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“Angels are neither omniscient, omnipotent nor omnipresent. In short, they are not God, they are merely his creatures. In fact, given the rebellion of Lucifer and his minions, it would appear that they are as imperfect and understand as little of their maker as we do. It would not do to underestimate them, however. They are, after all, bloody hard to kill.”

Aurora Fischer, PhD

Keynote Address 

Convention on Angelology 

2004, Los Angeles, CA
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Chapter One
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Nephel’s village might be small, but the houses are large enough, Danae reflected as she gathered her brother’s clothes from the myriad places where Kefir had flung them; on the floor, the wicker clothes chest, the low table and chair. It never ceased to amaze her how big a mess a ten-year-old boy could make when he knew he wouldn’t have to clean it up.

A large home was rather a necessity when everyone stood above four cubits by their tenth year. Granted, there were nine family members, and three sections of the house. Men’s quarters to the east, women’s on the west end with the parents and the communal living space for meals and such in between. But why do we have to be so tall? It makes laundry day a nightmare. Mother’s people are not nearly so big. Mother is the tallest of them and she stands well under five cubits. It makes no sense to be the only family in the region with such height.

A shout caught Danae’s attention and she grabbed up the last tunic from the floor before racing out to see what was happening. Just outside the men’s quarters stood Nephel, her father. Even at this distance she had to tip her head back to see his face. His black brows rose when he saw her coming from an area not usually appropriate for women and, in explanation, she quickly held up the clothes she had gathered. Nephel nodded and turned to watch Kefir and Zam enter the ring of long houses that comprised the village. Danae’s brothers laughed and shouted their triumph as they carried their trophies forward. A three day hunting trip had yielded two large deer and three salmon. Danae smiled, the salmon alone would provide a meal for the entire family.

As Danae turned to take her basket of clothes to the river, she saw that Nephel had not joined the celebrating group of young men gathered around his sons. 

“Father?” She lowered her eyes and waited for his acknowledgement.

Nephel looked at his oldest daughter a moment before replying. “Yes, Danae, what question will you harangue me with today?”

Danae caught her breath and risked a glance up, but he was smiling. “I was just thinking,” she hesitated, but Nephel just sat down on a nearby bench and waited, one eyebrow quirked in amusement.

“I was wondering why our family is so tall, when Mother’s family and the birth families of your other wives are not so.” The words came out in a rush and were greeted with several moments of silence.

“Sometimes, my dark Danae, we are curious enough to ask questions we should not. And we regret the answers.”

It was not the response she wanted, but his voice remained gentle, giving her courage. “But isn’t it true that asking questions brings wisdom?” she pressed.

“Sometimes,” he said. “But in this case, I think answering you would only bring more questions.” He chuckled, but she saw the sad droop of his lips.

“Yet—” she began, but her father was finished talking.

“You will want to complete your chores before dinner. And remember Danae, curiosity is good, it shows a lively mind. But it can also trap the tiger in the pit.”

Danae thought of the tiger Magnus had trapped last season by tethering a goat next to a carefully concealed pit. The tiger’s skin now decorated Magnus’ sleeping mat. Danae shivered.

“I’m sorry Father, I—” She stopped as her father reached out to touch her cheek.

“You are no tiger, to be endangered by the pit. I only meant that some questions might bring answers that you would not want to know.” He lifted her chin and looked intently into her green eyes. “Although I am sure you cannot imagine how that could be so.”

With a final caress he turned and walked away, joining the celebration of his sons. Danae shook her head. Nephel was a strange man, stern and difficult most of the time, but often unexpectedly kind, as he had been today. The young woman huffed in frustration. He had stepped around her question quite neatly though, without actually refusing to answer.

[image: triskel[1]]

It was a black night in the human village of Kutu. The moon hung low in the sky, hiding its face behind a stand of trees from the horror on the ground. The demon didn’t mind the dark. His distress had a different source.

Gone! Drained it dry didn’t you? And left me nothing, not even a drop! A long clawed foot flicked out to nudge the body. What small things these humans are. This one is just a juiceless sack now, nothing left for me. A selfish thing you are, Bansh. No wonder our Master wants you hunted, wants you punished for your betrayal. You followed him into battle against the Creator and then abandoned him.

The burnt, scarred head lifted to scent the air. Someone is coming. Good enough. The Eater is long gone anyway, and the Master will not mind if I profit a little from this discovery. And this one, a gnarled talon reached out to poke at the corpse again, is far past caring about anything.

From the hut nearby came the stealthy sounds of a child escaping her mother’s watchful eye.

“Baby, Baby is that you? Mama will skin me if she catches me out here after bed time. Baby?” The little girl crept carefully around the corner of the mud brick house and picked her way through the low vegetation. “Come on little kitty, you don’t want to get eaten. There’s lots of eaters out at night.” 

The tiny light of her candle flickered in the breeze, shedding a pool of illumination too small to give much help to her eyes. Her ears were more useful and she heard the reptilian scrabble of his claws as he scuttled up the tree into hiding. The skin under the soft blond curls tightened slightly, but she was too intent on her search to be frightened yet. She heard the soft mew of the kitten to her left, turned toward it and stumbled, her foot caught in something on the ground.  She thrust her hands out to catch herself and dropped the little candle. Her hands shook in the sudden dark as she struggled to free her foot from the soft cloth it was tangled in. Above her, the thing in the tree salivated as the girl’s heart began to pound.

What is it? What is it? Her thoughts scurried frantically as the child thrust small fingers between the cloth and her ankle. The brush of cold, dead flesh against her palm dried her mouth with fear. Shivering, she struggled to her feet just as the moon poked his pale face above the houseline, throwing a sliver of light on the human wreckage in front of her. The thing in the tree cursed as her screams rang out, bringing more humans, bringing the security of numbers.

The child’s terrified screams escalated, blending with the shouts sounding from the surrounding houses. As running feet rushed to protect, he shrank back into the dark and resigned himself to another meal of vermin blood. Even the little cat would have been better, but the girl had found it, and clutched it against her thin chest like a shield. His mouth foul with silent curses, he scuttled away, further into the dark. His hunger was another mark against the Eater, the betrayer of the Master. A grimace of pleasure stretched the lipless void of his fanged mouth as he considered the things that might happen to the Eater once he caught him, before he returned him to the Master.

Anticipation scraped through him as he circled the village, now brightly lit with torches, searching for the trail. Stupid humans, they ruin their vision with so much light. Make the night darker where the light doesn’t reach. Just as well that Benat does not track by sight so much.  It didn’t take him long to find the stench he sought, not five cubits outside the beacon of light that the village had become. He grimaced again, shuddered – and pursued.
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“Forty of Earth’s years, we have roamed, always moving, always hiding, and nothing has changed, we can never go back.”

Volot’s complaints were nothing new. He voiced them every couple of months or whenever Fomor decided it was time to break camp and move on. This most recent harangue had been going on for over an hour and the others were getting tired of hearing it.

They all knew the difficulties involved. Years of constant travel, meager rations, lack of decent shelter, and the constant threat of discovery had taken its toll on the entire team, but what choice did they have? Experience had shown them that settling near humans brought unwanted attention from too many quarters - human, Fallen, or Host - each brought its own risks and no benefits.

The population continued to multiply, driving the unit further and further outward with every passing season. In such circumstances, even the massive endurance of angels had its limits and now, as they moved through the dense vegetation of a tropical forest, tension was high and tempers had begun to fray.

“There are no other options. Would you rather stick to Lucky?” Fomor grumbled.

“Stick with him? I was never with him,” Jotun thundered.

Fomor looked at him, lifting one black brow. “That’s a heavy protest in such a light wind,” he replied, “none of us agreed to fight with him, but –”

“None of us agreed to fight with Sabaoth either.” The soft assertion came from Sena, her gentle brown eyes dark with regret.

“We don’t know that we’ve been charged with anything,” Gant said.

“Arguing about it is pointless.” Adahna’s calm tone shifted into deliberate sarcasm. “Unless one of us wants to fly home and find out, we are stuck here. We must make the best of it.”

“Really?” Volot’s fingertips danced on the pommel of his scimitar as he answered in kind. “Very well then, oh Voice of the Wise. How, exactly, do you propose we ‘make the best of it’?”

“I don’t notice you spouting any great plans, Volot!” Adahna flashed, her skin beginning to glow as she flipped her black curls over one shoulder, “especially since the last one turned out so well.”

This last shot, referring to Volot’s latest, disastrous attempt at infiltrating a human settlement, tipped the scales as the combatants erupted into violence. Swords scraped free of scabbards and both warriors crouched in a fighting stance. The other members of the unit backed away cautiously as the two circled one another, Volot muttering insults and imprecations while Adahna was eerily silent.

The air sizzled as their blades became bolts of flame, whirling and slashing, singeing the space between them as each sought the advantage. Adahna’s sword skimmed close enough to Volot’s outstretched wing to send a half dozen feathers drifting into the ether even as he ducked left and lunged under her guard, splitting the fabric of her tunic below the right breast. For a few moments the smell of burnt feathers and ozone laid heavy on the breeze. In the next instant, Fomor slid his sword free and deflected a particularly vicious attack before it could sear Volot’s scalp to the bone.

“Phaella, Gant.” The captain did not raise his voice, but the two did not hesitate. With no more warning than a blur of movement in their peripheral vision, Volot and Adahna found themselves seated in the dust, disarmed and slightly winded. Gant stood behind Volot, lightly gripping the combative angel’s tunic as Phaella did the same for Adahna. The siblings struggled to look appropriately stern.

“This is what we fled Par-Adis to avoid,” Fomor growled in a voice the rest had to strain to hear. “This is why we refused to join either side.”

“Enough, Fomor. Call off your dogs,” Volot said.

At Fomor’s nod, Phaella and Gant stepped aside, returning the confiscated weapons with identical grins.

“Very well Volot, assuming you and Adahna are finished,,” Fomor said with a  grin and offered each combatant a hand up.

Adahna grimaced, but took the proffered hand. Volot ignored him and stood on his own, brushing the dirt from his tunic and refusing to look at any of his companions.

Jotun moved up to walk beside Fomor as the group resumed their journey. “Much as it would hurt certain individuals to hear it, they are both right Fomor.” He gestured towards the setting sun. “It’s been years since the Victory. By now Lucky has had a chance to heal, and to plot revenge. Those who refused to join him will be prime targets.”

“So, it’s more important than ever to keep out of sight of his patrols,” Fomor said.

The training officer nodded. “So we need to choose; either resign ourselves to perpetual nomadism or find a place where we can settle in, cover ourselves.”

Fomor squinted up at the blond titan. “You think Lucky knows we’re down here?”

“Unknown, Cap. But I’ll tell you this; he had a lot more spies in Sabaoth’s elite command than we knew about.the blue eyes glanced away, hiding a galaxy of regret. “But more than enough to be aware of the units that abstained. We can’t have been the only ones.”

They walked together in silence as Fomor mulled these factors over. “Yes, you’re right. We need to choose. In the meantime, shelter would not be a bad idea. Sena – care to do some vertical reconnaissance?”

The smallest member of their group smoothed her skirt and grinned. “No problem Cap. Give me a minute. And Gant? No peeking up my tunic when I take off.”

Gant muffled a soft bark of laughter as Sena rose silently, her wings making almost no sound in the warm air. Thirty feet overhead, she began a slow 360 degree turn. At 100 degrees, she paused, then completed the rotation and settled back to the Earth.

“Looks like there’s an oasis about a day’s walk in that direction,” she said, pointing south. “Also, there’s a small village on the southern edge of the oasis. Not large, maybe three or four families. I didn’t see any feathers in the vicinity but there is some company to our rear, maybe half a day behind. They’re riding donkeys so I’m thinking human.”

“It’s probably not good to let any more people see us than is absolutely necessary,” Phaella said. “Humans can’t keep their own secrets, let alone ours. If we let those people see so much as a wing tip it’ll be all over the region by nightfall. Let one of Lucky’s “burn victims” hear about it and they may be on us within the hour.”

“Well, we can’t shift. We move this many bodies through that much distance, we won’t have to worry about Lucky’s forces hearing rumors. Disturb the fabric of the Shift that much and he’ll hear us himself,” Volot said.

“You have a point. Suggestions?” Fomor looked at his second in command and waited patiently. Volot almost always had a plan.

“Fly.” He raised his palm at the chorus of protest. Flying wasn’t exactly unobtrusive and humans seemed to be especially fascinated with the process. “It’s dusk. The women will be busy with the evening meal. The men will be inside resting. If we approach the oasis from the west, in formation, we can screen at the last minute, fade right into the foliage so the humans can’t see us. Screening makes very little noise. If we do it one at a time, it’ll be almost silent. It’s not like we have any reason to believe Lucky is close anyway.”

Fomor looked at Sena. She had done the recon, she knew the terrain.

Sena tucked her chin to her chest, allowing the brown silk of her hair to shield her expression as she considered the proposal. Finally she nodded. “It will work, I think. But we shouldn’t approach from the rear of the village.” She crouched and began sketching a map in the sand. “The settlement is in a cleared area on the far end of the valley, here.” With a short stick she outlined a long, triangular valley bound by the toe-tips of a larger mountain range.

“There are three spring fed pools here, here and here.” She marked circles in the dust, two at the valley’s closer end and a third in the encircling foothills. “Two of the pools are separated from the village and the third pool by a series of low hills and vegetation. If we come in from the north, we’ll have cover and we won’t even have to screen. The humans won’t be able to see us if we fly low. With any luck at all, we can avoid the humans altogether, with no risk of anyone hearing us.”

Jotun, Phaella and Gant groaned.

“All right,” Fomor shrugged. “I know low level aviation isn’t your favorite, especially over hills at dusk, but it will get the job done. Good plan you two,” he nodded at Volot and Sena. “The wind is picking up too, give it an hour and there won’t be any tracks left for the LBV to pick up.”

Everyone stared at him uncomprehendingly until suddenly Adahna started to laugh. “LBV – Lucky’s Burn Victims? That is horrible,” she said.

“Hey, thank Phaella, she came up with it.”

Phaella polished her nails on the breast of her tunic. “I do what I can,” she said, earning herself a playful punch in the arm from Gant.

Volot wasn’t laughing. “Come on you bunch of hyenas, you’d think we were already safe around the fire with a nice custard for dessert. We need to move.” He pushed into the air, shoving past Sena hard enough to send her crashing to the ground if Gant hadn’t caught her.

“Volot,” he growled and would have lunged if Sena hadn’t grabbed his arm. She shook her head at him. Not worth it. Gant grimaced but subsided.

“What? Oh, sorry Sena, did I alter your plan?” Volot cruised off southward, laughing at his own joke. The rest followed in silence, staying low, keeping the course of caution, at least for the moment.

The unit settled to the ground behind the low hills on the north edge of the valley. As their sandaled feet touched the ground they automatically shifted their wings back and down where they shimmered flat, forming a full back tattoo on each flyer. Shoulders rolled, settling their specially made tunics so that the slits through which the wings emerged for flight were unnoticeable.

Fomor motioned for Volot and Jotun to follow, the others to stay, as he moved carefully around the hill into a thick stand of vegetation, just as Sena had promised. The fading light of the setting sun was enough to reveal a large glade, watered by two spring fed pools, the furthest at least 500 cubits to the south. Stately date palms ringed the pools, offering both shade and food. From the air they had seen the roofs of a permanent settlement further south but between the foliage and the distance, even those weren’t discernible from the ground. Fomor was confident that, given the hour, dinner preparations were underway and the unit would not have to worry about being discovered by the villagers tonight.

“All right, Jotun, go bring the others in. We’ll camp here tonight and set out again tomorrow.”

Jotun groaned but turned to obey. Volot had other ideas.

“Fomor, there is no reason why we shouldn’t stay here.”

Fomor looked at his lieutenant without speaking for a moment, then motioned Jotun to complete his mission. “Speak, Volot. You will not be content until you do.”

“We cannot travel forever. Setting up on our own is just asking for trouble. Lucky will be looking for that. But if we infiltrate an established village or town, we can blend in.”

“Blend in? Among humans? When was the last time you measured your own height against a human’s, let alone some of our more, shall we say, unusual characteristics?” Fomor lifted a skeptical eyebrow and flexed his shoulders, allowing his wing tips to peek over before settling them back into place.

“Some humans are very tall,” Volot replied. “I heard rumors, just before war broke out, of one group in particular that are almost as tall as we are. As for our other “characteristics,” as you say, we need not display them if we choose not to.”

“Point taken. But even if it is true about this group you speak of, we haven’t found them yet and what makes you think we ever will?” He held up his hand as Volot would have interrupted. “Put that aside for the moment. Even if we could blend in, how long would it last? And what happens to the humans when we are found out? You know we will be. It is just a matter of time before the humans figure it out or some of the LBV come hunting.”

Volot fairly shook with impatience. “Maybe the humans will figure us out, maybe they won’t, we can cross that bridge if we come to it. But there is no reason for the LBV to come looking for us. Even now the humans are obeying The Command and their numbers increase daily. Within a generation there will be so many that Lucky will never find us without divine assistance, and there is no reason for Sabaoth to do that.”

Fomor stood silent for so long that Volot began to hope that he had won.

Finally the captain shook his head. “I don’t know whether I agree with your final assumption or not, but either way, the risk is too great. We may be able to settle down in a generation or so. As you say, by then we may be able to hide among a larger population. We discover new talents every day, perhaps we can learn to cloak more quietly or, in a larger group maybe the noise will be less easily heard.”

“Yes! This is exactly what I’m saying. We can conceal ourselves more easily in a larger group.”

“Possibly,” Fomor conceded, “but we cannot risk the lives of humans for our own convenience. If we do that we are no better than Lucky, perhaps worse because we do not hate them as he does.” He turned away and Volot fell silent, knowing it was useless to argue further.

Within moments Jotun returned with the others and the group began making preparations for the night ahead. They first set up a shield of palm fronds to hide their fire, then trained the smoke along the ground to dissipate on the far side of the low hills.

Fomor smiled grimly as he watched Sena perform what, to them, was a simple task. If a human saw her speaking softly over the fire, guiding air currents to control the smoke, that would be the end of their anonymity.

Little was said as the others sensed the tension between their leaders. Gant and Phaella brought water and dates for the evening meal. In less than an hour the first watch had been set and the remaining six were gathered around the fire.

Jotun looked carefully from Fomor to Volot. “So, Captain, we camp here tonight. What is the plan for the morning?”

“We do another recon at dawn and see if there is a way to move on without being seen by the humans.”

“And if we cannot avoid contact?” The irritation in Volot’s tone earned him a startled glance from Phaella.

“Discovery,” Fomor’s voice hardened, “is not an option.”

Volot scowled but said nothing.

Sena stretched and yawned, “It has been a longer day than I realized and I have second watch.” Gathering her cloak around her she curled onto her side appeared to be asleep in moments.

The others followed suit one by one until only Fomor and Volot remained awake around the fire. 

“You will not sway my mind by outlasting me at the fire, old friend.” Fomor grinned. “Besides, you know in your heart that I am right.”

Volot’s answering grin was reluctant, but unforced. “I know it, brother. But I am weary and I long for rest from this running.”

Fomor nodded, “No more than I. And I promise you Volot, have patience and we will find sanctuary, at no cost to any but ourselves.” Gathering his cloak around him, the captain curled up on the ground and slept, leaving Volot staring into the fire.
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Bright sunlight and a soft breeze marked the morning’s inevitable arrival. Fomor gave orders for the team to stay out of sight and sent Sena and Phaella in opposite directions on reconnaissance.

“I’m going to see if this hole has anything to eat besides dates,” Volot muttered and stalked off into the trees. The others set about completing chores that had accumulated over the past week’s travels.

Standing in the shade of several of the largest date palms, Fomor bent his gaze into the earth; searching for root vegetables he could harvest in order to bolster their food supplies. It had taken some time, but he was growing fairly adept at finding such things beneath the top soil, even if he didn’t recognize the foliage visible on the surface.

After finding the food he sought, he practiced looking deeper into the earth while he waited for the return of his companions. Eventually, he thought, we might try using this deeper vision to locate metal and mineral deposits. It will be easier to blend in if we have an occupation, as humans do.

He ran a rough hand around the back of his neck and flexed his shoulders in frustration. The constant traveling was wearing on him as well. There had to be a way to settle somewhere and support themselves. He grinned as his vision revealed a cache of raw amethyst in one of the deeper rock formations and near it, a large deposit of alabaster. Jewels weren’t of much practical use that he could see, but Sena had reported that human women seemed to enjoy them. Other materials, such as copper and alabaster, would have a greater market value since they could be fashioned into useful articles. He hadn’t been practicing long when a woman’s voice shattered his concentration.

Fomor ground his teeth at the sight of Volot, standing on the opposite side of the pool talking to a human female. I will kill him, he thought, but knew, even as the impulse was born, that Volot would have a perfectly valid reason for revealing himself. The real surprise is that it’s taken him this long to figure out a way to make contact. The only question is what to do about it now that he has shoved us into the open.

The woman laughed a soft, musical chuckle that drew and held Fomor’s attention. Looking into her face he felt something inside him slip and braced himself as if to keep from falling. Long black hair swirled to her waist and framed her face, setting off eyes as green as the sea. Delicate gold bracelets danced around her milk white wrists. There was no question that she was gorgeous. The thing that caught Fomor’s attention most though was her height; the woman stood at least seven cubits tall.

It took several moments for the captain to realize that Volot and the woman were not alone. A smiling blond woman, slightly shorter than the brunette, stood proprietarily close to Volot, concentrating fiercely on every word he said. A moment later the trio turned and began skirting the pool. Grateful that he had seen them before they were aware of his glance, Fomor walked over to the fire and sat down to wait.

A moment later, just as the trio broke the cover of the trees with the brunette in the lead, Sena settled softly to the sand beside him, twelve cubit wing span fully displayed.

Perfect. Fomor watched narrowly as the brunette’s eyes widened, then clouded in confusion when Sena’s wings shimmered and abruptly disappeared. Seeing the look on Fomor’s face, Sena whipped around to face the trees, her own face draining of color as the brunette was joined by Volot and the blonde.

“Fomor, I’m sorry, I didn’t—” Sena whispered.

He motioned her to silence and stood. “It is no fault of yours and perhaps there is no harm done,” he murmured. “The woman seems uncertain of what she saw. In any case, Volot will answer for this and no one else.” Arms crossed, face stern, he waited as the three approached.

“Fomor, I know what you will say, but Shahara and I,” he indicated the blonde woman, “literally ran into one another on the path. And her sister, Danae, was right behind her. Surely there can be no harm in them?”

“No, indeed, but what of the others? Has there not been enough suffering?” Fomor’s voice was flint hard and cold as the fires of hell.

“Truly sir, you must not blame Volot.” The one called Danae spoke for the first time, her voice low and sweet. “Shahara has a habit of running ahead while talking to those behind. In truth it is a miracle she does not run over someone every day.” She smiled at him as her sister pretended to be aggrieved at her words.

“Volot told us of your misfortune. I assure you we are not such as those you have encountered,” Shahara said.

Fomor bowed slightly, “I have no doubt of your kindness lady, but who can tell what destiny may come from a chance encounter? Still, you say my brother has explained our situation?” Fomor arched one dark brow in question and Volot flushed red,.

“Of course. He didn’t go into great detail, just how you were seeking a new trade route for your village and were waylaid by bandits. Do not be troubled, perhaps we may be of help to you,” Danae answered. A puzzled frown marked her smooth forehead as she sensed the tension between the three visitors.

“My worries are my own,” Fomor snapped, then, seeing the hurt in her eyes, he continued more gently. “We earn our own way. Our home is not many days travel from here. We must be on our way as soon as possible.”

“But our father would never forgive us if we did not bring you to him,” Shahara rushed in. “He will want to hear your news even if you have nothing to trade.”

“And we cannot have you continue your journey without such small help as we can provide,” Danae continued. “The Lord requires it of us.”

Fomor looked into her eyes and knew himself defeated. How can I refuse without raising suspicions? Perhaps, if we do not linger, the damage might be contained. The captain nodded and agreed to accompany the women back to their village. Glancing sideways at Volot he frowned.

“Unfortunately, Volot has duties which compel him to remain in camp. Gant, Jotun,” he called out and the two walked out of the trees into the encampment, showing no surprise when they saw the women. “Sena, you will wait here for Phaella. Volot, you will see to the gathering of supplies for the remainder of our journey.”

Volot grimaced good-naturedly. “As you wish Captain.” He shook his head almost imperceptibly as Shahara would have protested, and turned to his tasks.

“Lead on, ladies. The father of such loveliness will be well worth meeting.”

Danae smiled and turned toward her village. Shahara brought up the rear with many backward glances. Fomor noticed her preoccupation and sighed. This could be a problem.
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The man who greeted them in the small village was nearly as tall as Jotun. He stood in the center of a circle of long houses, muscular arms crossed, black brows lowered, considering the approaching group with – what? Suspicion? Worry? Certainly not welcome.

Yet a moment later he strode towards Fomor with every appearance of eagerness, arms outstretched, smiling, “Welcome! Welcome! You have traveled far, yes? Please, make yourselves at home. I am Nephel and this is my village. Come, come, tell me what brings you here.”

Fomor considered his reply carefully. Nomads on foot always raised suspicions, but it went against the grain to lie. “We are peaceful travelers, seeking to make our way back to our own village. Sadly, violence has robbed us of all we own and so we seek a way home.” True enough as far as it went. All would be well, so long as Nephel made the usual assumptions.

“Bah!” The big man spat on the ground in disgust. “Bandits increase in this country like locusts. It is a disgrace!” He eyed the three for a moment, as if deciding whether they posed a threat, or an opportunity, then smiled again. “You will allow me the blessing of helping a traveler on his way, yes? And in return perhaps you bring me news of the wider world.” Nephel did not wait for a reply but turned and began speaking with a small, blond child who stared at the three giant strangers in awe. Finally, he grasped her arm and shook her gently so that she turned her gaze to him, blushing. Nephel brushed his fingers along her cheek.

“Ziva, go and tell your mothers we have guests. There will be—” He turned back to Fomor and grimaced apologetically. “Forgive me. We meet so few strangers here I have forgotten my manners. This is my daughter, Ziva and you have already met Shahara and Danae, also my daughters.” He waited.

Fomor bowed. “I am Fomor, ca—” he caught himself, “leader of a small group of merchants.” Fomor nearly choked on the lie, but managed to finish the sentence. “These are Jotun and Gant. There are seven of us in all.”

“Seven? Such a small number for a caravan.” Nephel’s eyebrows lifted but Fomor merely nodded. “Well then, a man of few words. But perhaps we can coax a story or two out of you over dinner this evening.”

“Perhaps,” Fomor agreed.

“In the meantime, Danae, go back to their encampment and invite the rest of Fomor’s people to dinner.”

Shahara darted forward, “I’ll go Father!”

Before anyone could stop her she was running back up the path to the oasis. Danae stared after her sister a moment, then back at Nephel.

He only shook his head and continued, “I’m sure, after such a long journey—” he paused again, brow lifted in inquiry, but Fomor remained silent and after a moment the man continued. “After such a journey, they will all be glad of an opportunity to refresh themselves, not to mention a good meal.”

Fomor could see no way of declining without offending his host, something he found himself strangely reluctant to do. Instead he nodded and allowed himself to be led away towards the bath house. Jotun and Gant grinned as they brought up the rear. Besides, a bath would be welcome after six months of constant travel. Considering the size of many of the members of Nephel’s family, the unit would blend in easily. They wouldn’t stay long, of course, and they would limit contact with the humans by remaining in their own encampment, but a few days rest would not come amiss. Truly, what harm could there be in a bath and a decent meal or two?

The next few hours allayed Fomor’s concerns almost completely. Size didn’t mark the angels as different here since all but a few of the family members were a match for Jotun, or at least Sena.

That explains Nephel’s lack of surprise when he saw us. He probably thinks we’re distantly related somehow. Fomor hid a snort of laughter in his wine cup. If he only knew how wrong that idea must be.The laughter faded as he wondered what the true explanation was.

Fomor, Jotun and Gant had been invited into the headman’s home after cleansing themselves in the bath house. The four of them now reclined on soft rugs around a glowing brazier. Nephel’s wife, Naomi, had brought in oat cakes heaped with goat cheese, a plate of fresh figs and a skin of new wine, which the men were enjoying. She now knelt to her husband’s right, just slightly behind him, yet she did not seem subservient in any way. It was more as if her position allowed her to see the entire room, anticipate the needs of her guests all the while observing the totality of what went on. Occasionally during the meal, Fomor had seen Nephel caress her hand or arm with absent minded affection.

“So.” The headman’s voice broke into Fomor’s musings, “Danae tells me you were searching out new trade routes for your village?”

Fomor nodded cautiously. That this had been Volot’s lie, not his, was cold comfort.

Nephel popped a slice of fig into his mouth, and rinsed his fingers in the bowl of water provided for that purpose before he washed the fruit down with a swallow of wine. “What do your people make? Perhaps this meeting may prove mutually beneficial.”

The captain silently cursed Volot. Falsehoods made his gut burn and curled his tongue, but he could see no other option. He cast about for an answer that was plausible, and not a complete lie. An image of his morning’s activities popped into his mind and he gave a nearly audible sigh of relief. “We are miners. Mostly alabaster, but occasionally we have come across decorative stones such as amethyst and emerald that seem to be popular, especially among the women.”

Glancing at his silent wife, Nephel grinned. “Ah, it is so. The ladies of my own family are fond of jewels, though I think sometimes that Naomi prefers a well woven basket.” His wife smiled and blushed. Nephel turned back to his guests and explained, “My wife is the most talented person I know. She can create almost anything, given the right materials. Several years ago a caravan passed near our village with all manner of goods to trade. I thought she might enjoy some of the jewelry they had, but no, she chose several bundles of reeds, in the strangest colors you’ve ever seen.

“Everyone laughed behind their hands, but,” he held up a victorious finger, “my Naomi knew her business. The baskets she made from those reeds were the perfect combination of utility and beauty. Naturally, they sold for a tidy profit. Now people come from as far away as the Euphrates just for her baskets.” He popped another fig slice into his mouth and rinsed his fingers again before picking up an oatcake. “So,” the big man slid a sly glance to Fomor, “perhaps we could become trading partners, yes?”

Fomor returned a tight smile, but offered no comment and Nephel changed the topic.

“In your travels you must have seen many things, yes? Tell us of your adventures, if you will.”

The captain relaxed for the first time since entering the house. Here, at least, he could be honest, even if he must leave out a few details. He hoped the news he brought might be useful to his host.

“We have traveled a great distance from our home and it seems to me that the world grows stranger with each new moon. In many villages the priests grow violent and bloodthirsty. New gods spring up from the dust, and they are not merciful.”

He recounted the story of Jared, without mentioning the intervening years or Adahna’s attempt to save the child’s life, saying merely that they had been unable to effect a rescue. He did not have to feign grief over the boy’s loss, or outrage over the subsequent escape of the priest. Other tales followed, of bloody altars and families broken by murder or infidelity, as the food disappeared and afternoon surrendered to evening.

“It is as if,” Nephel said finally, “all the world is peopled by sheep and wolves.”

Fomor could only agree.

The following morning dawned bright and clear. Fomor awoke and reluctantly faced the fact that he could only delay the inevitable for so long. Well, it could wait until after breakfast at any rate. A noise outside brought him to his feet with a warning shout. Instantly his team was up, swords drawn, battle ready.

Danae blinked at them from the fire where she had been stirring something in a pot. “Is this how you greet breakfast every morning?” she inquired mildly.

Gant, drawn by his captain’s shout, shot into camp, sword raised. He took in the scene and lowered his sword, sheathing it as he trotted to a stop a few feet from the group at the fire. At Fomor’s questioning glance he shrugged, grinning sheepishly, “She offered to make breakfast. I saw no harm, but I guess I should have warned you first.”

Fomor raised one eyebrow and shook his head. “You think so?”

Gant had the grace to look embarrassed, and was happy enough to return to his watch when Fomor waved him off.

The captain turned to the woman, “Well, it seems that we have given you poor repayment for such generosity. We are honored by your kindness.”

She smiled slowly as the others wandered off, muttering about fetching water or firewood.

“You have no tents? No packs? How have you managed to live during your travels without even the means to cook a meal?”

“We escaped with very little after the – Our needs are simple and, since we will be moving on today, we saw no need to set up shelters.”

“After what? It must have been very terrible to have driven you off with so little to sustain you.” Her gaze traveled over the strength of his arms, the breadth of his chest.

“The forces against us were formidable.”

“So, you were attacked by bandits, as Volot said? Your warriors look capable enough; it must have been a very large group, yes?”

Fomor’s mouth tightened for a moment, then he grinned, “Is it the custom of your people to harass a guest with questions the moment he wakes up? Besides, I think the oatcakes are burning.”

With red cheeks and a frustrated exclamation, Danae turned to the fire, rescuing the flat breakfast cakes just in time. “There is fruit in that basket and water in the jugs over there.”

Fomor didn’t move but watched her intently for several minutes. Her movements, even when distressed, were graceful and fluid. Her hair rippled over her shoulders to her waist. He wondered idly what it would feel like between his fingers.

“If you are finished staring,” green eyes flashed up at him, a dimple appearing in her cheek as she smiled, “breakfast is ready.”

It was his turn to flush. He took the cakes from her and sat down to eat. “Delicious,” he said, watching her as she fried a new batch on a wide, flat stone set into the flames. She did not look up at him but he saw the dimple appear in her cheek again.

Soon they were rejoined at the fire by the rest of the unit. Only Adahna remained standing casually at the edge of the small clearing to eat her breakfast. The sound of running feet along the path from the village brought the group to their feet again, but they relaxed quickly as Shahara burst into the clearing.

She stopped in confusion a few yards from the fire. “Oh, I – there you are Danae! Mother wondered where you had gone.”

Danae smiled softly, “She should remember she sent me with breakfast for our guests. She would have sent you too, but you could not be found.”

Shahara frowned in irritation, then smoothly replaced it with a teasing smile, “Hmm, I thought for certain I heard you volunteer. With our entire family to cook for I doubt Mother had the time to think of such generosity herself.”

“Our mother is always sweet and generous – is her name not Naomi?” Danae’s voice was neutral but her eyes sparkled with mirth and her dimple peeked in and out of view. She pretended to think for a moment, “Is it possible that you were so deep among the blankets that no one could find you, and you could not hear us calling for the sleep plugging your ears?”

Fomor watched the interchange with fascination.

Shahara stamped her foot, her face darkening with temper.

Volot sprang to his feet, “Beautiful Shahara, you promised to show me the waterfall in the eastern pool. I have finished breaking my fast, perhaps we could go now. Fomor, Shahara tells me there are fig trees there and I thought they would make a welcome addition to our provisions if any are ripe.”

Fomor nodded his consent and Shahara’s irritation melted into smiles before his next words erased her pleasure. “It is well to gather what we can as soon as possible. We must resume our journey in a day or two.”

Volot led Shahara from the clearing in silence.

“Why must you leave so soon? I suppose your family will be worried for your safety? Your wife, perhaps?” Danae’s voice was soft with regret.

“We have no families,” Gant laughed, “the seven of us is all—”

Fomor stopped him with a furious look and the black haired giant suffered an unexpected coughing fit.

“No families? Then why be in such a hurry? Surely if there is nothing to tie you to your old home, you may take your time in returning?” Danae smiled.

“We have reason enough. And it would not be right to impose on your father’s hospitality when we cannot repay him. Besides, our business takes us back to...” For the life of him, Fomor could think of no way to end the sentence that would also end her questions. He glared at the others and they suddenly recalled numerous duties that required their immediate attention.

Adahna, still standing at the edge of the clearing, melted into the vegetation and out of sight before spreading her wings and rising into the treetops to resume her watch.

“Fomor?” Danaefolded her hands in front of her waist and trained her gaze on the empty pot now sitting beside the fire, “Could you help me carry these things back to the village?”

“Of course,” he said, plucking up the pot and the nearly empty fruit basket. She left the water jar, still half full, where it sat and he was too busy watching her to notice.

The following afternoon, Jotun, Gant and Phaella were practicing sword play. The clearing they had chosen was a short distance from the encampment. Sena was taking a breather on a nearby boulder, watching Gant and Phaella spar, while Jotun shouted equal parts encouragement and criticism at the sweating pair.

“Lift your guard Gant! You’d have been skewered three times by now if it were me on the other end of Phaella’s sword.”

“It’s not,” Gant said, breathing only a little harder than normal, “as if she’s actually going to do me any damage.”

“Ha!” Phaella brought her sword around his guard, carving a neat slice out of his tunic, “If I wanted to do you damage, I would.”

Gant grinned at her, “Exactly.” His foot flashed out and caught the back of her knee. Unbalanced, she landed hard on her behind.

“Unfair,” she cried, springing to her feet and rubbing her posterior.

Jotun suppressed a grin. “Phaella, fair or not, he’s right. I’ve told you before, you’re leaving yourself open on the back swing.”

Sena heard a slight noise in the brush behind her and hid a grin of her own. “You can come out, you know. We don’t bite.”

Silence followed by two voices in whispered, fierce, exchange was the only reply for several minutes. Sena waited. Finally, two young humans stepped out of the bushes, hands clasped in solidarity.

The pair were of an age, the boy about eleven and the girl maybe a year younger. In all else they were opposites. Where the girl was green eyed, the boy looked at the world out of inky pools surrounded by a thick fringe of black lash. The girl’s skin was pale as a new moon and smooth as sun washed sand, the boy swarthy and ruddy cheeked with the requisite legion of minor cuts and bruises that bespoke rough, adventurous play. Long curls of white gold fell past the girl’s shoulders to her waist, caught up in a length of ribbon to keep it out of her eyes, while the boy’s hair was cut short, a tightly curled mass of ebony. The girl followed, the boy led and it was he who spoke.

“What are they doing?”

“Practicing. What are you doing?”

The question didn’t seem to bother either child, but the sparring match had resumed and the boy was so absorbed by the scene that he seemed not to hear. The girl responded.

“Trying to decide,” she said.

Sena smiled. “Decide what?”

“Decide if you’re safe. Kefir says,” the child nodded at her companion, “that not everyone is, you know. And it’s important to find out.”

Sena nodded. “Kefir is wise to be careful, but you can rest easy with us. We are as safe as the house you live in. You have told me the name of your friend, will you tell me yours?”

“I am Ziva.” Wide blue eyes met Sena’s and seemed to find comfort in the spirit revealed there. The little girl turned her attention back to the combatants, wincing as Phaella landed a particularly telling blow with the flat of her sword to Gant’s ribs.

“That will leave a bruise,” the child said, and began digging in the small pouch she carried at her side. A moment later she uttered a muffled cry of satisfaction and held up a bunch of oval shaped leaves, ragged on the edges with a strong vein structure on the underside.

“Bruisease,” the child explained. “You can dampen them and apply them directly, but if you steep them in olive oil they make a lovely lotion. Danae says it stops the pain almost right away.”

Sena accepted the gift as gravely as it was given. “Danae says so? And have you not experienced its benefits yourself?”

“No. Kefir never lets me get hurt.”

“I see. Then why do you carry the leaves?”

The little girl rolled her eyes. “For Kefir, of course. He’s always getting hurt.”

“Oh? Clumsy is he?”

Ziva turned on her hotly. “He is not! He is brave and adventurous and...”

Sena held up her hands in a gesture of surrender. “Of course, of course, the most stalwart warrior is likely to suffer minor injuries from time to time.”

Ziva studied Sena’s face a moment, and her expression relaxed into grave sincerity. “He is a brave warrior. He will do mighty things one day.”

“I’m sure he will.”

The two looked up as Gant and Phaella finished their match. Across the small clearing, Adahna stepped out of the trees and called to Jotun.

“Volot has found something he wants to show us. Can you come now?”

Jotun nodded and turned to his trainees. “Anyone else want to come?”

Phaella nodded, but Sena declined. “I need to get back to camp soon; it’s my turn to prepare dinner.”

“I’ll stay with Sena,” Gant said.

“Of course you will,” Jotun replied with a mocking grin. He and Phaella followed Adahna into the woods.

“So,” Gant said, walking toward the remaining occupants of the glade, “who are our visitors, Sena?”

“This is Ziva,” Sena said, placing a light hand on the child’s shoulder, “and this young warrior is Kefir, or so I am told.”

“A warrior is it?” Gant crossed his arms and rested his chin in the fingers of one hand. He studied Kefir intently for a few moments, then said, “he has the look of a fighter, it’s true. What is your weapon of choice, young man?”

Kefir drew himself to his full height and replied gravely, “I have a sling, sir. I can hit a bird in the grain field at fifty paces. I’m quiet and very fast...sir.”

“The sling is a fine weapon, very useful in taking an enemy by surprise,” Gant said.

Kefir took an impetuous step
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