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.

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

.

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

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

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

.

This book is NOT religious fiction!

.

Sword of the Gods saga reading order:

The Chosen One Omnibus (includes:)

—Heroes of Old: Episode 1x01

—Sword of the Gods

—No Place for Fallen Angels

—Forbidden Fruit

Prince of Tyre

Agents of Ki

The Dark Lord's Vessel

The Fairy General (coming soon)

.

Children of the Fallen series

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

Angel of Death Omnibus (includes)

—Angel of Death

—Angel of Death: A Love Story

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




Dedication

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

.

You are the wind beneath our wings. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Jingu - Empress Jingu is queen of the Cherubim.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Kudursin - is leader of the Amorite slave traders.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Zepar - is Lucifer’s Chief of Staff.

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

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




List of Species

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




A note about time…

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

152,323.11 = November 3,390 BC




The Chess Game Thus Far…


[image: ]



A Synopsis of Book 1: The Chosen One 

and Book 2: Prince of Tyre

.

Mikhail awakens in his crashed ship with no memory of his past. He is saved by Ninsianna, a young woman who can speak to the goddess. With a broken wing and no way home, he is forced to integrate into her stone-aged village, a task made difficult by her jilted lover, Jamin. When young women start to disappear, Mikhail trains eight archers, including Pareesa, a young woman with a preternatural ability to master any weapon, and later the village warriors, including Gita, a peculiar young woman who happens to be Ninsianna's cousin. Leadership does not come easy, and Mikhail's formidable self-control begins to slip under the onslaught of human passions, revealing he has far darker urges lurking in his missing memories than simply his half-remembered mission. Things come to a head when a vindictive young woman, Shahla, claims Mikhail fathered her illegitimate baby. 

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

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

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

Shay'tan is thrilled when his Sata'anic navy discovers humanity has survived on a remote planet, far from his adversary’s nexus of power. Whoever controls access to humans will control the fate of the galaxy. He orders his armies, including the lowly Lieutenant Kasib, to annex the human homeworld, but it's been a long time since hybrids diverged as a separate species. Has enough genetic drift occurred that they are no longer genetically compatible? He orders Ba'al Zebub to find out and, in the process, why not tweak his ancient adversary's nose? Shay’tan knows just the disgruntled adopted prince who’s been having difficulty siring an heir…

Unbeknownst to either emperor, Lucifer cuts a deal with Ba'al Zebub to purchase not just one human female, but hundreds of them. Fearful his adopted father is more interested in winning his pissing contest against Shay'tan than saving his species, Lucifer secretly match-makes humans to other sterile hybrids, including General Abaddon and General Kunopegos while he orchestrates a breathtaking coup d'état. But lately, Lucifer has been experiencing blackouts, leaving even his henchman, Eligor, wondering who is really pulling Lucifer’s strings? Lucifer? Or his sycophantic assistant, Zepar? After Lucifer orchestrates what appears to be his death at the hands of Emperor Shay’tan to incite the two empires to go to war, they torture the coordinates of Earth out of Lieutenant Apausha, leaving Abaddon and Shay'tan to duke it out while Lucifer absconds. 

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

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

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

Ascended Realms

SHE-WHO-IS

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

“It’s your move, uxor mea…” 

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

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

"Make your move," HE repeated.

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

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

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

“You are out of time.” 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Moloch…"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Shoo!"
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November 3,390 BC

Earth: Mesopotamian Plain

PAREESA

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

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

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

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

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

"No!" 

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

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

Pareesa gave an anguished cry.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Pareesa twisted sideways mid-air…

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

The God of War was nothing if not efficient…

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

Earth: Village of Assur

NINSIANNA

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Is too!" a different brother said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

Namhu groaned.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Mama placed one hand over hers. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"How is Namhu?" Mama asked.

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

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

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

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

Ninsianna could not meet her mother's eyes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I will carry my bow," Ninsianna said. 

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

Ninsianna scrunched up her nose and refused to take it.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Hmpf!

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

Shahla grabbed the basket out of Ninsianna's hand.

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

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

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

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

“Okay,” Ninsianna sighed. “I will do for him what I can.” She pulled
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