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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 that 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 reaps those who would help Moloch escape and drags them to Gehenna, a prison to which 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 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 has ever loved! 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?

..

Omnibus Edition contains:

—Angel of Death

—Angel of Death: A Love Story

.

Children of the Fallen is a new paranormal fantasy series set in the 'Sword of the Gods' universe, taking place in the modern day.




Dedication

I dedicate this book to the unsung heroes of war, the medics, trauma nurses and military doctors who forsake high-paying careers at home to keep the men and women of our armed forces alive … while under fire.

.

Thank you!
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Children of the Fallen

Book I.I




Part I

.

Whoever he be …

That gives any of his seed unto Moloch;

He shall surely be put to Death:

The people of the land shall

Stone him with stones.

.

And I will set my face

Against that man,

And will cut him off

From among his people;

Because he hath given of his seed

Unto Moloch,

To defile my sanctuary,

And to profane my holy name.

.

Leviticus 20:2-3




Prologue
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And the Lord said unto Satan,

Hast thou considered my servant Job?

That there is none like him on Earth?

A perfect and upright man…

Then Satan answered the Lord, and said …

Put forth thine hand now,

And touch all that he hath,

And he will curse thee to thy face.

.

Job 1:8-11

.

Galactic Standard Date: 155,525.07 AE

Ascended Realms

.

The two old gods crouched over the spinning Milky Way galaxy; forever locked in a game they called Galactic Chess. So they had done since time immemorial, god and the devil, using chess pieces to move their armies on a galactic scale. 

The elder of the two, an enormous red dragon, picked up a black pawn representing some hapless mortal.

“Black pawn to E-8—" 

Shay'tan moved the piece and watched, eagerly, for his grey-bearded opponent's reaction; his tail twitching like a cat.

"White rook to—awwwhh!" the Eternal Emperor Hashem made a half-hearted move and yawned. 

Shay'tan captured the piece and stared down at the world which was now, technically, his.

“Does something trouble you, old friend?" he craned his neck across the chess board. "You seem rather lethargic lately. Are you ill?”

“I don’t know.” Hashem grabbed a second white pawn. “Things have been going so well since we signed the Armistice over Earth.”

 “Things have been rather dull, lately—" Shay'tan picked up another black pawn, one of zillions. "Nobody warns you how tedious eternity can be when you become a god?" 

The two ancient adversaries stared at the chess board, united in their complete and utter boredom. For three thousand years, their empires had been at peace. Shay'tan flared his leathery red wings. 

"Perhaps we could start a border war?"

"My subjects will never stand for it!" Hashem waved his hand with disgust. "You give them free will and what do they do? They vote you're nothing but a ceremonial god!"

"We get no respect!" Shay'tan belched a puff of fire. "People used to be afraid of the devil. But now? They make you the hero of a paranormal romance novel!"

Hashem smirked. "Dragon-shifters again?"

"Yeah." Shay'tan's scales turned a deeper shade of scarlet. "It makes you long for the good old days when they prayed for us to go after one another."

"What we need is a war of wits," Hashem said.

"Something intellectually stimulating?"

"To pit our armies against one another and prove which god is right!"

"Thousands of planets mobilized, all praying, to us, for victory!" Shay'tan exclaimed.

“Epic battles!" Hashem grabbed a handful of chess pieces. "With Moloch on the prowl!”

"Ay-yee!!!" Shay'tan touched his forehead, snout and heart. “Don’t even -say- that name! It’s all Lucifer can do to keep the bastard locked up in Gehenna!”

Hashem snorted. 

“I told you to never mention that name again!”

"Who? Moloch?"

"No! The other … name!" Hashem crossed his arms in front his chest.

Shay'tan picked up a black bishop and examined it. A prince. His prince ever since Hashem had spurned the piece and cast it off. Much to Hashem's chagrin, he shielded Lucifer from his wrath because he owed someone a debt, and everyone knew a dragon always paid their debts.

“Lucifer is your son," Shay'tan said softly. "Isn’t it time you forgave him? It could have been one of us Moloch seized.”

“Never!” Hashem waggled his finger at Shay’tan’s snout. “This is the one and only time I will admit you were right! No good deed goes unpunished!”

“True.” Shay’tan toyed with the black bishop. “But there was nothing altruistic about your raising Lucifer to be your son.”

“I raised that boy as though he were my own!” Hashem slammed his fist down upon the chess board “—and he thanked me by trying to steal my empire! He should be the one locked up in Gehenna!”

Shay'tan raised one eyebrow-ridge with a bemused expression.

“For a god who preaches forgiveness, you sure know how to hold a grudge.”

Hashem turned away, his arms crossed. A rare scowl marred the face he took great pains to manifest as a kindly, fatherly one.

“I’ll tell you what—” Shay’tan banished the black bishop back to where it could do no further harm—Earth. “Let’s pick a random subject and bet on how they'll react to something. Whoever bets the closest, wins?”

Hashem rolled the white pawn he'd been toying with between his thumb and forefinger.

“Wins what?”

“How about that resource planet we keep squabbling over?" Shay'tan's snout turned up in a fang-laden grin. "If I win, you'll let me pillage it. If you win, you can see what naturally evolves."

Hashem tossed the white pawn into the air and caught it; his bushy eyebrows furrowed in thought as he examined the map of the galaxy.

"Who will we bet on? And what will we get them to do?”

“Why not that pawn you're holding?” Shay’tan pointed to the chess piece. “Who does that represent, anyway?”

“Oh? Hah!” Hashem's bushy eyebrows rose with delight. “That's a young scientist I’ve been nurturing! His mother is a fierce proponent of natural evolution.”

“What would happen if you sidetracked him from the science academy for a year and stuck him in the military?” A knowing grin lit up Shay'tan's snout. “Get him out of the ivory tower, so to speak. I’ll bet you that planet if you throw him into the real world, he won’t be so hands-off.”

“He’s just a boy.” Hashem studied the pawn. “Barely sixteen cycles. I’ll need to send him to basic training first so he doesn’t get himself killed.”

“You’re his god—” Shay’tan rumbled. “Tell him you're sending him on a secret mission to Earth?”

“Earth?" Hashem glanced at the accursed black bishop. "You know the terms of the Armistice. No one goes in, and no one comes out unless they ascend out of there on their own power. Even if we agree, Lucifer will never stand for it."

"You're entitled to one observer," Shay'tan said. "Pull your regular guy out, stick your pawn in, and then one year from today our wager will end. Lucifer will be none the wiser."

Hashem toyed with the little white pawn.

"I don’t even know what’s going on there right now," Hashem grumbled. "Human behavior baffles my observers and the General is too busy to babysit them.”

“Why it’s war, of course!” Shay’tan smirked. “Warlike little buggers, those humans. The Phoenicians wage war against the Carthaginians; the Carthaginians battle the Sicilians; the Sicilians harass the Romans and the Romans are at war with the Phoenicians. "

“So we’ll, what?” Hashem said. “Pick a war? Drop our guy into the middle of it? And tell him he can’t interfere?”

“Exactly!” Shay’tan's eyes sparkled with excitement. “The first thing that bothers him enough to report back to his commanding officer, you’ll order him to observe it, but not to interfere. No matter what! If he breaks protocol, I win. If he lets the subject go down in flames, then you win.”

Hashem looked down at the pawn. A budding scientist who would one day further the interests of the Alliance. A young man with a unique genetic profile he had gone through unprecedented lengths to procure. A subject who might be tainted by the knowledge he'd been forced to come out of his ivory tower and eat his hat when it came to humans and the malignant deity imprisoned within their home world; knowledge both emperors had gone out of their way to erase from the history books and deny.

On the other hand, he felt so bored he wanted to scream…

“It’s a bet,” Hashem said. “White pawn to Zulu-3.”

He plunked the little white pawn down into the middle of the chess pieces guarding Earth.
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And the daughter of Tyre

Shall be there with a gift;

Even the rich among the people

Shall entreat thy favor.

The King's daughter is all glorious within;

Her clothing is of wrought gold.

.

Psalm 45:12-13

.

Earth: 311 BC – Carthage

.

Death from above. That’s how the 101st Angelic Air Force 'screaming eagles' thought of themselves. Avenging angels sent in whenever the Emperor needed to hit the enemy hard and hold ground until the Alliance military could establish a base. It was funny how staring death in the face made you appreciate the little things in life, like Mom’s terrible attempts at home-cooked meals, or the way his pesky little sister followed him around like a shadow. 

Especially his little sister. 

He missed her the most.

“Private Thanatos—” a voice called into the communication unit pressed into Azrael's ear. “Have you found the source of the energy signature?"

"I've found no unauthorized technology." Azrael glanced at the rising sun. "Are you sure these are the right coordinates, Sir?"

"It's broadcasting from inside General Hanno's house," the radio squawked. 

"But it's almost sunrise."

"You know the terms of the Armistice. Keep looking until you find what's sending that signal."

"Yes, Sir," Azrael grumbled. Some idiot must have dropped their device, and now he was stuck here, waiting to steal it back from whatever human had picked it up and was playing with it because the Armistice prohibited giving humans any technology they hadn't invented themselves.

He crouched down on the roof, trapped until nightfall since, the moment he took to the air; people would spot his ten meter brown wingspan. Why had Eternal Emperor sent him to study this planet? A cadet fresh out of the science academy? What had, at first, seemed like a dream assignment: the chance to study the fabled origin of their species, had quickly turned into a great big, tedious nothingburger.

On the streets beneath him, Carthage woke up. The city had more than three hundred thousand inhabitants, every single one of them forbidden to know they were being monitored by aliens from outer space. The hot Mediterranean sun pounded down on his dark brown feathers, gathering up solar photons and turning his wings into an oven. He spread them wide, panting from the heat. He tilted up his canteen and stuck his tongue out to lick the last drop.

What he wouldn't give for an extra ration of water!

In the courtyard beneath him, a statue stood in the middle of a fountain. Carved from rock in the shape of a man with the head of a bull, its eyes glittered as the sun reflected off of a pair of priceless, ruby-inset eyes. From an outstretched hand, water poured out of the statue's palm. It cast its cool scent up onto the roof: taunting him, tempting him.

If they see me, will anybody believe them?

No! The Eternal Emperor himself had ordered him to never interfere! 

The sun grew hotter. The fountain beckoned. Flies buzzed around the mud he had smeared through his feathers to camouflage his appearance; mud which, now that sat, perched, upon the roof baking in the heat, smelled faintly of goat dung.

His skin crawled as insects burrowed into the soft flesh beneath his feathers. 

“Bugger!”

The urge to fly became almost overwhelming. 

He stared down at the bull-man, the way the mist cast a rainbow within the water which fell from the statue's outstretched hand into the sizeable pool of water, just perfect to take a bath.

The washerwoman just left. If you take a dip quick, nobody will even know you are here. 

He fought his thirst, reminding himself that the Emperor had chosen him to complete this important mission. He couldn't just swim in the fountain; he was conducting surveillance on Carthage's de facto king. He was supposed to remain unseen. He was…

Crawling with sand fleas!

Argh!

He flapped his wings, desperate to shake off the blood sucking parasites. He could almost hear his little sister taunting: 'Azrael has cooties! Azrael has cooties!' 

He moved to the edge of the roof to scratch his wing against the coarse stone edge. 

“I see you,” a little voice chimed.

Azrael froze as his universal translator rendered the words.

“Are you really an angel?” 

A small face peered up at him from directly beneath the roof. She had curly blonde hair; flawless, porcelain skin, and the most compelling silver eyes he’d ever seen…

A sense of panic raced into his blood. He'd been spotted by a human?

Now what? What should he do?

Lie!

“No—" his voice warbled. "I'm just a figment of your imagination.”

“Then why are you up there on the roof?” she asked. “Do you have a broken wing?”

“No. I’m fine!" he forced his voice to sound gruff. "Now go away."

The little girl scurried over to a ladder and climbed up onto the roof like a precocious little monkey.

He searched for an escape route, desperate to avoid detection. He couldn't fly. If he did, three hundred thousand Carthaginians would see his brown wings silhouetted against the clear blue sky. His orders were clear. They must not let humans know they were under surveillance. The mere sight of an alien could alter the course of human evolution. All because he, a private, fresh out of the Angelic Air Force Academy, had allowed himself to be irked by a tiny insect!

The little girl clapped her hands together with delight.

 “You really are an angel!” she rushed towards him like an excited puppy. “Can I touch your wings?”

“No—” he backed up, praying she wouldn't raise the alarm.

“Don’t worry," she said. "I won’t hurt you. Would you like something to eat?”

The scent of baking bread wafted up from the kitchen. Azrael's stomach rumbled.

“Please,” he croaked. “I’d love some water.”

The little girl tilted her head as he spoke in Galactic Standard, and then as his universal translator repeated his words in the local Punic language.

“Uisce … water,” she said. “Hey? I know that word!"

Azrael flared his wings with surprise.

“You speak my language?”

"Yes. Labrhaionn tu means you speak—” she beamed proudly. “My tutor said it’s important I learn the language of heaven so I can someday become a priestess."

"A priestess?"

"Yes. For any god but Moloch!”

She pointed at the bull-man whose statue lurked in every courtyard in this city. Another myth...

…who watched with malevolent, ruby eyes.

“What’s your name?” Azrael asked.

“Elissar—” her eyes sparkled silver with pride. “After my great-grandmother who founded this city. Papa insists I learn the same things a son would learn even though I am just a girl.”

“Why would it matter if you are female?"

“Why—?” Elissar scrunched up her nose. “I don’t know. Just … because.”

“Because why?"

“Because everybody says so."

“That’s not how we do it on Haven.”

"Can you tell me about heaven?"

"No."

Elissar tugged at one of his long, dark primary feathers. 

“Can you fly?”

“Stop that!” Azrael tucked his wing over the edge of the roof where she couldn’t reach it. “You’re not supposed to touch me. How do you know I won't bite?”

“You look too kind to bite.” Elissar gave him the exact same patronizing grin his little sister used whenever she was being a pest. “Besides, you’re an angel. You’re supposed to be one of the good guys.”

“How do you know about Angelics?"

“My great-grandmother was queen of Tyre until her brother killed her husband, so she fled here and founded Carthage. Tyre was founded by an angel."

"Really?"

"His name was Lucifer. He’s my ancestor, too.”

Azrael sputtered.

“You're related to the Eternal Emperor’s son?”

Thirty-two hundred years ago, the Emperor’s adopted son had gone missing. Rumor claimed he'd staged a coup d’état, an allegation both Emperors adamantly denied, but Lucifer's diplomatic flagship had been named ‘Prince of Tyre.’ 

Azrael scrutinized the child. Unless Lucifer had evolved enough to ascend to Archangel status, he would have died 2,500 years ago, along with the all the other Fallen; long before this city had been built. But the child bore an uncanny resemblance to the photograph which stood in Parliament. Right down to her eerie silver eyes.

"What can you tell me about this ancestor—?"

"Elissar?" a voice interrupted from the courtyard. 

Azrael flattened himself against the rooftop.

"I'm here, Mama!"  The child bolted to the edge of the roof. "Guess what I found?”

One dark wing remained draped over the edge of the roof, in clear sight, only marginally disguised by mud. 

"How many times do I have to tell you to stay off the roof?” the mother moved to the bottom of the ladder.

Azrael gave the child a pleading look.

“I saw a great big bird—” she pointed in the opposite direction. “Over there.”

The mother looked.

Azrael yanked his wing up and pressed it against his back.

“I don’t see any bird,” the mother said. “Now please, come down. Papa is joining us for supper tonight.”

“Papa’s coming?” 

Elissar rushed to the ladder, pausing to give Azrael a fetching smile that so reminded him of his little sister, it gave him a pang of homesickness. She clamored down the ladder.

"You and your imaginary friends!" the mother said. "I didn’t see any bird.”

“Funny—” Elissar gave Azrael a conspiratorial wink. “I could have sworn I saw wings.”




Chapter 2


[image: ]



Did we take them wrongly for a laughing stock?

Or have our eyes missed them?

.

Qur'an, Ch.38, v.3

.

Dwarf Planet Ceres - 311 BC

Dual-Empire Base

.

Ceres Station was a subterranean military base dug deep within a dwarf planet in the asteroid belt which orbited the Sol system one planet removed from Earth. For reasons known to only to the two immortal emperors, not only did it house the Alliance, but it was also served as a joint-base for the Royal Sata'anic Navy.

Azrael stood at attention and tried not to cower in front of his furious, ten foot long, eight-legged Spiderid commanding officer. Like most insectoids, Major Skgrll's exoskeleton served as a form of terrifying natural armor. All eight of his compound eyes glowered at Azrael.

“I can’t go back there!” Azrael's wings drooped. “They know I'm watching them.”

“Did anyone come out to challenge you?” his commanding officer asked.

“No, Sir,” Azrael said. “I remained hidden until nightfall.”

“Did you have any other human interaction?” 

“Just Elissar, Sir, um, I mean the child. She brought me some water.”

The Spiderid leaned closer, making Azrael painfully aware of his own, goat-shit impregnated stench.

“Water?” the ten-foot spider's voice rumbled.

"Yes, Sir." Azrael tugged at his uniform collar which, despite being too large for his slender frame, had suddenly become unbearably tight. “I might have mentioned I was thirsty?"

Snickers erupted from the rest of the crew. Ensign Zarif, a Sata’anic naval officer he’d grown friendly with, flicked his transparent inner eyelids, the equivalent of a lizard-person rolling his eyes.

"And did she exhibit any further knowledge of Alliance vocabulary?”

“She gave me some bread,” Azrael confessed. “She knew it was called ‘aran,’ as well as that fruit the Emperor likes so much. Olives.”

“What else did she feed you?” Skgrll's voice rose sarcastically.

“They have this really flavorful meat called chicken.” 

He shot his commanding officer a sheepish grin. 

“And did you eat this meal alone?”

“Not exactly.” Color flushed his high, pale cheeks. “She, um, brought company."

Major Skgrll's feathery palps widened into an ear-splitting roar.

“I thought you said she didn't alert anybody to your presence!”

All of the other soldiers stopped whatever they were doing and edged closer so they could eavesdrop on his humiliation. Azrael felt as though he'd just stuck his foot into a trap. A foot that practically swam in his too-large Angelic combat boots.

“Not so much anybody—” Azrael hemmed with mortification. “More … playmates.”

“Other children?”

"No."

"So who did you spend your afternoon with?"

Azrael whispered, praying the other crewmen wouldn’t hear.

“Dolls.”

“You sat on the roof of this girl's house and played with dolls?!!”

‘Dolls dolls dolls dolls’ echoed through the cavernous launch bay loud enough for the entire galaxy to hear. Laughter erupted as every man on the base heard that he, Azrael Thanatos, a lowly private, had just spent the afternoon playing dolls with an eight-year-old girl.

“Yes, Sir,” Azrael's heart pounded in his ears. “I figured it was better than letting the entire city know I was there.”

Three Leonid multi-purpose fighters, the toughest of the tough, elbowed each other in the ribs. One grabbed the afterburner he was repairing and pantomimed cradling a baby-doll while the second grabbed a small cylinder and, pinky-claw outstretched, pretended to take a sip out of a cup of tea. The third flicked a paw in Azrael’s direction in the universal symbol of a man who enjoys relations with other men.

Ensign Zarif doubled over, slapping his haunches as he tried to catch his breath. Throughout the launch bay, every crewman in two empires laughed.

If only he could evaporate into a black hole right this instant! Why in Hades had the Emperor requested that he, a nerd from the science academy with no prior military training whatsoever, go on this mission?

Azrael fought back tears.

“Maybe you should send someone more qualified?” he mumbled. “I’m just a private. I’m not very good at this sort of thing.”

“I already requested that—” Major Skgrll glowered with all eight eyes. “Several times. But for some reason both emperors insist that you, and only you, are qualified to complete this mission! Do you have some secret qualifications hidden beneath the act of a bumbling idiot I should know about?”

“No, Sir.” Azrael stared down at his too-large combat boots. Major Skgrll had spat puppies upon learning he'd been ordered, from the top of the food chain, to micromanage a wet-behind-the-ears, under-age private.

“The Eternal Emperor himself just ordered that you are to be sent back to Earth as soon as you delouse the sand fleas out of your wings—” Skgrll bellowed loudly enough for the entire base to hear “—and continue your reconnaissance of General Hanno’s household. Do you understand that, Private Thanatos?”

“Yes, Sir.” Azrael gave a weak salute.

“And furthermore,” Major Skgrll shouted. “You are ordered to remain hidden and not to interfere! That order came directly from the Emperor!”

“What if, um—” Azrael shifted his weight from one foot to the other “—what if the little girl wants me to play dolls again?”

“Then you will do whatever it takes to earn that child’s trust so you can pump her for information about what in Hades is broadcasting that energy signature! Including, if it keeps her quiet, playing dolls!”

The crew burst into laughter. One Leonid soldier kissed his afterburner baby doll. The other two sat on their haunches and pretended to scratch behind their ears as though they were dogs loaded with fleas.

Azrael's face turned purple with mortification.

"Dismissed!" the Major gave Azrael a brusque salute. He marched away, his eight spiny legs clacking in a frustrated tempo. 

Azrael hurried away so the others wouldn’t see his tears. 

“Hey, Az!” Ensign Zarif trotted to catch up, his tail bobbing behind him. “Wait up!”

“What do you want?” Azrael burst out. "To tease me, too?"

"No." Zariff tasted the air with his long, forked tongue. “Don't pay them no mind. They’re just a bunch of jarheads.”

“Why did he have to yell it for the whole base to hear? I didn't ask to be sent out here! You have no idea what it’s like, not fitting in!”

“You’re right.” Zarif said. “I’m one of six hatchlings from a single clutch, from a mother who’s laid dozens of similar clutches, from a father with three wives. But I do know what it’s like to have one of your own brothers embarrass you.”

“Why did the Emperor even give me this assignment?" he sniffed. "I’m just a geek from the science academy. If he’d asked me to study amoebae, I could understand. But to just watch? And do nothing? Why?”

“The gods work in mysterious ways.” Zarif touched his clawed hand to his forehead, his heart, and then his lips. “Shay’tan be praised. Perhaps it’s some sort of test? Our emperor loves tests. Maybe yours does as well?”

“More like a big fat wager,” Azrael scowled. “I’ve heard about Shay’tan's bets.”

“Maybe he’d like to promote you to some other position," Zariff said, "and wants to see how you’ll perform under fire?”

“At least that would mean the Emperor isn’t being sadistic," Azrael sniffed. "I don’t think I could bear it if he went around toying with people.”

The lizard-man's serpentine eyes grew serious.

“I don’t think they mean to be cruel,” Zarif said. “They're immortal. They don’t stop to think about how using mortals as pawns upsets our lives.”

“Well I hope there’s a reason he sent me out into the middle of nowhere," Azrael said. "I don’t even know what I’m supposed to be doing!”

“Sure you do,” Zarif said. “Major Skgrll just told you. Watch how people act and don’t interfere. If that doesn’t sound like an anthropological experiment in the making, I don’t know what is.”

“Oh?” Azrael's wing's perked up with interest. “You think I was sent here to observe? For scientific purposes?”

“You are from the science academy, nimrod!” Zarif slapped him on the shoulder. “Send a budding scientist whose mother is an expert in studying pre-sentient species to replace the jarheads to observe behavior? Sounds like a post-doctoral fellowship to me.”

“Hey? How’d you know my mother is an expert in her field?”

“Um…” The lizard man fiddled with the button-band of his uniform. “Word gets around.”

“What word?

“They’re, um, saying…" he trailed off. "They're saying the only reason you got this assignment is because your mother pulled strings with the Emperor.”

Anger boiled up in Azrael’s veins and dissipated. Now that made sense. His mother had always kept him and his little sister firmly under the protective arc of her enormous white wings. She’d homeschooled him while out in the field, collecting data, so he’d get into the science academy years ahead of his peers. It would explain how he, a mere cadet, had suddenly been sidetracked to where the action was. The Emperor wanted him to follow in his mother’s footsteps.

And so did he!

A smile lit up Azrael's face as he resumed his hurried pace, trying hard not to flap his wings lest he float through the halls.

Notebooks. Pencils. Something to act as a reward… 

“Thanks, Zarif!" he called out. "I know what I’m supposed to do!”
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And he said, take now thy son,

Thine only son Isaac, whom thou lovest …

And offer him there for a burnt offering…

.

Genesis 22:2

.

Carthage: 311 BC

.

“Daddy says Bormilcar isn’t to be trusted.” Elissar's curls surrounded her rosy cheeks like a golden penumbra as she handed Azrael a flatbread to feed his doll. “Mommy thinks I’m too young to understand, but she’s really worried.”

Azrael glanced down to ensure his recording device caught their conversation. Elissar was a wealth of information about the inner politics of Carthage, the various political factions, their family dynamics, as well as those of the surrounding empires. The child was like a sponge, drinking up whatever gossip the adults around her foolishly presumed she was too young to understand and making her dolls chatter about the political intrigues of generals and kings, economics, and the movements of armies.

“Why?” Azrael pretended to play nursemaid to his crude wheat-stalk doll, wrapping a bandage around its leg. Thank the goddess none of his barracks-mates were here to observe him playing dolls with a precocious eight-year-old. Especially because, truth be told, he enjoyed her company more than theirs.

“Agathocles … that’s the Sicilian general.” Elissar tied a tiny rag sling onto her own doll's arm. “Daddy says he’s too wily to stay contained with a simple blockade. But Bormilcar insists we'll be safe if we just pray to the old gods for salvation.”

“The old gods?” Azrael glanced down at the statue of Moloch which dominated the family compound. “You mean that old god?”

“Nobody in their right mind really worships Moloch,” Elissar said haughtily. “We keep a statue of him in our yard because it’s expected. My tutor taught me the real history of our ancestors who came here from Tyre.”

“And what was that?” Azrael hoped to get something on cassette since Major Skgrll kept denying his requests for enough security clearance to learn more about the real reason for the armistice.

“My ancestor,” Elissar said. “The one who was like you? He helped lock Moloch in hell. Hezekiah says we’re supposed to protect our cities from Moloch! Not sacrifice the children of slaves to him.”

“Wh-wh-what?” Azrael sputtered.

“Oh … everybody does it,” Elissar nonchalantly splinted her dolly's leg. “The little boy you sometimes see? The one Mommy won’t let me play with so I don’t get attached to him? He’s my Moloch-brother. Daddy bought him from a slave woman so he’d have a son to sacrifice the next time the citizens get nervous about some military campaign.”

Azrael’s eyes widened in horror. His mouth opened, but no sound came out. A shudder of revulsion rustled through his feathers, communicating to his observant young research subject that what she'd just said was not acceptable.

“All the noble families do it.” Elissar's lips trembled as she realized she must have said something wrong. “Otherwise, the priests would expect them to sacrifice me.”

“Elissar!” Azrael flared his wings to their full 30-foot wingspan. “That’s … just … wrong!!!”

“But all the gods demand sacrifice!” Elissar squeaked.

“God doesn’t want those kinds of sacrifices!” Azrael shook with anger. “Not even the child of a slave!”

Elissar clutched her doll to her chest as though she expected to be beaten. Tears sprang to her silver eyes. Azrael realized he was acting like a bully.

“I’m sorry—” he tucked his wings against his back. “It’s just that you humans have some really strange ideas.”

“You sound like my tutor," Elissar said. "Hezekiah warned me to never tell anyone he thinks the same things that you do. Not even my father.”

Why would a tutor risk shaping the ideas of such a young student when one slip of Elissar’s tongue would get him killed. For that matter, why did he trust Elissar to do the same thing? One word would have archers hidden in the courtyard before dawn. General Hanno was their nation-states highest ranking military leader and Azrael was essentially a spy. And yet the child remained silent, even though she understood what spying was and how it undermined empires. She understood he played with her because he was here to observe, and yet she knew the difference between his observations and the washerwoman she’d turned in for eavesdropping when her father discussed naval blockade strategies with his admirals.

“Your tutor is right.” He gave his most disapproving look.

“I’m sorry,” Elissar wept. “Please don’t go away! You’re the only friend I have.” Her tearful eyes were those of a child forced to become wise before her time. She was only eight years old!

“This Hezekiah sounds like a wise man,” Azrael said. “But you must never repeat the things he teaches you to anyone but me, or the bad men who kill children will have him killed, as well.”

“Hezekiah says one day I’ll marry a powerful nobleman,” Elissar said. “He hopes I’ll influence him to get rid of Moloch as the patron god of Carthage. Then children won’t need to be scared their parents will sacrifice them if they’re disobedient anymore.”

Azrael realized Hezekiah planted seeds of political change that would not flourish for decades, until Elissar matured enough to start wielding influence of her own. Who was this tutor?

“You’re just a child,” Azrael stared at his makeshift doll. “It’s wrong to force you to grow up before you’re ready.”

Guilt sat like rotten meat in his gut. He also used her, pretending to be her friend so he could pump her for information.

“But that’s what’s expected of me,” Elissar said. “None of the other nobles have daughters. They sacrificed them in return for favors from the gods. Mommy said it’s so they don’t have to pay the dowry to get rid of them. It’s why … it’s why you’re the only person who will play with me!”

Azrael realized he was no better than the humans! Exploiting a child for his own gain! She thought of him as her friend, while he deliberately tried to maintain his scientific impartiality by simply referring to her as ‘the subject.’ Well … it was all a lie. Truth be told, Azrael looked forward to the time he spent with her and had begun to agonize about how much he would miss her once this assignment ended. He clicked off his recorder.

“Come here.” Azrael held out his arms. Elissar crawled into his lap, bleating like a lost little sheep, every bit as heartbroken as his little sister had been whenever he'd been cruel to her.

“I’m sorry I frightened you.” Azrael's heart filled with a feeling of protectiveness. “I would never hurt you. It’s just … your tutor is right. You shouldn’t worship the bull-man. Ever. He’s the most evil creature the universe has ever known.”

“Do you have stories of him?”

Azrael wasn’t supposed to divulge information that would interfere with human evolution. On the other hand, Elissar already had a source of information, the elderly tutor who came each morning to teach her reading, rhetoric, and reason. He would plant a listening device and shadow the man home. In the meantime, since his own knowledge was little more than legend, he’d tell her a story.

“Once upon a time, there were two gods. Ki … a goddess of chaos. And Moloch … a god of creation. They were married…”

“And lived happily ever after?” Elissar asked. Her face was eager with curiosity as she snuggled into his lap the same way his little sister used to sit with him to read a story.

“No,” Azrael said. “Moloch was a bad husband. Ki gave birth to many children, but when Moloch saw they were made of light, he grew so hungry that he devoured them. Then one day Ki gave birth to She-who-is. Ki didn't want to lose any more children, so she sang the Song of Creation to entice the darkness to protect her. He-who’s-not, primordial chaos.”

“My tutor has told me of She-who-is,” Elissar said. “And her husband, the Dark Lord. But he’s warned me to never speak of them. He said she’s the real goddess who rules the universe.”

“Your tutor is right,” Azrael said. “But there are lots of other gods. People who were once like us, but were so good and pure they became gods, too. Like the Eternal Emperor. He’s a god, but he’ll be the first to tell you he’s not perfect. He tries really hard to always do the right thing.”

“I think I’d like your god,” Elissar gave him a shy smile. “Maybe someday he’ll come and rule our city?”

“In a way,” Azrael said. “He already does. But so does another god. Shay’tan. They’re always squabbling. They disagree on just about everything that can be disagreed about except for Moloch. The bull-god is bad. Your father shouldn’t be raising a slave child to sacrifice to him.”

“I’ll tell him that when I see him again," Elissar said. "Though Mommy says we won't see him for a while.”

“Why not?"

“The council appointed daddy and Bormilcar to go conquer the Sicilians together,” Elissar said. “Mommy’s really worried. She says Bormilcar will double-cross daddy the first chance he gets.”

Elissar's silver eyes filled with worry. She adored both of her parents and her two elder brothers. She couldn’t have chosen a better family in all of Earth to be born into, and yet with this privilege came acute loneliness. She slid out of Azrael's lap and resumed playing with her dolls.

“Don’t you worry—” Elissar told the doll, snapping a twig to make a makeshift crutch. “Azrael is our guardian angel. He’s going to make sure everything is all right.”

Azrael wished to reassure her, but he was forbidden to interfere. The only reason he spoke with this child at all was because the Emperor had ordered it. The fact this child reminded him of his little sister Gazardiel, the one he missed so terribly it made his heart ache, was irrelevant. He was here to do a job.

He clicked on his recording device and resumed his friendly ‘interrogation’ under the guise of play. He would, however, contact his mother and request a certain item be included in the next mail shipment.

“Tell me more about your tutor…"




Chapter 4
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And when the king of Moab

Saw that the battle was too sore for him …

He took his eldest son

That should have reigned in his stead,

And offered him for a burnt offering…

.

2 Kings 3:26-27

.

Carthage: 310 BC

.

“Elissar will love you.”

Azrael talked to his little sister’s cast-off doll as he flew under the cover of pre-dawn murkiness. It was the simplest doll his mother had been able to scrounge up, one Gazardiel had become bored with because it didn’t walk, talk, eat, or wear fashionable clothing. It was more elaborate than any human doll, but it could be explained using current technology. If anyone pulled it apart, they might notice a delicate wire shaped the doll's wings. Steel. Not yet in use in iron-age Earth, but giving it to Elissar would only bend the Emperor’s prohibition against interference, not break it. It was, after all, only a toy.

“My thesis is complete—” Azrael recited the goodbye speech he was about to give Elissar. “The Emperor has recalled me back to Haven to present my theory to the Council of Thrones.”

The doll, of course, did not answer. Its soft cloth wings fluttered in the breeze, as though it were flying, too. He felt good. He felt like an adult! He'd just collected a year's worth of data about the wars humans perpetually waged and come up with credible theories about how their warlike tendencies might be tamed; research which had been helped, in no small part, by a precocious nine-year-old with unusual silver eyes. He would miss Elissar terribly, but he'd begun to think of fascinating future studies to get the Eternal Emperor to grant him another tour of duty here.

He became aware of it slowly; a strange, lingering smoke which overhung the city, offending his nostrils with the scent of overcooked meat. Alongside the Mediterranean Sea, a bonfire raged, along with the beat of drums, human cheers, and singing. 

A strange uneasiness clenched at Azrael's gut. It was most likely just a party which had lasted through the night. As he circled Elissar's house to land, her tutor ran out and fell upon his knees.

“Oh … please!” Hezekiah reached imploringly towards the roof. “Thank the gods you’ve come, Private Thanatos! Elissar said you would come for her, and you have!”

Azrael peeked over the rooftop. A sweet, copper scent tickled his olfactory senses—not quite human, but nonetheless—blood? The old tutor clutched at his gut. A bloom of red spread upon his simple brown linen robe.

“How do you know who I am?" Azrael asked.

“Elissar told me,” Hezekiah said. “Please! There’s no time for questions! She’s been taken!”

“Taken?” Azrael's heart leaped into his throat. “By whom?” He’d only been on Ceres station a few days!

“Agathocles circumvented the blockade and invaded Megalopolis,” Hezekiah wailed. “His troops are on their way here!”

“Where’s Elissar?” Panic gripped Azrael's heart. As the daughter of the de facto ruler of Carthage, Elissar was a high-value target. “We can get her out of the city so the Sicilian king can’t get her!”

“You don’t understand,” Hezekiah shrieked in anguish. “THEY took her! The priests! Of Moloch!"

"The priests?"

"Yes! Bormilcar murdered her father and claimed Moloch is displeased the nobles sacrifice slave children instead of their own. The mob has seized the youngest child of every noble in the city! Three hundred of them! They’re sacrificing them to Moloch as we speak!”

“Sacrifice?” Bile rose in Azrael's throat. “Is she…?”

“Not yet! They began the sacrifices last night, but her mother hid her from them. They just found her! I called for backup, but they won’t be here for hours! You might be able to save her!”

Hezekiah held out an ancient communications device, Alliance by design, but of a type Azrael had only ever seen in history books, thousands of years old. It was the source of the energy signature which had brought him here in the first place.

The tutor reached for his eyes and pulled out contact lenses, revealing he possessed the gold-green eyes of a serpent, and unfurled his tail from beneath his robe. Hezekiah possessed Sata’anic eyes like his friend Ensign Zarif had back on Ceres Station? And a tail? Only Hezekiah was … human? Half-human? Nobody had told him anything about human-Sata’anic hybrids numbering amongst the Fallen! What in Hades was going on?

Screw non-interference! Azrael pulled out his comms unit and called back to base. “Papa Bear, Papa Bear, this is Baby Doll calling with a Code-1 emergency. Over.”

“Baby Doll … this is Papa Bear. What’s your emergency?”

“These nutcases are sacrificing 300 children to Moloch!” Azrael called. “Request backup.”

Azrael had learned one thing from being forced to commingle with the ‘warrior class.’ Even the Sata’anic lizards loved giving a good tail-kicking when it came to protecting hatchlings … um … kids.

“Baby Doll, this is the C.O.,” a gruff voice came on. “You know the policy for that planet. No interference. Repeat. No interference. You are not to interfere.”

“They’re killing children!!!” Azrael screamed into the radio. “To Moloch!!! Three hundred of them. The Emperor will make an exception!”

“You are not to interfere. I don’t like it, but you know the Emperor’s policies. Non-interference is his highest law.”

“The evil bastard is searching for a new host body so he can escape!” Azrael shouted. “This kid is a direct descendant of Lucifer! She just might be the one!”

There was silence at the other end of the radio. The C.O. pushed the push-to-talk button, pausing as he thought on his feet. In the background, Azrael could hear the other soldiers shouting they drew the line of noninterference at letting innocent children get murdered. The C.O. was about to have a riot on his hands.

“Baby Doll, Baby Doll, this is Papa Bear. Stand by and await further orders while I clear this with the Emperor. I repeat. You are to stand by. You got that?”

“She’ll be dead by then!"

“Private Thanatos, you are to stand by until…”

Azrael dropped the microphone and took to the air, streaking towards the malevolent bonfire where humans murdered their own children and cheered.

Through the billowing smoke, a statue rose of the bull-like god which dominated every house in the city; half-human, with the head of a bull; thirty feet tall and clad entirely in bronze. Built on top of an enormous platform, at its center was a brazier for lighting a bonfire. Suspended over the bonfire, a pair of moveable arms operated with chains could be manipulated by the priests to make it appear the statue had come to life.

In most cultures, sacrifices were ceremonial. Humanoids would slaughter an animal humanely, and then feast upon the meal in honor of their god the way they would any other cooked meat. The Priests of Moloch, however, usually placed live animals upon the statue's hands and cooked the poor creatures alive. It was a gruesome way to die, one designed to cause the victim horrific pain.

But this was the first time he'd seen them sacrifice children…

He spied Elissar being led up the steps along with the other child-victims to stare up at the Devourer of Children. It was not to Hashem that he prayed, the immortal Emperor he knew could not hear him, but a much older goddess. One legend said had stripped Moloch of his ability to recreate his own physical body and rendered him a disembodied wraith. One who might sympathize with a lowly Angelic’s prayer?

“Ki," he prayed. "She’s just a child! Please?”

Moloch's priests beat enormous drums to rile up the citizens of Carthage into a mindless religious fervor. All their lives, the people had been trained it was perfectly normal to watch their own children get murdered. Their god had sent an invasion. This is what the priests said must be done to appease him. The crowd sang hymns to drown out the screams of a little boy who’d just been placed upon Moloch's outstretched hands.

"Mommy!" the boy screamed.

The mother sang with joyous ecstasy as the mechanical arms slid down, casting her hapless child into the flames below. The boy screamed horrific, sharp, high cries. Azrael's wings pounded the air, his heart pumping so fast he feared it would burst, but he was too far away to save the boy who burned alive.

“Elissar!!!” he cried out.

As he flew closer, he saw the priests no longer held onto the chains, but the statue's arms somehow moved. The statue's red eyes sprang to life as its mouth moved into a satisfied sneer. The head tilted downwards to look at Elissar who had been led by priests to stand before it. 

There was real intelligence in those eyes...

Somehow the priests were feeding the ancient evil. The sacrifices were a power source, giving the Devourer of Children strength. Bits and fragments of legends he had researched sprang to mind. The last piece of the puzzle fell into place.

The tutor possessing unauthorized technology. Passing along secret knowledge to the direct descendent of Moloch’s last unwitting host, Lucifer. Preparing her with knowledge about how to resist Moloch. Knowledge she might need to one day lead her people as the new Morning Star should Moloch ever escape...

“Let me go!” Elissar screamed. She stomped on the priest's foot and bit him as he placed her upon Moloch's outstretched hands.

The statue's eyes flared with malevolent glee. The mouth moved, not just chains manipulating a bronze statue's fake jaws, but a mouth which possessed a moveable tongue and fangs. It was more than just a statue! It was a golem, a robotic prosthesis which could be animated to speak to Moloch's followers.

“Quaerebamus inter nost est." This is the one we've been looking for. Moloch spoke in a horrible, deep voice that made the stones shudder. “Ego devorabit vitae industria et capere corpus meum." I shall devour her life energy and seize her body for my host.

The mob cheered. The priests beat their drums to drown out Elissar’s terrified screams. Azrael realized Elissar was about to be consumed, not by a fire lit beneath a statue of an ancient malignant god, but by Moloch himself. Whatever Elissar had, Moloch needed it to escape.

An enormous metal hand closed around Elissar's body.

“Let me go!” she fought against the metal fingers, but she was too young to defend herself!

"They –have- to be young—" a voice spoke in Azrael’s mind. "Otherwise their spirit develops enough to resist possession. Moloch keeps himself alive by feeding upon the life energy of others. Lucifer was taken when he was fifteen years old. Elissar is only nine!”

Death was the least of Elissar’s worries. There were worse fates than death…

…and Azrael realized these thoughts were not his own.

“I understand,” he said, thankful the goddess had heard him. Ki asked something of him, offered him a choice.

The statue's hands dropped Elissar into the brazier. 

A dark-winged blur streaked down from the sky.

The fire turned putrid green. A vortex of flames spun upwards, opening a dimensional portal straight into Gehenna.

Elissar reached up.

“Azrael!!!” she screamed. 

Her small hand reached up towards his as her body slid into the flames. 

For so long as he existed, never would he forget the look of terror on Elissar's face as she disappeared beneath a sea of molten fire.

Without hesitation, Azrael sped in behind her.

It hurt! It hurt! 

His feathers caught fire as he pressed his wings against his back. He grabbed Elissar's hand and pulled her body against his, wrapping his arms and wings around her to protect her from the flames. 

“I’ve got you," he said.

He wrapped his very soul around her, refusing to let her go as they sank into the fires of Gehenna to die together, every nerve fiber screaming with agonizing pain. Let Moloch deal with his stubborn soul! Not that of a nine-year-old child!

The most powerful energy source in the universe was not fission or fusion, matter against anti-matter, or even the clash of gravitons, but the energy cast off by the life-spark the gods called 'consciousness' and human legend called the soul. Ascended beings were merely soul-sparks which had grown powerful enough over the course of many lifetimes to use their own energy to manipulate matter. It was a source of power more potent than a hundred million suns, especially, like an atom, at the moment a life-spark transformed from one type of matter into another.

The flames parted. 

Moloch towered above them, an enormous, muscular creature whose hand was so large he could fit the both of them into a single palm. His snout had a bovine flare and he had horns and ears like a bull, but no ruminant had ever had such sharp teeth or snorted fire the way that Moloch did.

“Heac mea est!” Moloch clutched at Azrael’s body with fiery claws. “Da-te ei mihi!" Give her to me! The hell dimension shook as Moloch tried to force Azrael to release her.

“Go to hell!” Azrael hissed as flames incinerated his face. 

In his arms, Elissar shuddered and died. But her spirit still clung to his, intertwining with it so Moloch could not take her from him, his young friend who he loved more than his own existence. Together, they were a larger morsel than Moloch could digest. The Evil One tried to tear them apart, but Azrael clung to her.

Above the noise of the flames, Azrael heard a beautiful song. Not originating from Moloch, but the song which underlay the thoughts which had urged him to cast himself into the fire to save Elissar from a fate worse than death. It was the song which underlay All-That-Is.

The Song of Creation…

Every monster interred within Gehenna stopped and tilted their head as a ray of purest white shone down from the portal. 

"Give her to me," Ki whispered. "You will see her again. This, I swear."

The bull-god reached towards the white light and shrieked. It couldn't quite reach them, but Azrael could see how the remnants of slaughtered children gravitated towards the light like broken glitter and millions of pieces of glass.

He pushed his young friend into the welcoming arms which reached down from the highest realms. Although her mortal shell had expired, her spirit was still intact. It was the only thing that mattered. That … and making sure Moloch didn’t have enough left of him to use his body as his next mortal vessel.

The portal snapped shut, abandoning him to deepest hell.

'Trust…' Ki drew his eyes to the fire.

With his dying breath, Azrael flapped what was left of his wings to dodge Moloch's fiery claws and cast himself into the unearthly fires of uncreation where even Moloch couldn't follow him. His body turned to ash as pain stripped his spirit of the ability to recreate his own mortal shell.

The faint melody of the Song of Creation rang like a lone cello, filling his soul with joy even as it was being destroyed.

So beautiful.




Part II

.

And if the people of the land

Do any ways hide their eyes from the man,

When he giveth of his seed unto Moloch,

And kill him not:

Then I will set my face against that man,

And against his family,

And will cut him off,

And all that go a whoring after him,

To commit whoredom with Moloch,

From among their people

.

Leviticus 20:4-5
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In the beginning …

The Earth was without form, and void.

.

Genesis 1:1-2

.

Time: Indeterminate

Highest Ascended Realms

.

The life spark drifted upon the Song of Creation like an infant rocked in a boat upon a gentle sea. Although he sensed his twin-spark was far away, her spirit remained tethered to his like a lengthy mooring. She was okay, and so long as he knew she was okay, he floated, content.

He fed upon the Song like a newborn suckling at the breast, gathering sub-atomic particles of primordial chaos to the consciousness which had survived the fires of Gehenna. He reconstituted his being until; at last, he began to regain awareness.

"Azrael," Ki whispered. "It’s time to awaken. I need your help."

He nestled deeper into the Song like a small boy protesting his mother’s command to get up for school. He didn’t like it when he remembered. It hurt. He stretched his spirit across time and space, stroking his twin-spark's mind, reassuring himself she was still there. He couldn’t understand why Ki wouldn’t let him go to her.

"You will destroy her in your current form,’ Ki said gently. ‘If you wish to see her again, you must evolve enough to act as her protector."

The twin-spark urged him to do as Ki asked. As soon as he evolved, she would join him. He signaled his assent, stretching millions of tendrils of consciousness as he finally began to awaken from his long slumber. 

Images played upon his mind. 

Mother. 

Sister.

Friend. 

He basked in the love which gave him access to the Song.

"Remember," Ki whispered. 

Agape. 

Unselfish love.

Willing sacrifice…

The Song changed as memories of fire; gigantic arms reaching towards him; and the screams of helpless children as a bull-like maw chewed upon the souls of the innocent. 

Elissar! 

He’d sped down into the flames to prevent the Evil One from consuming her.

He opened his mouth to scream and realized he had none. He reached towards Elissar's mind, but his arms no longer existed. He flapped his wings; but tendrils of spirit now took their place. 

Pain! 

So much pain! 

He directed the flow of primordial matter which drifted in the Song to give voice to the scream he no longer had a mouth to shout.

Azrael had his own song to sing now. The Song of Destruction. He directed that voice at the memories which tormented him. The Song blasted out, shattering twenty-seven solar systems as their suns went supernova. 

"What have I done?" he cried out to the mother-goddess who sang to him.

Luckily, nothing more evolved than bacteria existed on those worlds. Ki had foreseen his panic and nurtured him back to sentience where he could do little harm.

‘See, sweet boy,’ she whispered. ‘Your power is too raw and new. You must learn to control it.’

He sent a query to the mother-consciousness who sang to him, asking what she needed. Images jumped into his mind of a small, nimble gnat biting a great bull until it became so exasperated it bucked and twisted like a rodeo bull. Hatred flared for what the bull had done to his twin spark. Azrael signaled his assent.

Ki began to teach him how to bait the bull…
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