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About This Book

Before he ever became the Archangel Michael, that angel so beloved of the Roman Catholic Church and other religions in later years, Micha el-Kur was born in mid 4th Millennium BCE on the banks of the mighty Tigris River near the mound of Kuyunjik, later known as Nineveh. But not a normal boy, being as he was a demigod. But he did not know that at the time, nor the identity of his divine father.

____

Then, and at age 13, in the course of 7 days, all those he loved: his mother, uncle, and pet goat, had all died, changing his character forever.

After an encounter on a grassy island in the Tigris River with a neighbours’ daughter, he left his home, travelling west beyond the Euphrates River to the temple of the reptilian god BA’AL HADDU and his consort, the humanoid goddess ASTARTE, the Divine Prostitute with six breasts. It seems they called her “Hexatits,” but never to her face. 

____

Having become, by his own admission, the world’s greatest warrior, and wielding his Beautiful Sword, he returned to his birthplace 28 years later; there to fight vile DAGON the Fish-God, and discovering there also several previously unsuspected half-brothers, the identity of his divine father, and best of all, a very beautiful daughter for whom his lust knew no bounds.

Totally without fear, it could be said that Michael was always ready to take by force, if necessary, any female he fancied, cut the limbs off any man who opposed him, was potty mouthed, racist, sexist, and had incestuous tendencies. He was certainly most contemptuous of anyone - man or god, who demanded to be worshipped.

And especially contemptuous of that evil god SHAITAN, and his multi poxed arse.

Verily a man for his time.

But perhaps not for the wokish, puritanical 21st century?

Please do not read this book if these themes offend you.

Otherwise read it twice, then tell your friends.
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Although Mic Tigris insisted that the persons, gods, places and events depicted herein were real, the Publishers declare this to be entirely a work of fiction. Unless you want it to be true, then you may consider it to be thus. Whatever!  It saves on arguments.
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Mosul, Iraq.  8th June 2017.

On the west bank of the Tigris River, near the Fourth Bridge and behind the Water Treatment Facility. As described to me by eyewitnesses, perhaps under duress, but still essentially true.

____

The black clad man holding the AK47 seems unfamiliar with the weapon, but manages to point it at the white-haired giant standing fearlessly before him. For the third time he nervously cocks the weapon, the ejected and unused cartridge joining the other two in the dirt.

“On your knees, oh son of al-Shaytan!” he yelled in Baghdadi Arabic. “Prepare to meet your maker in the depths of Jahannam. It is the will of Allah, glory be to Him, the Exalted, and to his prophet Muhammad, Peace be unto Him!”

But the large man does not reply. 

A distant sound of gunfire heralds yet another firefight between Daesh and a temporary alliance between the Iraqi Army and Kurdish freedom fighters on the Left Coast - the other side of the river, an area supposedly liberated from the Daesh scum... but obviously not completely. And there exists yet a large area on this side under Daesh control.

“Again I say unto you, spawn of al-Shaytan, ar-Rajim. As I curse him, so I also curse you. Get down onto your knees!”

Another fighter has been standing behind the large man and stabs his bayonet into the backs of both knees. But despite the profusion of blood now running down his legs, the large man does not budge.

“I have come here to die,” he announces. “This is the place of my birth, the site of our family farm was near here, as were the graves of those I held dearest. My treacherous father has left with his people and are even yet on their way between the stars to the Promised World in Orion.  My time here is now over.”

With that he falls to his knees and stares unblinkingly into the eyes of his antagoniser - pale blue into dark brown. The brown eyes look away.

But the man standing behind points his rifle at the back of the large man’s skull, and crying “Allahu Akbar,” he pulls the trigger.

____

Death effectively occurs between the time that the old 7.62x39mm, M-43 steel core projectile, travelling at 718 metres per second, enters the back of his skull, to the time it exits through the eye socket. A split second. Fired at point blank range, the boat tailed projectile has no time to yaw, nor does it fragment, even as the occipital and temporal lobes are reduced instantly to jelly; the shock rendering all other brain functions extinct.

Along the way the Pineal gland in the rear of the Epithalamus has been smashed to jelly, it being the pine-cone shaped key to his Immortality. The fluid filled eye explodes just before the frontal bone of the eyebrow also explodes, and creates a crack that extends to the top of his skull.

It takes his heart a little longer to realise that all is not well as it continues to pump blood about the collapsing body - both inside and out. Almost 200 ml. of red life has pumped from the eye socket and rear of the skull onto the ground, as the shock extends across the entire central nervous system. Finally, the heart decides to give up... and ceases pumping.

____

Thus, my father, the greatest of the Archangels, is finally dead. This time forever, after all these resurrections, these many years, these many millennia.

How beloved he had become by the followers of the modern Roman cult dedicated to the prophet Yeshua, and how great had been his irritation of those priests, and their depiction of him in paint and stained glass.

“Look,” he had ranted. “I do not have yellow flowing hair, and my face has never been bare since I was old enough to have a beard. And that face, so effeminate, so weak. By SHAITAN’S scab encrusted arse, may all these so-called artists die a slow and lingering death, and their art be consigned to the very pits of Mount Hades, were that fire mountain to be yet in existence.”

But he had only ever smashed a very few stained-glass windows on occasion, yet had accepted the praises of those same officials and their congregations when offered, especially when they declared him a Saint. But then, my father had always been somewhat hypocritical.

——
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So now here I sit on the upper deck of my old houseboat on the Murray River. I am all alone, the last of the Angels, a true grandson of the God Of Gods - YODH WHE himself. Or should that be “former God Of Gods”?

Behold, I am weak and frail and in need of Revitalisation, as had been my father and his brothers who had also been abandoned; left behind by their father when the reptilian gods departed this world.

So I ask: what good is Immortality when there is no specialised Resurrection Facility available, and of what value is a Soul Recording whose only remaining copy is on that huge, black, ring-shaped star-craft: “Ark of Heaven,” even yet on its way to Orion Khonsu 2, which is a moon of the planet 38858b orbiting the star HD 38858.

Bastards!

But perhaps there is still justice to be had, as the Spirit of the star craft were obviously unaware that such large exoplanets as 38858b carry around them dense and powerful gravity anomalies which cannot be survived by mammals, and probably not reptiles. If the gods are to call the moon Khonsu 2 home, they may well have to reincarnate themselves as insects. My grandfather, the cockroach?

Och Veh! As my father used to say.

____

These following stories are his stories, my father’s stories, just as he wrote them. I have given him the author’s credit, as I have merely curated his many scribblings. The writing style is hardly great literature, perhaps a bit naive, perhaps slightly archaic, but the stories are told with heart, and capture his personality surprisingly accurately.

My editor has also contributed some prose, while I have added some stories, based on those tellings which he had not put down as written words; or stories which I have discovered with my research.

Soon I too will be gone, but perhaps this, the stories of all of us, the Angels, the Seraphim, and the Archangels, will live on.

.

Mel Zedek

Houseboat “Pomegranate Dreaming”

via Echuca, VIC, 3564.

Australia.

20th December 2023 CE.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

PROLOGUE  1
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On Kuyunjik mound. It is  3496 BCE.

____

“Kill DAGON”...  “Vile DAGON must die!” come the shouts from the rabble crowd advancing down from the mound known as Kuyunjik. Known as such by the long-term villagers, traders on the Trade Route, and also those farmers from the nearby plains. But not to the fisher people who reside on the banks of the mighty Tiger River, they who refer to this place as Nineveh, the “place of fishes,” and have sworn fealty to the fish god DAGON who is now the Overlord of the people of the plains, and the village. 

But not by popular choice.

“Kill vile DAGON and his lickspittle running dogs, the Keeper and his tribute collectors!”

“The pointy stake is too good for this scum,” they cry.

“Yes, cut them into small pieces and feed them to the worms,” scream others.

“And the ants... Never forget the ants,” calls a lone voice from among the crowd. Everybody turns to look at who said that.

____

The youth watches the events before him and realises that he is witnessing history. Being a mere ten years of age, he has been forbidden to attend by both his mother and uncle. Yet he has sneaked away from his home a short distance down river from here, and has not been noticed by those around him due to his size which is that of most older boys. He is also careful to avoid being seen by people who know him well.

He had arrived at the meeting held on the peak of the low mound at sunset, having followed Uncle Josah there. Uncle had taken his short thrusting spear, indicating that he anticipated trouble, so the lad had brought his sling, and a collection of river stones in a pouch.

A spokesman had stood before the tall Tor, a rock formation that had dominated this place since the Time of Dreams, a rock that had at various times been regarded as a god, or representing a god. Those who were skeptical of the existence of the gods claimed that this was simply the remains of the core of a fire mountain, but this idea had no credibility because everybody knows that a fire mountain has a hole at its core, from which issues forth ash and liquid rocks, and not a solid plug.

The spokesman had tried to subdue the restless crowd.

“Friends... friends... please. Cut the cackle and listen. There is much to discuss here.”

“What’s to discuss?” called voice from the crowd.

“Yeah... Let's get the vile lizard and his minions.”

“Vile DAGON must die! His Keeper must die! His tribute collectors must die!”

Then a lone voice chose to oppose this view, that being in all probability of a fisherman, a Guild member whose wealth would be lost if the folk gathered here had their way.

“No,” he cried. “Life is good here. The trade route is growing, and we are all becoming ever more wealthy.”

“No, we are not. We are being taxed into poverty, and the tribute collectors grow more arrogant and demanding all the time.”

“Kill DAGON!” roared the crowd, until it became a chant.

____

It seems that sometime in the past, the monolith Tor which rose from the ground on the highest part of the mound, born of the dust of the earth not water, ironically had become associated with DAGON, the supposed Fish God. This due to the influence of the largest and oldest trade group resident on the mound - The Grand and Worshipful Guild of Fishermen.

This guild had even appointed a Keeper of The Sacred Site whose tasks were to maintain the grounds, manage the House of the Comfort Women, and provide security for the Sacred Stones. These had been planted in a circle around the Tor - they being the idols of the many gods of the plains.

“Vile DAGON must die!” continues the chanting from the rabble crowd advancing down from the mound.

“Kill vile DAGON and his lickspittle running dogs, the Keeper and his henchmen!”

There are those carrying lit torches, some carrying stones in case a stoning is decided on rather than an impalement, while others wield ugly wooden clubs, they being more personal than other means of execution, and therefore more satisfying.

____

The main duties of the Keeper had been to collect tributes from the general population, pilgrims, traders, and other visitors to the Mound, but not from the Guild members of course. After all, this process was their idea, and taxing oneself was stupid. These tributes were stored safely in the Armoury - a small mudbrick structure situated near the track winding up the northern spine of the Mound. This structure also held the weapons needed by the Town Militia: citizens who could be rallied to defend the Site and associated village from the many marauding bandit bands that infested the plains.

So, then it was that not many years ago, a mighty ground shake was experienced - much stronger than the usual regular tremors. The sacred stone idols that represented the various gods were dislodged from their places on the slope around the Tor and had rolled down the steep sides of the mound. The Keeper’s house, the House of the Comfort Women, several trader warehouses, the Armoury, many residences, and warehouses had also been damaged.

But the Tor had remained standing, unscathed - a symbol of the supremacy of the Fish God DAGON. Or so the Keeper had claimed.

He had run around, here and there, boasting about his god’s superiority, and demanding that all the inhabitants of the northern plains now convert to DAGON - he who had still been standing when all the lesser gods had tumbled off the peak.

However, the people of the town and the surrounding plains had seen this as a declaration of war by DAGON and his Keeper against all the gods of the plains. They had grown angry, and there had been mutterings and much antipathy to DAGON and his lackey, the Keeper. Soon, on this dark night, fiery torches had been lit, and the unruly mob had climbed the winding path through the village up toward the peak which was still regarded as a sacred site, despite the supposed presence of DAGON there.

After the speeches at the peak, the frenzied mob now reach the weird oblong mud-brick home of the Keeper, situated next to the Armoury, both now mostly repaired after the shake. There follows a period of yelling, the throwing of stones and abuse in many languages, until the mob has worked up sufficient anger and courage to attack the doorway of the house, with every intention of dragging the Keeper outside, and there beating him to death. They intend to then take his remains and feed them to the fishes of the Two Rivers... a most appropriate end for an acolyte of the Fish God. Or such is the intention.

However, a particularly enthusiastic rabble member, perhaps somewhat under the influence of firewater, has thrown his burning torch onto the dry reed roof of the house, it catching instantly alight. Realising that a change of plan is now required, someone suggests that the doorway be blocked, and this happens with surprising speed and effectiveness. Screams are heard from within; females and children begging for mercy; but this only inflames the rabble further.

The boy turns away, sickened by the smell of human flesh burning, and the dying cries of the Keeper’s family. He returns home.

____

The next day, the boy asks of his uncle,

“Uncle, what happened last night?”

“There was justice for some, but not for everyone. The Keeper’s family were burnt within their home, but they were innocents who had no part in the injustices perpetrated by the Keeper and his henchmen. The tributes collected and stored in the Armoury have been recovered, but I suspect there will be much argument about redistributing these to the people, since everyone was assessed differently and so everyone paid different amounts... 

“The Keeper was later caught hiding in one of the Comfort Women huts, and was impaled on a stake with a particularly rough surface. Some of his tribute collectors were found and beaten until all their bones were broken, then thrown into the Tigris, there to feed the fishes... an appropriate end for followers of the fish god. Some appear to have escaped, probably heading south to Ass-ur town which is the actual home of the reptilian god DAGON.”

“So vile DAGON is not dead?”

“No, Micha. As I said, he resides in Ass-ur. To kill him, if that is possible for a god, we would need to send an army downstream to there, and I cannot see that happening anytime soon.”

____

But it will come to pass, in less than three dozen years, that an army does travel downstream, and there slays vile DAGON.

However his death will be short lived.

Because who is a god, if he lacks Eternity?
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PROLOGUE  2
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Three years later. 3493 BCE.

They are assembled at the peak of the low hill called Kuyunjik, above the slow-moving waters of the Tiger River, which some call Father Tigris, at the place where it is met by the Khosr stream.

They are people from the many ethnic groups who now call this place home, as well as visitors from distant places. For this night is special, a rare occasion called Esta, when the full moon coincides with the Spring Equinox, and is celebrated not only by the followers of the Old Gods, but also those who believe in the Star Gods whose power is surely beyond question.

They are throwing eggs into a roaring bonfire, that these symbols of fertility may be consumed by the various gods who provide the life-giving rains, bountiful harvests, and healthy young from their flocks; so that survival may be guaranteed for another year, a further contribution be made to their Wealth, and such that their standard of living may become ever greater.

They are dancing around a narrow, tall rock - a Tor, which crowns the peak of Kuyunjik - which some still regard as representing DAGON the fish god, while others are certain it represents ANU, the God Of Gods, who resides in the HEAVEN.

They are shuffling their feet, then stamping them in time with the beat of many drums, interspersed with the sound of Auroch horns, flutes, and the clang of a single copper gong.

They are garbed in all manner of party clothing, not least being bare skin, and bizarre body paintings.

They are drinking the fermented brews of barley grain, of fruit wines, of honey and date wines - many enhanced with the resin from the Poppy plants that grow wild on the plains beyond Kuyunjik, or the essence of certain fungi that grow on the exposed roots of ancient trees.

They are waiting for the clouds to clear, that SELENE the Moon Goddess may reveal the fullness of her face for those who believe in her divinity. And for those who do not - to indulge in breeding with strangers, which is permitted only on nights such as this.

____

They are unaware that not far downstream, and on the opposite bank of the Tigris, there juts out a rock above the river, and on this is sitting a boy.

His face is wet with tears. Behind him a small pack of wolves sit hidden in the darkness, watching him intently.

But just because he cannot see them does not mean that they are not there, and he suddenly realises that they are definitely there, lurking unseen, watching him from the depths of the shadows, in the dark of the moon.

He wipes his dirty tear and snot-stained face with the back of his arm, and it appears he is about to recommence the shedding of yet more tears.  

His name is Micha, and this is his story.
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Part  Two
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Of Lions, Wolves, and a Small Goat

.

It is Spring, 3493 BCE, near the small settlement of Kuyunjik, called by some Nineveh.

In this part of the world, it is the Chalcolithic Age,

the Copper/Stone Age,

the transition between the late Neolithic 

and the Bronze Age.

It is the very earliest beginning of the Age of Cities,

the birth of Civilisation.

PREVIEW

.

From Chapter 2.2  “Day Two.”

... ... As suddenly as it had been predictable, Little Goat scampered from between my knees and disappeared into a thicket – a Hawthorn thicket, with its confused perplexity of interlocking branches and long evil thorns. I could hear her bleating: triumphant, challenging? Or pinned on the thorns – demanding release? Fortunately, there was no pain in her calls... good!

I had expected the huge male lion to immediately commence his attack on us; having even commenced my own defence: swinging the braided-wool cord of the sling in a wide arc, rapidly increasing the speed of the river-stone held in its leather pouch. A futile gesture against that thick skull perhaps, but better than closing with the animal, as would be necessary in order for Uncle to use his short copper sword, or even his medium length thrusting spear.

Fortunately, my preparations were superfluous to requirement, and I need not have bothered.

The lion had turned and followed the goat, roaring as he jumped into the thicket. In an act of gross stupidity, he only succeeded in penetrating the thicket to half his body length before emitting a loud howl, then stopping, before attempting to extradite himself. But he was stuck, his back legs skidding in reverse on the still damp frosty grass as they tried to extract that huge body from the thicket.

Becoming ever more desperate, his mighty manly roars were sounding ever more like girly-howls as he realised that he was now reduced to being our prey. My prey actually; I needed his mane as a trophy more than did Uncle. I glanced at Uncle then, and instantly saw that he also recognised this.

“Here Micha, use this!” He threw his hard-copper short-sword toward me, and I caught it deftly by the handle as does a true professional. Coolness under pressure and our hunter instincts had won out again, adding to my new found sense of invincibility.

“Careful Micha, he can come loose any moment. Kill him quickly, or he’ll eat you.”

Oh, such Mirth!

Without hesitation I jumped onto the beast’s back with the intention of bringing the blade down into his skull, but the skull was tangled among the branches, and not immediately accessible. Neither was the spot behind the shoulder bones beneath which the heart is supposed to reside. Aware that striking anywhere else would be futile, I sat on the struggling beast’s back for several heartbeats, not sure what to do next.

This was indeed a serious setback.

“Oh, for shits sake, boy! Underneath! Get underneath and cut open his chest between the ribcage and cut out his heart!” Uncle sounded desperate. And behind his shouts, there was another sound: more roars – the females. Three of them, and Uncle was alone.

And his single thrusting spear would not be enough to dispatch three angry lionesses. I glanced back at Uncle; there was a strange look in his eyes. Sadness? He appeared to say something then, because his lips moved. Perhaps it was “look after your mother,” perhaps not. But I had no time to think about that; only to remember that the look he gave me lasted merely three heartbeats, yet which was to haunt me on many nights, over many years to come...
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Chapter  2.1  Day One
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In a fit of uncharacteristic rage, Uncle had torn the light wicker door off the Medicine Woman’s shack and thrown it down the path.

“You bitch!” he had fumed at the cowering woman. “You know our desperation and are taking advantage of that to demand such a huge payment for a small jar of that elixir. You are well aware of my sister’s dependency on it to reduce the pains that rack her body every day and night, and you know they are getting worse. The hide of a fully grown Auroch bull, or three complete deer hides, is a ridiculously high price to pay. It is nothing less than theft.” 

He stormed outside, his face still livid as he told me,

“But we have no choice. We will need to organise a hunt, and risk trespassing upon the grounds claimed by the Abbey. That vile bitch! But she will keep. Oh yes, revenge is sweet, and my memory is long.”

As it happened, it was not.

But mine was.

____

So we set off early the next morning, upstream to the ford across Father Tigris. It came as no surprise that the ancient donkey was not pleased as the chilly waters of the river washed around its hooves and hocks, expressing its displeasure with a loud “hee-haw,” but remaining otherwise passive. Being someone who washed in the river daily regardless of the season, I did not consider it very cold, certainly not as cold as it would soon become when the snows in the high Taurus Mountains completed their annual melt, and poured down Father Tigris at the time of High water.

The beast was also prone to sudden attacks of panic, times when it would collapse onto its side, legs outstretched; then just as suddenly standing up again as if nothing had happened. Uncle said that it had been like this since his visit to the fabled cross-roads town of Jericho, where the ground had rumbled and shaken, and a section of a terrace retaining wall had tumbled down.

As it had several times before, and no doubt would again in times to come.

____

Upon crossing the ford north of the low hill called Kuyunjik, we passed the Place of Skulls, where criminals were executed by stoning or impalement, and minor offenders were whipped at a stake. But today there were only the remains of a tattered skeleton surrounding the base of one of the pointed stakes, it being watched over by a solitary and somewhat over optimistic vulture.

To our right lay the small settlement which some called Nineveh, but for which we still used the traditional name of Kuyunjik. It was clustered on the slope above the flood level of High water. Despite the sun being barely above the horizon, there was much activity in the village, no doubt because the spring equinox this year would coincide with a full moon, and at which time the festival of Esta would be celebrated. Preparations for this important festival appeared to be progressing well.

Sadly, we would not be attending this year, what with Mother’s sickness having advanced to a frightening extent. She had been barely awake when we left, and had not even been able to come outside and wave us goodbye, as she had always done in times past. Her pains were becoming ever stronger, even as she became weaker, and her need for the elixir became ever greater. I feared that we would soon lose her.

But she had been able to suggest we not take my pet, the small goat whose presence would attract the great carnivores of the north-eastern plain - the powerful lions, bears, boars, and perhaps even one of the rare long-toothed tigers which gave this river its name.

Although she had also advised against taking the donkey, Uncle had pointed out that we would need it to carry the spoils of our hunt: the hides, as well as our supplies for the planned three day hunt.

____

Beyond Kuyunjik was the Port, a place east of the hill where the gentle sloping banks of the tributary Khosr River were ideal for pulling boats out of the water, and also for pushing loaded craft into the stream which met Father Tigris just beyond Kuyunjik. Here craft were being prepared for their seasonal trips down river to the lands of the ‘Black Headed People,’ who some called the Sumerians and their land Sumer, while others called it Kengir, or Shinar.

So many languages, so many words for the same thing!

Soon the spring snows melting on the eastern Zagros Mountains would fill this river with icy waters, just as would the Melt in the high Taurus Mountains of the north fill the Tigris. The treacherous shallows and cataracts that made navigation difficult at the Low would be submerged to permit a safe and rapid transit downstream to the legendary ports of Ur, Uruk, Ubaid, and others.

Uncle waved to one of the boatmen. He was from the Land of Islands where he had been a fisherman, but had swapped that occupation for the safer and more profitable river freight-haulage business down Father Tigris, then across to the Euphrates River. Today he was rebuilding a Round Boat, or what some called Coracles. But Uncle’s friend called them “Kuphar” in his native tongue, and the one he was working on was huge - large enough to hold two boatmen, a donkey, plus a heavy load. He was bending fresh willow wood to form the frame over which he would stretch the many sewn-together animal skins, all sealed with bitumen which was plentiful all about.

Behind him sat a pile of shaped limestone blocks which had been quarried during the winter from the nearby hill named Jebel Maqlub, and were ready to be loaded into the Round Boats once the waters of Father Tigris became deep enough. These were no doubt destined for the many towns of Sumer in the far south, where much building work was being carried out using this difficult to shape, but beautiful material.

“Going hunting on the plain?” he had asked of Uncle. “Beware of the bandits that operate there, and also the Guardian Hunters of the Abbey.”

Certainly, it was well known that the undulating north eastern plains area south of the Khosr River were being avoided by all but the most skilled hunters, or foolhardy, or desperates like us; what with several bands of bandits reportably making their presence felt there, as well as the usual great carnivores.

____

But avoided mostly because all the wild animals that roamed freely upon those plains had been claimed by Bashiqa Abbey, a large religious settlement set below the long sloping sides of Jebel Bashiqa, and which claim was enforced by the Guardian Hunters of that place. It was said that there were giants among these Guardians, and whose power could not be overcome.

Only they were permitted to hunt those beasts, especially the huge, wide horned Auroch cattle which stood taller than a man at their powerful shoulder, while the spread between their horns was even greater. The resulting controlled scarcity of supply made their heavy leather even more valuable, and thereby further enriching the wealth of the Abbey.

But Uncle himself had once been a Guardian at the Abbey, and Mother had once been a Maria there, so he was confident that he could explain the situation to any troop of Guardians who may catch us hunting on their plains.

Uncle nevertheless came armed for personal protection from bandits and wild carnivores, as well as for the hunt. His hardened-edge copper short-sword hung at his side, a long obsidian knife was slung next to it, and on his back he carried his most prized possession: the Composite Bow, and a quiver of six fine obsidian-headed arrows to suit.

In his left hand he carried two spears: a mid-length thrusting spear with a broad but finely knapped flinthead held in place with copper bands, and a long throwing spear with a narrow obsidian tip for maximum penetration of the quarry. A series of barbs carved into the shaft below the head would prevent the spear from falling out when the quarry bolted after being struck. The presence of the spear thus firmly locked in the animal’s body would cause more internal injury as the shaft was bounced about by the escaping beast, and so reduced the distance before the animal would collapse, and so be claimed by the hunters.

I had brought along my shepherd-sling and a pouch of carefully selected river stones as ammunition, but had only one short but very sharp flint fletching-knife which would be useful for skinning any animal we brought down. We had reasoned that Uncle’s defensive weapons were all that would be needed for that purpose, given that we intended to avoid all contact with dangerous predators, both animal and human. Obviously, the slingshot could not bring down an adult Auroch; but a deer or two would be possible.

Or even a bandit or two...

Such was our confidence.

____

Leaving the Port behind us, we followed the Trade Route that ran beside the Khosr stream north east as far the Falls, easily reached well before midday. The track was deeply rutted from generations of ox-sleds, and here it split into two. One track turned northwards as part of the Northern Trade Route, while the other crossed the Ford above the Falls - to continue east as part of the Lower Trade Route toward the Zagros Mountains. This track continued past the Khorsabad fortified farm, while a lesser track branched south to Bashiqa Abbey.

Ignoring these tracks, we instead chose to follow the river, looking for sign that deer or Auroch cattle had watered there.

Soon the large, flat topped hill called Jebel Bashiqa changed from being merely a background feature to rise and dominate the landscape.

It was here that Little Goat caught up with us.

But this was no place for a goat, there being wild lions hereabout which represented a direct danger to both the animals as well as to us - her scent being especially attractive to predators. I had left her tied up in the yard behind the sheep pen, but judging by the short length of palm rope still hanging from around her neck, she had easily chewed through that and chased after us.

She being a goat, and me being an idiot for forgetting that.

“Mother will be angry,” I thought. It had probably taken her a long time to twist the fibres to make that rope - now it was destroyed. But it had been Mother’s idea to tie the little animal up with that rope, so perhaps it was actually her fault.

Such were my thoughts then, as a mere boy of a dozen and one years, but thoughts regretted along with so much else, not so many days later.

Now the tiny goat was bouncing around with joy, the milk from her huge udders splashing everywhere, while her long ears flapped like the wings of a bird. My heart melted, as it always did at her joyous antics. Just like Mother, she loved me without reservation, and to a lonely boy who had few friends, that was important.

“All right then, come along,” I said, and received a disapproving looks from Uncle. But she came along, trotting beside me; sometimes leaning against my leg and causing me to stumble. But it was her way, and I accepted that.

____

There were many more trees this southern side of the river, and the ground was covered with a greater variety of plants. Here grew wild grasses that I recognised as native cereals, and some that had escaped from domesticated crops planted by the ever-growing legions of farmers migrating from the mountains onto the fertile, rain-blessed plains north of the Khosr stream.

Among the grasses were many tall plants with flowers in bloom - mostly white or pale pink, some with red patches.

“What are those flowers, Uncle?”

“They are the Poppy flowers that the Hatti people gather. When the flowers are finished, the seed pods are dried, and the little brown seeds are used to flavour baked foods, or crushed to make oil.”

“You would need an awful lot of seeds to make any useful quantity of oil,” I remarked. “And why bother when there are Olive trees on the western banks of Father Tigris, and also the many bitumen pits where burnable oils are easily scooped from their surfaces?”

“Not burning-oils, Micha. Cooking oils, for frying.”

I was not familiar with “frying” - Mother never cooked that way; but then I remembered the fast-food tents at the Kuyunjik market, and understood what he meant.

____

It was late in the day before we finally found Auroch tracks at the riverside, some distance upstream from the Falls. Judging by the profusion of tracks in the mud, a large herd had been here recently, but were now nowhere to be seen. We followed these tracks that led away from the river for perhaps a distance of about three Ush (approx. 1 km. -ed.), but failed to catch up with the herd before sunset. So we set up our camp for our first night of the hunt, and as it happened, also our last.

Uncle chose a campsite part of the way up the slope of Jebel Bashiqa, away from the river, lest the Khosr suddenly flood, and we be flushed away. For we knew that the Melt was commencing in the lower reaches of the Zagros mountains, and the first of the icy waters were thus due very soon.

..

Suddenly...

“Stop boy. Don’t move,” whispered Uncle. “Look, up there... above that cliff.”

I looked, and for the first time in my life saw a living lion, standing on the edge of a low cliff in all his glory - looking down at us, perhaps deciding whether we were worth eating, or merely worth killing.

Or perhaps he was just curious.

Uncle continued, still in a hushed tone.

“Isn’t he a beauty? Look at that magnificent mane, reaching halfway down his back and covering his chest between his legs. Also the long dark hair on his legs, making him of a rare kind for this territory, they being more common in the Savannah lands above the Nile River. Be aware of that mane boy. All that fur makes it difficult to locate the place to spear the beast, when the only way to kill such an animal is to put a sturdy spear through its heart, or into its brain.”

I answered that I had not actually considered taking on a lion when hunting cattle or deer. It seemed stupidly dangerous, and its meat was said was of poor quality, as was its skin which made a poor leather. And as far as this lion was concerned, he posed no threat to us from up there on the cliff, and neither did we threaten him.

And besides, he looked quite well fed.

But Uncle continued, his eyes shining with excitement, every muscle tensed. This level of excitement was something I had never witnessed before in our years of hunting together, but then that had always been on the central plains of Jazirah, on the other side of the Tigris. Those plains were tame compared to these east of the Tigris; here were great predators aplenty. Perhaps the lion released memories of Uncle’s younger years as a Guardian Hunter at nearby Bashiqa Abbey, a time when this hill and the surrounding plains had been his home range.

“Lions are an extremely dangerous animal to hunt, and it requires both skill and courage to challenge one to a deadly duel. Did you know there are places in the world where a boy, in order to earn the right to be circumcised in a temple, and so the right to marry with the blessing of his gods, must first prove that he is a true man and thus worthy of attaining rank? Whether militarily or serving in a temple. In other words: to earn status and Wealths.”

“Status and Wealths.” I had no expectation of either, and certainly had my doubts about that circumcision thing. But I had realised that having attained a dozen years and one, the time had finally arrived to think about those things, and my future. Perhaps tomorrow. Or...

Uncle continued:

“In some places, a boy must enter the camps or forts of the enemy, and return with the head of an enemy vanquished in combat. Fair or otherwise...

“Others require the carcass of a Unicorn, now rare and only found in the far off Vale of the Indus River...

“In places where roam the ferocious long-toothed tigers: huge beasts, larger than any two lions, it is permitted that three boys working together may attempt to kill such a beast, which must be a full-sized adult, and with any of the surviving boys being granted manhood. But not those too injured in that process to become warriors or hunters, of course...

“Here in the land of Jazirah it is much easier. Tigers are rare and sacred to the river, and it is not permitted to hunt them. But to prove your superior courage you may go into the wilderness, preferably on the southern plains, and return with the mane of a lion which you have personally killed. You are then permitted to wear it as a headpiece on ceremonial occasions. You are then also qualified to submit to the manhood rites in an actual temple, so that in time you may become a priest, or a vizier.”

“Is that what I must do, Uncle? Kill a lion, all by myself?  Risk death... for what? That I may have my willy cut off in order to swan around with those fancy people in all their fancy attire, and their fancy condescending snobbish talk. And to bow and scrape to any gods that may condescend to mingle with us mere mortals, and even to be required to worship them, in their presence? ...

... I don’t think so, Uncle.”

Uncle shrugged. “You are surely your mother’s son, young Micha. She always says that she will never worship anyone - man or god alike, who demands to be worshipped, for that is the ultimate failure of character. But now, let’s eat.”

We ate a meal of salted sun-dried sheep meat, boiled in home-brewed barley beer, with an onion, and seasoned with some of Mother’s herbs from her garden, all thickened with coarsely ground Winter Rye flour. I had not brought any oats for Little Goat, not having expected her to join us. But that was of no importance as she was a goat after all, and thus would eat anything, despite her preference for oats.

____

Our hunger satiated with that delicious camp food, we had barely settled down to sleep whereupon I was awoken by the roar of a lion - a male, who sounded close by. It was perhaps the same beast we had observed earlier.

The donkey was awake, and shuffling nervously, but thankfully not panicked. Little Goat had already snuggled up to me for warmth but seemed otherwise unconcerned. However, Uncle must have heard the lion too, for he was up and putting more wood on the fire.

“Lions are frightened of fire,” he informed me. “Thus the brightness of this fire will keep him away and discourage him from nibbling on our toes. Unless you wish to engage him in combat, and steal his mane when he’s not looking?”

He gave me one of those all too rare wry grins, and I understood that he was trying to allay my fears by using his unique form of humour which he called ‘Mirth,’ but others called “executioners” or “impalers” humour. But he need not have had any concerns.

For I felt no fear. Not then, not ever... and never since.

I was often prone to anger and many other emotions, too many I often thought; just not fear. In later years when I learned about the importance of fear as a survival tool, I would call my lack of fear as my Curse. But at this time, I did not really know what fear is, and thus did not know that I could not experience it. It was merely a word that people used.

Sleep did not come easily to Uncle that evening, and he sounded nervous, which was unusual. So instead of sleep we lay under our warm covers and talked. We talked about Mother’s attitude to the gods and her refusal to attend the Sacred Site on Kuyunjik, just because it had once been dedicated to DAGON the Fish God. We talked about Mother’s life, and whether there was actually a chance that her health would ever become better.

Once again I asked him about his time as a warrior in the employ of Bashiqa Abbey, and of his origins. Both he and my mother had generally avoided discussions about their early life, telling only that they were twins who had been left at the Abbey by a very large, heavily bearded man who also left a pouch of unrefined copper ore; then had walked away into the night, his eyes moist with what may have been tears.

They could vaguely remember their mother, but had never known their father, nor the place of their birth, other than it had been in the Kurdistan mountains.

But tonight, for some reason, Uncle was more expansive.

“We were only about three or four years old at that time, I think. The Abbess took us in and looked after us. We were educated, taught commercial cuneiform script, and the mystical chants performed by the Temple Virgins called the ‘Maria,’ and those young males with a suitably high voice...

“As young children we were also required to perform menial tasks, cleaning and washing and food preparation. Your mother loved the vegetable garden though, while I enjoyed the military training, assisting the temple Metal Worker, and also assisting the temple Armourer with the manufacture and maintenance of the Guardians’ weapons.”

“Like your Compound Bow?”

“Yes, a very old monk taught me. It requires great strength to fully extend it, and I was unable to do so until I was about a dozen and six years old - a couple of years before you were born.”

“So you know who my father is after all - even after these many years of denying it?”

“No, I don’t know, not for sure. Your mother has never revealed that, even to me; but I suspect it was the leader of the cult that ran the Abbey. Nobody ever spoke his name, and only a few privileged people knew it.”

“But if you’re not sure, what makes you think it was him?”

“There were stories, rumours about visits from this leader, and how three moons after his visits to the Hall of the Temple Virgins, yet another Virgin-Maria would reveal her pregnancy. She would be promoted to the High Sisterhood as a Mother-Maria, and later care for the child while it was yet dependent on her breasts. But when it was old enough for Learning, she would lose control over its care...

“I remember a particular Maria - she was known as Mother-Maria Delil. She already had one child named Uri, then another named Gabri, but when she was to lose her first son to the Abbey she rebelled and was cast out. One of the Guardians took pity on her, and went with her to Kuyunjik where the Village Council offered them a piece of land which included a bitumen pit.”

“Uncle, do you mean our neighbours at the Lha farm? So, Uri and Gabri were born at the Abbey and fathered by this mysterious cult leader. But what of Sheba, Rapha, and Akam? Were they born at the farm, and is Pa Lha their actual father?”

“Yes, they are the natural offspring of Mother-Maria Delil bint-Ahbed, formerly Virgin-Maria Delil, and Guardian-Sergeant Mogron el-Lha; but Rapha is adopted. The older two sons, who were presumably fathered by the Leader, were later returned to the Abbey to be educated until old enough to be inducted into the Guardians, after which they were free to go on regular visits to their mother. Surely you have met them?”

“You know that I am friends with Akam, and have met the other three, although only briefly.”

“And Sheba?” replied Uncle. “She is almost a woman now, and you know that your and her mothers have decided that you will marry in a few years.”

“Yes Uncle. And Aurochs might fly. No way. Ever.”

I crossed my arms in emphasis, and Uncle smiled knowingly. Why do these adults think that they can make such fundamentally important decisions for us younger people, when we are now knowledgeable of all things, and perfectly capable of deciding our future life for ourselves?

Besides, Sheba’s legs were too long, she was chubby, she was always dirty, and she stank of goat shit. No way!

But it seemed that Uncle was still in a talkative mood, after that excellent meal and our sighting of the lion.

Perhaps also having a break from the presence of Mother’s suffering, and the real possibility of downing an Auroch on the morrow; so that
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