesa chewed her lip. "Not … really?
What's it supposed to feel like?"

"It may take a while," Mikhail said. "When
the Cherubim god decides to grant you access to his ability to see,
you will just know it."

Pareesa opened her eyes. "Were you
able sense anything the first time you were taught this?" she
asked.

Mikhail gave her a sheepish expression. "I
can't remember."

Pareesa tossed her head in a laugh. She might
not get it right away, but like every other lesson he'd ever taught
his littlest protégé, she would go home and repeat the lesson again
and again and again, pestering him to help her with things she did
not understand, until she perfected it and beat his socks off.

He glanced down at his combat boots, which
had begun to develop a hole in the bottom of one sole. Until she
beat his very holey socks off! It was time for him to make a
trip back to his ship to fetch his last remaining pair.

An idea began to form in his mind.

"I have a favor to ask," he asked
Pareesa.

"Anything," Pareesa looked at him eagerly.
She would make him repay the favor by sparring with her personally
to teach some new advanced skill, preferably with a healthy helping
of bruises. His bruises.

"We leave in three days for the regional
meeting of chiefs," Mikhail said. "Do you think you and Siamek can
make sure the men we selected are ready to accompany us there so I
can sneak away for a couple of days?"

One dark eyebrow arched his way in a
not-quite-knowing grin. Pareesa was still a maiden he was certain,
but she hung around some very bawdy warriors. As far as the
warriors were concerned, Pareesa was 'one of the guys' and had been
learning all sorts of crude things he was certain her mother would
not approve of. She waggled her eyebrows at him the same way Dadbeh
or Firouz might.

"You're gonna owe me big time," Pareesa
grinned.
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Earth: Village of
Assur

Shahla

 


Shahla

Shahla clutched her baby to her breast and
tried to get it to nurse. She was a quiet baby, well-behaved and
never cried. But then again, its father was not prone to fits of
temper or loquaciousness, so why would Mikhail's daughter?

"I don't understand why you don't latch on,"
Shahla told the bundle of rags. "But each day you grow bigger and
you make no trouble for me. Such a good little girl."

Below she could hear the sound of her parents
fighting. Oh! Why did they fight so much? They had always fought,
but ever since her daughter had been born, it seemed they fought
even more. Her father did not know what to do with her, or more
accurately, her baby. Was it because her little girl had wings?

"Such beautiful, dark wings," Shahla nuzzled
the knotted 'head' of the bundle of rags and caressed the tattered
remnants which trailed out the back of it. "Just like your father.
When he comes home for supper, I will tell him you spoke to me
today and called me Mama."

Goosebumps rose on the breast she had bared
to feed her daughter. After her milk had come in that horrid witch,
Ninsianna, had told her it would dry up. Hah! What did she
know?

Her parent's shouting escalated, followed by
a thud and the sound of breaking crockery. The door slammed so hard
it shook the house. Her father had just stormed out … again. Clomp.
Clomp. Clomp. Her mother stomped up the stairs, enraged.

"Quick!" Shahla whispered to her baby. "I
must hide you. Papa says it's her fault Jamin beat me. They
fight about it every single day." She covered her breast with her
shawl.

Her mother burst into the room.

"You were supposed to go milk the
goat," her mother sneered at her. "Not play with that stupid
doll!"

Shahla cringed back in terror. "Please don't
hurt my baby!"

Her mother always beat her when her father
left the house, trying to force her to leave. But her father wept
and told her he was sorry she had lost her baby. He would not let
her mother turn her out into the desert the way she threatened
several times each day.

Lost her baby?

No! Her baby was right here! She clutched the
rags to her breast and examined the baby's eyes, two black smudges
where she'd taken ashes from the fire and lay fingerprints upon her
baby so her little girl would be able to see her. Her eyes were
dark, not blue as Mikhail's were. Perhaps it was Jamin's baby after
all? Or Dadbeh's? Or somebody else's? The Chief had asked if there
were several who could be the father, but it was all very fuzzy.
And what was she doing carrying around this pile of rags?

"Get out of here!" her mother screamed at
her. "You want a husband? Then go find one to take you off our
hands so you stop shaming this household!" She grabbed Shahla by
the hair and dragged her towards the steps.

"My baby!" Shahla reached back towards the
rags.

"Your baby is dead!" her mother
shrieked at her. "I wish you would do the same! Your father
prefers your company to mine these days!" She shoved
Shahla towards the stairs too hard and gave her a kick.

With a shriek, Shahla fell the first step and
then caught herself before she toppled any further. She made her
way down the rest of the way, shaking. One of these days her mother
would kill her.

"And take this useless thing!"

Her baby thumped down onto the ground next to
her. This was not the first time her mother had tried to kill her
baby, but her little girl was tough. She was a demigod just like
her father! No mortal could kill her!

"Just you wait until my husband gets home and
hears of this!" Shahla picked up her baby and shook her fist up at
her mother.

"If you've got a husband?" her mother sneered
down at her. "Then go tell him. See if I care!"

"I will!" Shahla shouted in defiance. She
slammed the door and made her way out into the streets. Wherever
she went, people whispered. Evil people. Why did they whisper bad
things about her when Mikhail had only tried to help them?

"Don't you listen to them," Shahla told her
baby. "They are just jealous because I got your father and
they can't have him! And I have him because of
you."

She closed her eyes and remembered what it
had felt like when Mikhail had carried her up into the sky. Pain.
But then the ground had no longer been beneath her feet, the sun
had been on her face, and she had looked into his eyes and seen a
glimpse of what it would be like when she passed into the
dreamtime, eternal bliss. Another memory. Those sad, blue eyes as
he had taken her tiny bundle and cradled it to his chest.

"He said you wait for me," a tear slid down
Shahla's cheek. "And that he lay you down in a bed of his own
feathers so that you would never know the cold." She sniffled and
pushed the memory out of her mind, preferring to focus on the
happier daydream of that tall, beautiful mountain of a man reaching
down to help her up after she had fallen.

Yes. He was the baby's father. He
must be. She was certain of it. For none other in the
village had ever shown her baby a hint of compassion. Why did the
villagers always whisper about her? Whisper about her baby. She
must protect her from those who would whisper against her and
besmirch her father's name. She spotted an old woman she knew was
kind.

"Excuse me, Liwwaresagil," Shahla trotted to
catch up with an old woman doubled over carrying the weight of her
water from the communal well. "Have you seen my husband?"

"Who is your husband today, child?"
Liwwaresagil's face was sympathetic. She was bent over not only
from her two buckets of water strung from a stick across her back,
but also from a lifetime spent doubled over in the fields,
harvesting her grain.

"Why Mikhail, of course," Shahla said. She
held out her bundle of rags. "Can't you see this is his child?"

Liwwaresagil's expression was one of mixed
anger and sorrow. "If only the tribunal had let us judge Jamin for
his crimes and let us stone him to death!" she shook her fist in
the general direction of the center of the village. "At least then
perhaps it would give you some closure?"

Shahla swayed. "Jamin?"

All eyes in the village turned in her
direction as the whispers began to close around her.

"Yes. Jamin is the baby's father. My mother
tells me so every day."

Liwwaresagil touched the bundle of rags with
her swollen, wrinkled hands and then reached up to place her
trembling palm on Shahla's cheek. Her hand felt cool the way
elderly people's extremities often did once they became stooped
over with age. Liwwaresagil had always treated Shahla kindly.

"Dadbeh came forward and claimed
responsibility for fathering your child," the old woman said
gently. "Why won't you go to him? You know he loves you."

"Dadbeh?" Shahla swayed with confusion, then
remembered what both her parents said whenever Dadbeh came
to the door, pleading to see her. "Dadbeh's family is the
lowest-ranking family in the village, lower only than Meriray.
He cannot possibly be the baby's father. Mama says it is
Jamin's child so she can get the Chief to pay for my support! But I
think maybe it is Mikhail?"

"Oh, child," Liwwaresagil wept. "You poor
thing! Your baby died, remember?" Those wrinkled claws reached up
to touch Shahla's unkempt hair, matted and greasy.

People pressed around her, whispering. Why
did they always whisper nasty things about her?

"No!" Shahla pushed the old woman's hand
away. "Get away from me! Mikhail is the baby's father!"

Some of the villagers wept, some laughed, but
most of them simply pointed at her beautiful winged daughter and
whispered about her shame. She backed away, clutching her baby to
her breast, and turned to run. She ran into the chest of
Ilakabkubu, a cruel man of average height and middle-aged. She had
lain down with him once, a long time ago. His manhood had been thin
and short and he had grunted over her like a rutting boar, not the
kind of man she had wanted to feel inside of her a second time. She
had spurned him afterwards. He had retaliated by telling his wife
so she would recruit the other women to hate her.

"Get your hands off of me!" she pushed
Ilakabkubu away.

"Why don't you go searching for your husband
out in the desert," Ilakabkubu sneered at her. "You and your pile
of rags! It would make your mother very happy if you were eaten by
the hyenas."

Shahla cradled her daughter to her
breast.

"Have you seen him?" she asked.

"Mikhail?" Ilakabkubu laughed. His lips
turned upwards in a cruel sneer. "It is said he has gone back to
his sky canoe to prepare a honeymoon for his real wife,
Ninsianna. Perhaps you might go search for him there?"

Jamin had once mentioned where the fallen sky
canoe could be found a day's walk into the desert to the place a
stream which dried up in the summertime tumbled down from low
mountains.

"It is me he prepares a home for,"
Shahla clutched her baby proudly. "For me and our daughter."

She pushed past that cruel man who taunted
her whenever he saw her. Whatever had possessed her to lay down
with him? A man with a short dick whose breath had stank as he had
pushed into her. At least Ilakabkubu had not hurt her. Jamin had
pushed her face into the ground and whispered Ninsianna's name.

"Bad bad bad bad bad," Shahla muttered to her
baby. "I am glad the Chief made him go away."

She made her way out the north gate and
headed west, beyond the places where people grazed their goats, to
follow the stream bed Jamin said led into the hills where Mikhail's
sky canoe had crashed. The rains had fallen several times, just
enough that a trickle of moisture crept through the jagged cut in
the dry land. A few blades of grass had already started to turn
green again. Soon, the desert would bloom. She bent beside the
stream to drink from the tiny trickle which crept between the
rocks.

"We will find your father," Shahla kissed her
baby's head. "And he will carry us into the sky again to meet this
Emperor who is also a god." She adjusted the swaddling cloth to
bind her baby's wings so she would not fly away as Mikhail had done
and leave her here alone.

The sound of pebbles tumbling down the
embankment caused her to turn around. She glanced up into familiar
black eyes.

Shahla screamed.

"It's okay!" Jamin held out his hand in front
of him. "I promise I won't hurt you."

Shahla glanced up, confused. Whispers. So
many whispers. Why was Jamin wearing clothing that looked like
Mikhail's? His other hand touched his belt where he held an
unearthly weapon like Mikhail liked to wield, the shorter one he
called a knife, but it seemed he held the weapon because it was
precious to him, the same way that Shahla clutched her baby, and
not because he meant to use it on her. More whispers.

You can trust him…

She glanced around, searching for the source
of the whispers, but there was nobody there. All around her she
could hear the voices whisper that Mikhail had abandoned her for
Ninsianna.

Just like Jamin had done…

"Get away from me!" Shahla covered her ears
with both hands.

The whispers continued, whispered nasty
things that Mikhail was doing to that sorceress Ninsianna, the one
she could swear had gotten into her mind and tried to convince her
the baby was not Mikhail's. She had felt the sorceress violate her
mind the day of the tribunal. She had felt it!

"Shahla," Jamin crouched so that he squatted
lower than her, his arm outstretched with his palm up. "I promise I
won't hurt you. I've been looking for you. I want to make right the
wrong that I did to you."

"You beat me and you hurt my baby," Shahla
clutched her baby to her chest. "I won't let you hurt her
again!"

Jamin raised one dark eyebrow at the bundle
of rags clutched to her breast. He glanced behind him as though he
was with someone, but Shahla couldn't see anyone standing there.
What did he think? That she was crazy enough to think he had come
with somebody else? Jamin had been banished! Everybody knew that
when you were banished you went crazy and died.

He must be a hallucination sent by Ninsianna
to torment her. Yes! That was it! The sorceress still tried to
trick her into giving up her husband. Shahla tugged her shawl
tighter and stood tall, as regal as befitted her station as the
wife of a winged demigod.

"Be gone, evil spirit," Shahla pointed at
him.

"I'm not evil," Jamin's dark features filled
with what she might mistake for remorse. "But you are right. I did
something unforgivable and for that I am sorry. But I want to make
things better for you."

"How?" Shahla asked.

"The last time I saw you," Jamin spoke
carefully as though he recited something from memory, "you said you
wanted Mikhail to carry you up into the sky again. Remember?"

"Mikhail always carries me into the
sky!" Shahla jutted her chin into the air. "He's my husband!"

Jamin snorted, as though he wanted to laugh
and thought better of it. From just above the banks of the stream,
out of sight where she could not see it, she could have sworn she
heard a second laugh. Whispers? Why did she always think she heard
voices? It must have been the wind.

"I've met a very powerful man who asked to
meet you," Jamin said. "He can carry you into the sky,
too."

"You lie!" Shahla hissed. "When my husband
sees that you have followed me here, he will smite you for what you
did to me!"

Jamin hesitated, but instead of the anger she
sought to incite, for Shahla knew how to jab Jamin in all the
places that would make him beat her so afterwards they could have
great makeup sex, his face turned downwards in a grimace which, if
she didn't know what a goat's backside he was, she might mistake
for sorrow. As he moved, she noticed he favored his left shoulder,
as though it had limited movement. She would hit him there!

"Be gone!" Shahla picked up a fist-sized rock
from the streambed and hurled it at his shoulder.

Jamin yelped in pain. Shahla searched for her
baby, but all she could find was a bundle of rags clutched to her
chest.

"My baby!" she shrieked. "What have you done
with her?"

"Your baby passed into the dreamtime,
Shahla," Jamin said. "But I have brought a friend who can give you
a new baby. He will carry you into the sky and make you his
wife."

"Get away from me!" Shahla cried out. Memory
of what Jamin had done to her pierced her self-delusional fog. He
had… He had… He had…

"No!"

She threw the pile of rags to the ground and
scrambled up the banks of the stream, looking to get away from this
man who had killed her baby. As she reached to top of the hill, a
shadow fell in front of her. A beautiful, white-winged Angelic
fluttered to the ground, light reflecting off his snow white
feathers and white-blonde hair as though he were the sun. She
stood, captivated by those eerie silver eyes, so pale she could see
her own image reflected in them.

"Have I gone insane?" Shahla asked.

The beautiful winged god pulled her into his
arms and kisssed her until her knees grew weak and she thought she
might explode with desire. Oh! What would it would be like to feel
the thickness of such a man inside of her!

"Come, my beautiful bride," the white-winged
god smiled down at her. "And let me show you heaven."

Images danced into her mind. A question?

"Yes," her eyes glistened with joy.
"Anything." She ran her fingers through the soft, white under
feathers. Real. They were real. Even Mikhail had never let her
touch his wings!

"Come, my bride," the beautiful winged man
picked her up as though she was the most precious thing in the
world, "and let me show you what it means to be loved by a
god."

Her heart filled with joy, Shahla laughed as
the white-winged Angelic carried her up into the sky.
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You loved the colorful 'Little Shepherd'
bird

And then hit him, breaking his wing,

So now he stands in the forest crying 'My
Wing'!

Epic of Gilgamesh, Tablet 6

 


November – 3,390
BC

Earth: Village of
Assur

Angelic Air Force Colonel
Mikhail Mannuki'ili

 


Mikhail

Taking advantage of a lazy wind current,
Mikhail circled first along the river, then their gardens which had
not yet been deluged by the rising river, and now the streets
searching for his love. He spied the red cape the three Magian
women had given, making her easy to spot from the air. He took it
as a sign of divine favor that she happened to be traversing the
exact spot where they’d said their wedding vows.

Flaring his feathers to reduce the telltale
'swooshing' noise as he shifted forward to land, he dropped down
behind her, causing some of the villagers to step back. With a grin
that made people's eyebrows lift in surprise almost as much as his
stealthy landing, Mikhail pressed his finger to his lips, his
earnest expression begging them to remain silent. Most had seen him
sneak up on his wife enough times to guess his intent.

Ninsianna must have recognized everyone's
eyes looked behind her. Her luxuriant, sable tresses waved in the
wind like a banner as she whirled to greet him. Delight sparkled in
her eyes along with surprise.

"Mikhail?"

His heart thumped an interesting little
flip-flop at the sight of her healer's basket brimming with
tinctures, bandages, and small linen packets filled with medicinal
herbs. He flashed her one of his rare smiles, praying it would
curry her favor. He knew she felt a special weakness whenever he
smiled. He would deploy every weapon in his arsenal to smite
whatever had caused the distance to open up between them,
including, if necessary, expressing an emotion he suspected his
sketchily-remembered Cherubim masters would frown upon.

“Come,” Mikhail tugged her into his arms with
feigned confidence. "I have a surprise."

Positioning his knee between her legs for
leverage, he stretched his wings skyward and used the sheer brute
force of beating wings to defeat his old enemy gravity and propel
them both airborne. The villagers laughed as gusts of wind from his
beating wings knocked people's hats off of their heads and tumbled
baskets. Ninsianna shrieked with laughter and terror.

“Where are we going?” she shouted above the
sound of the wind racing past their ears. “Won’t Mama be worried
when we don’t come home for supper?”

A warm updraft tickled his wings and
whispered like a co-conspirator that it would buoy their flight and
not cause him to lose altitude. He cradled her closer as he leveled
off, more comfortable for him, but not for her. Ninsianna
had flown with him enough times to understand she should wrap her
legs around his thighs unless she wished to dangle from his arms
like a prey animal.

“Mama knows we won’t be home tonight,” he
pressed her body securely into his. “We will spend the night at my
ship.”

"Oh?" Ninsianna's lips curved up into a
pleased smile. “It’s been a long time since we visited there."

"Too long,” Mikhail took advantage of
a friendly updraft to indulge a kiss. When he came up for air, he
outlined the negotiations he had spent the last two days achieving.
"My team leaders agreed to take up more of the routine duties and
the Chief will let all of the warriors indulge in a rest day
for family and prayer. Even the Emperor himself takes a day off
each week."

"Did you remember more about the Eternal
Emperor?" Ninsianna asked, intently curious. He knew she had caught
glimpses of Hashem and Shay'tan in the dreamtime.

"No," he exhibited a guilty grin. "I remember
nothing new. But it seems that's the way things
should be. If my instincts are good enough when it comes to
training an army, then it should be good enough to dictate how much
free time I get to spend with my beautiful wife."

Ninsianna laughed as he carried her into the
sunlight. Her arms tightened around his torso as she spied the
wreckage of his ship. She-who-is had conspired with bushes and
grasses to disguise the scar where the crash had burnt a mile-long
trench into the earth and dug the ship partway into the side of a
small rise.

He held her aloft as they touched down to
soften their landing. Ninsianna squealed. Without letting her feet
touch the ground, he carried her ‘bridal style’ through the crack
in the hull where he'd already removed the boulders he'd placed
there to keep curiosity seekers out. Inside, tallow lanterns
borrowed from just about every household in the village lit up the
interior with the gentle flickering of dozens of small lamps.

Ninsianna's face lit up with a gentle mixture
of happiness and surprise.

“It’s so … romantic!”

“Wait,” his grin returned at the thought his
efforts pleased her, “there is more.”

He led her towards the galley where he had
lay out a meal with help from friends only too eager to conspire.
Needa had prepared roasted meat in a covered crock, Yalda some
bread, and Pareesa and her B-team had gathered greens for a salad.
In a little urn were late autumn flowers nestled amongst fronds of
wheat. Two small lanterns flickered on the table to give them
light. He wouldn’t win any gourmet presentation awards, but it
elicited the hoped-for response.

“Oh, Mikhail!” Ninsianna's hands clapped
together with delight. “You did all of this for me?”

Bright pink lips curved up in a smile that
made his knees feel as if they might give out from under him.
Tempting. Oh, gods, was this woman he had married tempting! He bent
down to partake of those luscious lips and declare his surrender.
This was what had been missing from their marriage. All they needed
was to spend more of this kind of time together and the rest would
no doubt work itself out.

“What’s for supper?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” he murmured, hungry for more
earthy fare than food. “Meat. Bread. Greens?”

Ninsianna giggled.

“How about me for supper?”

She nudged his manhood with the top of her
thigh. Her olive complexion blushed a deeper shade of rouge at her
own racy suggestion. Her chest rose and fell faster, nipples
visible even through her shawl, indicative of her excitement.
She wanted this as much as he did.

Heat sluiced through his abdomen and settled
into his loins like a hungry animal too long denied a meal. His …
mate. With an animalistic growl he scooped her up and carried her
into the sleeping quarters which he'd lit up with gently flickering
tallow lanterns. Ninsianna giggled at his single-minded pursuit of
one objective … her. Unlike the tiny sleeping pallet in her
parents' house, the bed here was roomy enough to flare his wings at
least partway. He lay her down upon the bed as though presenting a
sacred offering to the goddess and crawled in next to her, eager to
feel her skin brush against his.

“Make love to me, Mikhail?”

"We have all night, Mo ghrá," Mikhail nuzzled
her neck, inhaling the scent of soap root. The musky scent of her
pregnancy made him want to hole up here until their child was born
and smite anyone who came near them. "We are both so busy that we
never have time to savor each other anymore. Let me worship you in
my arms?"

Right now he could feel her. He wished
to prolong that sensation for as long as possible.

“But I want to tease you until you beg for
mercy,” Ninsianna slipped her hand beneath the waistband of his
pants and caressed his manhood. “And watch the funny little
expressions you make when you reach ecstasy.”

And such a funny little expression he
gave her as his mouth opened in a surprised 'ah' and his
voice came out as a most un-Angelic squeak at the sweet sensation
her touch inspired in such an intimate place.

“If I didn’t know any better,” he growled,
“I’d think you only valued me to pleasure you?”

“Ah! That, too!” Her eyes sparkled golden
with mischief as her fingers clasped around his poor manhood bent
uncomfortably beneath the confines of his too-tight cargo pants and
gave the organ a sturdy tug. “Such a nice, strong, virile husband.
Are you insinuating that you get the short end of the
bargain?”

“Oh! Hey! Whoa!" Mikhail made funny little
happy noises as she expertly unbuttoned his pants and slipped down
the zipper to free him, no longer befuddled by the technology. “You
are an insatiable little kitten!”

“This was your idea!” She tugged his
pants down to his ankles, where the narrow pant legs got stuck at
his combat boots. He tried to kick them off and only made things
worse as his pants turned inside out, hobbling him at the ankles.
Ninsianna waggled her eyebrows at him with a predatory chuckle. "I
think I like this idea of yours."

“I’m supposed to pleasure you tonight,
not the other way around.”

He fought against the uncooperative clothing
which had been engineered to stand up under the worst battle
conditions including, unfortunately, his wife's exquisite
ministrations. Ninsianna laughed at the specter of her fierce
husband being defeated by a piece of clothing. He would not admit
defeat so readily! He rallied and went on the attack, unbelting her
shawl and undraping it as though he unwrapped a delightful
present.

Ninsianna giggled.

Who needed food when he could feast upon the
visage of her curvaceous figure? He drank in the beauteous contrast
of his pale hand brushing against her olive skin and way her tiny
hairs responded by gracing her flesh with goose bumps. Ever since
he had begotten her with child, her breasts had grown firmer like
sweet, ripe melons, waiting to be eaten. His hands slid down to
cradle the weight of them as he licked his lips and prepared to
take a taste.

“I’m the boss tonight.” She pushed away his
hands with a sweetly malicious grin that dripped of honey and the
promise of pleasures to come as she unbuttoned his shirt. “Tonight,
I will tell you what to do, and then you have to do it."

"Oh?" Mikhail raised one eyebrow. "So you
outrank me now, Brigadier-General Ninsianna?

"Yes," Ninsianna laughed. "Whatever that
means, brig-a-doo-gen-ral. I will give you orders the way that you
do your men and you will obey me! Okay?"

"Yes, Ma'am," Mikhail purred beneath her
salacious touch.

"Right now, it would please me if you would
lay still, Colonel Mannuki'ili," Ninsianna's supple healer's hands
massaged the overused muscles in his neck, his chest, and his
abdomen, slipping around his manhood without touching it to finish
her ministrations down his thighs and calves until his trapped
ankles prevented her from moving further. "You are forbidden to
touch me! No matter how much I tease you, you must not lay a
hand upon me.”

"As it was when you first found me here,"
Mikhail threw back his head and laughed. "Do you not know, wife,
that it nearly killed me to obey your father's wishes?"

"Yes," Ninsianna gave him a predatory grin.
"And I, silly maiden, thought it was because you did not desire me.
But now that I know you do, I shall give you no quarter until you
beg for mercy."

“And what will happen if I disobey a direct
order, Sir?” Mikhail asked. His body felt so alive that it felt as
though he had touched a live wire, although he had no way to
explain that modern analogy to her.

"Then I shall have to administer punishment,
disobedient Colonel," Ninsianna laughed. She caressed his
exquisitely sensitive manhood into an even larger erection.

"Oh, gods!" Mikhail arched his hips up to
meet her touch. "I do declare I enjoy this punishment, General
Ninsianna!"

"Close your eyes and no peeking!" Ninsianna
placed her hand over his eyes. "Now lay back and enjoy it, Colonel.
That's an order."

"Yes, Ma'am!"

Mikhail's flesh trembled with anticipation of
where she would touch him next. Eyes closed, he soaked up the
sensation of heat flowing off of her healer's hands like two live
wires that sang to every nerve fiber of his body, whispering of the
pleasures to come. His eyes shot open again as her lips closed
gently around the head of his manhood, playfully flitting her
tongue down the little hole in the middle.

“My lord, Ninsianna,” his hips arched upwards
into her mouth despite his best efforts to play this game with
dignity. “If you keep administering that kind of punishment, I
shan't last long before I demand surrender!”

“Ah! My sweet Angelic," Ninsianna teased.
"You always recover so quickly. Perhaps I will make you lay still
while you reach ecstasy again and again. I do so much enjoy the
look on your face as you lose control."

“But it was my intent to pleasure you
tonight."

“I’m in charge, remember?” Her golden eyes
glowed brighter. “If you're a good soldier, perhaps I will allow
you to be in charge of round two.”

His belly jerked at each exquisite tug of her
lips against the sensitive tip of his manhood. He fruitlessly tried
to slip off his tightly laced combat boots to unhobble his ankles
and only entangled himself further in the pleasant trap she had
ensnared him in. There was not much he could do but surrender to
her sweet, evil plans to turn him into a quivering bowl of
porridge.

“Yes, Ma'am,” he panted.

Ninsianna cradled his testicles and sent
shivers through his body as she ran her fingernails across the
sensitive flesh, making his hair stand on end and giving him goose
bumps. Exquisitely pleasant little power surges roiled through his
body as she caressed him to a certain level of desire and then
deliberately left him hanging, too close to release to stop, but
not quite close enough to go the rest of the way without her. If
she wanted him to whimper for mercy, he would, but oh! It felt so
good to prolong the pleasure!

Ninsianna gloated as he lay before her naked
and vulnerable, each caress designed to elicit a tremble of desire.
Did she have any idea how much power she held over him? He searched
her eyes, yearning to finish whatever connection his subconscious
screamed at him needed to be completed and realized the eyes which
looked back at him were not his wife's, but older, cynical eyes
which examined every shudder of pleasure as though it was a
carefully calculated chess move. His passion turned cold. Ninsianna
had an unwanted passenger.

"Is nothing sacred?" Mikhail exclaimed. He
sat up and touched the cheek of She-who-is-Ninsianna,
determined this time not to react in anger, but to appeal to
HER fundamental sense of fairness. "Don't you receive enough
devotion from your own husband that you need to intrude upon
Ninsianna's time with me?"

She-who-is-Ninsianna gave him a predatory
grin. Although the features were still Ninsianna's, he could detect
the visage of an even more beautiful, if that were possible,
chiseled beauty superimposed beneath the physical form of his wife.
Was this what it was like for Ninsianna to see her visions?

"And what makes you think she and I are not
the same?" She-who-is-Ninsianna's voice reverberated with
power.

Mikhail wished fervently he had something to
cover his nakedness from this deity who gazed upon him as though he
was a tasty meal. With his ankles hobbled and his shirt pushed down
to entrap his elbows, he was, quite literally, at the goddess'
mercy.

"Perhaps such intimacies are of little import
to you," Mikhail pleaded with her. "But they are to
me. I will serve you, but I will not make love to you. That
gift is reserved only for my wife."

"And what if I do not wish to relinquish my
mortal vessel?" She-who-is-Ninsianna gave him a wolfish grin.

He spoke now directly to his wife the same
way he did whenever she traveled too far into the dreamtime and
Needa fetched him to call her back. She-who-is was powerful, but
what little he remembered about gods and demons whispered to him
that there was always an element of choice.

"It is you I wish to make love to, mo
ghrá," Mikhail spoke to Ninsianna and not the deity who used her
body. "Let She-who-is make love to her own husband, for it
is said he protects her with his immortal existence."

Mikhail sensed something shift beneath his
own subconscious, as though his appeal had reached something
which lurked beneath him, now, as well. What? Was his
marriage some sort of dress-up game for the gods?

"You spurn me, Sword of the Gods?"
She-who-is-Ninsianna hissed. SHE crushed the tender balls of
flesh cupped in Ninsianna's hand until his nostrils flared with
pain and tears welled in his eyes, but he denied her the
satisfaction of crying out. Her eyes turned copper with anger, but
beneath it Mikhail thought he detected hurt and surprise. Had no
mortal ever refused the goddess' affections?

"We are not your puppets," Mikhail said to
HER. "I will defend your mortal vessel with my dying breath,
but I will only make love to her. Not you. Do not
presume I cannot tell the difference."

"Can you?" She-who-is-Ninsianna asked.
"Really?"

Yes … could he? Lately, it had been difficult
to tell where Ninsianna ended and the power she channeled began.
For the first time it dawned on him that perhaps allowing himself
to fall in love with the goddess' Chosen One instead of simply
defending her had not been his wisest decision? She-who-is caused
Ninsianna's lips to curve up in a cruel smile.

"Please," Mikhail begged. "To you this is but
a game, but Ninsianna is my mate. How can you ask me to betray her
love?"

She-who-is-Ninsianna's contemptuous
expression softened. She compelled Ninsianna to caress his
cheek.

"You sound like HIM!" She-who-is said
softly. An expression of tenderness graced those beautiful features
SHE had borrowed. "Perhaps HE is right? Perhaps
sometimes I am a little too much like my father?"

HER lips pressed tenderly against his,
but it felt as though it was not him she kissed, but
somebody else. A spark of electricity leaped between them. That
dark hunger which moved perpetually beneath his subconscious
swelled his heart and forced him to respond even though he knew
this was not his wife. SHE then broke off her kiss, her
expression wistful, and let Ninsianna go, leaving his wife wearing
a puzzled expression.

Ninsianna blinked several times before
noticing she held his testicles crushed in her hand. She loosened
her grip and patted the tender flesh with much affection. Mikhail
gave a relieved sigh. Not only had that hurt, but for a
moment he had feared the goddess would not let Ninsianna go.

“Mikhail,” Ninsianna covered for the
temporary memory lapse by pretending nothing had happened. “You
chide me for drifting off to some other place! But look!
Your little friend has fallen asleep on me.”

He looked down to where his manhood had gone
limp. Apparently She-who-is liked to control the men who served her
by the short hairs. Literally. He did not think SHE was used
to having her champions refuse her affections.

“Get your mind off of whatever weapons
training you’re thinking of and focus on this weapon!”
Ninsianna pointed her finger at his manhood as though scolding a
naughty child, clueless about what had just happened. "Stand at
attention, soldier, and salute your commanding officer!"

He pulled her into his arms. This, he
was certain, was Ninsianna. He grabbed her hand and kissed her
palm, thankful the goddess had granted his prayer to release his
wife.

"Don't you understand that it is you I
love," Mikhail searched for the sweet, beige-eyed woman he had
fallen in love with and not the powerful golden-eyed one who
commanded far more power than she realized, "and not the power of
the gods?"

"I do not understand of what you speak,"
Ninsianna's expression was confused.

"You do," Mikhail flattened her palm
against the scar in his chest. "Do not let HER come between
us again. Please! It is you I love, not SHE."

"But we are one and the same," Ninsianna
said.

"No," Mikhail touched her cheek. "You obey
HER the same way that I obey my Emperor because in the end
we have a common purpose in the scheme of things. But that does not
mean we should give up who we are."

Ninsianna vacillated as though she was not
entirely certain what had happened. Was she aware of how much the
goddess influenced her? Yes … and no. Didn't she have any idea how
dangerous it was to give herself over to a god? The ancient ones
might be powerful, but in a way, so far as he was concerned, they
were little different than a village chief. Some were good, some
not so good, but all had flaws … including the deity who ruled
All-That-Is.

Ninsianna's lip trembled with insecurity. She
could no doubt sense he was less than pleased with her about
something, but the goddess had wiped her memory of the little games
she sometimes liked to play. That rational part of himself reminded
him that it was SHE he was displeased with and not
Ninsianna.

“Tell me what you like and I will pleasure
you," Ninsianna's eyes were wary.

“I need you to love me as much as I
love you.” Mikhail searched her eyes to see if she
understood what he asked of her. By her puzzled expression she did
not. How could she? He’d been unable to articulate the
aching need which clamored for completion himself.

“You know that I love you,” Ninsianna ran her
fingers across his cheek. “You are my husband! I would not have
married you if I did not love you.”

“I know,” he said. “It’s just … it’s just
that sometimes I wonder why you love me?”

Understanding dawned as she realized whatever
had been bothering him since the night of the attack bothered him
once again.

"You are the most beautiful, powerful,
amazing man I have ever laid eyes upon.”

“What if I wasn’t beautiful?” he scrutinized
her expression to gauge the truth of her answer. “What if I was
injured or disfigured? Or the Halifians cut off my wings so I
couldn’t fly anymore? Or I couldn’t remember how to use a sword?
Would you still love me then? Unconditionally?”

Ninsianna frowned as though she weighed each
possibility against the way she would feel should each event occur.
Insecurity bubbled forth from Mikhail's subconscious, screaming
that this was not the way a mated pair was supposed to judge one
another. She spoke the words he yearned to hear.

“Of course I would still love you,” she said
with a not-entirely-genuine smile. “You are my husband. We took a
vow to love one another until death rent us apart.”

The memory niggled at his subconscious, but
it would not surface. Something about her words did not sound
right. He tried to wrest free the memory about why he felt so
uneasy. If he couldn’t feel her and he got sick or injured,
he would….

Ninsianna touched his temple. Reassurance
flooded into his mind.

'These worries cause you great pain. Push
them out of your mind, Mo ghrá. You are not alone…'

The memory that had been trying to surface
receded back beneath the surface.

"Make love to me, my husband," Ninsianna's
expression was tender. "And stop this talk of worries or fear. You
know I love you, do you not?" Warmth flowed out of her hands to
touch the shattered place where once upon a time she had reached
into his chest and touched his still-beating heart.

The instinct receded, went away, retreated
into that part of his subconscious which She-who-is had never been
able to repress, but Ninsianna had because she had promised
him whilst standing at the doorway to eternity that he would never
have to face the one thing he feared more than anything in the
universe.

Not alone…

He shook his head. What had they just been
discussing? His beautiful, golden-eyed wife stared down at him
wearing a worried expression, her talented healer's hands stroking
his manhood to awaken the fire which lived within his loins. With a
growl he lay her down upon the bed, ravenous to feel himself inside
of her. Tasting her lips like a hungry animal, he flared his wings
and prepared to carry her to new heights of satisfaction.
Nobody lay on the other side of the wall tonight to hear them if he
thumped his wings. He did so deliberately just to hear her
laugh.

Ninsianna giggled. The worried expression she
wore disappeared into one of relief. “Ah! The sound of love.”

“My boots,” he complained between kisses as
he tried to kick off his pants, “are stuck.”

“Then you shall just have to make love to me
hobbled at the ankles,” she nipped his neck to whisper in his ear.
“While I milk your sweet manhood for the milk of your desire.”

Electricity surged through his body and
pooled in his loins at such naughty talk. His manhood twanged
insistently for him to shut up and get to the business at hand. The
only thing that mattered was the pure physical sensation of his
manhood slipping gently into her warm, moist depths. She tilted her
hips upward to welcome his length, reaching down to guide him to
her waiting mysteries.

“Tell me that you love me?” Her eyes were
vulnerable, as though she feared he might answer that he did
not love her.

“I love you more than my own existence,” he
trembled with the need to become one with her.

She moaned with pleasure as he pushed inside
of her and hesitated, trembling, until he felt her relax around
him. Desire rang through his body and made his heart race. He
gasped for breath at the intensity of their lovemaking, the sudden
feeling that whatever worry had been weighing down upon him had
been eliminated. She rose towards ecstasy with him as they both
approached the edge together. Her feminine mysteries grabbed his
manhood, milking his essence and pulling him along with her into
that wonderful place where the world did not matter.

With a cry of release, he shuddered into her
as an expansive feeling exploded into his brain and spilled his
seed into her already-full womb. He sensed there should be
something more, but he brushed the clamoring off as an unimportant
worry.

“Oh … my gods … that … was …” Ninsianna
panted. A huge smile lit up her face as she tried to catch her
breath.

“Amazing,” he collapsed to one side, sweaty
and spent. "Ouch! I think I'll be sporting bruises tomorrow morning
where I banged my wings against the wall." He captured her mouth
for a tender kiss.

"Shall we eat that food Mama sent before it
gets too cold?" Ninsianna asked. "If we spend the night here
together, we need to keep up our strength."

Mikhail placed his hand upon the curve of her
abdomen.

"When shall I feel our son or daughter
quicken?"

"Perhaps another month for a first baby,"
Ninsianna gave him a sweet smile. “It’s a boy, you know?”

“No matter what the gender, I shall love it,”
he reassured her. "In my culture, we do not recognize such trivial
differences."

Her fingers moved a stray lock of hair out of
his eyes. "I have missed you, my love. Let us not quarrel again.
Okay? I do not like it when others come between us."

His breath caught in his chest as his heart
skipped a beat. No matter what it took, he would carve more days
out of his busy schedule to spend with her. In his desire to
assuage her fears that some great evil was coming, they had
forgotten how they had come together in the first place. As for his
other peculiar worry … it was unimportant, erased from his mind as
though it had never existed.

He gazed into her beautiful golden eyes,
always amazed at the internal illumination glowed back at him after
they made love. Is it her? Some tiny voice whispered up from
his subconscious? Yes. This was her. His mate. He gently encircled
her in his arms and wings and fluffed out his feathers so she would
not feel the autumn chill.
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Gita

Gita thought for sure the flood-tide had
finally come which would someday tumble their mud-brick house off
the precipice where the Hiddekel River had undercut the steep
embankment. Only the most foolish or desperate lived in this outer
ring which teetered at the brink of collapse. Not even the Chief's
money, spent to shore up their outer wall after the last raid,
could prevent this house from being taken by the river.

Her exhaustion cleared. Somebody pounded at
the door. Had she overslept? Oh … it was rest day. Just what she
needed. To have no excuse to escape her father.

She turned carefully to face the pounding so
as not to roll off the fragile raised sleeping platform she had
built for herself in the eves after the settling walls had caused
the second story of their house to collapse downwards onto the
first some years back. It was just wide enough to sleep on, so long
as she didn't turn over.

The knocking grew more insistent. She'd
better go see who was at the door before it woke her father.

Gita pulled on her tattered shawl, belting it
around her waist like a man's kilt, and skittered down the slender
pole she used as a ladder. The pole bowed beneath her weight, but
the insubstantial ladder meant her father could do no more than
rail at her instead of dragging her out of bed as each night
alcohol fueled his anger. What few implements Merariy could lob at
her fragile perch had long ago shattered except for his drinking
flagon which, even in a drunken stupor, he was far too clever to
crack and deprive himself of his favorite poison.

She opened the door to find Shahla's father,
Laum, standing in the pre-dawn light.

"Can I help you?" Gita asked.

"Is Shahla with you?" Laum asked. He was a
tall man, well-built though not in a burly sort of way, and
handsome like his daughter. He had always treated his daughter as
though she were a possession. It was why Gita and Shahla had always
gotten along despite the differences in their social
situations.

Gita gave him a wistful smile.

"This is the last house Shahla would deign
with her presence," Gita said. She did not add, 'even
when she was still sane.'

"Who is at the door?" a slurred voice mumbled
from where he had passed out face-down on the table.

"It's just Laum, Papa," Gita called, mindful
not to speak too loudly or it would incite a beating. "Come to look
for Shahla."

"Has he brought any drink with him," her
father grumbled. "Tell him to come in and share a drink with a poor
old man."

Gita gave Shahla's father an apologetic
grimace.

"I have no drink with me now, friend," Laum
spoke with the practiced ease of a tradesman used to using alcohol
to lubricate a deal. "But if you would be so kind as to allow me to
borrow your daughter, I shall send her back to you with vat of my
finest mead."

"It will cost you two vats to have
your way with her," her father's voice grew sharp and clear.

Gita turned pink with mortification. This,
too, was one of the reasons she and Shahla had always gotten along.
Laum, of course, did not skip a beat. Wealth had given him a veneer
of respectability, but unlike Shahla's mother, who had been born
into a family with position, Laum had worked his way up in
the village hierarchy through his wit and ruthlessness.

"I just need her to help me find my wayward
daughter," Laum said. "But to compensate you for the loss of her
company on this fine rest day, I shall send her back not only with
a vat of mead, but also a loaf of bread and block of cheese."

The bread and cheese, she knew, was for her.
Everyone knew the only sustenance her father consumed was something
which had been fermented, near-fermented, or the dregs from
somebody else's attempts at fermentation.

"Go, then," her father's speech became
slurred once more. "And be mindful she brings it back and does not
sell it."

Gita darted back to skitter up the slender
pole and retrieve the tattered brown cape Shahla had given to her
after it had become too decrepit for the fashionable tradesman's
daughter to be seen wearing in public. She hesitated, then grabbed
her bow and spear. No matter when she found her friend, she
would not come back here today until after her father passed out
again. Let Laum deliver his promised bounty himself.

She shut the door behind her, mindful not to
slam it and awaken her father who had already passed back out. Laum
looked genuinely worried. The dawn had only recently risen and only
the rats moved now through the rutted alley which served this
little-used section of the village. She gestured for Laum to follow
her before her father woke up and started making more embarrassing
demands.

"Did she fight with her mother again?" Gita
asked him.

"I don't know," Laum said. "When I checked in
on her, her bed was empty."

"What time did you last see her?" Gita asked,
worried. Why hadn't Laum begun the search sooner? "If slavers got
her, they could be long gone by now."

"I don't know," Laum wore an expression of
guilt. "Her mother and I fought yesterday. I did not come back
until just before dawn. I checked in on Shahla first, before
returning to my room. When I asked my wife about it, she said she
had turned her out into the desert."

Gita bit her tongue rather than say something
so outspoken as 'and whose house did you spend the night
at?' It was none of her business. Shahla was not the
only one in her household who was promiscuous.

"Mikhail does not reside in the village
tonight to fly patrol," Gita said. "I shall awaken Pareesa and ask
her to begin a search."

Laum grabbed her arm. "Please, Gita, don't.
This is not the first time Shahla has spent the night out with one
of the warriors. It's just … lately … the only one who asks to see
her is the bastard who claims he fathered her child. Shahla has
caused enough disgrace to my family without it being known she has
begun to sleep around again."

"Did you check Dadbeh's house already?" Gita
asked.

"I did," Laum said. His expression was
fearful. "Dadbeh's father said she was not there. He is a
big man."

Gita knew him. A lifetime of planting fields
and rebuilding other people's levies had given Dadbeh's father a
muscular physique that might rival Mikhail's, but he was also a
gentle man, as solid as the earth he tilled. Laum must have
given grievous insult to provoke the man into threatening him, most
likely over the fact Laum still refused to let Dadbeh see
her. What? Did Laum harbor delusions any other man would
marry Shahla after the spectacle she had caused? Dadbeh loved her
dearly. Perhaps that love could heal her friend's broken mind?

Gita kept her thoughts to herself. Laum would
see his daughter dead rather than allow her to marry into the
lowest ranked family in the village after hers.

"I will check her usual haunts," Gita said.
"If she is not there, I will rouse Pareesa."

Laum grabbed her by the arm, his fingernails
digging into the soft flesh of her bicep.

"If you do," Laum's expression grew hard, "I
shall not give you that vat of mead your father expects you to
carry home. Where will you go, child of no family, if your own
father will not let you back inside his house? To beg residence at
your esteemed cousin's house, granddaughter of Lugalbanda?"

Gita resisted the urge to bury her spear into
the man's gut. Ever since the night of the battle, she had found
herself suppressing an urge to deal with her problems using the
skills Jamin had taught her instead of hiding and remaining
invisible as she had done her entire life.

'I'm invisible…' she chanted her
silent prayer which had kept her safe ever since the day the
Amorites had murdered her mother. She slipped away from the horrid
man and went searching for her friend.

 


* * * * *

 


She found Shahla wandering the desert a
half-day's walk from the village. Her clothing and hair were
disheveled as though she had, indeed, been out on a tryst, but she
had bathed, brushed the matts out of her hair and washed her
clothing. Shahla danced alongside the nearly-dry streambed, no
longer carrying the sad specter of the rag baby doll, and as she
walked she sang as though she was blissfully happy.

"Shahla!" Gita trotted up to her. "Where have
you been? Your father is worried sick about you."

'Or at least as worried as the man is
capable of,' Gita did not speak aloud. Laum had cared enough to
pay someone to look for his missing daughter, which was a lot more
than her father would have done.

Shahla whirled in a happy circle, her
intricately embroidered shawl flaring upwards as though she was a
whirling dervish. For a moment, Gita thought perhaps she was
looking at the old Shahla and something had happened to give
her back her faculties.

That hope was immediately shattered…

"My husband came and carried me up into the
sky," Shahla's eyes glittered with happiness. "Just as I told you
he would."

"Mikhail is Ninsianna's husband," Gita
said gently, not willing to feed her friend's delusion.

"Not him," Shahla's nose wrinkled up
with scorn. "My husband is far more beautiful, with wings so
white they are fluffier than the clouds. And he is wealthy,
too!"

This was a new twist on Shahla's
self-delusion, but there had been so many incarnations of her
friend's obsession that Gita simply went along with it. It was more
important to coax her back into the village where slavers or hyenas
could not get her.

"Dadbeh searches for you as well," Gita said.
"When we get back, let's go before the Chief and see if we can't
get him to override your father's objections? Dadbeh loves
you."

"I am a married woman now," Shahla haughtily
tossed her head the same way the old Shahla might have done.
"My husband is príomh-aire, the brightest and
most beautiful of all the angels. He will come back for me in three
days, after I have done one small task to prove my fealty, and then
he will carry me into the heavens to rule his empire at his
side."

"Príomh-aire?" Gita
repeated the unfamiliar word. "Shahla, the only winged one is
Mikhail, and he is not
your husband. He's just a nice man who tried to
protect you after Jamin hurt you."

"Jamin?" Shahla's delusion
wavered. "Jamin is bad. Although he said he was sorry." She bunched
her shawl to her breast the way she had often carried the rag
babydoll which was now missing. Shahla glanced back and forth, as
though telling a secret. "Jamin said my husband will give me
a new winged baby to love."

Tears welled in Gita's
black eyes. Her poor friend! All these years it had been Shahla
dragging her
out of a bad situation. It was time to return
the favor.

"Come," Gita put her arm around
Shahla's shoulders. "Let's have no more talk of men, winged or
otherwise. It is rest day today. Let us go to the river to bathe
and wash our hair, and then I will brush it for you. Would you like
that?"

"Oh, yes!" Shahla began her happy skip once
more. "I want to be beautiful when he comes for me."

Gita had enough sense to keep her friend away
from where wagging tongues could create mischief from the latest
incarnation of Shahla's delusional rantings. There was no sense in
shaming her more than she had already done to herself, nor did she
wish her friend to rile up the village gossips to disparage Mikhail
on the eve before they were due to travel north to the annual
meeting of Ubaid chiefs. Most of all, she did not wish to see
Shahla hurt Dadbeh's feelings with this delusional talk of a winged
husband and drive even him away from her.

A white-winged man? Of all the delusions for
a crazy woman to have…
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Ninsianna

All around them, dogs barked, kids laughed,
and even the older villagers gathered in a party-like atmosphere to
see off the men who would accompany Chief Kiyan to the annual
meeting of Ubaid chiefs. Ebad's father, the head of the pottery
guild, Rakhshan's eldest son, representing the flint-knappers, Luam
the linen-merchant, and various other heads of trading families
tagged along. And of course, Papa, their shaman, for the Ubaid were
a goddess-fearing people who were cognizant of the fact the mere
whisper of disfavor from She-who-is could turn the weather itself
against them, resulting in floods, pestilence, drought, and
sandstorms.

Ninsianna was surprised at her irrational
urge to cry. She looked up to her husband, fine figure that he cut
wearing one of his newer uniforms and the boots he'd just recovered
that still had leather left in the soles, dark hair, fair skin, and
of course his magnificent brown-and-black striped wings. Mikhail
would be gone for less than a week, but for some reason she felt as
though this would be the last time she ever saw him. She'd wanted
to come, but Papa insisted Mikhail must be seen as their undisputed
military leader, not a woman.

She reached up to push back a lock of wavy,
sable hair that had fallen across his eyes. With his hair grown
longer, he was beginning to resemble one of the Ubaid. His
unearthly blue eyes, which could never be mistaken for those
of the brown-eyed Ubaid, met hers, filled with warmth. Goddess! He
was so beautiful. Her lip trembled.

“Why can't you just fly home tonight?”

She knew it was a purely selfish request, but
after two glorious nights back at his ship, he had erased any doubt
that it was her, and only her, he would ever lay down with,
it had been with much reluctance that she'd allowed him to carry
her back this morning to see him off.

“I don’t think so,” Mikhail lip twitched with
regret. “Your father said the chiefs like to swap war stories until
the wee hours of the morning. This is the best time to gain
cooperation on my idea to expand the mutual aid we already enjoy
with Gasur and Eshnunna.”

The sound a sledge dragging along an alley
pounded flat by generations of feet distracted her from her
worries. Beneath it, Dadbeh had affixed two experimental circular
wooden discs called 'wheels.' Hopefully these ones would stay
together for the duration of the journey instead of falling apart
as most were wont to do upon getting any further than the smooth
streets of the village. Mikhail had brought colorful spider webs he
called 'wires' from his ship and showed Dadbeh how to wrap them
around the contraptions to increase their longevity.

Her husband's motivations for lending
precious tek-nol-o-gee was not purely altruistic. On that cart was
laden a dozen dog-sized urns of the widow-sister's most potent
brew. Beer! The one which had been brewed using barley grown by
Mikhail in the widow-sister's fields. That, alone, would bring him
much good will amongst the Ubaid chiefs!

“Well we certainly don’t want you flying home
after drinking,” Ninsianna laughed. She gave Mikhail her most sexy
'come hither' look and then whispered the seductive word.
"Beer!"

“Ugh,” Mikhail's feathers shuddered with
revulsion. “Please don’t ever mention that word again.”

“What word. Beer?” Ninsianna batted her
eyelashes as though she were the sweetest, most innocent female
alive. She burst out laughing. “If you wish to gain support for
this pet project of yours, not only must you ply the chiefs with
alcohol, but you must also learn to drink along with
them.”

“Don’t remind me!”

All around them the throng of men and
well-wishers pulsated like a living organism and began to move
towards the north gate of the village, carrying them with them.
Pareesa's B-team grunted with exertion as the little slave driver
barked orders to put their backs into it and push the cart
full of beer. No sooner had Mikhail's little prodigy grown into her
command than the Chief had decided to split them apart and send two
B-team members each to one of the allied villages for six weeks so
that they could prove, without a doubt, that no matter how
questionable the skill of the warrior, Mikhail's methods
worked.

Mikhail's face grew serious.

“I don’t like leaving you alone," he said.
"Not even for a day.”

The north gate loomed above them. Just
outside, carpenters worked furiously with stone axes driving wedges
into the two hardwood logs that were the first of many the Chief
had purchased from far upriver, a hardy wood called acacia.
Ninsianna glanced up at the warriors who guarded the gate. Not only
had Chief Kiyan ordered the guard be quadrupled, with constant
patrols on the outer fringes of territory controlled by their
village, but the already the wood was being used to fortify their
gate and make it impervious to future attack. Assur had lost many
warriors during the last battle, but it had also learned from those
losses.

"I think it's much more likely the
meeting will be attacked," Ninsianna said. "Not the village.
And honestly, I doubt our enemies have any more men to throw
against our walls. I suspect we buried more men than exist in all
of the combined Halifian tribes combined."

It was an exaggeration. But not by much.

"I cannot fault your logic," Mikhail said.
"If -I- was launching an attack, there is where I would
strike. You could wipe the leadership of all the Ubaid tribes in
one convenient target.

Which is why Chief Kiyan wanted her
here. Because she and Papa could get word to one another if
either location was attacked.

“I’ll be fine,” Ninsianna reassured him.
“Since that night, I have gotten no more visions of danger from
She-who-is. I promise.”

She straightened out the collar on the
strange, fitted garment he called a 'shirt.' Perhaps she should
have taken the time to weave him an Ubiad shawl after all? So he
would appear less, well, foreign. That was how she would
fill the aching hours until he returned to her again, by weaving
him a proper Ubaid shawl. Yes. With Papa also gone, there
would be nobody to teach her lessons. She would sit with Mama and
do busy work to occupy her hands.

The party-like parade poured out the gate to
the waves of women and the cheers of children.

"Are you coming Mikhail?" Pareesa laughed.
"Or will you renege on your promise to walk with us there
instead of abandoning us to fly?"

It didn't bother Ninsianna that Pareesa
automatically moved into position at Mikhail's right side, as
though she was what he jokingly called her 'wing man,' but her
peculiar cousin Gita stepped forward to stand at his left, a
strange, scrawny, elf-like creature with pale skin and luminous
black eyes. Her peculiar cousin had always made her uneasy, even
when they'd both been little girls and Mama had tried to get her to
take pity and play with her. Ninsianna stared into those black eyes
and shivered. Goddess how she hated the dark!

Gita looked down.

Mikhail's face lit up with, not quite a
smile, for true smiles with him were still exceeding rare, but that
pleased, rather amused expression he always wore whenever Pareesa
was around, one that, oddly, Ninsianna had never found threatening.
It was with no small amount of satisfaction that she noticed
Mikhail turned the back of his wings to her cousin and didn't even
notice her. Thank the goddess Chief Kiyan had ordered their village
to be rid of the peculiar girl by ordering she be one of the
females reassigned to one of the other villages.

"I'll be right with you," Mikhail told
Pareesa. "I promise. I even fetched my other boots. The ones that
weren't full of holes."

Pareesa laughed and stepped back, her new
peculiar sidekick following behind her like a shadow on one side.
Ebad raced to catch up with her. Pareesa ordered him to pick up far
too many of her things and carry them for her, which Ebad, of
course, did. Ninsianna chortled back a laugh.

"What will she do without Ebad to boss around
for the next six weeks?"

"She will manage," Mikhail said. He pulled
her into his arms. “If you need anything, do that mental image
thing you do with your father? I’ll come home right away.”

“I’ll be fine!” she laughed at his worry.
“Go! Go negotiate your treaty. The sooner you leave, the sooner you
can return to my arms.”

She was surprised when he grabbed her and
pulled her against him for a long, passionate kiss, wrapping his
wings around her to shield them from the world. He’d been acting
more normally since their romantic interlude at the ship, but this
didn’t feel like that. It felt … as though he couldn’t bear to be
parted from her. He kissed her until she was out of breath and her
knees grew weak.

“What was that for,” she asked, dizzy with
sensation, when he finally allowed her to come up for air.

“I love you,” his face was serious as he
kissed her one last time. “Don't take any unnecessary risks while
I'm gone. Okay?”

"Okay," Ninsianna promised. And she meant it.
Mostly meant it. Sort of meant it? Oh well … she had never been a
particularly obedient wife.

Mikhail arranged her red cape so that it
covered her shoulders and paused to press one hand against their
child growing in her womb. His eyes were too bright, as though he
held back tears? Perhaps it was just his eyes watering from the
wind? The Chief called to him. With a regretful smile, Mikhail tore
himself away. Pareesa and his strange dark shadow fell into
lockstep behind him, one on his left, and the other on his right,
and then all of his men behind them. Mikhail's army.

Ninsianna pushed back the twinge of jealousy,
not because she worried about the fact there were females in
his group and not just men, for the past two nights Mikhail had
lain those jealousies to rest once and for all, but because
they were traveling with him while she, poor creature, was
condemned to stay at home! Whoever went would came back with
colorful tales related from far-off lands, their purses lighter,
but laden with wonderful goods won in wager or earned in trade.
With the river rearing up to deluge the fields, it would be epic
stories and time spent with family which would carry the Ubaid
through the tumultuous rainy season.

"Move out!" Chief Kiyan called. His shoulders
had a weight about them which had not been there before, a man who
had had his heart torn out by his only living child. She noticed
the way her Papa moved to walk at the Chief's side, as though he
was a little bit fragile.

The procession move through the north gate.
She ran outside behind the last warrior to accompany them and stood
to see them off. Mikhail’s wings flared into the wind. He could fly
there, but except for patrols to look for trouble, he would walk
amongst his troops so they all arrived together. Ninsianna envied
Pareesa and her ‘B-team,’ as well as the female warriors who were
going with the sole purpose of teaching these skeptical regional
chiefs that, yes, in Assur, even their women fought better
than the people of the river's enemies.

Ninsianna was surprised at how sorrowful she
felt. A snot dripped off the end of her nose. It felt as though she
were saying goodbye forever, not just for a few days!

“I never like to be parted from him,” Mama's
eyes were misty with tears as she sniffled and hastily wiped her
nose before anyone would see. “Not even for a few days.”

“Papa’s never been gone for long,” Ninsianna
said.

“You were too little to remember,” Needa
said, “but in the old days, when it was constant war with the
Halifians, he was often gone for weeks at a time. It was hard.”

“How did you cope with it?” Ninsianna
asked.

“You do what you must to get by,” Needa said,
“and then you go home and appreciate what you have. That’s all you
can do. Come. Help me sort through these seeds. Before you know, it
will be planting season again.”

“Yes, Mama,” Ninsianna said. Mama was giving
her ‘make busy’ work to keep their minds occupied.

 


********************

 


Three whole days…

Ninsianna struggled up the banks of the
Hiddekel River with the basket of wet laundry. It was so much
easier when the river was low, the current lazy, and the water
flat. With the waters rising, the deluge now covered their fields
and she needed to be careful where she waded lest the current carry
her laundry away.

She glanced up and realized someone was
standing over her.

"Shahla?"

Ninsianna stared into Shahla's spirit light
using her ability to see, but the goddess had been silent
ever since her time away with Mikhail at the ship. Whatever was on
the young woman's mind, her spirit light traveled away, but
it did not appear dark or jagged the way it had since the incident.
If anything, her spirit light appeared to be pink and happy the way
Yadidatum's often did.

"Come quick," Shahla gestured to her. "Siamek
sent me. Tirdard fell down some rocks while hunting a gazelle and
his leg is broken."

Ninsianna tilted her head, surprised Shahla
was today so lucid. Siamek was in charge of secondary village
defenses with Mikhail and Pareesa both away. They were out
on patrol, she knew. Had Tirdard been with them? With one who was
prone to fits of delusion, she was not certain whether to follow
Shahla or tell her to go away.

“Be kind to everyone,” Ninsianna whispered to
herself. “Even if they don’t deserve it.” It was the mantra her
Mama had made her repeat ever since she was a little girl. She had
started repeating it again after Mama’s little ‘talk’ about her
becoming arrogant.

“Siamek wants you to come set the bone so
Tirdard doesn’t injure it worse by trying to hobble home.”

“Mama is better at that kind of thing than
me,” Ninsianna shifted her basket, eager to get back towards the
village and delegate the task of accompanying the crazy young woman
to somebody else. “We should go get her and pick up a few
supplies.”

“No,” Shahla insisted, her eyes taking on a
bit of a frantic air. “Siamek asked for you. He said you
must come right away! There’s no time to go all the way back! It
will be dark soon. If we don’t go set the bone, poor Tirdard will
have to spend the night out in the cold.”

It was just a peek, the peek she'd wanted to
make ever since Mikhail had reassured her he had not laid
down with Shahla. It was not images of men with wings or rag-doll
babies which filled Shahla's mind, but the gruesome image of poor
Tirdard, lying on the ground yelping with pain, with the leg-bone
sticking through his skin. Ouch! That looked serious!

Ninsianna thought of poor Yadidatum, sitting
home worried because her husband had not come home. It was one
thing to miss your husband because he was at a meeting. It was
another thing entirely to sit home and worry because your husband
had not come home. She would humor Shahla and follow her. The worst
that would happen is Shahla would lead her to her latest bundle of
rags.

“Okay,” Ninsianna sighed resignedly. “Show me
the way.”
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Mikhail

"Come, my fine feathered friend," Chief
Sinmushtal of Nineveh slapped him in the back with far more
familiarity than was appropriate. "You must tell me more tales
about how these female angels of yours smote you in battle!"

Mikhail cringed. He feigned taking another
sip out of the long river reed to pretend he was just as tipsy as
the other eleven chiefs assembled here, as well as their shamans,
major tradesmen, and chief enforcers.

Chief Kiyan grinned and lifted a mug of a
different concoction an emissary that had come down from an
Anatolian tribe had brought, made of a fermented grain they called
'rye.' Nasty stuff. At least he'd had enough sense not to drink
that one for real. Chief Kiyan, on the other hand…

"Do tell, Mikhail!" Chief Jiljab slurred from
Gasur. It was glaringly obvious that every man in this tent except
for him had imbibed ungodly amounts of alcohol.

"She didn't beat me," Mikhail forced
his face to display just enough good cheer that he wouldn't stick
out as the only man who wasn't falling down drunk, though truth be
told he did have a slight buzz even from the tiny sips of
alcohol he'd been imbibing. "She just … almost … pinned me.
Maybe. I'm not sure. I may have let her win because she was my
commanding officer."

"Huzzah!" Chief Dadanum of Qattara toasted
him.

"Huzzah!" the other chiefs all shouted and
slapped their hands in the air.

Mikhail pretended to take another sip.

"And that's Angelics," Mikhail
corrected. "Not angels. I don't know why you keep calling my people
angels."

"That's what our legends call your people,"
Immanu said. Other than his rosy cheeks and pink nose, his
father-in-law did not appear to be all that tipsy. Like him, he'd
approached the vats of the widow-sister's latest concoction with
extreme caution.

"When should I push for them to send
supplies to train these men and not just the men
themselves," Mikhail glanced over at Chief Kiyan. He was amazed
that their parsimonious leader had agreed to host and train so many
men without first demanding recompense of some kind.

"Assur is down many warriors at the moment,"
Immanu spoke low so the other inebriated chiefs would not hear.
"The Chief will wait until the last night, after the Chiefs have
had three prior days to let the idea settle in their mind of these
mutual aid treaties you have just made them all agree to, and then
he will delicately suggest they carry enough supplies to sustain
them."

Mikhail snorted, though it was not a snort of
disgust. More … more that he was allowing the tiny amount of
alcohol he had just sipped loosen his inhibitions about expressing
his opinion openly of how easily it had been to get these men to
agree to help one another after they'd downed two vats of
the widow-sister's happy juice. All day the first day the chiefs
had argued and reached agreement about absolutely nothing. All
night the first night they had squabbled and once broken out in a
fistfight. Yesterday they had woken up hung over and the
negotiations had been much more subdued. The past few hours,
however, not only had the chiefs agreed to limited mutual aid, but
they'd all appointed him to be the commander of an 'Ubaid
Army.'

Oh … joy. Just what he had not wanted!
Ninsianna would be most unhappy he was not done his training
as they'd hoped he would be.

"Tell us about this creature you've battled
on the coin?" Waradkubi asked, the chief from Dur-Katlimmu, a tribe
to the far north-west. "This drag-one."

"Dragon," Mikhail said. "And I've never
battled him personally. I don't think. Actually … I can't remember
much about the dragon other than he's…"

Mikhail stopped mid-sentence.

A sickening feeling wrenched his gut.

Something was wrong.

He attempted to see with eyes and ears the
source of panic that arose from a sensation that his heart was
racing in terror. He stood up, not paying attention to what he was
doing, he knocked three chiefs to the ground as he instinctively
flared his wings. His hand slid to the hilt of his sword against
whatever threat he sensed, but it was not something he registered
with his five senses, but with his heart.

Mikhail searched the calm faces which
surrounded him and realized the source of panic must originate from
someplace else. Chief Kiyan noticed his stricken look and stood to
approach.

"Something is wrong!"

Mikhail turned and nearly knocked down the
chief, reflexively striking out at anything that approached in this
heightened state of awareness before he recognized it was his
friend and chief.

“What is it, Mikhail?” the Chief asked.

Mikhail's nostrils flared. Not here. Whatever
was wrong, it wasn't in here. He rushed out of the tent. Hundreds
of warriors from different villages milled about attending to
mundane tasks, drinking, gambling or telling stories. Crickets
chirped reassuringly in the dusk. No movement disturbed their sound
or betrayed something moving in their direction from the plain, but
the panicked feeling persisted.

Immanu came out of the tent behind him,
followed by Chief Kiyan and Chief Jiljab from Gasur. From the tent
behind him, the other chiefs had stopped their drinking and
demanded answers.

“Son?” Immanu asked. “What do you sense?”

Mikhail looked at his father-in-law and saw
the shaman had a similarly distressed look. Whatever caused that
sensation of pins and needles, Immanu could sense it as well. He
rushed out to the perimeter of the encampment, the place where a
few sentries had been placed as much to keep the peace as to watch
from encroachment from hostile tribes. They were deep in Ubaid
territory.

He glanced up and recognize Pareesa sat here
surrounded by her B-team.

“Mikhail?” Pareesa and Ebad asked
simultaneously. Pareesa frowned. She knew him well enough to
recognize it was not like him to become agitated like this.

Panic was an emotion few had ever seen him
display, but panic was what he felt as he rushed around the
perimeter of the camp searching for the source of his distress. It
finally dawned on him the last time he had felt just such a
pull.

“Ninsianna!”

While in the killing dance of the last
battle, he’d been able to easily find her, but outside that
heightened state of awareness, he had a hard time narrowing down
which direction the threat was coming from. His conscious mind
hampered his ability to feel. He turned to his father-in-law
and grabbed his shoulders.

“Immanu … where is Ninsianna?”

“She’s back home with Needa,” Immanu shifted
his focus from the material realm to the dreamtime to contact his
wife or daughter. “No … she’s not. I can't contact Ninsianna.”

Panic caused his heart to pound in his
throat. He'd felt like this once before … no … even before that.
Recollection of another time he had felt this emotion reached up
from his subconscious like a specter of horror rising from its
grave. Terror. His mother. Screams. He had watched them run his
mother through with a sword.

He looked down at his sword in horror as he
remembered where he had obtained it. In whose memory he
wielded it now to smite his enemies.

"Ninsianna?" his voice came out a strangled
cry. He stared out into the distance. "Immanu! Where!"

Immanu shifted his gaze into the dreamtime,
his eyes taking on some of that unearthly golden glow that
Ninsianna had possessed ever since She-who-is had gifted her with
the gift of sight.

“They’ve taken her," Immanu said. "That way!”
He pointed out into the open plain. “Please! You must save
her!”

With a cry of anguish, Mikhail took to the
air and raced through the sky in the direction Immanu had pointed,
unable to think of anything except the panic which caused his whole
body to shudder. A cold fist crushed his heart as he raced to save
the woman he loved and his unborn child.
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Pareesa

“Mikhail,” Pareesa called to his disappearing
form. She nudged Ebad hard and snapped into combat mode. “Ebad, get
the others. Immanu? What happened?"

"They've taken Ninsianna!" Immanu's voice
came out a strangled cry. He ran back into the tent to shout what
he knew to the other chiefs and came back out carrying his spear.
"Pareesa! It's a trap! I know it is!"

"Chief?" Pareesa asked. "Here's your chance
to put that mutual aid agreement to the test."

Chief Kiyan shouted pleas into the tent. He
was met with resistance from the other chiefs about whose warrior
should be in charge of what. Crap! These men had no idea how to
institute a chain of command. There were too many chiefs …
literally! She didn't have time for this crap!

"B-team!" Pareesa shouted. "Skirmishers!
Follow me! Chief! If you can get these guys to find their
backsides, we're going that way!"

The B-team surged around her as well as the
small retinue of female warriors, spears already in her hand. She
was young, but she had already lead her small group to a
breathtaking victory and everybody knew she was Mikhail's
lieutenant. Warriors from the other villages erupted in chaotic
disorder as everybody tried to figure out who was in charge. Chief
Jiljab stepped out and gestured to the small group of warriors who
had recently trained with their village."

"Go with them," Jiljab ordered. "The rest of
these jokers will get there eventually!"

Pareesa nodded at Chief Kiyan with the
question. "Sir?"

“It’s a trap," Chief Kiyan's expression was
grim. "The only reason they would take his wife would be to take
him by surprise. He won’t be … he knows Mikhail won’t function
logically if they've threatened his wife. You must save him from
himself!”

Pareesa nodded, understanding by he
the Chief meant his own traitorous son. Mikhail's greatest strength
was his ability to step outside of his own feelings. It wasn’t
until the last raid that she’d realized he was also unusually
vulnerable, and not just to being provoked into wielding that other
gift, the dark gift. Although the Chief did not know what she and
Gita had seen the night of the attack, they all recognized
Mikhail’s vulnerability was his love for his wife.

Pareesa had worked hard to master the next
higher level of Cherubim meditations. Although she had not mastered
them, she had glimpsed enough to understand what the killing dance
was all about.

"Follow me!" she shouted to those men
inclined to follow her, understanding that to wait for the rest of
these men to get their act together would mean she would be too
late. The enemy counted on how long it took for the Ubaid to find
their backside with both hands. Let her teach them a lesson on the
new way the Ubaid fought.

She and the B-team broke into a run in the
direction Immanu pointed.

“Bishamon’ten!" Pareesa chanted in the
clicking Cherubim language. "Akuma o seifuku suru! Dōka anata no
chikara!”

She prayed to the Cherubim god to help her
help Mikhail as she motioned the others to follow her in a
lung-splitting run in the direction Mikhail had just flown.

Her need great, she was rewarded by a feeling
of power unlike any she had ever felt before. It was with a curious
lack-of-emotion that she noticed her emotions being pushed to one
side as her five senses expanded to taste the moonlight, feel the
sound of her fellow warriors hearts beat around her, and the
far-off scent of Halifians mingled with something that wasn’t human
carried in the wind from the direction Mikhail had flown. Bow in
hand, quiver flung across her back, she left the others in the dust
as she sprinted across the plain at an inhuman pace towards the
ambush she could taste he was flying into.

Pareesa's heart pumped as she ran at a speed
she would never have thought possible. A conversation they'd had
once during sparring replayed in her mind:

“If you get distracted like that during
battle, it could turn out very badly for you,” she had said
after landing a successful blow.

“If I didn't trust you,” he had
disarmed her and then handed back her weapon, “you would never
get close enough to me in the first place to see me get
distracted.”

The arrow was strung before she even broke
over the rise. She knew... She knew their plan.

 


 


* * * * *


Chapter 100

[image: tmp_0380cb5a31af5dd652f0b33852cf9325_GCr2sd_html_m56edefaf.jpg]

 


November – 3,390
BC

Earth: Mesopotamian
Plain

Angelic Air Force Colonel
Mikhail Mannuki'ili

 


Mikhail

Mikhail’s wings pounded in tempo with the
frantic beating of his heart. Never had he flown so fast, pushed
himself so hard to follow something that was little more than a
feeling. He should have never left her! He should have remained in
the village! This direction wasn't even close to Assur. Why
hadn't her father recognized she'd been taken?

In the distance he could see camp fires
burning in the desert. The closer he approached, the more he could
see dozens of fires lit to meet together in a war party. His panic
only increased as sensed his wife's terror as though it was his
own.

Oh! Goddess! Please! Why had the goddess
never granted him that sense of knowing that Ninsianna
seemed to share with her father? And why on earth hadn't he taken
her admonitions that she should learn that gift more
seriously and tried harder!

Not even the smoke of several bonfires could
mask the new scent which permeated the Halifian encampment
as he flew close to it. It was a scent he would never forget, even
had he not remembered it. Not just Halifian, but Sata’an?
The lizard people were here!

As he flew close he counted seventy or eighty
Halifian warriors, along with a handful of Sata’an lizard soldiers
waiting for him armed with spears and arrows. He knew the Sata’an
lizards would have pulse weapons, but for some reason they did not
use them. Was it because they were not expecting him to react so
soon?

No! The lizard people knew what his people
were capable of!

But they didn't know what she
was capable of! His wife! His beautiful wife who could make her
panic known telepathically! He had felt her! It just wasn't
the clear message that she could communicate with her father.

He sped closer, yanking his spear out of its
scabbard. He'd left his pulse rifle home with her, a weapon
of last resort for her to use to defend herself in case she needed
protection. She'd laughed at him when he'd tried to explain to her
how to use it. Why, oh why, hadn't she taken his lessons
seriously?

He spotted her from the air. Ninsianna
crouched by the fire, her long, raven-black hair glistening in the
light of the campfire against her red cloak. She crouched in terror
between the five Sata’an lizard soldiers. She had never seen such
creatures before except for in her nightmares. Oh, gods! She must
be terrified.

It was the lizards who spotted him first,
having been trained to look up. They shouted warning to the
Halifians to scramble for their weapons and pulled their own pulse
rifles, ready to defend against him.

Ninsianna screamed.

Sword drawn, Mikhail swooped down to protect
the love of his life.

He landed beside her and yanked her into his
arms to carry her to safety. He felt, rather than saw, the steel
blade she shoved into his chest, the blade piercing easily the old
wound where only shattered bone protected his heart.

Pain exploded into his chest.

He looked down. There was a knife? Sticking
out of his chest?

Disbelief said he must be dreaming. His heart
pounded in his ears.

“Ninsianna?”

Confusion mixed with disbelief. Ninsianna had
just hurt him? Why had Ninsianna hurt him? He'd only been trying to
save her.

The bitter taste of blood filled his mouth as
blood exhaled from his punctured lung. The world began to spin.
Mikhail looked into his wife's eyes and saw, not Ninsianna, but the
crazed eyes of a madwoman wearing Ninsianna’s red cloak. Shahla?
Shahla, who both loved and hated him, had just stabbed him in the
heart?

His wings dropped.

He teetered, unable to keep his balance.

His heart pounded in his ears, so very far
away.

His vision narrowed until the only thing he
could see was Shahla's dark eyes staring into his, as though she
was confused.

"Mikhail?" Shahla said.

She stiffened in his arms, her mouth opening,
but no further sound came out.

The last thing he heard before the world
turned black was the faint whistle of a second arrow cutting
through the air.
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Young Lucifer

“He’s a good man, Lucifer,”
Mama tried to reassure me. “You’ll see. You’ll like the home he set
up for us.” She patted my cheek the way she'd done when I was a
little baby and had fallen down and skinned my knee.

“I don’t want to go!” I
pouted. “Shemijaza is not my father! Father is!”

“The Emperor will always be
special,” Mama's face had that expression she always wore when
she'd already made up her mind. “But he is not your -real- father.
Your real father has set up a special home, just for you. Why, he
even has his own genetics laboratory!”

“I won’t go!” I crossed my
arms and pushed away her hand. “And you can’t make me! Father won’t
let me go and, even if he did, I'd ask Parliament to pass a law
making it illegal!”

"The Emperor and his silly
ideas," Mama sighed. "Someday, when you're old enough, if running
the Third Empire doesn't keep you too busy, maybe you can help our
two empires merge back into a single one? The way they were before
your father and the Emperor stopped speaking to one
another?"

"I have a job to do!" I
said. "I'm the Prime Minister now!"

"You are a fifteen year
old boy," Mama shook her finger in my face. "Nothing more. You are
too young to run an empire!"

"I've been beating Emperor
Shay'tan for ten years," I smart-mouthed her. "And -winning-, in
case you have forgotten!"

Mama's eyes turned a dark
blue color I had only ever seen them turn when she was really,
really angry.

"The Emperor saw he was
losing and cooked up this crazy scheme to outwit your father!" Mama
scolded. "Well it won't work! I will turn you over to Emperor
Shay'tan rather than let you do all the hard work of running
Hashem's empire and getting none of the glory! You're a real
prince. Not some puppet prince the Emperor can dangle in front of
his citizens and tell them they have free will!"

"That's treason talk!" I
retorted. My wings flared like a raptor, ready to fly at anybody
who blasphemed Father's name!

Mama fluttered her wings
in an exasperated sigh.

"Oh, Lucifer!" Mama said.
"I’ve already discussed it with the Emperor. He's not happy about
it, but your -real- father promised to let you come visit the
Emperor ten weeks each year, during summer break."

"Why can't I visit him
more often?"

"You’re going to be
attending a –real- school," Mama said. "With other hybrids and
naturally evolved species your age. So you can make some friends.
It's not right, how I've let him keep you cooped up in this
mausoleum all these years with nobody to talk to but Dephar and a
couple of Cherubim guards!”

“They’ll be boring!” I
cried. “I’ve been smarter than you and Dephar for years. Father is
the only one who doesn’t bore me!”

Mama gave me one of those
smiles parents give you when they know something and -you-
don't.

“Your -real- father is just
as smart as you are,” Mama said. “And tall. Just like you." She
fiddled with my hair, licking her finger and pressing back my
cowlick. "You inherited your white-blonde hair and snowy white
wings from him, you know? Along with your beautiful silver
eyes.”

“I am -not- like him!” I
said. "He's … UGLY!"

"He's a decorated war
hero," Mama's expression grew soft and misty. "Once you get to know
him, you'll want to be just like him."

“I want to be like
Father!”

“Please, Lucifer,” Mama
turned and packed away the last of my belongings into the boxes
that would be shipped to our new home in the Third Empire. “For the
first time in fifteen years, I am happy. Couldn’t you -please- try
to be happy, too? For me?”

Happy? I'd tried logic,
threats, and now temper tantrums, but nothing deterred her. Not
even my gift!

Mama had come home from
her rendezvous with Sh-sh-sh…

Bah!

I didn't even want to say
his name!

She'd come home from her
rendevous with her HUSBAND (yuck!) six days ago, so absent-minded
she kept fluttering around the palace instead of -walking- like an
Angelic was supposed to do when inside the Eternal Palace! Poor
Father was heartbroken, moping around the palace as though Mama had
just torn out his heart, while Mama was -oblivious- to how badly
she had hurt him!

I'd pleaded with Father to
not let me go, but Father, it turned out, could be bribed.
Overnight all hostilities between the two Empires had ceased. All
prisoners who'd been captured over the years in the two empire's
wars had been set free and returned. And just this morning, six
treasure-ships Shemijaza had promised as tribute filled with a
precious mineral Father needed to make some kind of weapon had
arrived, a good-faith demonstration that, if Shemijaza reneged on
his promise to let me visit, Father would have the materials he
needed to build a hundred planet-killers and blow up every single
one of Shemijaza's planets.

When I'd thrown myself at
Father's feet, pleading with him to intervene and put a stop to
this, Father looked sad and said it was Mama's choice. She was,
after all, my mother, and Shemijaza my biological father unless he
legally abandoned me. Under Alliance law, the only way Father could
adopt me is if both parents were dead. Father promised if that ever
happened, he would adopt me immediately. He already had the
paperwork all drawn up. Until then, Shemijaza had first claim on
me.

Blah! Blah! Blah! All that
bluster about not letting some monster take away his son, and then
when push had come to shove, Father didn’t have any
teeth!

“Come, Lucifer,” Mama
coaxed. “We’re late for that diplomatic meeting with the
representative from B-Canum Venaticorum-3. It’s a brand new colony
in the neutral zone and they’re seeking protection from the Sata’an
Empire. It’s exactly the kind of diplomatic experience you’ll need
no matter -whose- government you someday run, whether the Emperor’s
or your fathers.”

"That's the Prime
Minister's job," I reminded her.

"And until we leave
Alliance airspace," Mama touched my cheek, "you, my prince, are the
Prime Minister."

"And what about -after- I
leave Alliance airspace," I asked. "What happens to the promises I
make then?"

"Your word will have the
force of law in -two- empires," Mama smiled. "It is part of the
agreement the Emperor and your Father reached. Here, you are Prime
Minister. There, you are a prince. Either way, you will carry out
similar duties, subject to the approval of both
emperors."

Old Dephar introduced me
to the B-Canum Venaticorum-3 delegates as Prime Minister Lucifer.
They bowed, but at first they were skeptical and kept looking to
Father for guidance. Unfortunately, Father was so depressed he
barely paid attention. Mama, on the other hand, practically floated
above the floor without even stretching her wings.

-This- was how Father had
lost so many planets to the silver-eyed man!!! Damantia! I could
see by the way the delegates kept looking at their watch that they
would walk right out this door and do just that … go to Shemijaza,
whose Third Empire was close enough to be annexed, for a better
deal.

If I was to be Prime
Minister, then this was as good a treaty as any to be my first one
to negotiate. I stepped in.

"Gentlemen," I flared my
wings the way that General Abaddon did to look older, "I realize I
may be young,but I have discussed the problem of how to protect
your planets against Shay'tan with General Abaddon and this is what
he has suggested."

The two delegates
immediately began to pay attention. Actually … it had been the
other way around. During our daily target practice, Abaddon had
picked -my- brains, surprised to learn it had been -me- who'd come
up with ideas for some of the stunts Father had asked him to pull
the past few years that had resulted in stunning victories against
the Sata'an Empire. General Abaddon had filled me in on information
Father had never deemed all that important, but Abaddon did. It
gave me a more complete picture of the challenges facing our new
friends, especially this new kingdom they were all terrified of
called the Tokoloshe Kingdom.

I quickly forgot about how
upset I was as the delegates realized I knew what I was talking
about -and- had the authority to negotiate these kinds of things
with them … for real … not just a puppet prince.

I vigorously negotiated a
reasonable trade, raw materials the Alliance needed in exchange for
protection from Shay’tan. I kept hoping Father would notice what a
good job I'd done and decide he didn't want to send me away after
all, but he barely paid attention, grunting his assent as though he
didn't care. Mama was so happy she wouldn't have noticed if I'd
given leave to go cut down the Eternal Tree.

We called in the scribes.
I dictated the terms of the treaty, careful they memorialized
everything we'd agreed to, even the little things Father often left
to a handshake. If this would have the force of law in two empires,
I wanted to be sure everything we agreed to -here- had the force of
law -there- as well.

Just for spite, I included
a few items that were fortuitous to the B-Canum Venaticorum-3 solar
system and Father, but burdensome to Shemijaza. Not a lot. Just
enough to irritate the accursed man…

A sensation akin to
something going 'pop' inside my chest made me gasp for breath. I
clutched that place where Mama had healed the bullet-wound in my
heart, gasping at the sudden absence of that strange hum which had
taken up residence there the day the silver-eyed man had helped my
Mama heal me.

Mama shrieked as though
-she- had been shot.

“Shemijaza!!!”

Mama clutched her heart
and wailed a long keening wail that reverberated through my entire
body.

"Mama?" My heart raced,
terrified. If felt as if a part of me were suddenly …
missing?

Mama fell to the floor,
her eyes out of focus as she gasped for breath.

Father leaped off his
throne and kneeled next to Mama writhing on the floor.
“Asherah?”

The treaty I’d been
negotiating was instantly forgotten.

Mama's mouth opened and
shut, her eyes glazed over with pain.

“Your father has just been
killed,” Mama panted as though she could not breathe. Her body
jerked as though she were in enormous pain. “Lucifer! It is too
late. I cannot heal him. His body has been destroyed.”

Father's eyes turned white
with panic.

“Asherah! Don’t do this!
You don’t have to do this. You are half shipboard Angelic! You can
survive!”

Mama looked past us as
though we weren’t even there.

“They’re all dead,” Mama
cried out. “-You- killed them.”

“No,” Father said. “I did
not give the order. I thought about it. But I did not give the
order!”

“It was a planet-killer,"
Mama whispered. Her eyes grew distant, as though she were speaking
to people who were standing behind us. Not me or father. "Millions
of innocent people. Vaporized. They’re all dead.”

“Please, Asherah,” Father
pleaded. “It wasn’t me! I did not do this! I swear!"

“Alliance ships jumped out
of hyperspace," tears welled in Mama's eyes. "It was Alliance
ships. They said it was Alliance ships.”

"I love you, Asherah!"
Father grabbed her hand. "I love you, so I agreed to let you go!”
Father looked around the room and realized he had an audience. The
air began to charge with electricity, Father's gift, only he had no
place to direct it to. “EVERYBODY OUT!!! NOW!!!”

The Cherubim guard
stomp-stomped out in unison in their terrifying armor. The room
instantly cleared. Don't do what? What was happening? Mama didn’t
have to do what? All I know was Father looked really
scared.

“Call Dephar!” Father
shouted to Master Yoritomo, who was the only one left in the room.
“Now! Tell him to bring the elixir!”

“Mama?” I began to weep.
“Mama? What is wrong?”

Mama didn’t have a scratch
on her, but she acted the same way that –I- had acted the day I’d
been shot in the heart. And I could -feel- it! Or at least the echo
of it. My heart pounded so fast that it felt like I would
faint.

So the silver-eyed man had
just been killed? Good riddance!

Wait? What was wrong with
Mama? And why was Father so scared? Something else must be
happening. Something bad. Was Mama going to be okay?

“Mama?”

Servants rushed
in.

"Bring her to the
antechamber!" Father shouted.

The servants picked her up
and carried her into the little office that was adjacent to the
throne room, laying her to rest upon a settee. Mama’s arm fell
limply off to the side as though she no longer cared whether it was
attached to her body or not.

"Don't go, Asherah!"
Father held her other hand, blocking my view. "Please Asherah! I
can fix this! Don't go!"

Don't go where? What was
happening? Why was everybody so scared?

Dephar burst through the
door.

“I’ve got it!” Dephar said.
“Here.”

Dephare shot me a look of
pure hatred as he handed Papa an elixir. Me? Why did Dephar hate
me?

“Asherah,” Father pleaded.
“You don’t have to do this. Look! I’ve synthesized the elixir of
She-who-is. You don’t –have- to die. You can be like me! Please.
Stay with me.”

He tried to get her to
drink whatever it was he had in the flask, but she
refused.

“You killed my mate,” Mama
hissed at him. “And so you have killed me! When I took him as my
husband, I vowed to never be parted from him. Not even in death.
-You- have kept us apart all these years. I go now to be with
him!”

As Mama spoke, I honed my
‘gift’ to see the images beneath her words and caught an explicit
image of his mother doing … yuck! They had … oh! Double yuck!!!
They really -had- reconciled!

I remembered eavesdropping
on Father's conversation with Master Yoritomo. Father had ordered
them to put spies on the Prince of Tyre to figure out how to hit
Shemijaza and be rid of him once and for all. I looked at Father
with horror. Had Father killed my biological father, knowing full
well Mama might will herself to die?

I remembered all the times
Father had scowled across the galactic chess board, plotting how to
be rid of the silver-eyed man and his expanding string of
rebellious silver planets. What was it Father had said? He didn't
just send an assassin because there had been a complication. My
Mama?

Had he decided it was
worth the risk to keep -me- than to keep my Mama?

"Asherah, please!" Father
held the vial over Mama's lips. "Drink! You don't have to
leave!"

“Get away from me!!!” Mama
hissed at Father. “Get out of my sight.”

Father stepped back, his
shoulders slumped. He backed up to the wall and stared at my Mama,
sobbing.

"Father?" I asked. I was
so confused. Had Father just killed my biological father, knowing
it might also kill my Mama?

“Lucifer,” Mama whispered.
She reached out to take my hand.

Trembling I took that pale
limb, already cold as she willed the life to leave her
body.

“Mama,” I cried. “I don’t
understand. You’re not wounded. What is wrong with you?”

“Your father has just been
killed,” Mama gave me a weak smile. “I can be with him now. Don’t
be sad. It’s what I’ve always wanted. I only stayed in this realm
long enough to give you a chance to grow up.”

As she spoke, her eyes
looked right past me. Underneath her words my gift enabled me to
see what –she- saw. She could see the same room –I- had seen the
day I’d been shot, only instead of empty as it had been for me, it
was brightly lit and full of people. With his arms open, one hand
extended as he waited for her, stood the silver-eyed
man.

No! She was choosing -him-
over me?

“But there’s nothing
-wrong- with you!”

“I’m so proud of you,” Mama
whispered. “All the hope of our people rests with you. You must
shine a beacon of light so they don’t get lost in the dark. You
must make sure we don’t die out before we become
complete.”

“Mama?” I realized Mama
-wanted- to leave me. “Don’t go! Please don’t go. I need
you…”

“Lucifer, my love,” Mama
eyes grew vacant as she whispered, “I will wait for you just but on
the other side.”

As she whispered her last
words, I followed her spirit as it went into the dreamtime. My gift
enabled me to feel her stretch into that other room and embrace the
people who waited there for her there until the last hiss of breath
left her lungs. And then I lost her. The connection was broken. She
was no longer here to follow anymore. She was gone!

“MAMA!!!” I screamed like a
wounded animal. “Please don’t leave me!”

I glanced up at Father,
desperate to have him -do something.- He was a GOD! Why couldn't he
do anything? I realized the moment my eyes met his that -he- was
leaving, too. His body shimmered and turned to stardust as he
chased my Mama into the Dreamtime.

“Father!!!”

I rushed to grasp his
hand, but it passed right through his, no longer
corporeal.

“Don’t leave
me!”

I grabbed at the stardust,
trying to stop him, but soon there was nothing, not even that hum
of power that usually preceded him into the room. Father had just
abandoned me, too?

“Mama?"

"Father?"

"This is all your fault!"
Dephar snarled at me. With an indignant huff, he stormed out of the
antechamber, leaving me alone with my Mama's lifeless body still
lying on the settee where she had just died.

"Mama?"

"Father?"

I stared up at the smiling
visage of She-who-is painted on the wall, the same visage
splattered all over the palace.

"Anybody?"

Nobody came. I sat there a
long time, my wings drooping so low they dragged upon the ground.
Nobody came in to check on me. Not even Master Yoritomo. I sobbed
as I realized everyone who I'd ever -thought- had cared about me
had just abandoned me for somebody else. I cried until I was numb
and could not cry any more, holding Mama's lifeless hand. It felt
as though my chest had been cracked open and my life energy poured
out of an invisible wound in my heart, calling out to whatever
sharks wished to feed upon the psychic blood hemorrhaged out into
the universe.

It grew dark outside.
Because nobody had bothered to turn on the lights in this room, it
grew dark in here as well. I did not move to flip the switch. I
just sat vigil at Mama's body, waiting for Father to come back and
tell me everything would be alright.

Many hours
passed.

At last, the door opened
and someone came in. The man flipped on the light switch so I could
see him. He was an average-looking Angelic, neither handsome nor
ugly, with off-white wings that looked like somebody had taken a
paintbrush and splattered dirty water all over his feathers. He had
the same blue eyes all Angelics had except for -me-, but his look
was pleased, as though he had been sent here on a mission and I was
what he had expected.

“Come, young prince,” the
man placed his hand upon my left shoulder the exact same way Father
did whenever he was pleased and gave me a reassuring squeeze. “I
don’t expect the Emperor will be coming back anytime soon.
-Somebody- has to run his empire in his absence.”

“Wh-wh-who are
y-y-y-y-you?” I choked out between hiccoughs, wiping my face upon
my sleeve.

“I’m Zepar, your new Chief
of Staff,” the dirty-winged Angelic gave me another fatherly
squeeze. “Your adoption became final the moment both of your
parents died. Until the Emperor returns, -you- are responsible for
safeguarding the Alliance. It's my job to help you run it until
your master is ready to resume his rightful place."

"Sh-sh-shemijaza?" I
sniffled.

"Of course not, you dear
sweet boy," Zepar's eyes glowed malevolently cold. "Your -real-
father is a god."
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November – 3,390
BC

Earth: Mesopotamian
Plain

 


Pareesa

Pareesa's heart pumped as she ran at a speed
she would never have thought possible. A conversation she'd once
had after landing a successful blow during training replayed in 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 ruffling a feather.

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

Her arrow was strung before she even broke
over the rise. S he 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-like creatures 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!

“Bishamon’ten,” Pareesa prayed to the
Cherubim god Mikhail had only recently begun to teach her about.
“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 though 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 woman-child 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.

“Bishamon'ten!” 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.

Bishamon'ten 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,
automatically running the lizard demon through the heart to ensure
it would not get back up even though she was certain the creature
was already dead.

The God of War was nothing if not
efficient…

Gesturing an invitation for the human
mercenaries to expend their lives at the end of her sword, Pareesa
mercilessly cut down the human enemies who had the audacity to take
on the Cherubim God of War …
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Angel of Death: A Love Story

(Children of the Fallen)

(A new Paranormal Fantasy series by Anna
Erishkigal)

 


Azrael Thanatos wants nothing more than to
follow in the footsteps of his scientist mother. Sent to study
humans on a wager between the Eternal Emperor and Shay'tan, he has
no idea Earth is gateway to a fiery prison. Far from home, he is
befriended by Elissar, a precocious child with silver eyes. When
Moloch instigates the invasion of Carthage to escape, Azrael
sacrifices his life to snatch his friend from the Devourer of
Children's maw.

Saved by a mysterious goddess, Azrael is
given a new mission. Watchman. Roaming the Earth without shape or
form, he searches for those who would help Moloch escape and drags
them to a prison where only Lucifer holds the key. It's a hellish
immortality, for who wants to serve alongside the Fallen or exist
when no living creature can survive your touch? Haunted by
Elissar's death, he despairs of never finding love or friendship
again as time grinds civilizations into dust. For who would love
Death?

Then one day a child takes his hand and
lives…

Life for Elisabeth is not easy. The Angel of
Death took her entire family the night a drunk driver plowed
through a stop sign and left her in a wheel chair. Azrael is
forbidden to interfere as she bounces through foster homes,
hardship, and grueling rehabilitation. Then one day he is forced to
reveal he is not a figment of her imagination. Oh, how she hates
this angel who has taken everyone she ever loved! She will beat him
if she has to squeeze the life force from her own body! The
invasion of Iraq inspires her to join the Army as a trauma nurse,
unaware that Death has fallen in love with the woman who can defeat
him.

Will she take his hand a second time?

 


Now Available

At all Major e-book Distribution Outlets
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A Moment of your Time, Please…

Did you enjoy reading this book? If so, I
would be most grateful if you would do me the honor of revisiting
whatever distribution platform you purchased it from and leaving a
written review. This book took more than a year of my life to write
working diligently for 5-6 hours each day. Unfortunately, without
the multi-billion dollar advertising budget of a big commercial
publishing house, most independently published and small-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.

And if this book came your way via a gift 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 feel to contact me or leave feedback at
my Facebook page. I love hearing from you and I do write back!

 


Be epic!

 



https://www.facebook.com/pages/Sword-of-the-Gods/266590273421583
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Other Books by Anna Erishkigal

 


Sword of the Gods Saga:

• The Chosen One

• Prince of Tyre

• Agents of Ki (ETA:November 2013)

• The Dark Lord's Vessel (coming
soon)

• The Fairy General (coming soon)

 


Knife of the Gods:

• The Cherubim Queen (coming soon)

• Mercenary of the Empire (coming
soon)

• Queen-Regent of Chaos (coming
soon)

 


Children of the Fallen:

• Angel of Death: A Love Story
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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…

 


View book extras, including maps of the
real-life village of Assur, fantasy casting calls, artwork of the
different species, inspirations, bits and pieces of research, and
exerpts from upcoming books at:

 


http://www.facebook.com/pages/Sword-of-the-Gods/266590273421583

 


-or-

 


http://pinterest.com/annaerishkigal/i-need-a-hero/
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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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Or like her on Facebook:

 


https://www.facebook.com/pages/Caelicorn/261144120697421
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