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Back Cover Description

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

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

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

.

This book is NOT religious fiction!

.

Sword of the Gods saga reading order:

The Chosen One Omnibus (includes:)

—Sword of the Gods

—No Place for Fallen Angels

—Forbidden Fruit

Prince of Tyre

Agents of Ki

The Dark Lord's Vessel

The Fairy General (coming soon)

.

Children of the Fallen series

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

Angel of Death: A Love Story

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




Dedication

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

.

You are the wind beneath our wings. 

Thank you!
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Song of the Sword

In Ki’s most sorrowful, desperate hour,

When all was lost to blight,

She sang her Song of Creation,

And enticed the Darkness to protect the Light.

.

Primordial Light, the architect,

Ki’s daughter, She-who-is,

Spun the darkness of He-who’s-not,

To create life, All-That-Is

.

But then one day, the sickness returned.

Moloch. Enemy of Ki.

The Evil One. The ex-husband spurned.

Collapse. Entropy.

.

He spread his evil throughout the worlds,

Undoing all in his path.

Devouring his own children,

To make Ki feel his wrath.

.

But He-who’s-not, the Guardian.

Lord Chaos. The Dark Lord.

Sang the Song of Destruction,

To protect the Light he adored.

.

She-who-is wept bitter tears,

To see her playthings broken,

The Dark Lord couldn't bear her grief,

And offered his mate a token.

.

To keep the balance so he could protect her,

They would play a game of chess.

She-who-is would create new pieces.

He-who’s-not would reclaim the rest.

.

But both must remain ever-vigilant,

Against Moloch’s eventual return,

He sends forth Agents to pave the way,

To escape the hell whence he burns.

.

When Moloch gains a foothold,

And desires to be fed,

She-who-is shall appoint a Chosen One

To warn of Moloch’s spread.

.

SHE shall send a winged Champion

A demi-god fair and just,

A Sword of the Gods to defend the people,

And raise armies from the dust.

.

As Moloch corrupts Agents to do his work,

So shall Ki appoint Watchmen to do HERS,

From the ashes of despair,

When all appears lost,

Hidden Agents shall choose to serve HER.

.

True love will inspire the Other One,

To pierce her heart upon a thorn,

And bring back hope where there is none.

For agape can access Ki’s Song.

.

When all the players have made their moves,

And the Morning Star shines bright,

He shall light the way through the darkest hour,

And restore the path of Light…

.

And if these measures should someday fail,

And Ki’s protections fall,

The Dark Lord shall seize his vessel,

And protect the Light by destroying them all.




Prologue
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Have the gates of death 

Been opened unto thee? 

Or hast thou seen 

The doors of the shadow of death?

.

― Job 38:17

.

SHAY'TAN

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

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

His internal fire flickered with a sense of fear. 

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

The doors swung open, drawn by invisible hands.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Lucifer?" he guessed.

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

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

Shay'tan's wings drooped.

"I see."

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

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

Hashem's empire? Yes!

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

Nausea settled into Shay'tan's gullet.

"SHE will never allow that."

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

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

The Dark Lord gestured with frustration at the chess board.

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

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

"Who is this champion?"

The Dark Lord's expression grew wary.

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

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

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

"Have you ever placed a wager you regret?"

"Yes."

The Dark Lord's expression turned pensive.

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

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

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

The shadow cat bared his fangs and hissed.

"All of it."

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




Chapter 1


[image: ]



Ye are of your father the devil, 

And the lusts of your father ye will do. 

He was a murderer from the beginning, 

And abode not in the truth, 

Because there is no truth in him. 

When he speaketh a lie, 

He speaketh of his own: 

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

.

― John 8:44

.

BA'AL ZEBUB

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Shay'tan is coming!"

Ba'al Zebub barked an ironic laugh.

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

The chink of a falling pebble reverberated through the wadi. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He fingered his khanjar.

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

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

"How many wives would you like?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

The otherworld shook with Moloch's fury.

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

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

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

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

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

"Tell me where I can find this key?"

Moloch's eyes glowed red.

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

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

"I am certain of it," Moloch said.

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

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

The gateway began to close.

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

Moloch pointed to a twinkling, yellow star.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




Chapter 2
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For many years now I, 

A poor soldier, 

Wandered aimlessly around 

The lush valleys of Troy, 

One month following the next, 

Worn out by the passing of time 

With only one frightening prospect

 In mind. That my wandering paths 

Will lead me to Hades, 

The destroyer of all

.

—Sophocles, Ajax

.

MIKHAIL

"Amhrán!" 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A familiar voice wafts sleepily across the room.

"Mikhail, are you okay?" 

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

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

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

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

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

"Hey!" an anonymous voice grumbles.

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

"Sorry."

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

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

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

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

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

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

If… If… If… 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Damantia! 

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

"Five hundred and twenty-eight."

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

"Five hundred and twenty-nine."

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

"Five hundred and thirty!"

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

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

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

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

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

The shadows move. 

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

Cannibals!!! 

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

I grab my collar.

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

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

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

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

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

I cannot act.

I can't … not act. 

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

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

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

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

Nothing happens.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Good morning." 

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

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

"Have the scouts reported in yet?"

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

"Human? Or animal?"

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

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

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

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

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

"It's already been done, Sir."

"On whose orders?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




Chapter 3
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Om Dum Durgayei Namaha

.

—Prayer to Durga 
for Protection

.

GITA

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

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

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

Mother! Please!

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

"Ubi est?" the lizard hissed. 

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

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

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

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

Gita collapsed and vomited up the contents of her stomach.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

She closed her eyes and focused on her breathing.

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

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

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

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

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

"Shahla?" she startled.

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

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

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

"Immanu is still blocking you?"

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

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

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

"You want me to follow him?"

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

"Why?" 

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

"Ninsianna?"

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

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

Shahla shook her head 'no.'

"You think he'll acknowledge the child?"

Yes.

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

"I tricked him. Mikhail will hate me."

No.

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

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

"I don't understand."

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

Gita gasped.

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

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

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

Mikhail's baby?

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

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

She jabbed a finger at Shahla's incorporeal face.

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

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




Chapter 4
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“When devils will the blackest sins put on

They do suggest at first with heavenly shows”

.

― William Shakespeare

.

BA'AL ZEBUB

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

'Pass straight through the fire,' Moloch whispered.

"But Master, I will be burned!"

'Have faith…'

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

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

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

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

"Great god be praised!" 

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

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

The priest gaped.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Laum's eyes glittered bright against the rising sun.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Who?"

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

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

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

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

Ba'al Zebub switched languages into fluent Halifian. 

"You are familiar with my species, yes?"

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

"What is your name?"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"What is your sister's name?"

"Aturdokht."

The older brother elbowed his younger brother in the ribs.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Do it!" Chief Ditanu ordered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Zahid swallowed.

"Yes. I am willing."

Ba'al Zebub bent closer.

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

Zahid's eyes glittered. "Yes." 

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

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

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

Zahid grabbed his brother by the hair. 

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

Lubaid screamed as Zahid pressed the knife against his throat.

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Ba'al Zebub!"

"Ba'al Zebub!"

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

There! 

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

He could see the shadow. He could hear it. 

Click. Click. Click. Click.

Something flew into his face.

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

As just some sort of unfortunates…

They are not — they are one of you. 

I saw a major general, one of the 

Finest athletes of his time, 

Definitely break — break because he could 

No longer sustain the agonies of combat. 

.

—General Dwight D. Eisenhower

.

MIKHAIL

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Mikhail! Mikhail!"

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

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

"I'm sorry."

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

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

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

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

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

Oh, gods!

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Pareesa's youthful features war between hope and anger. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"I'll tell Papa I have to break away!" She gives me a
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