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To my mother, Frances.

Thank you for being a light to so many and a quiet but mighty soldier of the King, who never departed from the Spirit and has served God with prayers night and day.

Luke 2:37
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A NOTE FROM CHUCK BLACK

This is a speculative work of fiction not intended to confuse or diminish the truth of God’s holy and inspired Word. Where the Bible is silent, I have taken literary freedom to construct a fictional account of the angels of heaven and their association and interaction with each other and with humanity.

The intent of this book is to, through fiction, open our eyes to the reality of spiritual warfare as described in Scripture. I have made every attempt to not contradict the Bible in any way but rather use it as a foundation upon which to inspire serious contemplation about our eternity and ultimately to give honor and glory to God. The Readers Guide at the end of this book will carefully delineate the truth of God’s Word from the fiction of this story. Please take the time to read and understand it so that there is no confusion regarding solid biblical doctrine.

To further clarify, reference statements that are directly correlated to biblical truths are set in bold text.

May you be inspired by the story that follows.


CAST OF CHARACTERS

Validus main character, last angel created

FRIENDS OF VALIDUS




	Niturni

	 
	closest friend of Validus




	Persimus

	 
	the compassionate friend




	Cadriel

	 
	the beautiful friend




	Ral

	 
	the awkward and funny friend







ARCHANGELS




	Michael

	 
	leader of the Warrior Order




	Gabriel

	 
	leader of the Messenger Order







ANGEL COMMANDERS




	Jorill

	 
	general of the first generation of warrior angels




	Danick

	 
	general of the second generation of warrior angels




	Brandt

	 
	great leader of first- and second-generation warriors




	Kelandar

	 
	primus commander of second-generation warriors




	Guilden

	 
	primus commander of second-generation warriors




	Malak

	 
	primus commander of second-generation warriors




	Rafinni

	 
	primus commander of second-generation warriors




	Porthan

	 
	primus commander of second-generation warriors




	Sorak

	 
	primus commander of second-generation warriors







GUARDIANS




	Tren

	 
	assigned with Validus to protect Drew Carter




	Yortan

	 
	assigned to protect Anna Wiesenthal







FALLEN COMMANDERS




	Apollyon

	 
	leader of the Fallen, also known as Lucifer




	Tarsis

	 
	general of the first generation of Fallen warriors




	Desgard

	 
	general of the second generation of Fallen warriors




	Durgank

	 
	Midwest regional commander




	Kushad

	 
	Fallen Prince of Shinar




	Maltrinidab

	 
	Fallen Prince of Persia




	Tinsalik Barob

	 
	rebel Fallen







HUMANS




	Drew Carter

	 
	main character of book 1




	Sydney Carlyle

	 
	main female character of book 1




	Benjamin Berg

	 
	friend of Drew Carter




	Noah

	 
	 




	Nimrod

	 
	King of Babel




	Eber

	 
	great-great-grandson of Noah




	Tamaral

	 
	maiden who speaks out against Nimrod




	Daniel

	 
	 




	José

	 
	boy in Brazil




	Paulo

	 
	boy in Brazil




	Luiz

	 
	boy in Brazil
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NAMES OF GOD​




	Elohim

	 
	God




	Elohim HaAv

	 
	God the Father




	Ben Elohim

	 
	the Son of God




	Yeshua Ben Elohim

	 
	Jesus, Son of God




	Ruach Elohim

	 
	the Spirit of God




	Ruach Ha-Kodesh

	 
	Holy Spirit








ORDERS OF ANGELS

Guardian*

Messenger

Carrier

Warrior

Minister




ORDERS OF DEMONS

Vexer-Possessor*

Messenger

Draeger

Warrior

Tormentor



RANKINGS OF WARRIOR ANGELS​




	Archangel

	 
	Michael, leader of warriors in both realms




	General

	 
	leader of all earth warriors




	Primus Commander

	 
	commander of a region or nation (multiple legions)




	Regional Commander

	 
	commander of a city or a state (typically one or two legions)




	Captain

	 
	leader of church or small city (typically one century)




	Warrior

	 
	single angel








* Orders added after the Flood




TIME LINE AND MAJOR EVENTS




	4010 BC

	 
	Creation of Validus




	4004 BC

	 
	Creation of the physical universe, the fall of Lucifer, and the fall of man




	2468 BC

	 
	Battle of Kish




	2348 BC

	 
	Noah’s flood




	2242 BC

	 
	Tower of Babel




	1900 BC

	 
	Destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah




	1250 BC

	 
	Freeing Israel from Egypt




	1040 BC

	 
	Death angel over Israel




	537 BC

	 
	Daniel’s prophecy of the coming Messiah




	2 BC

	 
	Birth of Jesus




	AD 33

	 
	Crucifixion of Jesus, Pentecost




	AD 70

	 
	Destruction of Jerusalem and the dispersion of the Jews




	AD 300

	 
	Last years of persecution of Christians and the church by Rome




	AD 1776

	 
	Formation of America




	AD 1943

	 
	World War II and the Holocaust




	AD 1948

	 
	Formation of Israel







STAIRWAYS BETWEEN THE UPPER AND MIDDLE REALMS



	Mesopotamian Stairway
	 
	Middle East



	Mediterranean Stairway
	 
	Southern Europe



	Bantuan Stairway
	 
	Africa



	Mongolian Stairway
	 
	East Asia



	Celtic Stairway
	 
	Northern Europe



	Palaeoan Stairway
	 
	Northern North America



	Malayan Stairway
	 
	Southeast Asia



	Andean Stairway
	 
	South America



	Puebloan Stairway
	 
	North America




MILITARY UNIT STRENGTHS



	Legion
	 
	5,000



	Unit
	 
	1,000



	Century
	 
	100



	Company
	 
	30–60 (2–4 detachments)



	Detachment
	 
	15
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VALIDUS

Present Day

Four 5.7 mm rounds whizzed past Validus’s head as he and two of his warriors dived over a tan brick wall. The sound was unmistakable: an FN Five-Seven, the only handgun fast enough to be a substantial threat to an angel.

One of the warriors, Arn, rolled and immediately took up a position on the wall. The other, Brit, took up a position of cover near Validus. Men and women walked past on the sidewalk, oblivious to the battle raging around them.

Captain Dartana was waiting for them. He kept a firm grip on his sword but holstered his pistol to help Validus gain a knee. “We’ve got to get you out of here, Commander. This isn’t just a few more detachments of reinforcement.”

Brit nodded in agreement.

Dartana continued, “We just got word that the Prince of San Antonio was able to call in another legion of Fallen for this fight.”

Hulan, Validus’s executive officer, had insisted that he take four warriors with him to check up on the forces in Texas. “As commander of the North American continent, you can’t afford to take such risks, sir,” Hulan had insisted.

Validus had scoffed and agreed only to bring Arn and Brit. He would not enjoy admitting to his subordinate that he had been right.

“Where is Commander Gregan?” Validus asked.

Dartana’s red hair matched the fire in his eyes. “He’s pinned down with twelve warriors in the building across the street.” Dartana motioned with his head to a burger restaurant.

“Then I’m not going anywhere.” Validus drew his sword. Arn and Brit frowned, but they knew that arguing was pointless.

Dartana looked both concerned and relieved. The situation was escalating out of control quickly. “We don’t have enough men to keep the ground and extract the commander and his men. I wasn’t sure which to—”

Validus cut him short. “How many units are engaged right now, and what are their positions?”

Dartana gave Validus a full tactical analysis, using the back of the brick wall as a temporary map. Validus was impressed with the captain’s assessment and filed that information for future use. His mind began to race through the options, evaluating threats, advantages, and possible outcomes. He had only moments to respond—the Fallen were coming fast.

Validus was angry with himself for underestimating the resolve of Bavot, the Fallen’s North American continental commander, to stop their attempt to set up a pregnancy crisis counseling center for young women just two blocks away from a Planned Pregnancy clinic.

Guilt, shame, and emotional trauma were powerful weapons in Apollyon’s hands. The destroyer always robbed. He stole joy, peace, relationships, and ultimately, life. The Enemy’s destruction left traumatized and despairing souls in its wake, souls who yearned for love, healing, and forgiveness, exactly what the counseling center was hoping to offer. The battle was fierce and relentless, a battle at the heart of the spiritual war for families.

Validus should have anticipated this kind of response from the Fallen, but this was not the time for self-retribution; this was the time for action. One thing was sure: Captain Dartana was right—they couldn’t both keep the ground and try to save Commander Gregan and his men.

“Captain, move one unit to this line, one here, and the remaining three centuries here.” Validus pointed to a pawnshop and two other buildings surrounding the proposed site of the counseling center. “When they are in position, meet me one block south of the restaurant with two of your best detachments. Tell the unit commanders that as soon as they are in position, they will attack from the north to regain the ground for the counseling center.”

“But, sir, they won’t stand a chance against an entire legion.”

“All we need is a two-minute distraction. As soon as we’ve recovered Gregan, tell them to pull back.”

Dartana nodded. “A decoy?”

“Yes.”

“What of the counseling center?”

Validus couldn’t hide his disappointment, but it was as much his fault as any other’s. He looked at Dartana with fierce eyes. “Go, Captain.”

As Dartana passed the orders and prepared the men, Validus, Arn, and Brit circled away and into position behind a house just one block south of the restaurant where Gregan and his men were trapped. Validus could hear the fierce battle cries of desperate warriors and found it difficult to wait for Dartana. He wanted to rush into the battle before another warrior had fallen.

“Keep a lookout south and east,” he told Arn and Brit. “I need to get a better view of the fight.”

Both warriors took up positions on the corners of the house as he jumped to the roof and peered over its peak to get a tactical view of what they would soon be facing. He estimated over three hundred Fallen were attacking Gregan. The angels were surrounded and fighting for their lives with no access to retreat.

“Come on, Dartana, hurry!” he whispered.

Two long minutes later, Dartana arrived with thirty capable warriors. Validus jumped down to talk to them. The solid faces of the warriors assured him that Dartana had chosen well.

“Get ready, men; this won’t be easy. We’ll have two minutes to extract Commander Gregan and his men. I want suppressing fire until we get within thirty yards, then swords until we can break open a line for our warriors to escape. Keep a tight cover.”

Ten seconds passed, and then the sound of an all-out war erupted in gunfire and clashing swords at the counseling center just to the north of them, as twenty-three hundred warriors charged Bavot’s legion of nearly five thousand Fallen.

Dartana looked to Validus, but he held up his hand, holding them in position. Validus watched as a third of the Fallen attacking Gregan left to reinforce the battle to the north.

“Now!” Validus ordered.

Thirty-four powerful vessels of Elohim sprinted across four lanes of traffic, using cars and buses as temporary cover in their assault. At first the Fallen didn’t realize what was happening because the sound of the larger battle to the north swallowed the sound of their attack. That changed when over forty Fallen warriors collapsed under gunfire and dissolved into a green vapor that fell into the heart of the earth. By the time the Fallen could react, Validus and his men were on them with swords flashing in the humid heat of a Texan spring day.

Dartana and his men fought like the warriors of old they were, sending a hundred Fallen to the Abyss in short order. Validus heard the commanding Fallen warrior call for reinforcements from the north. Time was short.

Validus could see Gregan and nine of his warriors fighting for their lives through the large glass windows of the restaurant. An opening appeared in the line of the Fallen’s defenses, and Validus took it, cutting through two enemy warriors to complete the breach. Arn and Brit stayed close, refusing to leave their commander open on either side. Validus, Arn, Brit, and Dartana materialized through the window as the other warriors protected their retreat line.

“Gregan, this way!” Validus shouted.

“Validus!” Commander Gregan exclaimed. He reached down and wrapped the arm of one of his wounded warriors around his neck. “Follow them!” Gregan ordered to his warriors.

Validus rushed to Gregan’s side and helped him carry the injured warrior through the glass and away from the fray as Arn, Brit, and Dartana covered their backs. Once outside, Dartana’s men protected their retreat across the street until every warrior was out of the restaurant.

“Tell the northern units to retreat,” Validus ordered.

Dartana sent his fastest warrior north with the message.

“But what of the territory for the counseling center?” Gregan asked. “We’ve come too far to lose it now.”

Validus shook his head. “I can’t get reinforcements to you in time, Commander. We will fight another day.”

Gregan wiped his bloodied brow, defeat evident on his face.

Once all the angel forces were recovered, the warriors tended to their wounded. Gregan shook his head as he studied the casualty reports. Grief etched lines in his face.

“I lost too many and gained nothing. I should have been more prepared.”

The loss of one warrior was grievous. Here on the battlefield of San Antonio, Gregan had lost fifty-two. It was a heavy burden to bear.

“No one saw this coming,” Validus offered. “I knew that Bavot was looking for some way to protect his influence in the region and recover what he’d lost in Texas; I just didn’t think he could put this scale of a campaign together so quickly.”

Gregan looked at Validus. “I also put you at risk, sir. You shouldn’t have come in for me.”

Validus glared at Gregan. “And you shouldn’t have let yourself get trapped like that. I put you in command here for a reason, Gregan. Don’t let it happen again.”

Gregan clearly felt the sting of the rebuke. “Yes sir.”

“Commander Gregan,” a voice called from Validus’s left. Gregan’s executive officer approached. “A courier is here for Primus Commander Validus. He says it’s urgent.”

Validus raised an eyebrow. He put a hand on Gregan’s shoulder. “We will not forget what the day has cost us, but we will learn and adapt … both of us.”

Gregan nodded.

“Stand firm, Commander Gregan.”

Validus motioned for Arn and Brit to follow him. They were anxious to be on their way and have their commander safely back at headquarters in Colorado Springs. As he and his warriors turned northwest to begin their trek home, he wondered what emergency awaited him back at headquarters.

Arn and Brit looked to their commander to see if they would fly or run, but for Validus it was always an easy choice. The dash home would be slightly longer than flying, but it would give him a few minutes to think.

He replayed the events of the recent battle and thought of Gregan. He was a good warrior and a decent commander. In another time he might have called him a friend, but commanders had little time or room in their lives for friends. The thought reminded him of a time when that was not so—a time long ago.
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FOUR FRIENDS

4010 BC

Validus stood on the skywalk overlooking the splendor of Zion, the city of gold in heaven. It was the abode of Elohim and millions of His holy angels. Majestic and beautiful in every way, lush gardens weaved throughout the city, softening the shimmering jeweled halls and glistening towers that rose up to the sky. Marbled walkways and gold-trimmed stairways, balconies, and verandas joined thousands of magnificent buildings. Courtyards, fountains, rivers of crystal waters, and bridges adorned the city throughout its span. And in the center of the great city was the Holy Mount, the palace of Elohim. From the mount flowed the river of heaven, which is the River of Life. Its pure blue waters meandered throughout the glorious city, eventually spilling into the Crystal Sea. Although he had nothing to compare to, Validus could imagine nothing more beautiful. It was a glimpse into the creative mind of Elohim, and it was breathtaking.

Validus was still glowing from his time with Elohim, clinging to each moment he had been with the Holy One. There were so many aspects of Elohim that Validus could not fathom—the unsearchable depth of His wisdom, power, holiness, creativity, and most of all, His love. One God, yet choosing to reveal Himself in three ways—Elohim HaAv, God the Father; Ben Elohim, the Son of God; and Ruach Elohim, the Spirit of God. The name Elohim allowed for plurality within the Godhead, and it was this name that was easiest for most angels to use.

In heaven, Validus was surrounded by the grandeur of the King, and yet as the moments of the day wore on, he could not deny one emotion that tugged at his joy—Validus was lonely. Not for Elohim, but for the additional companionship that many other angels seemed to find in each other.

There was order in the perfection of heaven. Not the rigid, monotonous order of rows and columns, but the beautiful and intricate order of form and function. Validus saw it in the veins of a leaf, the flow of the river, the structure of a great hall, and the hierarchy of the angels, Elohim’s beings of holy service.

Within that order, Validus was the tip of the leaf, the final turn of the river, and the last stone of the hall, for of all the millions of angels Elohim had created, he was the last. He fought the notion of self-pity, but it was there. There was no other angel lower—he was the last and the least, and he felt alone.

Validus suppressed his thoughts and fell from the skywalk, allowing his speed to build perhaps faster than he should have before spreading his wings and catching the pillow of air that lifted him up from his fall. He skirted past two of the tallest towers and found himself drawn once more to the shores of the Crystal Sea.

He set down in his favorite place, a secluded cove with arching trees, white sand, and brilliant flowers that spilled their fragrance into the still air. He walked along the shore and loved the feeling of the sand pushing back against his feet. He sat on a massive stone that jutted out over the water and seemed out of place in the order of the cove. Validus liked this stone.

His mind turned to his duties for the upcoming cycle but then slowly slipped away to the question that lingered in his mind. What is my purpose? he wondered.

“Your name is Validus, isn’t it?”

Validus turned, then jumped to his feet. A mighty angel from the One Hundred, the first and most powerful of all angels Elohim had created, had approached him. Theirs was the duty of leadership and administration. Had Validus missed a duty cycle?

“Yes sir. How can I serve you?”

The angel folded his wings and smiled. He shook his head. “That’s not why I’m here.” He took a couple of steps to cover the ground between them and offered his arm. “My name is Niturni.”

Validus hesitated. He knew the angel’s name. Everyone knew the names of the One Hundred. The first was Lucifer, then Michael, then Gabriel, then Uriel, then Raphael, then Jorill … Validus knew them all. All mighty, all revered.

He slowly took the angel’s arm in greeting.

Niturni’s smile didn’t fade. His piercing blue eyes were warm and friendly. Dark wavy hair transitioned to a meticulously trimmed, close-cropped beard. His grip was solid, strong. He seemed so much more than Validus felt.

Niturni’s grip softened, then loosened. He gazed across the cove to the other side. “I’ve seen you here often. This must be a favorite place for you.”

Validus followed his gaze. “Yes sir. It is a place that comforts me.”

“Don’t call me sir. I’m a friend.”

“Yes si—” Validus felt silly, but Niturni didn’t seem to notice. “Yes.”

“It’s beautiful here.” Niturni looked back at Validus. “I and two others are going to hear the singers’ concert in the Great Hall. Why don’t you join us?”

Why would one of the One Hundred offer such a thing to the last? Validus guarded himself against reading too much into the invitation. “I would enjoy that. Thank you. Shall I meet you there?”

Niturni smiled again. “How about you join us now?”

His wings spread wide, and once again Validus felt small yet encouraged. Could he find friendship with an angel of the One Hundred? He quelled his hopes.

He returned Niturni’s smile. “Sure.”

They flew to the Court of the Herald, then walked onto a terrace that overlooked the river of heaven. Other angels passed by, and Validus wondered at their thoughts. Niturni led him to two angels leaning against the golden rail of the terrace.

“Cadriel, Persimus, this is Validus. He is joining us for the concert.”

Persimus smiled and Cadriel nodded. Cadriel seemed to be the serious one of the three, but of all the angels Validus had seen, his beauty was nearly unmatched. Dark golden shoulder-length hair framed a perfect face of symmetry. Hazel-green eyes seemed to pierce through Validus. Although he was not of the One Hundred, it seemed as though he should have been. The other angel, Persimus, had pale-blue eyes that were tender, a narrow face, sand-colored hair, and a clean chin. His gaze was warm and friendly.

Secretly Validus dubbed them Niturni the mighty, Cadriel the beautiful, and Persimus the compassionate. And for himself, Validus the least.

“Glad you’re with us,” Persimus offered. “Why don’t we eat, then go? I think the hall will be full before long.”

They entered Symphonic Hall, a theater of perfect acoustical design, and found excellent seats among the fourteen thousand other angels attending the concert. The music of the singers was superb, and Validus enjoyed attending with the three other angels. They seemed at ease with him, which encouraged him greatly.

Over the course of the next few cycles, Validus spent more time with his new friends, although he often felt like he was tagging along. That diminished with time, but he never could completely free himself from the feeling.

It was evident that there was a kindred bond between Persimus and Cadriel. Something in their spirits connected in a way that Validus didn’t understand. It was subtle, and he wondered if Niturni saw it. Niturni’s offer of friendship to Validus was genuine, but Validus could never quite forget the millions of degrees of hierarchal separation between them.

One day, that changed.

Validus met with Niturni, Persimus, and Cadriel near the Hall of Ages, the one place angels were forbidden to enter. Niturni had called them there.

“So what are we doing here?” Cadriel asked.

Niturni’s gaze was not on the hall but on the outer lands beyond the city. “I think we should explore heaven,” he said, sweeping his hand across the vastness of the lands beyond Zion.

“We have,” Persimus replied.

Niturni looked back at the three of them. “Validus hasn’t, and besides, we only ventured a small distance from Zion. Haven’t you wondered what else Elohim has created out there? Think of the wondrous places we found so close to us. What lies beyond?”

“I’m up for it,” Validus offered. “It’s not forbidden,” he added.

At that, Cadriel and Persimus acquiesced.

Niturni looked pleased as he spread his wings. “What are we waiting for?”

He launched into the air, more thrilled than Validus had ever seen him outside of the worship of Elohim.

Validus, Persimus, and Cadriel followed Niturni into the outer lands, exploring mountains, canyons, valleys, and great seas, all jewels of grandeur in their uniqueness. Each discovery seemed to fuel Niturni’s thirst for more.

“There seems to be no end,” Persimus said as they stood atop a knoll overlooking the most beautiful, lush green valley Validus had ever seen. The gentle curve of the horizon seemed to indicate the sphere of heaven Elohim had mentioned once before.

Niturni stretched out his arms. “It’s invigorating, isn’t it?”

Cadriel stood with his arms crossed. “Yes, it is, but my duty cycle is soon, and we are far from home. It’s time to return.”

Niturni turned; disappointment shadowed his countenance. “Come, just a bit further. Who knows what might lie just beyond this valley.”

Cadriel shook his head. “I’m sorry, Niturni. I must go.” Cadriel shot a glance toward Persimus, then launched into the air and made for Zion.

“We can explore more another time,” Persimus said, then flew to catch up with Cadriel.

“Will you abandon me too?” Niturni asked.

Validus was hungry but still willing. “Lead on.”

Niturni’s smile returned. He launched, spiraling upward first and then swooping down at a dizzying speed into the valley, skimming trees and rocks. Validus tried to follow, but it was difficult. They journeyed farther and farther into the outer lands until Validus began to wonder if they would find their way back to Zion. The expanse of heaven was indeed vast.

Niturni led them to the top of a great mountain that seemed strangely familiar.

“I feel as though I know this mountain,” Validus said.

Niturni looked back from where they had flown.

“Yes. It is odd.”

Validus scanned the horizon, straining to see the distant features of the lands. Then his eyes caught the glimmer. “Look, Niturni, it must be Zion!”

Niturni looked and saw it too. “The sphere of heaven … This is the mountain in the distance we can see from the skywalk. We’ve circumnavigated heaven!”

Validus felt a sense of relief and satisfaction. The journey back would have been very long, and he was beginning to miss the comfort of their familiar city.

They dived and skimmed the jagged edges of the mountain walls, exchanging lead in a game of chase. Validus enjoyed the challenge of it. Niturni seemed to as well. Near the base of the mountain, they arrested their descent and flew above beautiful forested foothills, turning toward Zion. Validus swished past Niturni, taking a turn at lead. He dodged downward between two groves of trees.

“Wait!” Validus heard Niturni cry out.

Validus pitched up, allowing his wings to capture a full load of still air. He slowed and turned to see Niturni hovering above a narrow clearing in the trees below.

Validus flew toward him. “What is it?”

Except for the sustaining beat of his wings, Niturni seemed frozen, unable to break his gaze from something below. Validus joined him.

There was no need for Niturni to point. Below them was a structure as out of place as a stone among manna. The two angels gently descended, caution and apprehension building the closer they came to it.

They set down a safe distance away.

“What is it?” Validus asked again.

“It looks like a stairway leading … down.”

Validus gawked at the structure. Six ivory columns surrounded a railed marble stairway. Two steps went downward, then disappeared into blackness as thick as water.

“What is down?” Validus asked.

Niturni looked at Validus for the first time. Bewilderment clouded his face, an expression Validus had never seen in the mighty angel. If the One Hundred didn’t know, it was a mystery indeed.

Niturni turned his gaze back to the stairway and approached. He held on to the rail and stepped down onto the first step. Shivers skittered up and down Validus’s spine. Something didn’t seem right.

“I don’t think we should—”

But before he could finish, Niturni stepped down onto the second step. Validus came closer and grabbed the railing. Niturni reached down to touch the blackness.

“Don’t—” Validus started again, but who was he to tell one of the One Hundred what to do?

Niturni’s hand disappeared into the blackness. He yanked it back up, his hand seemingly unharmed. “It’s cold … very cold.”

“Why is it here?” Validus asked.

“I don’t know,” Niturni said, then reached his hand down once more. This time he reached until his hand seemed to hit something solid—the next step. He pulled his hand back and prepared to step downward with his foot.

“This doesn’t feel right, Niturni. Please don’t do that.”

Niturni looked up. Validus knew that look. It was the same look he had seen just a while ago when Niturni had wanted him to join in exploring heaven further.

“Come, grab my hand and hold on to me. I want to see.”

Validus felt his stomach churn, and he began to tremble. What was this new feeling?

He grabbed Niturni’s arm at the elbow, and the two angels gripped tightly to each other. Validus held on to the rail and stepped down onto the two visible steps as Niturni carefully stepped one … two … three steps down into the blackness. Validus felt Niturni shiver.

“Come up, Niturni. That’s far enough.”

“I want to see. Hang on.”

Validus knelt as Niturni lowered himself farther and farther, until his face was just above the blackness. He glanced up at Validus. Something more than curiosity lit up his face, but Validus didn’t know what to call it.

Then Niturni sank his face into the blackness.

At that very moment it was as if the steps Niturni had been standing on dissolved, and he fell. Validus screamed as Niturni disappeared into the blackness.

Validus lost his grip on the railing and began to fall with Niturni, their arms still locked in a powerful grip. His arm sank into the blackness, and the icy cold instantly flowed upward into his chest. His free hand found one of the spindles of the railing just in time to stop his fall, and he hoped that it would not break.

The jolt caused him to nearly lose his grip on Niturni. His hand slipped from Niturni’s elbow to his forearm and then to his hand. Validus fought against the cold darkness that weakened his grip with every passing moment. He strained at the pull that begged him to fall into the blackness with Niturni.

Validus screamed and pulled upward, straining against the weight of the mighty angel below. He slipped his knee into a better position, giving him greater leverage, then fought the pain of the cold and began to lift Niturni. Inch by agonizing inch he pulled Niturni up until he could stand and get a better grip on the rail.

He lifted Niturni until his friend’s head and torso emerged out of the blackness. He felt Niturni’s grip relax, threatening to undo all his effort in a moment. Validus risked letting go of the rail and grabbed Niturni’s forearm with his other hand. He heaved up and back with all his might until Niturni was able to get his legs underneath him. It seemed as though his strength was nearly gone.

Finally Niturni was clear of the blackness. He crawled with great heaviness up the two visible steps and tried to stand, but he could only get his knees beneath him. His head hung low.

Validus loosened his grip and came to his friend’s side. He put an arm across Niturni’s shoulders. “Are you all right?”

Niturni was breathing hard and shivering uncontrollably. He lifted a heavy head, but his strength seemed to be returning. “So cold … so dark!”

Validus looked back at the darkness, then to Niturni. “What did you see?”

Niturni shook his head. “Utter blackness.” He looked up at Validus, and that same look was in his eyes as before, except magnified a hundred times. He grabbed Validus’s arm. “Thank you … thank you for saving me!”

Validus nodded and helped Niturni stand. He hung on to Validus’s arm, steadying himself.

“Had you let go, I think I would have perished forever,” Niturni said as he glanced back at the blackness. “I don’t think we should tell anyone about this place.”

“There are no secrets kept from Elohim,” Validus said.

“Yes, of course, but perhaps the other angels aren’t supposed to know.”

Validus considered Niturni’s words and nodded. “Very well. Are you able to fly?”

Niturni slowly nodded but then grabbed Validus’s arm once more. “You are … a brother.”

Since that day, Validus thought often of the frightening encounter with the blackness. What it was, he didn’t know, but he did know that the experience had changed his relationship with Niturni. Gone was the chasm of hierarchal separation; gone was the barrier to a deep friendship. It had knit their spirits together in a bond of brotherhood, and it seemed to translate into Validus’s friendship with Persimus and Cadriel as well.

The more time the four angels spent together, the stronger their friendship grew. They became nearly inseparable, and their bond of brotherhood brought a level of joy that few other angels seemed to experience.
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SHADOWS FROM THE LIGHT

4004 BC

The next time Validus was called before Elohim, the encounter with the blackness of the stairway would not leave his mind.

“My Lord, Niturni and I saw something in the outer lands of heaven that has perplexed me,” he began.

Elohim’s gaze penetrated Validus’s soul with love. “What is it, Validus? What has troubled you?”

Validus realized that he was indeed more troubled than perplexed. “We discovered a stairway filled with blackness. It was cold and empty. What is it, my Lord? Where does it lead, and what is below heaven?”

The warm glow of Elohim’s smile settled his soul with peace. “Tomorrow, Lucifer will gather all the angels of heaven at the shores of the Crystal Sea. There you will see what is below heaven. Do not be troubled.”

The words of Elohim comforted Validus. He had wondered if their discovery and encounter with the blackness might have displeased Elohim. Validus shared the words of Elohim with Niturni, and he too was greatly relieved. They looked forward to the gathering with great anticipation.

At the appointed time, the entire host of heaven gathered around the Crystal Sea. Validus, Niturni, Cadriel, and Persimus stood together. The sea was as still as glass, reflecting the beauty of the sky and the images of millions of angels. Ben Elohim, the Son of God, descended from the Holy Mount and hovered over the middle of the sea. From the first to the last, all looked on with great anticipation as their Creator lifted His hands.

“Behold!”

In an instant, the sea turned to utter blackness, and the angels stepped back from the abyss of darkness, startled.

“It’s the same blackness, Niturni, like the stairway,” Validus whispered.

Niturni reached down to touch it, but before he could, Ben Elohim stretched out His hand, and the blackness faded away to an image of beginnings. The sea became a portal through which the angels could view the hand of God as He began to create another realm.

A formless orb of watery darkness appeared first. Then from the Holy Mount, Ruach Elohim, the Spirit of God, flowed across Zion and fell through the darkness and onto the orb. He hovered over the face of the waters until the voice of God echoed across both realms.

“Let there be light.”

The brilliant light of Elohim filled the realm below, and the angels marveled.

Validus was filled with awe and wonder and also a holy fear as he watched the power of Elohim transform the blackness below into a realm of enchanted beauty.

Each day for six days, the angels gathered at the Crystal Sea and watched as Elohim brought the creation of the Middle Realm into existence. Elohim called the misty blue orb Earth and filled it with seas, mountains, valleys, plants, animals, and every wondrous thing imaginable. In the seam between the two realms, He reached out His hands and dusted the vast space with innumerable stars, all testifying to His power and His glory.

And then near the end of the sixth day, Validus watched as Ben Elohim stretched forth His hand once more and formed the crown of His creation, man.

As the man rose up from the dust of the earth, Persimus the compassionate leaned toward Validus and whispered, “Last does not mean least, my friend.”

The words crushed him with goodness. He looked over his shoulder at Persimus with tears in his eyes. They were words he would cherish and cling to forever.

Elohim paused and then added the jewel to the crown of His new realm. From the man He took a rib and formed a masterpiece, and the man called her woman.

When Ben Elohim finished His work, the indescribable beauty and wonder of His creation so filled Validus with joy that he could not contain the shouts that rose up in him. Millions of angels lifted their voices in unison to shout and sing praises to Elohim as they gazed at the new realm and the life within it. It was a majestic work of love.

“Lucifer, Michael, Gabriel … come and see,” Ben Elohim offered. The three archangels rose up and followed Elohim down into the universe of man.

Not long after the creation of the new realm, most of the One Hundred were allowed to visit the place called Earth. The stories they told left Validus pondering the wonders of God’s handiwork. He wondered if he would ever be allowed to experience it himself. Besides the stairway near the great mountain that he and Niturni had found, Elohim formed another and called it the Mesopotamian Stairway. It was much closer to Zion and the preferred way of passage from heaven to earth.

Many cycles later, Validus walked through the Garden of the Dove in the fourth sector of Zion. He was to meet Niturni there, but as he approached his friend, two of the One Hundred were talking with him.

Unsure whether to approach or not, Validus decided to divert to another path. Lost in thought about the glory of Elohim’s creation, he meandered to an ivory bench and sat down. At first the voices of Niturni and his companions were too soft to hear, but then Validus heard words that unsettled him.

“It is possible. Lucifer has said so.”

“How can it be?”

“You need to come and hear him yourself, see if he doesn’t convince you. He can rise above Elohim … and so can we.”

Validus’s blood turned cold. Fear and anger mingled in his heart. Had he misheard?

He stood and walked through the trees and onto the path where Niturni and the other two stood. He was now just twenty feet away. As one, all three angels turned and glared at him, testifying to the unthinkable.

These were powerful angels, and he was the last and least, but anger swelled within him. He walked toward Niturni.

“What have you heard?” the one named Hadron demanded. Icy eyes glared and muscles twitched in the mighty being.

“When did heaven become a place of forbidden whispers?” Validus dared to retort. He looked at his friend. “What’s going on, Niturni?”

Hadron stepped toward Validus. He lowered his chin and began to lift his hands, but Niturni stepped between them.

“It’s all right, Hadron. Validus can be trusted. We are friends.”

Validus stared back, wondering what Hadron had intended to do.

Hadron’s glare didn’t leave him. “Mind your tongue, angel,” he said, then nodded for the other angel to follow him out of the garden.

Validus watched them for a moment, confused, angry, afraid. “What—” he began, but Niturni interrupted.

“Don’t mind them, Validus. All is well. Lucifer is calling a special meeting of the One Hundred after the last cycle. That’s all.” He grabbed Validus’s shoulder and spun him around to walk with him. Validus stayed silent. “Really, Validus, it’s nothing to be concerned about.”

But he was.

“I’ve been there.” Niturni gripped the rail of the Mesopotamian Stairway with both hands as he looked down at the serene blue orb called Earth.

“What’s it like?”

Niturni turned and looked at Validus. He seemed mightier than ever, determined, almost strategic. “It’s hard to describe. It’s … sensual. More solid and yet softer. Down there we are invisible, powerful. I want to go back.”

Validus looked at his friend. For a long time their friendship had tightened and become kindred-like, similar to Persimus and Cadriel’s. But recently Niturni seemed different, and Validus couldn’t understand why. Niturni’s visit to earth had changed him. Validus wasn’t sure he liked it.

Validus looked down at the peaceful orb as it hung in the space beneath heaven. Somehow the creation of this new realm changed the order of life in heaven. He broke from the enchanted view.

“What do you say we explore the outer lands again? Let’s see what new thing we might discover.”

Niturni smiled in a way Validus had never seen. “What do you say we explore earth and see what new thing we might discover there?”

“Are we allowed?”

Niturni’s silence was answer enough.

Validus frowned. He squared off with his friend. “What’s going on, Niturni? Ever since that last meeting with the One Hundred you’ve been different.”

Niturni’s eyes narrowed—he stepped closer to Validus. Somehow it made Validus uncomfortable. “Lucifer is gathering angels. He knows things no one else does, and he has power no one else does. An archangel that brilliant and that powerful doesn’t make mistakes, Validus.”

Validus swallowed. “Gathering angels? For what?”

“For a new order of life, of power and position. You should understand that.”

Validus felt the barb in his words. Something broke in that moment. Though he didn’t show it, his soul crumbled. But the pain of a broken friendship was quickly overshadowed by the dawning reality of what Niturni was implying.

Validus’s heart began to race. He backed away, horrified at the thoughts that filled his mind. He spun away and took flight back to Zion.

“Wait, Validus,” Niturni called.

Validus flew as fast as he could, but Niturni quickly caught up with him.

“Brother, stop. Listen to me!”

Validus dived, trying to escape Niturni and the thoughts that hung on him like heavy chains. He skimmed dangerously close to trees and hills, but Niturni was relentless in his pursuit. Validus’s wings beat harder and faster, the tips touching the waters of the Crystal Sea as he passed over, desperately trying to reach the borders of Zion.

What is happening? he cried out in his soul. Unthinkable things were filling his mind. Elohim, where are You?

“Stop!” Niturni yelled with the authority of one of the One Hundred.

Validus looked up just in time to see Niturni diving at him. He tried to dodge, but the mighty angel was too quick and crafty. He grabbed Validus from behind with an arm locked around his neck. The heavy weight and encumbered wings sent them falling to the shore. They hit the surface of the sea, and water filled the air around them in a spray of white and blue jeweled droplets.

Validus struggled against Niturni’s grip. They had fallen just a few feet from shore, and Niturni lifted Validus to his feet, his grip from behind solid and overpowering. He whispered in Validus’s ear as Validus tried to peel the powerful grip of Niturni’s arm from his neck. Both angels were breathing hard, water glistening as it fell from their bodies and wings.

“Stop, my friend. I beg of you, stop and listen to me!”

Validus hesitated, then slowly relaxed. There was nothing he could do. He had never been forced to do something like this before. His blood boiled with frustration. He felt defenseless, unprepared. Whatever happened this day, he vowed it would never happen again. A new spirit was born within him.

“I’m going to let go,” Niturni said. “Promise me you will stay and listen.”

Validus didn’t promise, nor did he respond. He waited until Niturni’s grip loosened and dropped. Then he turned and glared at Niturni, demorphing his wings so he could better fight if need be.

“I called you friend,” he said through heavy breaths.

Niturni winced. “I am your friend, Validus, and I’m trying to offer you something amazing.”

Validus huffed and walked toward the shore, only now realizing that he had fallen near his favorite cove. Niturni followed close behind him.

“Join me, Validus. Come with me and join the legions of angels that are aligning with Lucifer.”

Validus turned and grabbed Niturni’s drenched robe at the chest. “And what of Michael and of Gabriel? Have they”—Validus could hardly say the word—“rebelled against Elohim too?”

The two angels stood face to face, just inches away from each other. Validus looked deep into the penetrating blue eyes of his friend, but the window into Niturni’s soul was closing.

“They are fools. Lucifer claims that we can be like God Himself if we want.” Niturni smiled as he thought of it.

Validus released his grip on Niturni’s robe and turned away, disgusted by Niturni’s words of treason. He walked two paces away, covering his face with his hands. Sadness overwhelmed his soul.

“No. No, Niturni.” He turned back to his friend and pleaded with him. “Don’t listen to him. It cannot be. To turn against Elohim … it … it … is unfathomable.”

“He turned, and what has happened to him?” Niturni looked straight into Validus’s eyes. “Nothing. In fact, he is more powerful than he was before.”

Validus watched Niturni’s pale-blue eyes darken to a dull gray, then to black. Validus swallowed and stepped back. Niturni smiled in a way that frightened Validus.

“What’s happening to you, Niturni? You look different.”

“I feel different. It’s wonderful!” Niturni looked up to the sky and held his hands in the air. “Join me, brother, and together we will rule heaven and earth with Lucifer!”

“Stop, Niturni … stop now before it’s too late!”

Niturni laughed and spread his wings, now dark and gray. “Join us, Validus! The time has come! There’s room in our realm for even the least of the angels!” His wings pounded the air as his words cut deeply into Validus’s heart. Niturni’s scowling laughter lingered behind to taunt Validus as he flew away.

Validus fell to his knees. What horror had come to heaven? What abominable, unthinkable horror had filled the hearts of Elohim’s holy angels?

The sky darkened, and at first Validus thought it was just the cloud of his despair, but it was much more than that—much, much more. Overhead, hundreds of thousands, perhaps millions of dark-winged angels filled the skies above Zion.

Terror filled Validus. Had they all followed Lucifer?

Validus did not take flight for fear of being attacked. He ran. He ran as he had never run before. The push of the ground seemed the only unchangeable thing in heaven, and it gave him a shred of comfort. He ran with the speed of a panther to the borders of Zion, hoping, pleading that he was not alone. What of Cadriel, of Persimus? Had they turned too? Would he be alone?

He entered the city and searched its streets in desperation. Near the terrace that overlooked the River of Life, an angel looked up at the exodus of darkness. Validus ran to him and grabbed him.

“What’s happening?” he pleaded.

The angel lowered his gaze, numb with sadness. His eyes brimmed with water … the first tears of heaven.

“Look, Lucifer leads them.” The angel pointed upward.

Validus looked up, and through the swarm of exiting angels he could see the powerful, dark form of the mightiest of all angels hovering … commanding … leading the revolt against Elohim. Validus wanted to hide. He had always felt a fearful respect of Elohim’s most powerful angel, but now he felt a fear that was different. It was dark, ominous, and dreadful.

Validus ran, searching for Cadriel and Persimus. The farther he ran into the city, the more he dared to hope for his friends, for he saw more and more angels untouched by Lucifer’s plot.

He ran to Cadriel’s abode, but he was not there. Then to Persimus’s, but it too was empty. His own eyes began to fill with tears.

He ran into the street and noticed that many angels were moving to the center of Zion, to the place of assurance, the Holy Mount of Elohim. He went too, calling for his friends. The angels still luminescent and holy gathered at the foot of the Holy Mount, near the Court of Presentation.

“Cadriel! Persimus!” he called, searching the faces of hundreds of thousands of angels.

“Validus!” The call was weak but familiar.

He turned and pushed through the other angels.

“Validus—over here!” The voice of Persimus.

Validus’s soul erupted with joy, and tears spilled from his eyes. He ran to his friends, and they embraced.

“Where is Niturni?” Cadriel asked, looking behind Validus.

Validus lowered his head, unable to speak the words.

“No,” Persimus whispered. “No!” he shouted. He fell to his knees, and Validus joined him. Cadriel knelt down and placed an arm on each of their shoulders.

“Though they rise, they have fallen,” Cadriel said.

“They have fallen indeed!” The powerful, deep voice of Michael filled the air around them. Validus looked up at the archangel hovering above them.

“Rise up, my brothers. Rise up and prepare yourself—war has come to heaven!”

Michael had not fallen, and he looked as mighty as Lucifer ever had. In his hand was something Validus had never seen before, yet he knew its name. Sword.

Michael lifted his gaze from the trio to the gathering thousands in the Court of Presentation. He flew high enough for all to see.

“Elohim is on the throne, and His judgment against Lucifer is sure.” He pointed his sword at the darkened figure in the distance. “No longer will we call him Lucifer. His name is Apollyon, for he has become a destroyer of all that is good, a leader of the Fallen.”

It was a day of great sorrow and a day of infamy. It was the day sin was born, heaven wept, and a third of the servants of Elohim turned to darkness.

It was also the day that turned the friend of Validus into an enemy.
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REASSIGNED

Present Day

Validus, Am, and Brit entered the outskirts of Colorado Springs a few minutes later. Inside Living Waters Fellowship Church, Validus turned to his warriors.

“Well done,” he said, then nodded to dismiss them.

When he entered the large conference room near the sanctuary, Hulan was waiting for him.

“Commander, we’ve just received new orders from headquarters.” Hulan handed the rolled parchment to his superior.

Validus broke the seal and quickly read the orders. Confusion swept across his mind as he ran a hand through his jet-black hair. He read the orders once more and then struggled to hide his surprise and frustration from his executive officer.

“When did these orders come in?”

“Just a few minutes ago. I sent a dispatch to you immediately,” Hulan replied.

Validus thought for a moment. “Report to Malak in sector six. Tell him I’ve gone to see Brandt at World Headquarters. He’s in charge until I return.”

Hulan stared at his commander in silence.

“Move it, Hulan! I need to leave immediately, and I want Malak on board.”

“Yes sir!” Hulan snapped about and promptly exited the room.

Validus stared after him, but he was not thinking of Hulan anymore. He was forming tactful words of protest to speak to General Brandt. He needed to make the trip quickly because there was too much happening in the eastern sector to be gone for more than an hour or two. New York City was a constant battle zone, but recent attacks on certain churches and church leaders there told Validus that the Enemy was planning something big, and probably soon.

Validus waited for Hulan to finish his task, but with each passing moment he felt the frustration mounting. Surely these orders must be a mistake … but Brandt didn’t make mistakes, at least not any that Validus could remember.

He rose up from his desk. It had been a long time since he had morphed his wings. In battle it was foolish, but it was necessary to get to World Headquarters. He concentrated and felt the push against his back. Two ivory-colored wings grew upward and outward until they stretched to fill the room.

He faced east and accelerated through the walls and corridors of the church, hardly feeling the resistance of the brick and mortar as he passed through them. Outside, he launched himself upward, and his wings stroked the air in powerful bursts. He arced north around Bemus’s stronghold in upper New York and then exploded to full speed, skimming the edges of the cityscape until he was well over the Atlantic. He adjusted his course to a line that would bring him just south of Glasgow, Scotland, and in just a few minutes he was approaching the coastline of the United Kingdom.

He slowed his approach as he neared the city, watching for any activity that might indicate he should take a different approach than usual. He landed just shy of Kempsthorn Road and demorphed his wings into his back. As he approached the abandoned Crookston Castle, two guards saluted and halted him.

“I’m here to see General Brandt,” Validus told them.

“He’s in the war room,” replied one of the guards.

Validus nodded, then quickly proceeded through the corridors of the castle and down one of the stone stairways. He slipped through a door and into a large chamber that caused his mind to sweep through a hundred memories of the medieval days.

Brandt was discussing tactics with another warrior angel. Validus approached them.

“General Brandt, I’ve just received orders. There must be some mistake.” Validus stood with his shoulders square as he addressed the single highest angelic authority on earth. Already he regretted his words, for he realized how foolish they sounded. Validus cringed inwardly, being once more reminded why he was never chosen as a messenger.

Brandt slowly looked up from the map he was studying and stared sternly at one of his best commanders. Validus considered trying to recover his words but decided to let them stand.

Brandt motioned for his executive to leave and waited until the officer’s form disappeared through the heavy stone wall.

“What are you doing here, Validus?” Brandt asked, his countenance easing slightly.

Validus slipped through the crack in professional airs between ancient combatant comrades. He stepped forward and flipped the orders onto the desk before Brandt.

“Why, Brandt? This makes no sense.”

Brandt looked away from Validus’s hard stare.

“You’ve assigned me to be”—Validus struggled to even say it—“an assistant to a guardian?” He leaned over and put both massive hands on the desk. “What is going on?”

Brandt looked back at Validus quite fiercely. “The Guardian Order is an esteemed order. There is no calling higher than the protection of a believer or a child.”

“Of course, but I’m to be an assistant? That’s not even full guardian status. Even if I were assigned as a guardian, you and I both know that I am not guardian material.”

Brandt rubbed a powerful hand across the back of his neck. “Assigning you as an assistant was the only leeway I was given from the messenger. If I had assigned you to the Guardian Order, you could never come back under my command, Validus.” He let that sink in for a moment. “You would never be a warrior again. Is that what you want?”

Validus had no reply. He stared at his commander for a moment, then straightened and walked away from the desk. He paused and then turned back to Brandt. “Did the messenger say why?”

“No, and I didn’t ask,” Brandt replied. “I don’t like it either. This assignment will weaken our forces in America significantly. I have no one who can command our northern continental forces like you.” Brandt sighed. “But we both know there is a reason.”

“How long ago did the messenger leave?” Validus asked, allowing his frustration to seep through in his tone.

“Just a few moments ago.”

Validus nodded as his wings morphed once more into full spread. He readied to launch up through the ceiling after the signature silver streak of a messenger returning to heaven.

“What are you doing?” Brandt stood and glared at his subordinate, stepping back behind the curtain of professional military formalities.

“I intend to catch up with the messenger and get an explanation.”

“Are you trying to offend me on purpose?” Brandt’s sharp reply put Validus on his heels.

“No sir,” Validus replied respectfully, yet he remained determined.

“You would never catch him anyway,” Brandt said.

“Today I will,” Validus said flatly.

“No, you won’t, and if you did, I don’t think he would take kindly to your questions.”

Validus cocked his head. Messengers were held in the highest regard, for they carried the commands of Michael and, at times, the very words of Elohim.

Brandt walked around his desk and came to stand eye to eye with Validus. He crossed his arms. “It was Gabriel.”

Validus’s expression went blank. “Gabriel?” he said quietly.

Validus could remember only three other times when Gabriel himself had delivered a message to the Warrior Order and only four times to men. Something significant was happening.

Brandt returned to his desk. He resumed his perusal of the map. “Malak will assume command of the forces in America. You will find your charge and his guardian in Rivercrest, Kansas. The man’s name is Drew Carter.”

Validus was still stunned by what was happening. “Drew Carter … Kansas,” he said numbly, slowly resigning himself to his new duty. He shook his head as if awakening from slumber. “General Brandt, Malak is not ready for such a command.”

Brandt frowned. “Get him ready. He’s the best we’ve got right now. You know what we are facing here.”

“What am I supposed to do? With Carter, that is?”

Brandt looked up and clenched his jaw. His frustration was beginning to show. “He’s not a believer. Keep him alive … no matter the cost.” His eyelids closed to slits. “Do you understand?”

Validus nodded, saluted, and walked to the door.

“Validus,” Brandt called.

Validus turned.

“Tren is an experienced guardian. He’s in charge. You assist him.”

Brandt didn’t wait for a reply. He looked back at his map. “Sutton,” he called, and his executive officer stepped through the wall.

Dismissed, Validus walked through the door, then launched upward and west, toward the Atlantic. His speed was slower than before. He needed time to think.

As a second-generation warrior, he had walked the earth as a protector of man since the Great Deluge. For nearly five thousand years he had watched humans perfect the art of war, and he had learned from them. At first the warrior angels were hesitant to embrace the ingenious tactics of assault, but the Fallen’s relentless pursuit of utter destruction forced the warriors of Elohim to adapt or be dissolved.

Validus became a student of war, its weapons, and its tactics. With the rise of new empires came new weapons and new methods of war. Validus mastered them, for he knew that the success of the Plan depended on it. The first generation of warriors had failed because they were slow to adapt, and when they finally did, it was too late. The evil of humanity, through the influence of the Fallen, had become too great to overcome.

Through the ages, Validus was perpetually surprised by the creativity and proclivity of humans to advance their own devices of destruction. As knowledge increased, so did the skill of man’s ability to make war. Hand-to-hand combat techniques evolved through the centuries to a masterful and almost artistic perfection, and Validus learned them all.

Across the millennia, Validus had witnessed the miracles of Elohim, the destruction of entire cities, the preservation of the righteous, the propagation of evil, and a thousand wars between the races of men. He had risen from the least through the ranks of warrior angels until he’d been given command of the North American continent, and now with the stroke of a pen he had been demoted to a guardian assistant.

Had he done something wrong?

Or was it that this one man, this Drew Carter, would play a significant role in the future of humanity?


5
 [image: ]

THE HALL OF VISION

2468 BC

Validus stood on the shore of the great sea in heaven, wrestling with his thoughts once again. There was so much he didn’t understand … Some of it he didn’t want to understand.

Humanity regarded Adam and Eve’s first sin as the Fall, but from the perspective of Validus and the other angels, the Fall happened that fateful day when Apollyon, in incomprehensible pride, lifted his fist to Elohim and said, “I will rise above You!” Validus had never been tempted to follow the great Deceiver, and that was what confused him. How could so many perfect angels have fallen and embraced the rebellion of Apollyon? Validus could not escape the endless puzzle of it all—the pain, suffering, strife, death, and severed friendships … even severed brothers. Why, Niturni … why did you fall?

Validus let the calm of the sea massage his mind. The distant chime of the ringing cliffs sang to him in resonant tones of varying pitch, beckoning him to peaceful thoughts. He filled his lungs with the fresh and fragrant air of the sea, allowing his mind to calm and settle. His disturbing thoughts diminished and eventually disappeared.

All but one. This one never left his mind, and although it was a question regarding his great Lord, it did not cause him to question his devotion or loyalty to his King.

Why hadn’t Validus been chosen to defend humanity against Apollyon’s evil army? Was it because he was the last angel created? The last and the least? So many of his brothers had gone and were at this very moment fighting for the glory of Elohim and for the implementation of a plan to deliver both realms from the disease of sin.

Validus wondered if such a thing were truly possible, for he had watched the great Deceiver inject his darkness into the veins of every living being in creation. It was as if the whole of the Middle Realm was groaning in pain from his great corruption, begging to be redeemed yet despairing from the hopelessness of it all. Day by day and year by year the perfection of creation became an echo of the distant past as the utter ruin of the Middle Realm seemed inevitable.

Just when the holy angels were tempted to despair, the word of Elohim came as a promise and an oath. Elohim swore an oath to fulfill His promise to redeem humanity and all of the Middle Realm from the destruction of Apollyon and his evil works. On that day, great joy returned to the hearts of the angels, for they knew that their Creator would hold nothing back to fulfill His promise. He would exhaust the resources of heaven if need be. Elohim’s promise and oath became known as the Plan, and although angels desired to know it and understand it, the secrets of Elohim were undiscoverable until His time of revelation.

Validus, like countless others, submitted to faith in their perfect King, giving all for the Plan. It was why many had been dissolved in the great battle below and why many still fought with great courage, like his friend Cadriel.

Validus reached for his sword, feeling the knurled grip, almost sensing the desire of the blade to be drawn and used in the great battle below. Once he had questioned his purpose as an angel, but now he knew exactly what it was—to be a warrior. He was created for it. His sword was created for it.

He remembered the day the magnificent blade of justice was given to him. Shortly after the fall, every angel received an unbreakable sword of brilliant white steel and flawless gold from the hand of Elohim. Their swords were symbols of a new era—an era of war. Apollyon’s petition against such an advantage had led Elohim to allow the demons each a sword of permanence translated from the hand of men … far inferior but no less deadly. And as man’s craft of war increased, so did the quality of their blades and thus the Fallen’s.

Validus looked at his feet. Below him the war raged on without him. The mere thought of it compelled him to leave the sea and return to the portal.

“I’ve been looking for you.”

The deep but gentle voice shattered his thoughts. He turned to greet his friend.

“Persimus, I hide from you, but you always seem to find me.”

“Well, today it was especially difficult because I had to look in more than one place.” Persimus brushed a lock of sand-blond hair back over his head. Much lighter in complexion than Validus, Persimus had a youthful face of innocence.

“If you’d waited a few more minutes, you could have saved yourself a trip,” Validus said.

Persimus flashed a quick smile, but Validus read the concern behind his pale-blue eyes, eyes much like Niturni’s.

“Don’t worry, my friend. I’m not any more obsessed with the war than I was yesterday,” he said to assure Persimus.

“Well, that sure is comforting.” Persimus smirked and lifted an eyebrow.

Validus eyed his friend. “I didn’t think I would ever see the day that you would resort to sarcasm … and used so adeptly, I might add.”

Validus’s thoughts flashed briefly to that which he and Persimus rarely spoke of—their missing friends. He felt the deep ache in his soul every time he thought of them, and he knew that Persimus felt it too.

When Niturni left, everything changed. Validus had felt as though a part of his soul had been ripped from his chest, for he and Niturni had become kindred spirits. Validus knew there was a similar bond between Persimus and Cadriel, but Cadriel had been chosen as a warrior and was fighting on earth under Commander Danick. Four friends separated by allegiances and by war.

Validus was grateful for Persimus, but even their friendship seemed different now. Something solemn and sobering denied them the joy they once shared as a brotherhood of four.

Persimus shook his head. “Let’s go check on Cadriel and Commander Danick, shall we?”

“If you insist.” Validus put an arm on Persimus’s shoulder and spun him around toward the Hall of Vision.

“I insist,” Persimus said with a wide grin. He unfolded his wings and launched upward with one mighty stroke.

Validus felt the air push down on him from above as he looked up at his friend.

“Well? Come on!” Persimus called.

“I think I’ll walk.”

Persimus’s wings spread wide and remained still as he gently touched down just a little ahead of Validus. “They’re going to grow weak and frail if you don’t use them,” Persimus chided.

“I prefer the push of the ground on my feet.” Validus took two large strides to close the distance between them. “Besides, up there”—Validus nodded toward the sky—“you miss the intricate beauty and detail of Elohim’s creation, which can only be experienced walking among it.”

“You are right, I suppose. A little odd, but right.”

The two angels passed through one of the outlying gardens, and a sleek black panther followed them until Validus stopped and stroked the beautiful animal for a few minutes.

“Have you completed your studies and duties for the day?” he asked Persimus.

“Yes, and you?”

“Yes, but my perimeter watch begins in two hours, and I want to bring some manna to the men on the southern line first.”

“Always going the extra measure,” Persimus said almost to himself.

“It seems to encourage them, and we all need encouragement from time to time,” Validus replied.

Encompassing the city of Zion was a jeweled wall fifty feet high and just as wide. Seven gates with towers stood sentry to the city, for the outer lands of heaven were not yet purged of the Fallen, though they dared not come near the holy city. The sphere of heaven was vast, and they found outlying valleys and caves in which to dwell, but they preferred the Middle and Lower Realms of earth.

Validus and Persimus arrived at the entrance of the Hall of Vision just as a trumpet sounded from the guardian tower of Mount Simcha. Validus and Persimus stopped to honor the warrior angel who had fallen in battle.

“There have been too many of those lately,” Validus said.

Persimus remained silent.

Twelve towers guarded Mount Simcha, the mountain of bliss. Twelve trumpet angels were stationed at each tower, and their duty was to herald those brave and courageous angels who had fallen in battle against Apollyon and his demons. On the earth below, their spiritual bodies were dissolved and sent to Mount Simcha, where they were comforted and remained until the End of Days. It would be a long wait, and although it was a place of comfort, it was also a prison, a place of idleness and reflection. Validus imagined the angst that those mighty angels must feel as they considered their brethren left to fight the wars of the realm with one less sword, one less fellow warrior.

During a major encounter, there were times when all 144 trumpets sounded throughout the battle. Those were solemn days. The demons who fell in battle were sent to the Abyss, a place of utter darkness in the heart of the earth—lower than the Lower Realm, where the pit had no bottom. As the war raged on, angels and demons fell, leaving the fate of humanity to fewer and fewer combatants.

Validus ached to be on battlefield earth fighting for Elohim, but it would never be, for the number of angels and demons sent to fight was set by the Genesis Accord.

The Genesis Accord was a set of statutes established to govern the warfare between Elohim’s angels and the Fallen. Validus had studied them carefully, memorizing each one:


 1. Three hundred thousand angels and demons from the Warrior Orders will be sent to earth to battle for the future of humanity.

 2. There will be no replacements for attrition.

 3. Angel and demon warriors will be earthbound, subject to the physical attributes of the Middle Realm until dissolution or the End of Days as determined by Elohim.

 4. Use of wings is left to the discretion of each warrior, but a warrior is not allowed to ascend above the second heaven or below the earth. Warriors may morph and demorph wings as needed.

 5. Nothing physical may be modified or moved by an angel or a demon while a human is watching.

 6. Neither angel nor demon is allowed to directly take the life of a human without approval of Elohim.

 7. Demons who fall in battle will be sent to the prison of the Abyss, or the bottomless pit.

 8. Angels who fall in battle will be sent to the prison of Mount Simcha.

 9. Both prisons will be opened at the fifth trumpet at the End of Days when all prisoners will be released.

10. The righteous men and women who die will be taken by the Carrier Order to Paradise in Hades.

11. The unrighteous men and women who die will be taken by the Draeger Order to the place of torment in Hades.

12. Elohim will not interfere with Apollyon’s attempt to conquer earth. The fate of each man will be granted according to his own will.

13. All children who die before reaching the age of reason will be taken to Paradise.



Validus and Persimus entered the Hall of Vision and found an open portal near the center of the magnificent hall. Ivory columns rose sixty feet into the air, supporting a jewel-inlaid glass dome rimmed with gold and silver lines. The beauty was breathtaking, and it astonished Validus every time he entered, for it had been designed by none other than Lucifer himself. It was a testimony to the creative intelligence of the former first angel.

Lucifer had made the request of Elohim after the Creation so that the angels could peer down on the miraculous world of the Middle Realm whenever they chose. There were windows throughout heaven through which one could see into the realm of man, but the view was always the same and with the same level of distance and clarity. The 144 portals in the Hall of Vision were designed to allow an angel to see anywhere with as much detail as was desired.

At each portal was a twenty-foot circular marble table. Properly controlled, the bowl-shaped center of the table allowed the observers to see three-dimensional, lifelike images almost as if one were actually there. The outer rim of the table was flat and was where an angel could manipulate the imagery.

Validus wondered if it was here that Apollyon began to tempt the other angels, for only he and most of the One Hundred had been given access to the Middle Realm before the Fall. Never before had such whispers filled the ears of the angels. Validus shuddered as he remembered the enticing words of Niturni. He became lost in thought as the memories of that fateful day filled his mind.

“Not really seeing much from here.” Persimus’s voice shook Validus from his memories. “How about we look a little closer?”

Validus looked over at his friend and then back at the portal. A serene picture of Earth in the Middle Realm hung in the blackness of the second heaven, surrounded by the crystalline protection of the firmament. There was nothing like it in heaven. The handiwork of Elohim was breathtakingly beautiful.

Validus set his hands on the marble panels and slid his fingers across the cool, smooth surface. No other angel could operate the portal like Validus, for no other angel spent nearly as much time observing earth as he did. Persimus called it an obsession, and perhaps it was, because Validus could hardly keep himself from it when he had free time.

Since the Genesis Accord, each decade that passed entwined the lives of men and angels of the Middle Realm. As the population of humanity increased, the number of angel and demon combatants decreased, for the battles between them were costly and there were no replacements due to the agreement.

Validus had watched the number of angel warriors decrease steadily for fifteen hundred years. At the Battle of Balos, 543 angel warriors fell to only 216 of the Fallen. At Urso, 68 to 52. At Mordi Bensulan, 112 to 72. And on and on it went through the centuries until Validus wept in sadness at the impending doom he knew was only a matter of time. The Fallen were rising up and overtaking the forces of his brethren one battle at a time.

Three hundred years ago, Validus first contemplated the possibility that his brothers might actually lose the war for the Middle Realm. He dared not speak his thoughts, for they felt almost blasphemous. He confided first in Persimus and was chastised for it. But in the last fifty years, the devastating outcome of many battles was too difficult to overlook. There were too many trumpets sounding and too much ground being lost, too many cities falling. That was when the other angels reconsidered the perceptive insight of the last angel.

Validus felt justified and hated that he might be right. But surely Elohim saw it too. Very few righteous men remained: Methuselah, Lamech, and Noah from the lineage of Seth, and a few who lived in the city of Kish. Humanity grew more and more evil with each passing year, and the forces of Apollyon grew stronger and stronger from their embrace of his hideous ways.

Was this the Plan? Could the army of Apollyon truly defeat the army of Elohim? It seemed impossible, and yet …

Validus flew the portal through the firmament and across the vast valleys of the lush green planet. The land rose gently to the rolling hills of the eastern hemisphere, and he slowed the approach as he entered the Cadari Valley. Here lay the city of Kish, the last great city that was not yet conquered by Apollyon’s army. All the other cities had fallen and the righteous men and women with them.

As Validus scanned the city, his heart quickened, and he froze the portal.

“What is it?” Persimus asked.

Validus turned to see that two other angels had joined them to observe their portal.

“The armies are gathering. The battle for Kish is happening.”

One of the other angels flew out of the Hall of Vision and quickly returned with many others. Validus resumed scanning with the portal as the angels gathered around. Outside, word of the battle for the last righteous city of earth spread quickly.

“Validus,” Handerul called, “put your vision on the dome.”

Validus touched his plates at precise points, and the space below and above the dome of the Hall of Vision became alive with the same view that was on his portal, only one hundred times the size.

He swept around the perimeter of the city, and the view was unnerving. Forces were gathering—hundreds of thousands of angels and demons in one place for this last stand of righteousness. The Hall of Vision filled with angels of all orders: messengers, carriers, and ministers. All but the warriors. They were all on earth, gathering for what could be their last great battle.

Validus was concerned for Cadriel. He had survived centuries and done well under Danick’s command, but what was happening now seemed … overwhelming. He wanted to find his friend, but all of heaven was watching, so instead he focused on the actions of the twelve remaining commanders, and especially Commander Danick.

If ever Validus was encouraged by the war for earth, it was while watching Commander Danick lead his men. Danick was of the One Hundred. Validus had watched all the commanders, including General Jorill, but it was Commander Danick that Validus found to be the most brilliant tactician and warrior. He was grateful that Cadriel was serving under him.

Validus had noticed a peculiar tactic of Commander Danick’s that made no sense at all, at least at first. Danick had plotted the lineage of hundreds of family lines on parchment he translated from the physical world. Validus tried to make sense of how he chose which lineages to track and which to abandon, but he could find no logical reason behind his choices.

Until now. It seemed more than a coincidence that Commander Danick was the one responsible for the last city and the last region to fall to the evil hands of General Tarsis. As the collapse of righteous lineages occurred, Validus memorized those that Danick traced. The families of Roabom, Terillis, Melisichem, Alohm, and Lamech remained. And of those lines, Validus counted 213 men, women, and children.

All but 12 lived in the city of Kish, and the rest lived in the surrounding region. It was as if Commander Danick were looking for someone.

The Hall of Vision filled with thousands of angels, all now grasping the significance of this moment. Above the hall, many thousands more hovered in flight, watching the image of the battle for Kish vividly projected upward from the dome.

Validus swept across the city that looked to be on the verge of complete anarchy. He briefly hovered near the city center, where Kish sentinels fought to control riots. The consulate was surrounded by a mob, and the prefect and the city elders hid inside with terror on their faces.

Validus swept out from the city and across the gathering dark forces of the Fallen. There he was, General Tarsis, Apollyon’s first and a dauntless demon of great power, his unquenchable quest for evil rivaled only by Apollyon himself. He stood atop the hill south of the city, glaring down on his last battle. Validus closed in on Tarsis until the entire dome filled with his evil countenance. The angels of heaven recoiled, both those above and those below the great dome of the Hall of Vision.

“What is the meaning of this?” boomed a thunderous voice.

The portal froze displaying the grotesque visage of Tarsis on the massive dome glass above. Michael and Gabriel hovered in the air above the solemn assembly of angels, their wings white and great, beating in unison. A holy glare from Elohim’s highest fell on the angels below them as the Hall of Vision fell still and silent.

Validus trembled, stepping away from the portal.

“It is my doing,” he said with as much courage as he could muster, but his voice quavered. All the other angels stepped back and away until he faced the terrifying duo alone.

The two archangels came near, and Validus froze beneath their fierce gaze. Gabriel frowned, then flew across the assembly and out of the hall. Michael remained, watching Validus with a face of stone.

“Why?”

Michael had been Elohim’s second angel, and now that Apollyon had rebelled, there was no other angel as powerful or wise. Validus had never talked to him. Why would he have? He was but the last.

“The battle for Kish, sir. The armies are gathering at Kish.”

Validus surmised that Michael and Gabriel both must have known, for Michael was the commander of the Warrior Order and Gabriel led the Messenger Order. His answer felt foolish, but what else could he say?

Michael descended, and the angels below him made way. As his right foot touched the elaborate marble floor, his brilliant white wings folded in, but they were still broad and powerful, evidence of his position as the leader of Elohim’s heavenly host. He walked toward Validus until he was just an arm’s length away. His eyes were hard and his jaw square.

Validus could see pain in his eyes, the pain of tens of thousands of angels who had dissolved in battle under his command. Did he feel accused? Did he feel a failure? Validus shuddered at the thought that Michael might feel judged by the last and the least of the angels. He lowered his eyes and bowed his head.

“I’m sorry, sir, if I’ve offended. I … we … are concerned for our brothers.” His voice lowered, but he dared to lift his gaze to Michael’s eyes for a moment.

The corners of the archangel’s eyes softened ever so slightly, then hardened again.

Gabriel returned and hovered above them. He looked down at Michael and nodded. Michael spread his massive wings and lifted himself up. He pointed up at the face of Tarsis spanning the entire dome of the hall.

“Remember the face of evil, my brothers, and never forget the price the righteous will pay because of it!” His voice boomed throughout the hall.

He looked at Validus, and his subtle nod brought no small relief. Validus took a deep breath as he watched both mighty angels exit the hall.

He turned back to the portal just as six trumpets from the guardian towers of Mount Simcha sounded. Validus’s heart sank, for he knew there would be more … many more.
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THE BATTLE FOR KISH

2468 BC

Validus slid his fingers across the marble of the portal, and the image of Tarsis raising his hand to signal the charge of the Fallen dissolved to a broad view of the land surrounding the city. The warriors of Elohim stood shoulder to shoulder to defend the last bastion of good in the Middle Realm. The ancient city of Kish had been founded by two sons of Enoch nearly eight hundred years earlier with a decree establishing a government to follow the ways of God.

For fifteen hundred years the descendants of Adam had multiplied and filled the earth. Mighty men of God gave much hope at first, for the Spirit of Elohim was strong in their hearts, but slowly the tide of sin pounded away at the foundations of the righteous. The angel warriors found their battle with the Fallen difficult as man’s heart turned to darkness.

Region by region, city by city, family by family, the Fallen conquered and screamed their victories with raised fists toward heaven. Many times Validus had to turn away, unable to share what he had seen with his brothers.

His hope fell on Commander Danick and the city of Kish. Danick had defended this noble city for hundreds of years. But now with only one final fortress of righteousness to conquer, General Tarsis would not hold anything back.

Just as this thought occurred to Validus, Tarsis dropped his hand and the assault began.

Validus swept out across the charging forces of vile demons while the angels of heaven held their breath. Hundreds of thousands of the Fallen crashed down on the valiant warriors of the Upper Realm. Swords flashed and warriors screamed as forces collided in an endless concussion of steel on steel.

Some of the demons took to the air in an attempt to gain an advantage over the warrior angels, but they did not last long. Validus had learned early while watching the battles between Warrior Orders that wings did little to help and were in fact usually a disadvantage. An airborne warrior could not maneuver fast enough nor push against the solid form of earth to accelerate his attack. It took energy and precious seconds to morph wings and minutes to retract them. Without them, a warrior was quicker and moved faster across the ground. Wings were usually reserved for carrying orders from one command to another, but that was all.

Validus maneuvered the portal to a higher vantage point, for the battlefields of Kish were immersed in a continual sea of green and blue vapor as thousands upon thousands of demons and angels fell to the sword, dissolving to their prisons as decreed by the Genesis Accord. The holy warriors of Elohim stood strong, enduring wave after wave of demon attack, but soon their lines began to falter.

And as was always the case, a war between the angels and the Fallen meant there was a war between men. The fates of the spirits of men were the same as that of the angels and demons—all went to prison, the righteous to be comforted and the wicked to be tormented.

Those of the Carrier Order left the Hall of Vision to experience the horror of war firsthand. For each child or righteous man or woman who died, a carrier angel was waiting to take them to Paradise in the heart of the earth, where they would be comforted as they waited for the redemption of their souls.

But for the wicked men and women who died, demons of the Draeger Order were waiting to drag their souls to torment, also in the heart of the earth. A great gulf was fixed between the place of torment and the place of comfort so that none could pass from one side to the other.

Twelve wide tunnels led into the heart of the earth, six for the draegers and six for the carriers. During the battle for Kish, many souls of men and women would be taken. If Validus lingered too close to the action of a draeger, Persimus would turn away, for the vivid horror of judgment of the wicked was hard for him to watch.

As Validus continued to sweep across the battle, capturing fight after fight, the eyes of heaven watched and the trumpets of the guardian towers of Mount Simcha sounded. All 144 trumpets resounded with sorrowful notes proclaiming the end of thousands of angel warriors. Voices of heavy sadness sifted through the trumpet blasts to add to the sorrow welling up in Validus. He struggled to stay on the portal, but he knew that nearly all of heaven was watching his portal to reveal the end of the war for earth.

The lines of angel warriors collapsed, and the Fallen descended on them in a frenzied slaughter of merciless conquest.

“How can this be?” Persimus asked.

Validus didn’t reply. He wished he had been wrong all along.

Validus searched for Commander Danick and found him courageously leading a band of fifty warriors out of the fray. By some miracle they fought to a hill and were able to keep the higher ground west of the city until the demon forces around them considered it too costly to finish them off when there was so much city to plunder.

Commander Danick led his remaining men away from Kish to a safe haven some distance from the city. Validus spotted two other bands of angel warriors fighting their way clear as well. He wondered how long they could survive in a world now controlled exclusively by evil men and more evil demons. He feared for them and for the few righteous men and women who remained.

Validus could take it no more. He flew the portal to a distant view of the conquered city and stepped away. The marble floor caught the tears of the angels as they wept for their brothers and for mankind. Validus’s sorrow was so deep he could not weep. He launched himself into the air, spreading his wings wide to catch as much lift as he could.

“Validus!” Persimus called, but Validus could not stay in the thickness of such heavy sorrow. He dodged fellow angels and exploded out through the high arched doors of the Hall of Vision.

Zion looked dark and heavy. He glanced toward the Holy Mount where the Throne Room of Elohim was. Michael and Gabriel stood near the fiery pillars as if waiting for some order. Their swords were drawn, and they gazed across the holy city, watching.

Validus fled from the sorrow, but there was no place to go. All of Zion was filled with the sorrow of evil’s conquest. Lightning and thunder shook the Upper Realm, and fear mingled with the grief of all. Validus flew across the city until he was skirting the open fields and hills of the outer lands. He thought he could hear the cheers of hell, and he covered his ears.

How could Elohim have allowed the power of Apollyon to culminate in such victory … in such destruction? He dared not think the thought, but it would not leave his mind. Had He given Apollyon too much power? Would the war now come to heaven, to the very gates of Zion?

Validus streaked across the pale-blue sky, racing to a place he had never been, to a land far beyond the borders of Zion. He skimmed the trees and waters at blinding speed, fleeing the questions and inner pain in his chest. What was the meaning of it all? Why did evil prevail? Why did he exist if only to spend thousands of years trying to be content yet denying the warrior heart that beat within his chest the opportunity to exact justice on the evil of all the realms?

He slowed and fell to the green valley below, exchanging the beat of his wings for the sprint of his legs. In the distance he saw one of the stairways that led to the Middle Realm. He drew his sword and ran to a battle that did not exist. The images of Commander Danick standing like a stone wall against the tide of evil filled his mind. Validus jumped from a large boulder high into the air and swung his brilliant blade above his head. As he landed, he thrust the sword deep into the ground and knelt before it. His head drooped while his hands hung from the hilt of the unused sword of the King.

There was so much about Elohim he did not understand. Pain, suffering, and evil seemed to abound. Many minutes passed as he became lost in questions and thoughts he knew he should not think.

“What are you running from, my dear Validus?” The voice was strong yet gentle.

Validus jerked his head up, and his stomach rose to his throat. The Prince of Perdition himself was there, and Validus was kneeling before him.

Apollyon glowed in splendor, his wings white and his countenance nearly aflame. He did look different—better, more powerful. Though Apollyon’s eyes were brilliant white, Validus shuddered when he looked into them, for within their depths was something sinister.

Validus stood carefully, keeping his hand ever on the hilt of his embedded sword.

Apollyon smiled and slowly shook his head. One move and it would be the end of Validus. No one had stood against Apollyon and survived. Validus began to tremble.

Apollyon tilted his head to one side, looking deep into Validus’s eyes. “What are you running from, my friend?”

“I am not and never will be your friend.” Validus became aware of dozens of darkened wings rising up from the stairway and settling down around him.

The Prince of Perdition closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “I’ve been watching you, Validus. You have questions, good questions. Questions I once asked.” Apollyon opened his eyes. Wisps of red fire flickered in them, then faded to white. “My army celebrates victory as we speak.” His gaze turned lovingly down toward earth. “And it’s not too late to join me. His reign is over. It is obvious to you; I can see it in your eyes.”

“No! You will never overcome Elohim. He is the Creator of all, and you cannot win.”

Apollyon laughed. “Do not be such a fool. Did you see Him create me? Did any of you see Him create me?” He looked about at his gathering legion of evil warriors, and they shook their heads. “You have been lied to, Validus, for I am and always have been.”

Validus searched for words of rebuttal, but there were none. Could it be true?

“Join me, Validus, before it is too late. My victory over the Middle Realm is just a foreshadowing of my complete conquest. The war for heaven is coming, and you must choose. Join me and I will make you a king of lands!” Apollyon raised a clenched fist before him.

The crafty words of Apollyon confused Validus, for they were supported by what he had just seen on earth and by the unanswered questions that daily plagued his mind. So many had chosen to follow him. Behind Apollyon he could see Niturni, his old friend, beckoning with a knowing smile. Validus scrambled to find something to hang onto, something that did not shift beneath him.

He gazed into the mesmerizing eyes of Apollyon. He remembered looking into the eyes of Elohim, and peace filled his heart, for it was there that he found what he needed. The gaze of Apollyon did indeed hold great power, but there was an absolute absence of that which Elohim was: love. The terrorizing screams of humanity filled his mind in contrast to the unfaltering, gentle love of Elohim. In that Validus found his strength and his resolve.

“You are a liar, Apollyon! And I will not follow you, for your ways are the ways of destruction and death. I belong to the Great I Am!”

Apollyon cringed at the words, and his brilliant white eyes faded into the fiery red eyes of a serpent. The color of his white wings melted to black coal, and a visage of evil transformed his facade of glory. He scowled, then sneered.

“You fool!” His hand moved faster than Validus could respond. He grabbed Validus’s neck, squeezed, and lifted him into the air. “I will ascend to the throne of God and be like the Most High! I will rule both heaven and earth and all that is in them!”

Validus clutched at the steely fingers around his throat, trying to loosen the grip enough to get a breath. The strength of it was frightening. A roar of curses and laughter rose up around him from the dark voices of the Fallen.

“You are nothing but a weak-minded follower … the least of the least!” Apollyon threw Validus to the ground and drew his grisly black sword.

Validus tried to rise up, but two of Apollyon’s demons were on him in an instant. They pinned him to the ground, finding an opportunity to blast a knee into his side. The pain churned his stomach. Why had he allowed his frustration to take him so far from Zion where no one would hear him call for help or come to his aid?

Apollyon stood over him, lording his power and might with an arrogant sneer. “Oh, how I love to extinguish each one of His miserable slaves.” He raised his sword.

Better to die at the hand of evil than to live under tyrannical rule, Validus thought and prepared himself.

“My lord,” one of the demons called out and pointed upward.

Apollyon turned his gaze to the skies. His league of demons all drew their swords as an army of white-winged angels descended on them.

“Hold,” Apollyon commanded.

Michael touched down just a few feet from Validus, who felt the demons’ grip on his arms loosen and tremble. Three hundred angels followed the archangel.

Michael looked from right to left, and as his head turned, one of the nearby demons lunged toward him with his blade extended. Michael’s sword flashed so quickly that the demon only had time to scream before he was dissolved to a green vapor that sank down to the depths of the Abyss.

“Venturing a little far from Zion, aren’t we, Michael?” Apollyon glared at his archenemy. “Surely you do not come for such a lowly creature as this, do you?” He pointed his sword at Validus, who still lay prone on the ground.

Michael stepped around Validus to face Apollyon eye to eye. Validus took the opportunity to stand and retreat. His heart was racing. Would his foolish flight be the catalyst for a war in heaven now too? He glanced quickly around him and saw Persimus just behind him. His friend didn’t look pleased.

“The outer lands have no claim, but come too close to Zion and we will end your days before your time.” Michael’s chest rose and fell with each angry breath. The defeat of Kish was still fresh on his face.

“Make no mistake, Michael, I am coming to Zion, but it will not be my days that end, but yours.” Apollyon lifted his chin. “Earth and all of His creation are mine. Soon so will heaven be!”

“You do not own all of earth.” Michael inched closer. He was anxious for a fight but seemed restrained by something higher. “The righteous are not all gone, and while one righteous soul remains, we will fight!”

Elohim’s holy angel stood brow to brow with the Prince of Darkness, both tightly gripping their swords.

“Then you fight in vain, foolish angel, for it is only a matter of time before we kill them all and send their souls to hell where they belong.” Apollyon’s scowl turned to a heinous smile. “And when that happens, I’m coming for you.”

One trailing demon rose up from the stairway and flew toward his master. He was one of Apollyon’s messengers, and he didn’t even balk at the apparent impending battle as he landed just behind his dark lord. Apollyon seemed to sense the urgent message. He stepped back from Michael and turned, but maintained eye contact with the captain of the heavenly host.

“Archangel,” one of the angel captains called to Michael. “Gabriel comes.”

Michael glanced upward. Validus looked as well and saw a silver streak coming from the direction of Zion.

Two messengers—one from below and one from above. Something had happened.

“What is it, Zurube?” Apollyon commanded.

“Elohim has spoken to a man.”

Every angelic being, both good and evil, fell to utter silence. No one moved, as if frozen by the power of that single message and what it might mean.

Apollyon broke the silence. “Who is the man?”

Zurube hesitated. “He is of the seed of Enoch. It is the man Noah.”

As if a veil were rent between them, the forces of good and evil peeled up and away from each other: Apollyon and his demons toward the stairway to earth, Michael and the holy angels toward Zion.

“Assemble on the Holy Mount,” Michael commanded to his captains and then flew to intercept Gabriel.

Validus rejoined Persimus as they hastily made their way toward Zion’s Holy Mount.

“What do you think it means?” Persimus called to Validus above the sound of hundreds of beating wings.

Validus knew of this man Noah. He was one of the last of the righteous. Perhaps now the only righteous man alive on earth.

Every time Elohim spoke to man, something significant happened.

“It means we are not beaten,” Validus called out.

Persimus returned a wide smile.

Validus looked toward Zion and the Holy Mount, where his King ruled. “Not beaten indeed,” he repeated to himself.
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ENEMY AT THE GATE

2468 BC

The assembly of angels on the Holy Mount waited. The Great Hall and the Throne Room of Elohim could not hold them all. Validus and Persimus were able to gain a position on the grounds just before the grand doors of the hall.

Thousands and thousands of thousands gathered to hear the words of the Almighty. Validus could not begin to imagine the words of the Creator, but since He had spoken to the man Noah, there must be some great plan to regain the earth and wrest humanity from the grip of Apollyon.

They waited until the doors opened. Brilliant white light spilled from the crack and out onto the city of Zion. Validus shielded his eyes as the doors continued to open until all of Zion was bathed in Elohim’s brilliance. Validus had to close his eyes, but it did not help, for the piercing white light penetrated his eyelids.

Just as he was about to turn away, the light subsided and he caught a glimpse of two cherub angels cloaking Elohim in His robe. The entire assembly of angels lifted their voices in worship to the King. A glorious song of praise filled all of heaven with perfect music, and Validus could not contain the worship that poured from his soul for almighty God.

Elohim held up His hands and the assembly hushed to silence. Validus waited in anticipation to hear how Elohim would recover His creation.

“I will destroy man, whom I have created, from the face of the earth, both man and beast, creeping thing and birds of the air, for I regret that I have made them.”

Elohim’s voice thundered across the Holy Mount to every ear in Zion. And when the thunder of His voice diminished, all that remained was the heaviness of silence.

Validus stood stunned. The words of Elohim were never spoken indiscreetly. They were always just and true, but what could He mean? Validus looked at Persimus and saw the same confusion. Destroy man and all living things? How could this fulfill the Plan? Had He abandoned the Plan along with His creation? Had Elohim made a mistake?

Before Validus’s thoughts could grow wild with doubt, Elohim spoke again.

“The man Noah has found grace in My eyes, for he is a just man, perfect in his generations. I have made a covenant with him, and by him the Plan to restore humanity will come. The warriors that remain shall keep him and his family until the day of My judgment. I will destroy humanity in order to save humanity.”

Elohim gazed across the holy assembly. “Be mindful of your brothers, for the days ahead will be difficult.”

Michael and Gabriel lifted their hands and shouted, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God, the Almighty, who was and who is and who is to come.”

Then all of Zion was filled with angelic voices that shouted in unison, “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God, the Almighty, who was and who is and who is to come.”

At first the Fallen did not fully grasp the impending judgment, for they did not hear the words Elohim had spoken to Noah, but General Tarsis was quick to discover the truth. That was the day Apollyon came to the gates of Zion.

Alarm sounded across the walls of Zion when Apollyon flew toward the gate. He was alone, but this in no way diminished the apprehension all felt at his approach.

Validus was nearing the end of his duty at the gate. He and three other guards drew their swords. Razeem was their superior and the guard of the watch, so he moved forward, but Validus could tell he was unnerved by the presence of the Enemy of heaven.

“Girlanka, find the archangel,” Razeem said. “Quickly!”

Apollyon came close but did not draw his sword. His arrogance was intimidating. “I will have an audience with Him.”

“Of whom do you speak?” Razeem goaded, for all knew Apollyon hated to speak Elohim’s name.

Apollyon charged him but stopped inches from Razeem’s blade. “Don’t play with me, pawn, or I will crush you like I have crushed all of earth!”

Razeem flew back slightly, putting some distance between them. “Michael will deal with you. You will wait here.” His voice did not match the command of his words.

Validus gripped his sword tightly. He had felt the power of Apollyon, and it frightened him.

“I will not wait for anyone.” Apollyon sneered and drew his sword.

Razeem, Validus, and the third angel readied themselves.

“Hold your sword, Apollyon, or you will see no one.” Michael’s voice boomed across the gate as he came. “What do you want?”

Razeem backed away quickly to let Michael face Apollyon.

“Your Master has broken His word, and I want to know why. Take me to Him, now!” Apollyon demanded.

“Your deception of others has served you well, Apollyon. But now you have deceived even yourself. Elohim’s words are always true, even if you don’t understand them.” Michael turned to Validus. “Gather the fourth-century guards and bring them to the gate.”

“Yes, Archangel.” Validus turned.

“A hundred angels to guard me? I am honored, Michael. Or are you just afraid?”

“I will do whatever it takes to keep your stench from leaking into Zion. You will be escorted to the Court of Presentation where you will wait. If the Holy One wishes to see you, He will come to you there.”

Validus flew with all speed to the captain of the fourth-century guards and relayed Michael’s order.

The captain’s eyes opened wide. “Apollyon! Are you sure?”

Validus just looked at him.

“Tell the archangel we will be there directly.”

Validus saluted and returned.

The Court of Presentation was near the base of the Holy Mount in the seventh sector of the city. It was a magnificent court lined with marble pillars that supported a multilevel hanging garden that was not equaled in the entire Middle Realm. This was where the angels presented themselves before Elohim. Here Yeshua Ben Elohim, the Son of God, would come to meet Apollyon.

Validus was not sure of his own role now, for his duty as guardian of the gate was over, but his mission for Michael seemed to allow him to remain as part of the escort cadre, and so he did. No one seemed to mind one more sword with Apollyon this close.

Since the rebellion, Validus had never heard of Elohim allowing Apollyon into Zion, let alone into His holy presence. Every angel was alert with sword drawn. Michael ordered extra guards to be stationed around the entire city of Zion as a precaution against the trickery of Apollyon and the Fallen.

Validus watched Michael carefully. If something were to go wrong, he would be the first to realize it.

Michael looked upward, and all eyes followed his gaze. Yeshua was descending without wings into the court from the Holy Mount. His radiant white robe gently billowed behind Him, and a purple sash crossed His chest. When Yeshua set foot onto the Court of Presentation, Validus was relieved, and he was sure that every other angel was as well. What could go wrong in the presence of the Almighty?

Unlike the eyes of mercy and compassion Validus usually saw, Yeshua’s eyes burned white with judgment. He stared at Apollyon, and the evil rebel stared back. At first he seemed undaunted by the piercing eyes of the Holy One, but it did not last. Validus saw him weaken and avert his eyes, covering with his words.

“I now rule the Middle Realm.” Apollyon turned and walked away, lifting his gaze up to the gardens. “And it was not hard to conquer.”

“Why are you here, Lucifer?”

Apollyon turned back. “I should think You would know why.” He pointed a finger at Yeshua. “You are not keeping Your word.”

Yeshua waited.

“As stated in the Genesis Accord, You declared that You would not interfere with my attempts to conquer earth.” Apollyon walked back to face Yeshua, his countenance fierce and accusatory.

“Have I interfered?”

Apollyon rebutted. “But You are planning—”

“Have you conquered the earth?”

Apollyon glared but said nothing.

Validus could not help a subtle smile crossing his lips. What a fool to contest with the Almighty!

“The Genesis Accord has been fulfilled. By your own words, you have conquered the earth.” Yeshua’s eyes seethed with anger. “And now I will destroy it!”

“And what of my warriors?” Apollyon dared ask. “Will I lose them all?”

Yeshua paused. “As many of My warriors that survive, I will spare the same of yours from the Abyss, but they will be bound.”

Yeshua turned to speak to Michael. The exchange was over.

“This is just?” Apollyon called out.

Yeshua turned back and lowered His chin, His gaze once more piercing the darkened heart of this nemesis. “You have devoured children and brought death to My creation. Your angels have translated themselves into the form of men and corrupted the hearts of My people. Do you want Me to deal with you justly?”

Apollyon grimaced. Contempt filled his face, and he launched himself upward with two massive strokes of his dark wings. The captain of the century guards looked at Michael.

“Follow him,” Michael said. “Make sure he exits Zion directly.”

The captain saluted, and one hundred angels followed after Apollyon. Validus remained, feeling ill at ease in the presence of Yeshua and the archangel.

“Encourage General Jorill and the remnant warriors, Michael. The years ahead will be difficult. The Fallen will unleash everything to stop My judgment. This war is far from over.”

“Yes, my Lord.” Michael bowed low, then launched into the sky above them.

Yeshua turned His gaze to Validus.

The questions Validus struggled with surfaced in his mind. Dare he speak? Dare he ask?

“What burdens your heart, My son?” Yeshua asked.

The fierceness was gone. The velvet of His voice soothed Validus, and he knelt down before the Almighty.

“My Lord, I do not question Your wisdom or Your righteous ways but rather my limited understanding of them.”

“I see your heart, Validus. Rise up and ask what you may.”

Validus slowly lifted himself and stood before his King. “The sin of humanity has indeed corrupted all of creation, and there are none that are not worthy of death. And yet, great King, the little ones seem so helpless, so much a victim of the sins of their fathers.” Validus was not asking Elohim for a different plan, only understanding so he could bear the judgment to come with some measure of callousness. He searched the eyes of Elohim, but instead he felt transparent.

Elohim smiled. “Your heart of mercy is one after My own. Don’t be distraught with the fate of the children of men.” Elohim looked down toward earth, and His smile faded to sadness. “For twenty years before My judgment I will make barren the wombs of all women upon the face of the earth, that all may choose of their own accord who they will follow, the ways of God or the ways of Apollyon.”

Validus felt the grief of his Lord and yet cherished His wisdom.

“My Lord, what may I do to serve Thee wholly? To be is not enough. To watch is not enough. Use me, my King. Command me, and I will go.”

Elohim placed a hand on Validus’s shoulder, and he felt the power of creation flow through his body. It crushed him and strengthened him all at the same time.

“You will serve, Validus, and you will lead. And when the day comes, remember My mercy, remember My compassion, and remember My future for man. Remember, for your heart is after My own, and you will not fall! I have a Plan, and all it needs is one heart with no guile.”

Validus could not see beyond the walls of time, but he could see the power and the love of the Almighty, and he trusted. Elohim lifted Himself up and returned to the Holy Mount.

In the days that followed, Validus could hardly keep himself from the Hall of Vision, and rarely was he alone. Even Persimus watched each day.

Validus didn’t guide the portal far from the region of Sumeria. There the remnant warrior forces gathered, near the fertile Valley of Tamak, the place of Elohim’s visitation. This was Noah’s home.

The angels who remained knew their fate. Because of the Genesis Accord, there would be no help. This was their last mission … their last stand. Beyond the borders of the warrior angel defense was a world in utter depravity, and it churned Validus’s stomach to see it. Apparently humanity needed no help devising wicked schemes of its own.

General Jorill, Commanders Hillsol, Danick, Brandt, and Yelwanah survived along with nine captains and 324 warriors. On earth they were now outnumbered sixteen to one. And though these few hundred were the strongest and most skilled of all the warriors who had come to earth fifteen hundred years ago, how could they survive against such odds? How could they preserve the line of Seth and ultimately Elohim’s Plan against the overpowering forces of the Fallen?

Validus was enamored watching the genius of General Jorill and his commanders as they planned their final stand. Jorill divided the remaining warriors into nine companies of thirty-six angels, each one commanded by a captain. Commander Danick was given three companies. Commanders Hillsol, Brandt, and Yelwanah were each given two. Each commander was assigned a quadrant to protect, two companies for each direction. Danick’s third company was assigned expedition duty to protect Noah and his sons whenever they gathered supplies.

The Fallen didn’t wait long after their revelry from the victory at Kish to start their attacks on Noah, his family, and his land. They were relentless as the man, his wife, his sons, and their wives gathered supplies, worked, and built that which Elohim had commanded.

General Tarsis tried every devious tactic imaginable to crush the defenses of Noah’s angelic guardians, but the man seemed to know each time there was war in the realm of angels, and he fell to his knees in prayer. The power of Elohim flowed down into the arms and swords of his band of protectors, and they rose up to fend off the vile attacks of the Fallen each time. Validus was amazed at how Elohim moved each time a righteous man or woman prayed, and he was equally amazed at how often they didn’t. But Noah was a man of prayer.

And although angels fell, for each warrior who dissolved to Mount Simcha, twenty demons dissolved to the Abyss. The valiant warriors of Elohim lived and fought and died for 120 years, defending the last righteous man of earth until there were but eighty-two warriors left. The attacks of the Fallen were singular, knowing the time was near, for Noah had built the ark Elohim had commanded.

The destruction of earth was coming. Validus could not imagine how such a thing would be accomplished, but every warrior, both of the angelic and of the Fallen orders on earth, understood what it would mean for them.
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ECHOES OF THE PAST

Present Day

On his way back to the United States of America, Validus detoured to the icy northern region of Greenland. It was usually safe—the Fallen hated the cold. Flying such distances alone was rather foolish, and he knew Hulan would have protested had he given him the chance, but the urgency of his orders had required a breach of protocol.

He skimmed the island’s massive icecap until he was well inland, then stopped and settled onto a ridge of ice. His white ivory wings blended in with the pearly frigid landscape. Validus found it peaceful, a place to pause, if only for a few moments. It was one of the few places left on earth still untouched by the wars of men.

He filled his lungs with the icy air and turned his mind to the orders at hand.

He had seen mistakes made in centuries past, mistakes that cost the lives of many warriors. Was this another?

Validus had risen from the lowliest of warriors to one of the top primus commanders. And now he had been demoted. From the watch-guard of millions to that of one man, Drew Carter, a man he had never even heard of, living in the heart of his own command.

His mind raced through the logic of it, tempering his frustration with his trust and faith in the ways of Elohim. Was this a decision by Elohim or Michael? Why did Gabriel deliver the order?

He struggled with embracing the inevitability of his new mission. He would have to put his headquarters in order before leaving his command, but it wouldn’t take long. He had been efficient in establishing order and communication for this hemisphere. All his warriors knew what to expect and what to do in the absence of a leader. Structure was paramount to a smooth operation, especially during battle, but equally important was the autonomous operation of the men under command should the chain of authority be broken by attrition.

Validus turned his eyes toward heaven and wondered if any of the heavenly host watched the affairs of men and angels as he once did. How much longer would the war go on? He had heard from a guardian that the Book of Life was nearly full. How much longer?

“Okay, Drew Carter, let’s find out who you are.”

Validus launched himself upward and flew directly toward Rivercrest, Kansas. As he approached the outskirts of the small city, he set down and demorphed his wings.

One of the challenges he was going to face was the fact that many of the Fallen in this hemisphere knew who he was, which would bring attention to his charge, the man he was now commissioned to protect. The more he considered this likelihood, the more he realized that he might be Carter’s biggest liability. He would have to keep his distance from the man and remain undetected by any of the Fallen until he could figure out what was actually happening.

It would probably also mean translating to physical form, where he could disguise himself from the Fallen much easier, although there were always risks with translation. Translating to human form dulled the senses, reduced speed, and increased the threat of dissolution due to an unseen attacker. On top of that, Validus was skilled at translating weapons upward, not his physical body downward. The level of concentration was considerably higher. Some guardians had mastered it, but it was not typical for a warrior.

It was five in the morning in Rivercrest, the perfect time to do a little investigating before getting back to headquarters and transferring leadership.

The Carter residence was near the outskirts of town in a moderate ranchstyle home. Validus took a few minutes to reconnoiter the residence, making sure there were no Fallen around before he stepped through the back wall of the home and into the living room. Validus felt a little odd. For the last eighty years he had been analyzing enemy forces, strategizing battle plans, and commanding over seventy-five thousand warriors. Now he was investigating the trinkets of one lone family in the plains of Kansas.

Validus walked toward a wall where some pictures hung. Drew Carter was a handsome young man. In one of the pictures, Carter was sitting on a couch and his mother had her arms wrapped around him from behind. She was smiling from ear to ear. The sparkle in her eyes made Validus smile. Her love for her son was obvious. As Validus stared at her deep-blue eyes, something shivered inside him. Memories of the past tugged at his mind, but he didn’t know why.

He moved on and saw two men in the lives of Drew and his mother—an older picture with one man and a more recent photo with another. He recognized the eyes of war in both. There was a military history in the family, and Validus felt an instant connection.

He stepped through one of the bedroom doors. The soft sounds of slumber from a sleeping woman filled the room. He paused to gaze at her. Aside from her physical beauty, Validus sensed purity in her spirit, and yet Ruach Elohim was not with her. It saddened him.

He materialized through the wall into Drew’s bedroom, but his charge was not there. He quickly made note of the items and photos in the room—football, guns, camping, girls, college, Mustangs, weights, and two men, a father no longer in his life and the other probably his mother’s boyfriend.

“Where would a nineteen-year-old be at 5:30 in the morning?” he asked himself.

Validus wondered if Carter was a prodigal child, prone to parties and late nights. He pitied the mother and wondered if his mission was going to involve watching another young man methodically destroy his life by becoming enslaved to the wiles of the Fallen. There truly was nothing new under the sun.

At one point in his life Validus had nearly given up on humanity, which caused him to marvel at the limitless grace of Elohim. Generation after generation he watched countless lives being destroyed by the tactics of the Fallen. But even the propagators of evil paid a price.

Validus scoffed at the foolish theories of mankind, thinking they were on a path of evolution toward godhood. If only they knew—sin produced exactly the opposite.
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THE CURSE OF DEVOLUTION

2348 BC

In spite of their looming fate, much to Validus’s surprise, some Fallen were so unable to refrain from utter indulgence in the rampant evil of humanity that General Tarsis was vexed with keeping his army focused.

One day Validus was watching the tactics of Tarsis when one of his captains could not be found.

“Guldomak, where is Tulgard?” Tarsis glared at his first commander, his fingers massaging the pommel of his sword. “I wanted a report of the last supply run an hour ago. Where is it?” he screamed.

Guldomak cringed. “I will find him and kill him myself, my lord.”

“Don’t kill him, you imbecile. Put him at the front of our next attack with your sword at his back. And if you can’t keep control of your men, you will be next.”

Guldomak’s eyes narrowed and his face contorted into a scowl. He left the presence of Tarsis and yelled for a contingent of warriors to find Tulgard.

Validus had seen enough and was about to check on Commander Danick when one of the Fallen ran to report to Guldomak.

“Commander, I know where Tulgard is.”

“Bring him to me now! If he isn’t here within the next two minutes, I will send him to the Abyss myself!”

The warrior hesitated. “I think you should come and see this for yourself, sir.”

Guldomak’s eyes turned red with fury. “What is going on, Poxel?”

The warrior looked down at the ground. “Captain Tulgard has been inciting and participating in the murder, perversion, and cannibalism of the Gordorites at Kish, my lord.”

“We have no time for pleasure now. That will come once we eradicate Jorill and his despicable warriors. Find Tulgard and bring him to me,” Guldomak ordered.

“That’s just it, my lord. We can’t bring him. No one dares go near him.”

Guldomak drew his short sword as though he needed to kill something to keep his anger in check. He glared at the retreating warrior. “Why not?” he asked slowly.

“Because he’s changed,” Poxel said quickly. “He’s … he’s … you just have to see, my lord.”

Validus was now as curious as Guldomak. The other angels in the Hall of Vision abandoned their portals to watch Validus operate his. Some of the angels took to the air so they could see his portal.

“Why don’t you just put it on the dome?” Persimus asked as he turned to see the gathering crowd.

“You remember the last time I did that when we were watching the Fallen. I don’t need any more encounters with either archangel.”

Persimus nodded and refocused on the portal.

Validus followed Guldomak as Poxel and four other Fallen escorted him to the outskirts of Kish, near the camp of the Gordorites. The closer they came, the more Validus felt a knot tightening in his stomach. It was impossible for him to watch the unmitigated evil abound without becoming furious. Such things stayed with him for weeks. Persimus put a hand on Validus’s shoulder.

Fortunately, the posse of Fallen did not enter the camp but instead detoured to the hills just above the encampment. They came upon a cave, and Poxel stopped. He turned to face Guldomak, fear in his eyes.

“He’s in there, sir.”

“Bring him out.” Guldomak drew his sword. The command of Tarsis to spare Tulgard’s life appeared irrelevant. Blood was in Guldomak’s eyes.

Poxel shook his head. He and the three other warriors stepped backward. “I would rather die by your sword.”

“Aack! Weaklings!” Guldomak lunged at Poxel and grabbed his neck. He threw him toward the cave opening. “Bring him to me!”

Poxel stumbled backward just as a deep, guttural growl rumbled from the cave. He clutched at the rocks beside him to keep from falling into its mouth, but it was too late. A bloodcurdling screech erupted from the bowels of the cave, and a black mass lunged from the darkness toward the demon warrior. Rows of six-inch, razor-sharp fangs collapsed around the torso of Poxel. The beast shook him, smashing him against one side of the cave and then the other. Deep-set eyes devoid of all intelligent thought glowed from the darkness.

Guldomak and the other warriors fell backward. Validus and hundreds of angels in heaven did the same, gasping as they beheld a beast of evil capable of unthinkable carnage. As Validus’s hands lifted from the marble, the image froze on Poxel’s terrorized face screaming in the mouth of the hideous creature. Angels in flight drifted downward to the floor in disbelief. They all stood in silence, facing an emotion they had rarely faced before—fear.

“It is the curse of abject evil,” a deep voice thundered across the Hall of Vision.

Michael’s wings beat in careful strokes as he flew from the doorway to the center of the hall. All the angels turned and watched the archangel settle to the glossy marbled floor. He walked among them, gazing intently into the faces of each one he passed.

“Are you surprised? Who here remembers the ministering angel Davenius?” Michael moved slowly between them, as if looking for something in one of them.

“I remember, Archangel,” one of the angels said.

“And I,” said another.

Most of the angels voiced their remembrance. Validus remembered Davenius well. He was admired and respected, for he was a minister of the inner courts of the Holy Mount. His beauty was unmatched, surpassing even Cadriel’s.

Michael stopped before Validus’s portal and pointed at the beast. “That was Davenius before Apollyon called him Tulgard. Once a majestic angel of glory, now a thoughtless and grotesque beast of utter evil. Devolution is the curse of sin for angels. Hades is full of them … degenerates tormenting the souls of wicked men. We call them droxans, and now the Middle Realm must endure them. I once faced a droxan with General Jorill and Commander Danick.” Michael seemed lost in thought for a moment. “If Tarsis can control it, our brothers face an enemy more fierce than a hundred Fallen.”

Michael turned and looked into Validus’s eyes. “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is understanding. Fear of the Lord, my brethren. Not of this! Without the Lord there is darkness of the mind, the soul, the body. This beast is the culmination of complete submission to evil. But greater is our Holy God whom we serve!”

The archangel walked back to the middle of the hall and looked up toward the dome. “The day will soon come when Elohim will call for you to serve as our warrior brothers now serve. Some to guard, some to carry, some to minister, and some to make war. Watch and learn.”

Michael rose up and exited the hall.

Validus turned back to the portal and wiped his hand across the marble. The image of the gruesome beast devouring one of his own disappeared, and no one petitioned against it. They had all seen enough.

Validus and Persimus left the hall and walked the jeweled tiers of the skywalk near the crystal falls. Neither spoke for some time. They stopped and looked out over the golden city to the Crystal Sea. Part of the great wall circling the city spanned across an inlet of the Crystal Sea. Here, twelve grand arched abutments formed the wall that crossed the inlet. Near the shore of the sea, nestled against the base of Mount Simcha and just inside the wall, stood the Hall of Ages, the one place forbidden by Elohim for either angels or demons to enter. It was as grand as the Hall of Vision, but in this hall time did not exist.

“Have you ever wondered what is within?” Validus looked at Persimus.

“Who hasn’t?”

“So grand, so unfathomable—to see the future and the past all at once. It is our tree, isn’t it?” Validus turned back to look at the hall.

“I suppose it is. As far as I know, Gabriel and the spirit of the man Enoch are the only ones who have entered. Then Enoch was carried to Paradise.” Persimus seemed mesmerized by the thought of the Hall of Ages.

“Is that where Gabriel saw the Plan?”

Persimus shrugged. “Why don’t you ask him?”

Both angels laughed. The levity was a much-needed escape from the horror they had just seen in the Hall of Vision. What a strange place the Middle Realm had become, Validus thought, so different from the Upper Realm.

The two realms were separated by a thin veil the angels called the Fringe, a barrier that divided the spiritual from the physical and the physical from the spiritual. Nothing physical from the Middle Realm could pass through the Fringe into the Upper Realm, but that which was spiritual could pass through to the Middle Realm.

Validus had never been through the Fringe. Angels from the Messenger and Carrier Orders passed across it often and told him that such a journey felt peculiar. It was a spherical barrier that existed just below the seven stairways leading down from heaven.

As humanity had multiplied on the earth, Elohim opened more stairways into the Middle Realm. The closest stairway to Zion was just beyond the city gates, the Mediterranean Stairway. Validus could just see the marble columns and rails of the stairway beyond the wall.

“Zilnad said that from the earth the stairways look like holes in the sky.” Validus leaned on the rail spanning the two towers of the skywalk. “Once, he flew out from earth past a stairway and beyond the firmament toward the closest star, but it was too lonely, too cold, and too dark. That’s something the Hall of Vision can’t describe.”

Persimus looked over at Validus. He could tell his mind was elsewhere. “Do you think Cadriel will make it?”

Validus couldn’t help the glow he felt when he considered their friend Cadriel as one of the few warriors who remained to defend earth. He had fought well. What a noble and valiant warrior their beloved friend had become.

Studying Persimus’s eyes, Validus realized that his friend felt something different. Worry creased his brow. Of the original four friends, Persimus was both blessed and cursed with a tender heart.

Validus put a hand on Persimus’s shoulder. “Keep heart, Persimus. Cadriel is one of the best warriors in all three realms.”

Together Validus and Persimus had watched their brave friend fight in countless battles, his sweat-soaked hair tossing from side to side, accentuating each thrust and cut of his blade against terrible foes. Though an angel of beauty, there was nothing weak about Cadriel. He was as fierce a warrior as Validus had seen. Three hundred thousand warriors had entered the battle for earth, and Cadriel was one of the last eighty-two.

“Would you go to earth if you could?” Persimus asked.

Validus thought of the dire situation his friend and other brothers of the Warrior Order faced on the earth below. “Yes, I would.” Validus took a deep breath. “And you?”

Persimus looked into Validus’s eyes, smiled, then looked out to the lush green hills and valleys of heaven. “I think earth rubs off on them. They sweat, they bleed, they don’t even fly. It seems to me the more they live among men, the more they become like them.”

Validus turned to look at the hills and nodded. He wondered what that felt like. He could not deny being drawn to taste the physical world Elohim had created. There was something alluring about it. He had watched one of the Fallen translate into the form of a man and not translate back, even to his own peril. The Fallen seemed obsessed with the sensations of the physical world, unable to detach until they teetered at the point of devolution.

“But would you go?” Validus asked again.

“I don’t know.” Persimus looked back at Validus. “To face the ruthless swords of the Fallen and confront beasts like we just saw? I just don’t know.”

“I don’t blame you, Persimus. There are so many things I don’t understand. Why does Elohim allow Apollyon to continue … even to the point of the annihilation of His beloved creation? Sin has so contaminated and corrupted all of creation that He is going to destroy it. The world groans in agony of the sin in its veins. Why?”

Persimus shook his head. “I—”

“And what of the mystery of the Plan?” Validus interrupted. “How can even Elohim purify the filthy state of Apollyon’s sin-laden world? How is it possible? The heart of man is desperately wicked. Is he worth saving?”

“I don’t know, my friend. Your quest for justice is strong, but we must trust in Elohim and His ways. We’ve seen the fruit of it, have we not?”

Validus calmed himself. “Yes. Yes, we have. It’s just so hard to understand it all.”

Validus and Persimus walked onward, closer to the falls; then Validus stepped off the skywalk and fell with his wings folded until his speed brought exhilaration to his heart. At the last moment, he spread his wings and skimmed across the rooftops of the city towers and buildings; then he flew upward and turned toward the Crystal Sea. Persimus followed but not with quite as much enthusiasm.

They set down along the shoreline near Validus’s favorite cove. As soon as Persimus landed, Validus turned to him.

“Eighty-two against three thousand.” He knelt down and felt the cool sand beneath his palm. “I can’t help but wonder what will happen.”

“The will of Elohim will happen.” Persimus’s voice was solid and sure.

“And was it Elohim’s will when He created the earth that it should fall to sin and that He should one day destroy it?” Validus had thought it many times but had never dared speak it.

Persimus stepped away from him.

Validus stood and faced him. Persimus’s face was expressionless as a stone, but Validus knew his thoughts. He dared continue.

“Is the will of Elohim always accomplished?”

Silence.

“Is it? I have seen men slaughtered for a trinket of gold. I have seen little girls and boys ravaged by perverted men. I have seen Davenius devolve into a beast of horror. I have seen Elohim’s mightiest and holiest angel become a destroyer of all that is good. Is that truly Elohim’s will?”

Persimus’s eyes narrowed, and he shook his head. “Has Apollyon swayed you, Validus? What are you saying?”

Validus stepped toward his friend, but Persimus held up his hands. Validus stopped. “What I’m saying is that the will of Elohim and the fate of man, or of a battle, or of the entire earth may not be the same. You have looked into the eyes of our holy God. Where in those eyes do you see a will for a man to die and be tormented forever in the fire of Hades, let alone billions of men and women?” Validus turned away. “No, my friend, the fate of General Jorill, Commander Danick, and the rest of our brothers, including Cadriel, is not sure. Our holy God has created within man and within angels a free will that He does not destroy.”

“How can you say such things?” Persimus’s voice almost pleaded.

Validus turned back. “How can you not? Look at what we are facing: the purging of earth, the destruction of over five billion people because of the wicked devices of Apollyon. The outcome of anything is not certain. Except for this—Elohim will never give up on the righteous. And I believe that Noah, by some miracle of our God, will survive, and the mystery of the Plan will happen in spite of the wicked forces of Apollyon. And I don’t want to just watch it happen—I want to be an instrument through which it does. I will glory in the judgment and condemnation of Apollyon on that final day.”

Persimus closed his eyes and the creases of his forehead disappeared. He opened his eyes and let the corners of his lips turn upward. “You are a passionate one, Validus. If I didn’t know—”

A trumpet from one of the guardian towers of Mount Simcha sounded across Zion. Validus and Persimus froze. Eighty-one warriors remaining.

Then a second trumpet joined the first, and the two angels launched with all speed into the air and toward the Hall of Vision.

The Battle of the Purge had begun.
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CARTER AND THE GUARDIAN

Present Day

Validus continued to search Carter’s bedroom. He found a chart where the young man had recorded his weightlifting goals and each day’s progress. He looked to the corner of the room at a hook where a weightlifting belt might hang.

Validus smiled and quickly exited the rear of the home. He arrived at the gym just as a Mustang pulled out of the parking lot. He followed from a distance, ever watchful of any Fallen activity. The Mustang pulled into the parking lot of a grocery store just as dawn was breaking over the town.

The first glimpse Validus saw of the man was brief. Carter carried himself well and yet without strut. There was a lot to learn about the young man, but Validus would have to wait until he was sure he could do so without jeopardizing Carter’s safety.

Validus watched his new charge enter the grocery store, then circled toward the back of the building, planning to enter discreetly. He couldn’t imagine any Fallen being interested in anything happening at a grocery store at six in the morning, but he chose to play it safe just the same.

He heard faint voices and assumed them to be from workers on their smoke break. Just as he turned the back corner of the building to enter the alley, the words became distinguishable.

“The diviner said Rivercr—”

Validus pulled back, but it was too late. He knew he had been spotted but hoped they hadn’t fully recognized him.

In fractions of a second, he materialized through the cinder block wall into the grocery store, jumped up through the ceiling, and materialized onto the roof He ran across the roof eighty feet and fell through the ceiling again into an aisle near an assistant manager inspecting an end cap display. He looked up and down the aisle, then bolted through the remaining aisles until he was at the far wall and stepped through to the outside.

All clear. One quick dash brought him to a shoe store at the far end of the parking lot. He entered the closed shop and looked back at the grocery store through the windows.

Validus scanned for any Fallen in pursuit. None.

Diviner, he thought. What about Rivercrest could draw the attention of a diviner? Diviners were fallen angels with a limited ability to see future events on earth. When a possessor with this ability took over a man or a woman, the influence on the humans around them was profound. Even in the world of angels and demons it was an alluring ability.

“Did they see you?”

Validus spun about, drawing his sword with frightening speed.

The guardian ignored the sword and stepped past him to look out the window. “They suspect something’s up too.” He turned to look at Validus over his shoulder. “Just as we do.”

“Who are you?” Validus held his sword at the ready, just in case.

“My name is Tren, and the young man is my charge.”

Validus raised an eyebrow.

“I saw you following him, and I must say this assignment is getting more intriguing every moment. Why is the commanding warrior of the North American continent following my charge?”

Validus relaxed, setting his sword in his scabbard. “Aren’t you a little far away to be protecting him?”

Tren turned to face Validus squarely. “Aren’t you a little far from headquarters?”

Validus smirked but nodded. “I’m your … assistant.”

Tren stared back in silence as if waiting for the punch line to a joke. After a long pause, he turned and looked back out the window. “Why?”

Validus joined him at the window. They watched as two Fallen approached the grocery store from the east side of the parking lot. “I was hoping you could tell me.”

Tren looked over and up at Validus. He shook his head. “I can’t tell you much. I was just assigned a few days ago—or I should say reassigned. Drew Carter was my charge from when he was born, but at the age of reason I was given another. Now after seven years, I’m back with him … which is pretty unusual.”

Validus watched as the two Fallen entered the grocery store. He fingered his sword, wondering if he was going to have to engage on behalf of Carter already.

“I don’t think they’re after him … at least not yet,” Tren said. “They don’t even know why they’re here. It’s a good thing you avoided them. Once they figure out we’re assigned to Drew, they’ll focus on him and my job will get a lot tougher.”

There was an edge in Tren’s voice that Validus wasn’t sure how to interpret. Validus looked over at the guardian, his new superior. He didn’t seem all that spectacular. There was nothing striking about the angel except his cool approach to everything. He was a little shorter and not as well built as Validus, which was usually the case. Validus reminded himself not to judge on appearance. Some of the most courageous and adept warriors he had known through the centuries were less impressive looking than Tren. His brown eyes and fair hair were a striking contrast.

Although he hadn’t dealt with guardians for more than a few hours at a time and on specific missions, Validus got the sense that they preferred not to work with warriors. He felt it right now.

“What can you tell me about him? I need to know everything if I’m going to help you.”

Tren stared at Validus for a moment, then nodded. “Drew is a good kid but has faced some tough situations. His father died when he was twelve. It was a hard few years.” Tren looked away as if recalling details about that time. “His mother never remarried, but a man named Jake Blanchard, his father’s best friend from his time in the Army Rangers, became a key part of Drew’s life. That’s about when I was reassigned to a different charge.”

Tren stopped. Sorrow etched his brow, and Validus guessed it had something to do with his follow-on assignment.

“Tough one?”

Tren turned his back on Validus and gazed out the window again. In spite of a thousand harrowing battles he had experienced over the millennia, Validus knew that the job of a guardian was the most difficult mission of all angel orders, as they were called to defend the most innocent of humans—children. Bound by the Genesis and Noahidic Accords, they were limited by how much they could intercede on behalf of their charges. In many cases, because of the evil hearts of other humans around them, their missions were simply impossible. When a guardian was overrun by too many Fallen, oftentimes he fought a desperate, hopeless fight until he was dissolved to Mount Simcha. But that only left the child open to more attacks than before, so the best of the guardians fought the urge to sacrifice all so that they could fight for the child again another day. It was an anguishing duty, and each guardian lived for the day of blessing when his charge reached the age of reason and gave his or her heart to Yeshua. Unfortunately those missions were far less frequent than the converse.

In the challenge of their duty, their solace was in seeing the face of Elohim each morning at sunrise. Validus could tell when a guardian had returned from his time with Elohim, for his face shined as bright as the morning sun.

“He’s leaving,” Tren said.

Validus watched as Carter left the grocery store and made his way to his car. It was difficult to tell from this distance, but something about his gait made Validus wonder if something was amiss.

“My follow-on was cut short, and I spent two years in heaven waiting for my next assignment,” Tren continued. “During that time I served as a special assignment guardian, protecting adults when the prayers of the saints moved Elohim’s hand.”

They both watched as Carter drove out of the lot and onto the road that would take him home. The lead Fallen stepped through the glass wall of the grocery store and looked after the car. The other two materialized through the wall to stand beside him.

“That’s not good,” Tren said.

After a moment, the lead Fallen gave orders to the other two and they dispersed in separate directions, but none of them followed Carter.

“Well, looks like he hasn’t drawn their complete attention yet,” Validus said. “What kind of special assignments?”

Tren kept his eye on the leader of the Fallen as he departed. He crossed his arms. “One of my assignments was Drew Carter.”

“Who was praying for him? Who in his life is one of the saints?”

Tren shook his head. “I don’t know. Perhaps one of the other students.”

Validus pursed his lips. “What happened?”

“The prayer was so sudden that I barely made it in time. Drew had finished a football game and stepped out of the locker room and into a parking lot just as a drunk driver careened into him. I had just enough time to throw him into a corner of the building.” Tren shook his head again and huffed. “I thought I had lost him. I could only stay a few minutes, but it was good to see that he had grown into a decent young man. He has a good mother, and Blanchard had obviously been a positive force in his life.”

Both angels were silent for a moment.

“This doesn’t make sense,” Tren said. “I’ve never heard of a guardian and a warrior being assigned to the same person, at least not for any length of time.”

The edge was there again, but in spite of it, Validus knew exactly what he meant.

“This isn’t a special assignment for me,” Tren continued. “It’s permanent.” He turned and looked at Validus. “And you …”

Validus nodded. “Agreed. It doesn’t make sense. At least not to us and not now. So what happened to Carter between that special assignment and now?”

“From the little research I’ve done in the past few days, Drew had a rough go of it in high school. An accident in a car he was driving killed a friend, and he was blamed. Ended his football dreams and severed his social life, though that’s not always a bad thing. Went to college at Drayle University, then had another accident in a physics lab that blinded him.”

Validus raised an eyebrow. “Looks like he was driving that car just fine to me.”

Tren looked over at Validus. “As near as I can tell, he is fully recovered.”

“And you don’t know if the recovery was natural or by the hand of Elohim.”

Tren nodded again. “We need to keep our distance unless convinced that he’s in danger. We can’t let the Fallen know that he has a permanent guardian.” Tren looked Validus up and down. “Let alone a warrior assigned to him.”

“Agreed. Anything else I should know regarding Carter?”

“There’s a girl.”

“Of course there is,” Validus said with a snort.

“No, there is something different happening. She’s a believer … a strong believer.”

“Who’s influencing whom?” Validus asked.

“A little of both, but the relationship is innocent so far. It’s just that …”

Validus waited. “Just that what?”

“Her name is Sydney Carlyle. Ruach Elohim is strong with her. I’m not sure why we aren’t assigned to her instead.”

Validus furrowed his brow. He obviously had a lot of learning and observing to do. “I’m heading back to headquarters,” he said. “It will take me a few weeks to transition the leadership before I can get back to you. Once I return”—Validus took a deep breath and forced the words out—“I won’t be leaving.”

Tren cast a blank stare at him, then spoke. “Very well. I’ll keep my distance and keep him safe. While you’re at headquarters, see if any of your men have heard anything unusual regarding the Fallen in this sector.”

Validus cringed inwardly. He wasn’t used to taking orders. He resisted the urge to make a snarky reply. “I would know if there was anything unusual already, but I’ll check into it.”

Validus kept to the ground until he was well clear of Rivercrest, then morphed his wings and took flight.

His mind filled with questions. An ordinary young man in an ordinary little town in Kansas. What could possibly make him more important than commanding an entire continent of warriors in the war with the Fallen? Validus prepared himself for a decade of monotonous guardian duty.

He couldn’t escape the nagging thought that he was being reprimanded. It was true that the battle for America was not going very well, at least not since the great victory of the formation of the nation of Israel. He had lost some major battles: removal of prayer from the public school system, widening acceptance of homosexuality, and the battle for the unborn were daily agonizing torments to his spirit. Perhaps he really didn’t have what it took to lead the North American forces.

Validus settled onto the roof of Living Waters Fellowship Church in Colorado Springs. In the span of his lifetime, his command of the continental forces had been short, a mere seventy-three years. He felt discouraged, as though he had failed Elohim in his duty.

He took a deep breath. In spite of his melancholy, his men needed to see a steady, confident commander, and that was what he was going to give them. Malak wasn’t really ready to take command, but he would have to do. There was no one else.

Validus decided to make a few reassignments before relinquishing command. If his new assignment turned out to be more than what it appeared to be, he wanted angels and resources in positions he could count on, and his old friend Persimus was at the top of his list.
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THE BATTLE OF THE PURGE

2348 BC

Angels from all across heaven were gathering above and below the dome of the Hall of Vision.

Validus was confused at first, for though he knew the Battle of the Purge must have begun, the vision above the dome was not of the battle but of a distant view of earth far into the space of the second heaven. It wasn’t until he and Persimus made their way into the hall that they realized why.

Persimus grabbed Validus’s arm. “Look!”

The vision of the hall was following a massive rock hurtling toward the firmament of the earth. Seconds later it shattered the thick icy shell of the firmament and continued its plummet toward the planet. The firmament began to collapse inward, following the burning mass of rock down to the earth. And as the massive icy fragments fell, the ice became water, and the water became rain.

“What of Noah?” one of the angels called out. “What of our brothers?”

“Validus, take the portal,” another angel nearby said.

The crowd separated to allow Validus access to the portal, and his hands and fingers moved deftly across the marble slate. He swept down after the burning rock, moving past it at blinding speed to see where it would impact the fragile earth.

After confirming it would land in a large sea on the far side of the planet from Noah, Validus accelerated the vision around the circle of the earth so fast that many of the angels momentarily closed their eyes.

At last he slowed as he swept down and into the Valley of Tamak. There were thousands of men and women gathered around the ark Noah had made, taunting and ridiculing the man and his family.

During the past sixty days, some of every kind of living creature on the earth had begun migrating to the ark Noah had built. In spite of the obvious peculiarity of such animal behavior, the wicked hearts of the people refused to hear the words of warning Noah preached to the people. Now, as the earth stood on the precipice of annihilation, the hardening of their hearts was complete, for those nearby were becoming riotous and abusive toward Noah and his family. The rest of humanity had continued to eat and drink, marrying and giving in marriage unto this very day, ignorant of the battle for earth.

The magnitude of this battle was nothing compared to the Battle of Kish, but the consequences were far greater. Eighty angel warriors against three thousand Fallen—every single one desperate for victory.

Validus maneuvered toward the door of the massive ark, lain open to the ground like a ramp, where General Jorill was rallying his men for their final stand. Beside him the man Noah was kneeling in prayer, his hands and eyes lifted toward heaven.

“Here is where we will stand or fall together, my brothers,” the mighty general called out. “Though the world has fallen to Apollyon, this one righteous man stands firm in his faith and has found favor with Elohim.” Jorill drew his sword and held it high. “We will not fail him! We will not fail Elohim!”

Eighty swords thrust into the sky with shouts of acclamation.

“By the power of Elohim, the forces of hell will not prevail. We will stand! We will endure!”

The warriors of earth shouted praise to Elohim as the prayers of Noah lifted up to God. A bluish shaft of brilliant light shot down from heaven onto the servant of God and spread out to fill the bosoms of the angelic warriors around him.

Moments later, the sounds of war crashed in upon them as General Jorill gave orders to his four commanders.

“Collapse your quadrants inward, but do not break line! I want two warriors from each company with wings atop the ark for any demons foolish enough to try aerial.”

He looked at Noah and the crowd pressing in on the man’s family. Even still, Noah stood at the base of the door with two of his sons, pleading with the people to hear his words of truth from Elohim. Stones began to fly, and his sons pulled him back and up the massive door toward the interior of the ark.

Jorill turned toward Commander Danick. “Danick, have the Fifth Company protect them until they are inside. Then close and seal the door!”

Danick hesitated. It would be a clear violation of the Genesis Accord. “But the people will see.”

“They’ll all be dead by the end of the day. Besides, the accord has been fulfilled. Do it!”

Danick saluted, but before he could move, an earth-rumbling demonic roar filled the air. A droxan was charging from the north. Concern creased the faces of all the commanders.

“Brandt, it will hit your line first,” Jorill called. “You must stop it!”

Commander Brandt clenched his teeth and exploded toward the line to rally his men for the coming attack. The other three commanders ran to join their men as the darkened forces of Apollyon descended on the ark of Noah and his protectors.

Validus saw Cadriel and six other warriors join Commander Danick at the door. They deflected stones that would hit Noah and his sons. A man from the frenzied crowd began running up the doorway after them, not to enter the ark but to thrust a knife into one of their backs. A winged demon screamed in with the man on attack.

Danick drew his short sword and lunged into the air to meet the demon while Cadriel ran to meet the man. In one powerful motion, Danick swung his sword to deflect the flying demon’s blade, then thrust his short sword into the demon’s torso. The demon immediately dissolved into a greenish vapor that fell downward to the heart of the earth.

Simultaneously Cadriel swung his blade at the feet of the attacking man, tripping him. He fell onto his own knife and rolled off the edge of the door.

A draeger reached into the body of the man as he took his last breath, sinking long talons into his chest and arm. The man’s spirit looked up in horror at the face of the draeger. Within seconds he was dragged across the earth toward the nearest tunnel to Hades.

“Hurry them,” Danick commanded and pointed to Noah.

Cadriel and two others pushed Noah and his sons along the door, whisking them up the last few feet and through the doorway. All around them waves of the Fallen crushed inward, and the valiant warriors of Elohim fought, retreated, and held, but their lines did not break.

Danick looked up, and Validus followed his cue. The pinkish hue of the sky began to fade to darkness, and a new phenomenon enveloped the earth. Droplets of water started to fall from the sky. All the people stopped and looked up, astonished.

The demons renewed their attack to a frenzied level, for the waters that they desired and yet hated fell and burned them. It was holy water from the heavens, purified by the fiery heat of God’s wrath on all the wicked of the earth, both of mankind and of the Fallen.

Water, the life-giving substance on earth, was the antithesis of sin, the life-robbing element infused into creation by Lucifer. God’s eternal curse on the Fallen was unquenchable thirst never to be satisfied, for the waters they desired always burned. It was why the Lower Realm, Hades, created for the Fallen, contains not one single drop of water.

Though a thousand demons had fallen, two thousand more came onward. The mighty angel warriors were now less than fifty, and their lines began to falter. Validus could hear the carnage of the droxan on the north side of the ark, but the door was too important to leave. He hoped against hope that Commander Brandt and his men would stand.

Commander Danick shouted orders for his men to reinforce a near breach in the line, then closed his eyes and screamed as his wings morphed out from his back through the slits in his armor. Validus had never seen an angel form wings so quickly. Before they were fully expanded, Danick went to the massive door of the ark. For only one angel to move such physical mass was nearly impossible.

Validus circled the portal, keeping Danick as the focal point and thereby capturing a view of most of the rest of the battle. Hundreds of thousands of angels in heaven held their breath as the final moments of the battle for earth played out. The view settled on the sweat-soaked face of Danick as he knelt down and placed his hands beneath the door.

In the background, at the doorway of the ark, stood Noah, his face turned upward. The righteous man knelt and lifted his hands toward heaven. The power of Ruach Elohim shot down from the Holy Mount in a column of arcing blue fire, enveloping Noah. He stretched forth his hands, and the blue flame reached down toward Danick. The angel’s wings beat in powerful strokes, strengthened by the power of Ruach Elohim. Slowly the two-thousand-pound door lifted from the ground. The men and women looked on in stunned disbelief, and demons screamed their curses at Noah and at God.

“Hurry, Danick!” General Jorill shouted, but it would be his last command. General Tarsis plunged his blackened sword into the heart of the great Genesis general.

“No!” Danick screamed.

His wings beat harder and faster, and the massive door rose up and up until the thick, solid planks thumped into place and the blue flame of God sealed the door and the lower frame of the ark so that none could pass, not man nor demon.

“To the ark!” Danick shouted.

The remaining thirty-some angels leaped up onto the deck and reformed their lines. There was no falling back now.

Validus chanced a quick sweep toward the north just as a beastly screech pierced their ears. The portal caught Commander Brandt withdrawing his sword from the side of the droxan at the edge of the deck. It plummeted backward and then dissolved into a vapor that fell through the water below.

Three winged angels, one of them Cadriel, fought in the air above the ark against an ever-increasing onslaught of winged demons. Validus had never seen Cadriel so fierce in his visage. Rain-soaked strands of hair flung from side to side as his muscled arms wielded a sword of judgment against the Fallen. Hazel-green eyes gave no hint of defeat. Validus flashed a glance at Persimus beside him. Sorrow and angst mingled in the creases of his face, and Validus felt his concern for their friend.

Danick joined Cadriel and the other two warriors in their perilous fight. Sheets of water poured down from above, obscuring the vision of warriors and the Fallen alike, but the battle continued. The Fallen knew their only hope lay in conquering the ark, for they could not fly forever over a water-covered earth. Within days they would all falter and sink to a painful, tormented dissolution in the waters of the deep.

They screamed in anger and pain as the rain continued to burn them and the swords of the angel warriors cut through them. The people below screamed in vain for salvation from the waters that rose up around them until they were no more. The beauty of the sky’s pink firmament was gone forever, and the waters from above continued to fall from thick, darkened skies.

Water now encompassed the ark, and the last two hundred demons all took flight. Danick commanded the final stand.

Validus pulled the portal’s vision up and away to see the entire ark, and that was when he saw Cadriel falter.

General Tarsis flew toward Commander Danick’s back, and Cadriel intercepted him. Tarsis executed a powerful crosscut that blew through Cadriel’s blade, cutting across his shoulder. Danick turned and tried to cover him, but Tarsis was too quick. Another slice cut across Cadriel’s sword arm. Cadriel screamed as his sword fell to the deck below.

Danick engaged Tarsis.

“Fall back, Cadriel!” Danick ordered, but it was not to be.

Another demon seized the moment and plunged his blade into Cadriel’s chest. He dissolved away to a vapor that was lost in the heaviness of the rain.

“No!” Persimus cried out.

Validus’s heart sank. The vision paused as a distant trumpet sounded. There were now but a dozen of the Fallen fighting against six remaining angel warriors.

“Validus!” The distinct and powerful voice of Archangel Michael echoed across the Hall of Vision.

Validus looked upward and cringed. The fierce countenance of the archangel frightened him, for he held two chains.

“Come with me!”

Validus stepped away from the portal. Had the questions he voiced earlier condemned him? He looked at Persimus and saw that his friend was afraid too … afraid for him. His eyes, wet with sorrow for Cadriel, now filled with worry for Validus.

Validus cowered below the mighty hand of God’s holy first. He could hardly make his wings function, but he lifted himself up toward the waiting judge. Another angel moved to the portal controls and brought the vision to life once more. The purging of earth was nearly complete, but Validus would never see it, for he looked destined for a prison of his own.

As he neared Michael, the archangel turned toward the doors of the hall. “Come quickly,” he commanded over his wings.

Validus followed him out of the Hall of Vision where two other mighty angels waited, both holding chains of their own. All were of the One Hundred. Validus wondered at his punishment to cause three of the One Hundred to administer it.

Michael turned toward Validus and handed him one of his chains.

“You have been chosen to be Elohim’s hand of judgment. Follow us and do as we do.”

Validus took the chain in his hands, feeling the weight of it pull him downward. What was happening?

Stunned, he watched the three angels fly toward the gate of Zion. He shook himself and hurried to catch them.

Michael led them past the gates of Zion to the Mesopotamian Stairway. Validus struggled to keep up with the angels whose wings were broader and more powerful than his own. Perhaps Persimus was right that he should have exercised them more. The angels arced upward, then dived through the stairway.

Validus followed and hit the Fringe for the first time in his life. Chills ripped through him from head to toe, and a moment later he was flying in the thickness of the second heaven. Rain pelted his face, making it even harder to fly. Water seemed to exist in both realms unlike every other element of the Middle Realm.

Something was very different here. He felt the substance of the Middle Realm push on him and his senses. It was so vivid and so gritty at the same time. The earth licked at his spiritual body, as if to taste him. It was nothing like he expected.

He pushed harder to keep up with Michael and the other two angels. He knew exactly where they were going, for he had flown the vision of the portal here a thousand times. Within seconds they were descending into what once was the Valley of Tamak. Groups of men and women huddled near the tops of the surrounding hills, crying out to their gods to save them.

Michael drew his sword as they descended to the ark, where the battle for humanity still raged. Validus and the other two did the same.

Four gallant warriors remained—Commanders Danick and Brandt, Captain Rafinni, and warrior Tronan. They were all wounded and bleeding but still holding fast to their swords. Six Fallen fought on, led by General Tarsis. Danick still faced Tarsis, but he was nearly gone. Validus could see the droop in his sword with each blow that Tarsis made.

How would it end? What if the angel warriors could not endure and one Fallen remained left to plunder the ark? Validus wanted to join in the fight, but Michael held up his arm to halt their approach. Would they just watch the demise of their brothers … the last righteous man … the fate of humanity?

Validus could hardly watch the duel of Danick, for he was done. Tarsis was relentless in his attack, crashing blow after blow onto Danick’s golden sword. Danick fell to the roof of the ark. One more cut blasted Danick’s sword from his hand, and Tarsis lifted his blade for a final death plunge.

Off to the side, Validus saw two of the Fallen dissolve as the sword of Tarsis plunged downward.

Faster than lightning, the archangel streaked toward Tarsis, colliding and crushing him to the deck of the ark. Tarsis’s grisly sword flew from his hand and fell beyond the deck into the waters below. Michael held Tarsis by the neck and placed the chain on his chest. Blue flames shot down from heaven onto the chain, and it wrapped around Tarsis, binding him completely.

“Come!” one of the other angels called to Validus. They exploded toward two of the remaining Fallen, leaving the last one for Validus.

Tronan was badly injured, and the last demon was attempting to make one final thrust. Validus would not make it in time, he was sure. The chain in his hand glowed blue as he threw it the last five feet at the attacking demon. It crushed the demon’s arm to his chest just as his sword was about to reach Tronan. The demon fell harmlessly to the deck.

The Battle of the Purge was over.

Michael gathered the four Fallen near the bow of the deck. Their curses were putrid to hear.

“Silence!” Michael commanded.

Validus flew up to the roof of the ark and knelt beside Commander Danick. “Can I help you, sir?”

Danick looked up at Validus. Sweat, blood, and rain streaked down his war-torn face. The rain poured down, and thick clouds thundered their new cry to the earth. Where Danick’s arm was bleeding, the rain seared the wound and brought healing.

“Help me down,” he said. “I want to see the archangel.”

Validus gave him an arm up and helped him to the deck next to Michael.

“Archangel. What does this mean? Why did you come? I didn’t think this was allowed.”

Michael looked at Danick. “It is the word of Elohim to Apollyon. Four men, four women, four angels, and four Fallen to survive the Purge.” He placed a hand on Danick’s shoulder. “It is finished. You will lead the second generation of warriors in the new earth.” He gazed into the eyes of Commander Danick much like a father would a son. “Well done, General Danick. Now rest.”

Danick took a deep breath and nodded.

Michael turned to the captives, grabbed Tarsis by the chain around his neck, and lifted him up. Validus and the other two angels did the same with the three remaining Fallen.

“To the Euphrates.” Michael glared at Tarsis. “A fitting end to your reign of evil.”

Tarsis cursed. “I will come back, and I will terrorize the souls of earth more than I have these past sixteen hundred years. I swear it!”

“And Elohim will cast you into the lake of fire forever and ever.”

Before Tarsis could rebut, Michael yanked him into the air, tightening the chain around his throat. Validus followed with his captive, and they flew southeast toward the great Euphrates.
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A NEW ENEMY

Present Day

Validus fell through the roof of the church to materialize in the large sanctuary. Though peaceful and empty in the world of humans, it was anything but in the world of angels. Over thirty warriors were busy with the duties of administrating a continental war room. Validus landed near the back of the sanctuary platform.

“Attention!” Hulan called out.

Every warrior immediately snapped to attention as they realized their commander had returned. Validus walked to the side of the platform where Malak had been evaluating the continental strategy map. He glanced briefly at the map and could tell in an instant that only minor adjustments had been made. He had studied every level of the map in excruciating detail, memorizing every location, force’s numbers, church, pastor, and current regional and city operation taking place.

“As you were. Any updates, Commander Malak?” Validus asked.

Malak hesitated.

Validus turned to face him. “Well?”

“Yes sir. We just received word that Apollyon has assigned a new commander for his forces of the North American continent.”

Validus’s eyes narrowed. He had studied Commander Bavot for the last six decades. He was a master of deception, and it was all Validus could do to keep from losing ground each day. The strategies and tactics of the demon were extremely effective. So effective that Validus had wondered if that was why he was being replaced—he felt like he was losing the war for the continent. Prayer was at an all-time low; abortion, sexual perversion, drug addiction, and teen suicide were at an all-time high; and apathy within the hearts of believers had atrophied many of the once-vibrant churches of America. Why would Apollyon change his command structure now?

“Bavot was reassigned to command the European forces of the Fallen,” Malak continued.

“And who is the new commander of this continent?”

Malak pursed his lips. “Niturni.”

Validus’s stomach churned, anger seethed, and he felt his cheeks flush. Sadness and pain surged within Validus’s soul, rekindling all the emotions of his past. He turned back to the map, mostly just to have something to stare at so his men wouldn’t misinterpret his reaction.

He lifted his hand to the center of the map and swiped across Bavot’s name, causing it to vanish. As his finger traced each letter, the darkened name of Niturni appeared. Apollyon had changed the names of many of his angels, but the name of Niturni he let remain, for it meant “heart of fire.”

Validus stared at the name on the map. He didn’t need to analyze the demon’s abilities—he knew them all too well. Niturni was brilliant, and Malak was no match for him. This was the worst of times for Validus to abandon his post as commander of the North American continent. He clenched his fist.

“I know this makes your command even more difficult, sir,” Malak said, “but—”

“No, Malak.” Validus turned abruptly to face his second in command. “This makes your command more difficult.”

Malak tilted his head and squinted at Validus.

“Hulan,” Validus called, “I want the regional commanders and the entire staff assembled for a briefing ASAP.”

“Yes sir.”

Hulan disappeared with two other warriors through the western wall of the church sanctuary.

“What’s going on, Commander?” Malak’s concern showed in his countenance, but his voice was steady and sure.

Validus looked at him, measuring him against the adversary he would soon be facing. “You’ll find out soon enough. Come, I want to bring you up to speed on a few things before the other commanders arrive.”

Thirty minutes later Validus stood before his regional commanders, twelve powerful warriors, each a veteran of four thousand years and charged to protect and preserve the saints of Elohim in their mission to disciple and preach the gospel of Jesus Christ on the North American continent. They had gathered in the large conference room of the church where there was room for only thirteen chairs. The rest of the command staff stood along the far wall.

Validus looked into the eyes of each of his commanders, knowing that the days ahead would be difficult. The prophecies were nearly all fulfilled. The days were drawing to an end, but before they did, there would be many battles for the souls of humanity. He searched for the right words.

“Fellow warriors, effective immediately, Commander Malak is the commander of all North American continental forces.”

“What?” one of the commanders exclaimed. Others expressed astonishment too, but Validus held up his hand.

“I have been reassigned.”

“Why, Commander? Have you been transferred to Europe to fight Bavot?” one of the regional commanders asked. “Doesn’t General Brandt know that we need you here no matter what is happening in Europe?”

Validus stared at his men until they all fell silent. He didn’t know how to respond. They would all eventually find out and, to a man, would suspect demotion. He couldn’t remember anything he had ever experienced being more humiliating than this moment right now.

He had won the respect of all of his commanders, but there were three who would not be upset at his departure. In command there were always some who disagreed with policy and tactics. In spite of that, however, every commander followed orders once his petitions were heard.

Validus chose to ignore the question about why he was leaving.

“I have the utmost confidence in Commander Malak and his ability to lead our forces here. You will afford him the same respect and support that you gave me.” He paused and scanned the room. “The days ahead will be extremely challenging, and the new commander of the Fallen is as cunning and intelligent as I have ever encountered.”

He leaned forward, placing his hands on the dark-cherry-stained table. “Men … if ever we needed to be confident in the ways of Elohim, it is now. The valiant shall fight and the courageous not fear, for great is our God!”

“Great is our God!” thirty deep voices echoed.

Validus lifted himself up and stood straight, his face as stolid as flint. “I will help transition command for the next few weeks, but your orders will come from Commander Malak. Any questions?”

“What is your new command, sir?” Commander Ruchart from region nine asked.

Validus considered his conversation with the guardian, Tren, and decided that the fewer who knew, the better. “For now I’m not at liberty to say, but if any of you have knowledge of unusual Fallen activity, especially in the central regions, I need to know immediately.” He scanned the chiseled faces of his handpicked commanders. Each one had unique abilities and skills, well suited to the challenge that lay in the years to come.

“It’s been an honor serving with you.” Validus turned and nodded to Malak, and it was done.

Four thousand years of battle and command experience pushed aside for one man. Validus thought of General Danick and wondered if it would be different if he were still in command.


13
 [image: ]

THE SECOND GENERATION

2348 BC

“We saw you through the portal!” Persimus’s eyes were wide with excitement. “Explain.”

Validus shook his head. “I don’t know what to say. I thought I was to be rebuked or worse, and then …” He looked at Persimus, then lowered his head. “I felt … foolish and out of place, like it should have been an angel mightier than I.” He glanced up at his friend.

Persimus was smiling from ear to ear. He wrapped an arm around Validus’s shoulders and pulled him into a walk toward the gardens. “You didn’t look foolish. You looked valiant! And you encouraged us all.”

Validus smiled sheepishly. He had never been chosen for such a noble task.

“We weren’t allowed to see the judgment of the Fallen. Where did you take them?” Persimus asked.

“They are chained to the bottom of the Euphrates … or what will be the Euphrates when the waters recede.”

“But how can they survive? Water burns and kills them.” Persimus looked perplexed.

Validus cringed as he remembered the demons’ screams when he and the other angels plunged them into the waters. “Michael said that dissolution was taken from them, that they are being reserved for the judgment of the End of Days.” Validus stopped. Persimus looked at his friend. “Can you imagine the rage of General Tarsis on the earth after such torment?” Validus shook his head as he thought of the evil Tarsis would unleash on the unprotected.

“Yes, I don’t think I need to see that.” Persimus urged them into the garden where their thoughts could be turned to something less gruesome.

As they walked, both became solemn. Validus saw Persimus look toward Mount Simcha, and he put an arm around Persimus’s shoulder.

“I’m sorry.”

Persimus stopped and faced Validus, his eyes wet with sorrow. “It’s been so long since we’ve seen him.” Persimus tried to smile. “Who knows how long it will be now.”

Validus nodded and didn’t know how to console him.

“One of us has become an enemy, another dissolved to Mount Simcha,” Persimus said. “What will become of us, Validus?”

“I don’t know. But I do know that I’m grateful for your friendship no matter what happens.”

This time, Persimus’s smile was genuine. “And I am grateful for you.”

He held up a hand, and Validus grabbed it.

In the days following the Purge, there was much conjecture over what would happen next. It seemed that all of the future of humanity was being rewritten.

The angels had heard that Apollyon was furious with the judgment and demise of his warriors on earth. With constant protest and petition, a new accord had been determined, the Noahidic Accord. Validus struggled to understand why Elohim even listened to the evil accusations of Apollyon, but he determined that it had something to do with the lives of the eight living humans afloat on the ark.

As stated in the new accord, three hundred thousand angels and three hundred thousand Fallen, the second generation of warriors, would be sent to earth once the waters of the Purge receded. It was to be a new beginning for earth and a new beginning for the warriors. All but four angel warriors had been dissolved to Mount Simcha, and all but four of the Fallen had been cast into the Abyss.

At the appointed time, all the angels of the Upper Realm gathered in the Court of Presentation to hear the words of Michael. The archangel stood on a raised marble-and-gold platform in the center of the court. On the edge of the court beneath the shadow of the Holy Mount, Gabriel stood with three messenger angels to his left and three to his right.

Michael gazed across the assembly of the holy servants of Elohim. “We have witnessed the purging of evil from the face of the earth. The mighty hand of Elohim has moved in judgment against the Fallen and their pernicious ways. Today we are also witness to the beginning of a new dawn and a new hope for humanity.”

The archangel paused and looked toward Mount Simcha. “Many of our brothers have fallen in battle to bring this second life to humanity. By the sovereign will of Elohim, we must prepare to implement the Plan. Do not be deceived. Our enemy will fight harder, longer, more viciously, and more ruthlessly than the first generation of demons. Prepare your hearts lest you become complacent in your duty and lest we make the sacrifice of our brothers to no avail. The Genesis Accord dictated the statutes of their war. It will once again dictate ours as well. But in addition to the Genesis Accord, the following statutes will also be enforced:


 1. The Fallen are not allowed to translate into the form of a man or a woman.

 2. Angels are not allowed to possess a man or a woman.

 3. Violation of either is immediate dissolution to the Abyss for both.

 4. Two new orders will be established: guardian angels and vexer-possessor demons. Their numbers on the earth will always be equal.

 5. The sole purpose of an angel of the Guardian Order is to protect an assigned child until the age of reason is attained. Every child is assigned one guardian, but upon Elohim’s discretion, an adult may also be assigned a guardian. If a child dies under the care of a guardian, that guardian is granted the honor of carrying the child to Paradise. If the child’s death is caused by violence from a man or a demon, that guardian will execute judgment on those responsible at the End of Days. At sunrise of each day, a guardian is given free passage to report to Elohim in the Upper Realm and then must immediately return.

 6. Vexer demons are allowed to vex or possess a man according to the spiritual state of the man as determined by Elohim.

 7. Once a demon possesses a man, he must remain until the man dies, at which time the demon is free to roam the earth again.

 8. If a demon is cast out of a man by Elohim through a righteous man, he is immediately sent to the Abyss.



“This is the Noahidic Accord, and all angels of both realms of the Warrior, Guardian, and Vexer-Possessor Orders will be governed by these statutes.” Michael paused as he scanned the multitude of angels. “Hear the names of the second generation of angel warriors given the noble task of protecting the righteous upon the earth.”

Gabriel flew to Michael and handed him a book. The archangel opened it and began to read.

“Yilron, Gibliot, Natham, Ru …”

Validus listened with great anticipation, and Persimus stood silently beside him. The names were being read in order of creation, and Validus would have to wait. Hundreds, thousands, and tens of thousands were added to the list of second-generation warriors, and Validus counted each one.

“Wilsung, Trininden, Persimus, Orsong …”

Validus felt the gaze of his friend. He didn’t know whether to congratulate him or console him, so he stared onward at Michael, ever counting. Persimus stayed silently beside him as the names continued to be called until only one name remained, and one more was yet to be chosen.

“Validus.”

The book was closed, and the future of the three hundred thousand angel warriors was determined. Of the angels who remained, guardian angels would be chosen and their numbers would be increased as the population of humanity increased.

Validus had mixed feelings, for he had watched the plight of the children of humanity because of the sins of their parents and despaired for them. He could sense the heart of Elohim toward the children and understood why He had created the Guardian Order and rejoiced in it. It would be a highly esteemed order of angels because their charges would be the most vulnerable of God’s creation. Validus could think of no position more noble than that.

But he also knew that he would not be well suited for the task. His sense of justice would invariably get him into trouble. No, serving as a warrior, facing the swords of the Fallen outright, was where he belonged, even if he only lasted one day.

What Validus didn’t understand was why Persimus had been chosen as a warrior and not as a guardian, or better yet, to remain as a servant in the holy city of Zion. Inwardly he feared for his tender-hearted companion. He resolved to do everything possible to protect him if he could.

“Well, my friend,” Persimus said, “are you satisfied?”

“I will not be satisfied until Apollyon and every last one of his angels are cast into the lake of fire … including Niturni.”

Persimus turned to face Validus. Sadness hung on his face and in his eyes. “Do you still think of him of ten?”

Validus lowered his gaze to the ground. “Yes, but the Niturni we once called friend is no more. The evil of Apollyon has changed him forever.” A dangerous thought crossed his mind. He put a hand on Persimus’s shoulder and looked deeply into his eyes. “Persimus, if you should face him down there, as a warrior, don’t you hesitate.”

Persimus nodded slowly.

“Promise me … I don’t want to lose another friend.”

Persimus let his signature smile spread across his face. “You are a dreary sort on such a day of celebration. Come, Validus, let’s rejoice in our great call and enjoy our final days in heaven with joy!”

Over the next few months the warriors in heaven waited for the waters to recede. During this time, Validus insisted on training beyond that which Michael commanded. Persimus was the recipient of his zeal, and it caused no small dissension between them, but it didn’t dissuade Validus in the least. He did it as much if not more for Persimus as for himself. There were things they could not practice without the construct of the physical world, things like translation and materialization, but they had no hindrance to their practice of the sword.

In time, the waters receded, the land dried, and the day of descent came. One hundred thousand angels at each of the three nearest stairways to the Middle Realm waited for the trumpet of Gabriel—the trumpet blast to mark the beginning of the second generation.

Validus and Persimus stood with wings ready at the Mediterranean Stairway.

“Are you ready for this?” Validus turned to see Persimus looking toward their beloved city, Zion, in the distance. “I’m going to miss it too,” Validus said, imagining he could see the gleaming city beyond the curve of the outlying regions.

Persimus gave a quick nod, then turned to look at the stairway. They had been told to fly directly to the Valley of Ur. The messenger raised his trumpet to his lips, and the golden instrument blasted forth the one lone note of declaration.

One hundred thousand angels lifted up, and the air filled with the sound of beating wings. A constant stream of angel warriors descended through the stairway, passing through the Fringe and into the thickened world of the Middle Realm. Many of the angels gazed at the splendor of the earth, experiencing the sensations of its wonder for the first time. In some ways it was strangely not as vibrant in sensation as heaven and yet in other ways it was more so. There was a draw to touch, smell, see, hear, and feel it all, like the feel of silk in one’s hand—so soft and elusive yet causing one to desire more.

The angels began to set down on the ground below Validus and Persimus, near one lone warrior. Validus recognized Tronan, the one his chains had saved in the last battle. The angels were gathering in formation before him, waiting for orders.

There was so much to know, so much to learn. How could four first-generation warriors train three hundred thousand recruits with any efficiency? All Validus could hope for was that the Fallen would need even more time. Their last four first-generation warriors were bound at the bottom of the Euphrates. It would be months if not years before they were ready for war.

All but a few thousand angels had now settled onto the earth when Validus looked eastward, where he knew the nearest Fallen tunnel to Hades lay, and something made him shiver. Though he could not see the tunnel at such a distance, he could see the black smoke rising from it. Validus hesitated, then flew higher to see if he could quell his imagination.

“What are you doing, Validus?” Persimus yelled up at him.

“Form up, warrior!” Tronan shouted from below.

Validus took two more beats of his wings, then dived toward Tronan. “The Fallen are coming our way, sir!”

His alarm stirred the angels to disorder, and Tronan looked eastward. “Impossible!”

“They are rising and coming directly toward us, sir.”

With each passing second, the swarm of evil broadened, blackening the sky as it came.

“Your orders, sir?” Validus asked.

Tronan looked at the rising evil and then at his twenty legions of untrained warriors, all waiting for his command. Validus knew from his time at the portal that the largest contingent Tronan had commanded was a detachment of fifteen men. For a moment Tronan looked completely lost and without hope.

“Sir?” Validus prompted. In less than sixty seconds the Fallen would be on them.

Tronan looked at Validus, and a steely look of determination filled his face. He morphed his wings, drew his sword, and flew upward so that all the warriors could hear him.

“Five legions spread to the left, five more to the right. Draw your swords, lose your wings, and use the speed of the ground to fight. Fight alongside one or two others—never alone! Move!”

Validus flew to Persimus. “Stay beside me, brother,” Validus shouted in the chaos.

Persimus had not yet demorphed his wings.

“You’re going to need all of your quickness. Demorph now!” Validus yelled.

Persimus hesitated, then let his wings recede into his back.

The first wave of Fallen hit center mass of their formation, and the chaos was like nothing Validus had ever seen, not even from watching the Battle of Kish through the portal. This was untrained, uncontrollable mayhem.

Within seconds, thousands of warriors and Fallen dissolved into thick vapors streaming upward and downward. Validus and Persimus fought back to back, just trying to survive the day. At one point in the fray, Persimus faltered and Validus intercepted a deathblow at the last second to save his friend.

The battle did not last long. Within ten minutes the Fallen retreated back and away, but the damage they had inflicted was significant. Validus imagined the other two hundred thousand warriors had just experienced the same thing. How many warriors had they lost? Was it enough to put them at a disadvantage on the first day of the second generation?

Persimus was bleeding from his arm, and Validus had taken a slice across a thigh. They took turns bandaging each other’s wounds.

“Welcome to earth,” Validus said as he wrapped a piece of torn cloth around his friend’s arm.

Persimus didn’t smile. “It’s a gritty place, isn’t it?” He winced as Validus tightened the knot.

“Only because sin makes it so.”

When the vapors of dissolution had cleared, Tronan was not to be found. Lilk, the highest-ranking warrior, took command and assigned help to the wounded. Once he recovered some order and took count of the losses, he called two uninjured warriors.

“We must get to headquarters and let General Danick know what has happened.”

“I think they already know, sir,” a fellow angel replied. “Warriors are coming our way.”

All three contingents of the landing warriors had been attacked by the Fallen in an effort to get an early upper hand on the war for the Middle Realm. And although there was no way of knowing how many the Fallen had lost, Validus was quite certain that the angels had incurred the heavier losses by far.
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NEMESIS

2347 BC

It took days to recover the wounded and bring some organization to the Warrior Order. When they were ready, General Danick gathered his army in the Valley of Nan, near the abode of Noah and his family. He placed detachments of guards in flight at one-mile, five-mile, and twenty-mile intervals surrounding the valley.

When all was ready, he stepped up on a rise so all could see him. Commander Brandt and Captain Rafinni stood quietly beside him.

“Your initiation to battlefield earth has been a costly one. Our enemy knows no mercy. Our enemy has no bounds by which they live, as we do. Our challenge as the holy angels of Elohim is to be just without being vengeful, to be cunning without being deceitful, to be merciless without losing our compassion, to be victorious without losing humility.”

General Danick paused. He scanned across the fifty-two legions that had survived the first attacks of Apollyon. “We face the fierce tactics of General Desgard, Apollyon’s most cunning and ruthless warrior. Just as you have seen, you must learn to expect the unexpected. The Fallen will attack us at every opportunity, and they will be merciless. Your order of creation means nothing here. Whether you are the last that Elohim created or the first, on earth you will be ranked according to your skill and performance. In war with the Fallen there is no respect of rank, only respect of your fighting abilities, and that is how I will commission you. Is that clear?”

A thunder of voices responded.

“Commander Brandt has assigned temporary commanders to lead our fifty-two legions. Each of you will be assigned to a legion, a unit, a century, and a detachment.”

Validus was assigned the Thirty-Sixth Legion, Fourth Unit, Eighth Century, Second Detachment. Persimus was assigned the same century but a different detachment.

The new warriors had much to learn, and earth was so different from heaven, even in the spiritual realm. Validus discovered there was a duality of substance between the physical and the spiritual. That which existed in the spiritual did not exist in the physical, but that which existed in the physical existed in both the physical and the spiritual. The duality of the object was tethered together in coexistence.

But angels could learn to sever the tether temporarily, bringing the object into usefulness in the spiritual world, something they called translation. Without close proximity to the object and without continual concentration, the spiritual object would dissolve and be retethered to its physical duplicate. The larger the object, the stronger the tether and the more difficult it was to sever it from its physical construct.

Typically, only small weapons and other similar objects could be translated and used. For some angels, this type of translation was difficult to master, but Validus found it rather easy. Only inanimate objects could be translated, however, for the tether of a living being was far too strong. This tether could only be broken by death itself.

Translation from the spiritual to the physical was significantly more difficult. It was a skill only one in ten angels seemed to do with any mastery. Since there was no duality in a purely spiritual object, in order to translate to the physical, trillions of the three particles of creation had to be rearranged to form even the smallest of objects.

Validus worked for months, but the skill was elusive. He was exuberant when he was able to translate a small pebble first into the spiritual realm and then rearrange its construct into an irregular piece of metal in the physical realm. The moment he broke concentration, the metal translated and retethered back to the original pebble.

Watching from the portal, he had seen first-generation angels with this skill translate their entire bodies, swords, and clothing into the physical realm. He wondered if he would ever possess such ability. Persimus, however, seemed to be quickly gaining the skill, and Validus was quite certain that he would one day have it fully mastered.

One skill that all angels possessed was that of materializing through physical structures such as walls and doors. When Validus materialized through a physical barrier, he could feel the push against his body. The denser the object’s construct, the more it pushed against him, resisting his ability to materialize through it.

Mastering the combined ability of materializing and translation gave angels a significant advantage in a battle. A warrior adept at utilizing both skills simultaneously could materialize through a wall, then translate a section of the wall as a solid in the spiritual realm to set a foot against and push off to accelerate in an attack. It allowed a warrior to walk up a stairway, then sink through the floor back to the ground level. Translation and materializing was a daily part of their training, but Validus practiced far more than what was required of him.

Noah’s family quickly multiplied. Much to Validus’s surprise, the Fallen did not seem very concerned with the man and his family for many years.

“Desgard is a patient general,” Validus heard Commander Brandt say to one of his captains. “He knows the heart of humanity well. Just as we are looking to defend the righteous, he is looking to use the wicked. Time is on his side. As the population grows, so does the number of wicked hearts available for him to use. Don’t be complacent—when the battle comes, it will come fiercely.”

Commander Brandt’s words chilled Validus’s soul. He hung on every word General Danick, Commander Brandt, and Captain Rafinni spoke, for he knew that in them was life for an inexperienced warrior.

Initially General Danick divided his forces into thirds to watch over each of the three sons of Noah and the outspreading of their families. Three primus commanders—Kelandar, Guilden, and Porthan—were assigned to Shem, Ham, and Japheth respectively. Validus’s and Persimus’s detachments fell under Commander Guilden. As the months became years and the families of Noah and his descendants began to spread, the number of attacks by the Fallen increased proportionally.

Commander Brandt was indeed right in his evaluation of the hearts of humanity. Secretly Validus had hoped that with a new start from the righteous line of Noah, the Middle Realm would be a different earth than that which had moved the hand of Elohim to global annihilation.

But alas, it was not to be. Within three generations, Validus could see the erosion of the legacy of faith that Noah had tried to pass on. By the third generation, the forces of the warrior angels had divided nearly one thousand times, and the attacks became fierce, just as Commander Brandt had said.

Through the portals in heaven Validus had watched how sin had corrupted the hearts of men and women, and he was grieved to the soul. But here, where he could not simply turn off the portal and walk away to the peaceful gardens of Zion, he was disgusted, disturbed, and distraught.

In just one hundred years it seemed as though the Purge had purged nothing. Even with the diligent vanguard of the angel warriors along with the guardians, there were hearts that overpowered any work the angels could do, and evil came anyway, empowering the Fallen to accomplish their heinous deeds. And where evil prevailed, conquerors rose up and freedom was lost.

One such man was the mighty Nimrod, great-grandson of Noah. In appalling curiosity, Validus watched his power and influence over the people rise. It was as if Desgard had been watching and waiting for the one man he could use to accomplish his schemes, and he found what he was looking for in Nimrod, the mighty hunter. Although Validus was not privy to the inner workings of command and the decisions there, he assumed that General Danick was concerned. Nimrod was building an army and great cities. His influence over the people was in no small way aided by the Fallen. Here in the region of Shinar, Nimrod built his greatest city of all, Babel.

Occasionally Validus would venture into the city, when not on duty, to investigate the activities of the people. Although Babel was quickly becoming an operational base of the Fallen, he learned that staying nearer to the outer areas of the city was relatively safe. It was near the city center where the Fallen seemed to focus most of their activities. With each trip he made, he became more and more disheartened.

Except when he visited one small abode near the edge of the city.

Validus watched the uncommonly beautiful young woman with curiosity, wondering why she was different from the rest of her kin. His detachment wasn’t even assigned to her family, but one day he watched from afar as she gave the last of her bread to an old woman begging in the streets of Babel. Validus witnessed other kind acts to be sure, but the more he watched this maiden, the more he came to believe that there was something spectacularly humble, bold, and selfless about her.

“Why do you watch her so?” Persimus asked. “I thought you had your fill of watching humans through the portals.”

Validus smiled. Today he had convinced his friend to join him. He knew that Persimus’s mind was often on heaven and not on earth. “Because in the midst of the tyranny of Nimrod and this rebellious city of his, there is at least one heart that seems to defy the wicked temptations of Apollyon.”

“The odds are against her even surviving, let alone making a difference in this realm. She doesn’t even have a guardian anymore.” Persimus turned away and looked upward.

Validus looked at his friend. “You were right; this is a gritty place. But don’t be discouraged, Persimus. Elohim has not forgotten us nor the people of the Middle Realm. We must persevere to bring about the Plan.”

“What is the Plan, Validus? How do we know how to bring it about if we don’t even know what it is?”

“We trust in the word of Elohim, and in our commanders. Didn’t you tell me the exact same thing on the shores of the Crystal Sea not long ago?”

Persimus broke his skyward gaze and slowly nodded. They watched the young woman, whose name was Tamaral, gather five of her younger siblings and four other children for story time.

“Many, many years ago in a land far from here, God reached out His hand and formed the first man from the dust of ground.” The young maiden reached down and scooped up a handful of dirt, animating that which Validus had seen Elohim actually do.

Within just a few words, the children and the angels were captivated by the passion with which the girl told the story of old. Her brown eyes and lilting voice made the story come alive.

Every time Validus watched her, he was drawn to her. There was something different about her, something few other humans had. He couldn’t describe it … it just was. At first he attributed it to the fact that she loved God, but he had watched over and fought for others who had just as strong a faith and not experienced this attachment before.

“We will be her guardians,” Validus said.

Persimus broke from his entranced listening of Tamaral’s story. “What? That’s not possible. We’re not guardians, and we have other duties,” Persimus said, but his voice was hopeful rather than argumentative.

“Yes, but we each have time when we are not on duty. Let’s vow to protect this maiden at every opportunity.”

Persimus’s eyes lit. “So let it be.”

“So let it be,” Validus affirmed.

One week later, Validus and Persimus returned to the city. This time, they invited another warrior named Ral. He was a slightly stocky angel who seemed to find it difficult to fit in anywhere. When he heard Validus and Persimus talking about Tamaral, he asked to join them, and they agreed.

They arrived at Tamaral’s home to discover that she was not there. They learned that she had gone to a gathering near the city center.

“Let’s go,” Persimus said and turned to leave the city.

“What if this is the day she needs our help?” Validus asked. “Let’s go in and see. If it doesn’t look good, we’ll leave. I know some routes that will keep us out of sight.”

Persimus frowned. Ral didn’t seem dissuaded or encouraged either way.

Persimus shook his head. “I think you’re going to get us in trouble.”

Validus slapped him on the back and led them toward the city’s center court, where the construction of a great building was underway. When they arrived, there was much commotion.

“Free yourselves from the bondage of your petty beliefs in God!” Nimrod shouted from the steps of a columned structure just west of the new building they called the Tower. He was draped in scarlet cloth across one shoulder and around his waist. A golden breastplate, belt, and armbands adorned his muscled bronze skin. He looked every bit a king, and his rhetoric proclaimed himself as such.

Validus, Persimus, and Ral stood just off the street to the west of the Tower, where they could hear and see the public gathering. Each week the Tower grew in stature, but Validus had never been this close. It was a massive undertaking. He had never seen such a structure built by man before. It was impressive in a dark sort of way.

“Look … over there.” Ral pointed.

Six Fallen warriors were gathered near one of the far columns, but that was not all. Vexer-possessors began showing up everywhere, scurrying from man to man and woman to woman, whispering and influencing their thoughts. Many guardians were vigilant over their young charges, threatening and in some cases fighting off the vexer-possessors who attempted to come near the small ones.

“This is not good,” Ral said.

Validus drew his sword.

“We ought not be here,” Persimus said as he watched the tension escalate.

“Ral, this is too important for us to leave, but we need to let our detachment know what’s happening. Tell Captain Nosh … Go.”

Ral nodded and quickly exited the city toward their encampment.

“We don’t need to rely on some ethereal deity who controls the pawns of humanity at His whim,” Nimrod shouted. “We hold our own destiny in our hands!” He lifted his hands and closed them into fists. “Do not be a coward and submit yourselves to God. Rise up and become men and women of courage and self-determination. I declare before you this day that I … we shall build this great tower that will rise up to the very heavens. A tower that will declare to the world and to the heavens that we will have no god but ourselves!”

“Blasphemy!” Validus spewed. His hand gripped his sword tightly. “Does Ham know what has become of his people?”

More Fallen gathered around Nimrod and around the crowd.

“We need to get out of here now!” Persimus pulled at Validus’s arm.

“General Danick will want to know what’s happening,” Validus said. “You go. I’ll come shortly.”

Validus looked at the cheering people as the Fallen closed in. Some of the guardians had to retreat and watch their charges from a distance. Have they every one turned away from Elohim? Validus wondered.

Just as he was about to turn and follow Persimus, he spotted Tamaral. She was standing next to a man who seemed to be her companion. Validus nodded to Persimus and then materialized through two buildings to get closer to her. Persimus reluctantly followed. They entered a narrow alleyway between two shops, just a few feet from Tamaral.

Anger seethed in her eyes. “This is blasphemy!” she shouted, pushing forward against the throng of people.

“Quiet, Tamaral!” the young man next to her yelled. He grabbed her arm and yanked her back.

“Let go of me, Arphaz.”

“I will not, and you will do as I say. Nimrod is right. Why should we believe in a god we cannot see or hear? Only the weak hold to such foolish beliefs.”

The girl jerked her arm from his grip and glared at him. “I don’t care how much money my father owes you. I will not marry you.”

Arphaz smiled. “Unfortunately you don’t have anything to say about it. Your father has already agreed, and the deal is done.” He laughed, then glared back at Tamaral. Scorn wrinkled his brow and lips. “You will be my wife and you will obey me.” He grabbed her arms again and pulled her in close to him. “And you’d better be a good wife, or I will do with you as I see fit … and your father’s debt will return to him.”

She turned her face away, struggling to loose herself. Arphaz spit and threw her up against the wall right next to Validus. Validus wanted to rip through the man with his sword, but the Genesis Accord was still active, and he would be immediately dissolved to Mount Simcha.

Tamaral clung to the brick wall and waited until Arphaz had disappeared into the crowd of people before she allowed tears to spill softly onto her cheeks.

“Come on, Validus. The Fallen are gathering quickly. There’s nothing we can do,” Persimus urged, then turned and left.

Validus pitied the girl and her future life of misery. There seemed to be so much of that in the Middle Realm … misery.

Tamaral slowly fell to her knees. Validus knelt beside her and put a hand on her shoulder.

“Have courage,” he said softly.

Tamaral lifted her eyes toward heaven. “Lord, these people cry out in defiance of You. They abuse and mock and destroy that which is good and right. I know that You are a God of judgment but also of mercy. Have mercy on us, oh God. Deliver us from the enemy and bring us into Your kingdom.”

Validus listened in amazement. Not a single word of petition for her own situation but for the people and their defiance toward God. She reminded him of Noah. Here, in the middle of rebellion and defiance, was one pure heart who still loved God. Tamaral was unique.

“Validus!” He heard his friend call, but it was not Persimus … and now he remembered that it was not his friend but rather his enemy.

Validus jumped to his feet with sword ready, scanning down the alley between the buildings. “Niturni!”

Thirty yards away across the next street, Persimus faced Niturni with sword drawn, but the tip of his blade was dangerously low, and Validus could see he was not ready or willing to fight their old friend.

“Just like old times.” Niturni smiled. “If only Cadriel were here. Oh, but that’s right, he went to his death after fighting. And for what?” He motioned to the people behind them cheering Nimrod and his contempt for God. “Nothing!”

Validus needed to get to Persimus before any swords flew.

“So Apollyon has made you a warrior. How kind of him to grant you such authority in his kingdom.” Validus couldn’t help the jab. He began walking toward them.

“I have more than you ever will,” Niturni spewed.

“Come back to us, Niturni,” Validus heard Persimus offer, holding out his left hand. “Elohim will forgive you. Return to us and to that which is good.”

Niturni turned his gaze to Persimus. For one brief moment, Niturni’s blackened eyes softened. Validus quickened his gait, but he would be too late. Off to their left, Validus could see other Fallen coming quickly.

Niturni saw them too, and his countenance hardened again. He yelled and sliced his sword upward. The steel slashed the inside of Persimus’s outstretched arm near his chest, and great drops of blood sprayed outward. Persimus yelled and recoiled as Validus flew to his aid.

“Fool!” Niturni yelled. “Haven’t you heard, dear Persimus? There is no forgiveness for the Fallen. And why would I want to come back to such a petty life of insignificance? You are mere slaves!”

Niturni raised his sword to finish Persimus. Validus would not make it to him in time. Persimus held his bleeding arm close to his body, but he would not raise his sword. Niturni went to strike but hesitated just one fraction of a moment as he looked at the pleading face of Persimus.

It was all that Validus needed. He jumped the remaining ten feet to collide with Niturni.

The next few seconds were filled with armor and limbs entangled in a desperate attempt to gain an advantage. Swords were discarded as Validus struggled beneath the strength of Niturni’s form. Niturni’s left hand found Validus’s throat, and his right hand reached for his knife. Validus thought about reaching for his own knife, but the time lost would be too costly. He punched Niturni’s face, but it didn’t cause the slightest hesitation.

Niturni finished drawing his knife and made his first plunge while squeezing Validus’s throat with an iron grip. Validus reached for the plummeting knife with both hands, stopping it just short of his chest. He slid his right hand up to Niturni’s armpit, simultaneously pitching his body to the left, using the arm as a lever to throw his enemy off him. It was just enough to free himself, rise to his feet, and draw his own knife.

“You are weak, Validus,” Niturni scoffed, spitting blood from his mouth. He walked nonchalantly to his sword. “You will be dissolved, and I will one day be Prince of Mesopotamia.”

Seven demon warriors arrived just as Validus recovered his sword.

“Get him out of here,” a command came from behind Validus.

He turned to see Captain Nosh, Ral, and five more of his comrades arriving. Ral went to Persimus and began helping him back away from the ensuing battle.

In a flash, the sound of crashing steel filled the air. Niturni attacked Validus with ruthless determination. The strength and skill of Niturni was frightening.

Validus heard a yell from his right side and turned to see one of his comrades fall. Validus thrust at Niturni to set him back so he could cover for the injured warrior. Moments later, Validus saw Captain Nosh slice through his opponent, and the demon dissolved into a green vapor that sunk into the earth.

Niturni pressed hard, but Validus stood his ground, covering for his wounded comrade. One more demon fell, which put the angels at an advantage. At that, the demons hesitated but didn’t retreat. They were waiting for reinforcements. In the lull, Captain Nosh and his men backed away.

“Grab him and let’s get out of here before more Fallen come!” Nosh commanded.

Validus and one other angel reached for the injured angel, but as they lifted him up, their hands slipped through the bluish vapor that rose up to Mount Simcha. Validus’s heart sank.

“No!” The other warrior glared at Validus, then turned to join Nosh in their retreat.

Validus ran to catch up with Ral. He grabbed Persimus around the waist to help carry him out of the city. Persimus was fading quickly. The blood loss was severe.

He heard Niturni yelling from behind him. “This is all you will ever do—retreat until there is no place left to retreat to.”

Validus glanced over his shoulder at the cursing demon he had once called his friend.

Niturni held up his hand. “I will kill you, Validus. I will kill you and your feeble friend!”

Validus hurried with Ral to get Persimus to safety. Validus could feel him sagging. “Come on, Persimus. Don’t you dissolve on account of a little scratch.” Blood was everywhere. The gash was deep, and Validus suspected an artery had been cut.

“He hesitated. You saw it,” Persimus moaned.

Anger boiled inside of Validus. Anger toward Niturni and toward Persimus. Anger toward himself for allowing this to happen and cause the death of a fellow warrior.

“He won’t hesitate again, and you’d better not either. What were you thinking?”

Persimus moaned something unintelligible. Validus and Ral struggled to get him out of the city as the other warriors gave cover. Once outside the city limits, they found a cattle trough with a few inches of dank water and laid him near it. Persimus was nearly unconscious and slipping away fast.

Healing usually came quickly to angels and demons alike, but there was a price, and the price was pain—searing white-hot pain. Water accelerated the process for angels, but it also amplified the pain. They called it the Curing.

“You stay with me, Persimus. You’re not leaving me alone in this fight. Do you hear me?”

Validus scooped up some of the water and cringed at what this would mean for his friend. He let the water drip from his hand onto the wound. Whatever life was left in Persimus came screaming back as the water sizzled in the wound and steam rose up with his cries. For a seriously wounded angel, the Curing was his only hope, but the pain it caused was overwhelming. Validus had seen angels choose to dissolve rather than bear it. Persimus’s eyes bulged and the veins in his neck stood out. Validus grabbed Persimus’s good hand to give his friend something to hang on to.

The water helped, but it was not enough. Validus reached for more.

“No!” Persimus screamed. “Just let me go.” His voice faded as the pain receded. “Just let me go.”

“That’s not happening, soldier!” Captain Nosh said.

Sorrow and guilt swelled within Validus. He hesitated. “Fight it, Persimus. We need you! Elohim needs you! This world needs you!”

Validus reached for another handful of water, and this time he did not stop despite the pleas of Persimus. After two more attempts, Persimus fell unconscious, but he did not dissolve away.

“Let him rest here until he recovers,” Captain Nosh said. “Ral, you stay with Validus.”

Validus looked up at the captain, whose eyes were fierce.

“You’ll have to answer for this, warrior.”

Validus felt the sting of his comrade’s death all the more and knew this would not bode well with command.

He and Ral stayed beside Persimus for the next eight hours, waiting for their friend to awaken. His thoughts filled with Niturni, Persimus, and finally Tamaral.

Had he risked too much for a young woman who was of no significance? And yet he could not help but think that the hope of humanity rested in the hearts of people like her. Were there many? Validus didn’t believe so, but for those who did exist, he vowed to fight to the very end.
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Your unauthorized actions escalated a conflict within Nimrod’s city that ended up costing the life of one of my warriors!” Commander Guilden’s face was red with anger.

Validus lowered his head. “That was never my intention, sir. I never expected—”

“That is why you follow orders, warrior. That is why you do not disappear from your detachment by yourself, especially into a city that is laden with Fallen.”

“I wasn’t alone, sir.”

“Yes, so I understand. And now your poor judgment has put others at risk too,” Guilden spit back.

“I was just trying to protect the girl, sir,” Validus returned, but it only made the anger in Guilden’s face more evident. Validus knew there were probably dozens of warriors listening outside the abandoned farmhouse just a few miles from the city.

Guilden stood, clearly trying to control his emotions. He came face to face with Validus. “I would demote you, but you are already at the bottom of the rankings, so instead you will be given every watch duty as far from humans and angels as possib—”

“Attention!” Guilden’s vice-commander shouted.

Validus was already standing at attention, but Commander Guilden turned 180 degrees about and snapped to attention.

“Is this the warrior?” General Danick asked, his face rigid with command.

“Yes sir,” Commander Guilden replied a little too enthusiastically. “We lost a man because of him.”

Validus remained still, but his heart sank into the earth. How had a simple act of compassion for a young, unprotected maiden elevated to such a disaster as to draw the attention of General Danick? It appeared now that for however long he survived this mission to the Middle Realm, his life would be filled with the most mundane duties and responsibilities.

General Danick came to Validus and eyed him up and down. His glare eased slightly when he looked into Validus’s eyes. “I know you, warrior, don’t I?”

“I helped you when you were injured on the roof of the ark, sir. It was brief.”

Danick stroked his chin. “And you were one of the three angels Michael chose to execute the judgment.”

Validus lowered his head, ashamed that he had let the general down so quickly in his duty on earth.

The general turned and walked away, talking as he did so. “The report says you witnessed Nimrod incite the people against Elohim. What did you see?”

“Nimrod stood before the people and declared that anyone who believes in God is a coward. He promised to build a great tower as a symbol of their determination to live without God and to be gods unto themselves.”

General Danick turned back around and looked at Commander Guilden. “That is valuable information, and it corresponds with the word I’ve just received from Michael regarding the city. If Nimrod continues to unite all of humanity against Elohim, our mission will fail more quickly than before the Great Purge.”

“Yes sir,” Commander Guilden said. “But according to the report of Persimus, Validus remained longer than he should have and put the lives of his detachment at risk.”

General Danick glared at Validus with steely eyes. “Why?”

Validus fumbled for words. “Because … of a maiden, sir.”

Guilden added his glare to the general’s.

General Danick walked back to Validus, peering deep into his soul through the window of his eyes. “Leave us, Commander,” General Danick said without taking his eyes off Validus.

Guilden and his vice exited the farmhouse, and Danick turned and walked toward a window that looked south.

“At ease, warrior.” He seemed to be gazing at some distant scene. “Tell me about the maiden. Why did you risk yourself and other warriors for her?”

Validus took a couple of needed breaths, trying to relax so his speech would not be so stilted. “I happened on her one day and was taken with her devotion to Elohim. After watching her for a few weeks, I have felt compelled to protect her. I am grieved to the heart for the warrior that we lost. It should have been me and not him.”

“You have seen other men and women who followed after God and His ways.”

Validus looked over at the general, not sure if that was a statement or a question. “Tamaral is different, sir. I don’t know why, but she is different. I couldn’t detach. She prayed, and I was … moved beyond my own understanding.”

Danick looked back at Validus. He looked peaceful, calm, not at all what Validus expected from a rebuking general. “Validus, do you know what the Plan is?”

The question reminded him of the conversations he had had with Persimus years earlier. He was quite certain that many other angel warriors had wondered the same thing, but nothing tangible had been revealed as of yet and they fought for the Plan in faith.

Validus shook his head, feeling as though he was the only angel alive who did not know. “No sir, I don’t, not beyond understanding that it is a way for Elohim to save the people.”

The general walked back to the center of the room. “Nor do I, but I believe Elohim will one day save man through man—or rather a man.”

Validus furrowed his brow as he tried to understand what General Danick was saying. Even if there were such a man, Validus had seen the influence of most godly men wash away in a single generation. Noah was a perfect example. And yet …

“Show me the girl, Validus; then we will decide what to do with you.”

Validus took General Danick, Commander Guilden, and twelve escorting warriors into Nimrod’s city to Tamaral’s home. They found her grinding wheat on a flat stone. Nothing spiritual, nothing profound, but within just a few seconds of seeing her, General Danick turned to his aide.

“Pull three companies off the western front and get them here now. Commander Guilden, you will expend every resource you have to protect this girl until my men arrive. Do whatever it takes. We must get her out of this city and to a place that we can more readily defend. Is that clear?”

Commander Guilden looked at Validus, then back to General Danick. “Yes, General.” He turned to leave.

“And, Commander, warrior Validus is being reassigned to my staff.”

Validus was as shocked and confused as Commander Guilden looked.

“Yes sir,” came Guilden’s hesitant reply; then he left with his new orders.

Danick turned to Validus. “You come with me.”

A few hours later, Validus found himself privy to a command meeting where the leaders of the angel Warrior Order were discussing strategy.

“This city is strategic for more than one reason,” Danick said as he laid out a map of the Shinar region. “Desgard is inciting Nimrod to lead a rebellion against Elohim.”

“Yes,” Brandt said. “But there are still many people in the outlying regions who have not been affected, especially the descendants of Shem. Do we expend resources to save a city that may not be salvageable?”

“Perhaps not,” Danick said. His words were spoken slowly and carefully. “Except that heaven is concerned as well. Although Desgard is attempting to unify the people against God through Nimrod, Michael has told me that this city instead will be a place of division and we are to be ready. We must not abandon this city yet.”

Danick looked up from the map. Validus stood at the back of the tent, watching the two great commanders decide the fate of angels and men. Primus Commanders Kelandar, Guilden, and Porthan were also gathered around the table, evaluating the situation.

“Commander Guilden, Shinar is your region. What do you think?”

Guilden shook his head. “Nimrod is a powerful force among the people. In spite of our efforts, the Fallen have been able to establish a stronghold in the valley. And now Nimrod is building a tower in defiance of Elohim. It is hard to believe this city will do anything but unify the people against Elohim. It grieves me to say that I agree: the city appears unsalvageable.”

General Danick looked fiercely on his commanders. “Unacceptable! Over seventy percent of the population of humanity is in the Shinar Valley with the rest not far away. The Purge was just one century ago. Have we failed already? Are we to concede victory to Desgard before the waters have fully receded?” Danick glared at his commanders. “No! I will not abandon the whole of humanity to the evil plots of Desgard. There must be another way!”

Commander Brandt leaned forward. “General Danick, we have seen how humanity falls prey to the evil of Apollyon. The more unified a center of population, the more opportunity there is for the Fallen to work their evil. Think of it—nearly all of the righteous that we have defended stayed clear of the influence of men so they could focus on Elohim. Of course there are exceptions, but as a whole, the more densely populated a region or a city becomes, the more prone the people are to the wicked ways of Apollyon.”

Danick put a finger near Nimrod’s city. “Yes, but how do we stop it?”

The silence in the tent gave Danick his answer.

“All the Plan needs is one heart with no guile.” Validus let the words slip from his lips without thinking. Ever since General Danick had shared his thoughts about the Plan, Validus couldn’t stop thinking about it.

The general and every commander turned to look at him, and he wished he had stayed silent. Commander Guilden looked as if he were ready to take a sword to him.

Danick walked over to Validus. A subtle smile lit on his face. “One heart indeed.” He turned back. “Gentlemen, whether Nimrod’s city and tower will rise or fall will be of the Lord’s doing. We are here to protect those whose hearts are perfect toward Him, and that is what we will do.” He walked back to the table and looked at each of his commanders. “All of you are correct, and it has affirmed a new strategy that I believe Elohim has revealed to me. If we are to win this war for the souls of humanity, we must realize that this is not a war of statistics but a war of hearts … or heart.”

General Danick looked directly at Validus. His eyes were sure. “Commander Guilden, prepare your men. We will march on Nimrod’s city and establish our own stronghold … no matter the cost. The maiden Tamaral is our focus. We must coordinate our strike with prayer support. Commander Kelandar, are there any people of Elohim who travel to the city on a regular basis?”

Kelandar was deep in thought. “Not on a regular basis, sir. But the man Eber has been invited to meet with Nimrod. He is to be in the city in one week.”

Danick raised an eyebrow. “I know of him. What is the purpose of the meeting?”

“We have little knowledge of Nimrod’s plans, but we suspect it is to ask Eber to help build the Tower. He is enlisting the aid of all the men of wealth and influence in the region to participate. Most have agreed out of fear of Nimrod.”

Danick looked at Brandt.

“What do you think Eber will do?” Brandt asked.

Kelandar looked to the floor as he thought. “He is not the man Noah was, but he does have faith and his prayers are daily and intentional.” Kelandar looked up and shook his head. “Under threat, I don’t know.”

Danick nodded. “Shem’s line has been strong until now. I agree, the outcome is uncertain and we need to make every effort of support”—Danick raised a finger—“without jeopardizing the girl. She must remain our focus.”

Danick looked at Kelandar, and the commander nodded.

“We will strike in seven days’ time. Perhaps the Spirit of Elohim will be strong with Eber that day. Commander Porthan, ready your men to support the campaign against Nimrod’s city. Start by pulling back your farthest units. Any questions?”

There was no reply.

“Very well then. Dismissed.”

After the other commanders left, Brandt approached Danick. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing? As devious as Desgard is, we should suspect a trap. He knows our movements, and I’m quite sure that he knows you were in the city today. The Fallen are very strong in Babel. We won’t catch them by surprise, and it will be costly. There’s great risk.”

General Danick thought for a moment. “There are some risks worth the sacrifice.”

Brandt didn’t look convinced. He turned and left the tent.

Danick walked toward Validus. “For many months I questioned whether I had heard Elohim correctly in developing a strategy for the Plan, but you have restored my confidence, Validus.” He put a hand on Validus’s shoulder. “I’ve been looking for one such as Tamaral and for one such as you for a long time, and here I have found you both in the same day.”

Validus didn’t understand what General Danick was talking about. All he knew was that the angel warrior he had watched for sixteen hundred years stood before him. There was much to learn from him, and Validus was eager to do so.
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NEW MISSION

Present Day

Your request to have Persimus transferred has been denied, sir.” Commander Malak handed a rolled parchment to Validus, his former and now exiting commander.

“What? Why?” Validus quickly unrolled the parchment to read the response for himself.

“Evidently Persimus is on special assignment and has been so for quite some time. When is the last time you saw him?”

The sound of Malak’s voice muddled its way through Validus’s thoughts until it formed a question. “Uh … it’s been some time, many years in fact. Special assignment …”

He rolled up the parchment. He couldn’t imagine his reluctant warrior friend on some secret mission of danger. It had to be an information-gathering duty, perhaps reconnaissance on some aspect of the Fallen’s objectives. Validus was curious, and in the corner of his mind, he was also concerned.

“Did the messenger say where he was assigned at least? Is he still in the Far East?”

Malak shook his head. “No, nothing … I’m sorry.”

Validus nodded. “I’ll make do.”

Malak had assimilated everything that Validus had thrown at him in the last few weeks and done it better than he had expected. Validus had in fact completed the transition ahead of schedule and had been only waiting for word back from headquarters regarding his request for Persimus’s transfer.

He looked Malak straight in the eye. “Are you ready, Commander?”

Malak nodded. “I’m ready.”

“Yes, you are,” Validus said. “Hulan will fill in any gaps I’ve missed. He’s a good exec. When the time comes for you to fill a position, pick men who are better than yourself. A true leader is one who chooses the best men to serve with him.”

Malak looked deep in thought, the weight of commanding a continent already beginning to weigh heavy on his shoulders. Validus put out his arm, and Malak grabbed it. His grip was firm, sure, and commanding. His eyes narrowed.

“Headquarters didn’t demote you, and it’s not in the general’s character to waste a great warrior. Wherever you are going there’s some great purpose in it.”

Validus allowed the corner of his mouth to curl up.

Malak continued, “If you ever need anything and I can help, just say the word.”

“Thank you, Commander Malak. Godspeed!”

Validus exited the church and headed due east toward his new mission, a young man in the plains of Kansas.

It was difficult to release his mind from the burden of command, but time and distance would help. He tried to focus on the mission ahead, but there seemed so little threat there. He wondered what changes Niturni would make in the tactics of the Fallen. Would he move his headquarters out of Los Angeles? Would Malak be able to adjust and counter before more ground was lost?

Validus shook his head to free himself from thoughts that did not concern him now. Instead he forced himself to focus on Drew Carter, but when he did, he could not help the sinking feeling in his chest.
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TOWER OF CONFUSION

2242 BC

Eber was a young man of great wealth and influence in the outer regions of the Mesopotamian Valley. He was the great-grandson of Shem, one of the only lines of descendants of Noah that seemed to honor the faith of their great forefather. At twenty-eight he was still content to enjoy the freedom of a life free from what he considered the entanglements of marriage. A man of common appearance but uncommon intelligence, Eber was careful not to squander the inheritance of his father. He was not averse to forging alliances with others of influence in order to preserve his family’s wealth and position.

He traveled with a company of nearly eighty armed men and a supporting entourage of servants, wholly intending to make his journey to Babel a profitable one. What he did not know was that an entire legion of angel warriors traveled with him, led by Primus Commander Kelandar. Validus had asked General Danick if he could join Kelandar’s force, but the general refused and instead assigned him as guardian warrior angel over Tamaral.

On the morning that Eber was to enter the city, Guilden’s forces were ready. It was one thing for one or two angels to access the city undetected, but two legions of warriors was quite another. In spite of the angels using Eber’s arrival as a distraction, Validus felt quite certain that the Fallen knew something else was up. Validus had to admit that this campaign had all the feelings of a trap, just as Commander Brandt had said.

Guilden and his warriors approached the city under the cover of trees from the northwest. Over the crest of a hill they could see Nimrod’s massive tower standing as a symbol of defiance to Elohim. It reminded Validus of Apollyon’s raised fist in heaven that fateful day of rebellion. Such beings of absolute power corrupted so absolutely. Validus had witnessed firsthand how power fed pride, and he was grateful he was not in such a position. It was obvious to him that no one, not angel or human, was immune to the devastating consequences of prideful power should it fall on the brow of even the best of men.

Commander Guilden motioned for Validus. Over the past week, the commander had almost come to terms with the fact that General Danick saw something in Validus that he did not.

Validus hurried to stand beside the commander.

“Take two men in advance to find Tamaral. Stay out of sight and out of trouble.” Guilden squinted at Validus to make sure he understood his point. “Our goal is to establish a stronghold in the city’s western sector around her home, at least until we can extract her.”

Validus nodded. “Ral and Persimus know the city and her home.”

“Very well. Take them.”

Validus’s mind lit upon an idea. “Tamaral’s home lies near the western entrance to the city. Eber and his men will pass by on their way to Babel’s court.”

“I don’t see how that will help us, but if you see an advantage, take it. We’re going to need all the help we can get.”

Validus was already formulating a plan.

Guilden dismissed him, and soon Validus, Persimus, and Ral were on their way toward the city. They found Tamaral at her home having fierce words with Arphaz once again. He was demanding collection of the money or he would have Tamaral’s father cast into prison.

“We need to get rid of him,” Validus said.

Ral grinned. “I can do that.”

He reached into the man’s abdomen for a few seconds, and less than a minute later Arphaz was gone with no small measure of discomfort on his face. Tamaral looked relieved.

Validus eyed Ral. “You’ll have to teach me that trick.”

He scanned the area. The absence of the Fallen was too obvious for him to dismiss as inconsequential, but for now he was preoccupied with the task at hand.

“Keep an eye on her. I need to find Commander Kelandar to get Eber diverted.”

Validus made his way to the main thoroughfare leading into the western sector of the city. He left the city and didn’t have to travel far before he found Eber and his convoy of mounted men and supply carts. He counted 132 men and servants. And traveling alongside them was Kelandar and three centuries of warriors. Validus knew that the rest of his legion was just beyond view, ready to engage at a moment’s notice.

Validus saluted Commander Kelandar and walked with him alongside Eber.

“What have you to report?” the commander ordered.

Validus admired Kelandar. He was a thinker and a risk taker, an unusual mix in a commander. What others might view as him throwing caution aside was actually a well-thought-out plan of action.

“Commander Guilden and his men are in position and awaiting your signal,” Validus replied. “We’ve located the maiden, Tamaral, but if you’ll allow me, sir, General Danick wants her safe, and I think I know of a way to make that happen.”

Kelandar eyed Validus. “How so?”

“Her home is one street off the main western entrance. If we could divert Eber and his people, I believe we can arrange a meeting. It’s a long shot, but perhaps he would give her consideration.”

Kelandar looked at Eber, then back to Validus. “It’s worth a try.” He turned to one of his captains just behind him. “Make it happen, Captain Yasrah.”

“Thank you, Commander,” Validus said. He was about to make his way back to Persimus, Ral, and Tamaral when Captain Yasrah spoke.

“Yes sir, but you’d better take a look up ahead first.”

Validus stopped and followed the captain’s gaze. Immediately he felt his heart begin to race. Thousands of Fallen stood with swords drawn just a few hundred yards ahead.

Every sword in Kelandar’s command was immediately drawn, and the company halted. Validus swallowed hard.

“Shall I signal the rest of the legion, sir?” Captain Yasrah asked.

Kelandar squinted, trying to see past Eber’s entourage as they ignorantly pressed on into the black mass of demon warriors ahead.

Validus fingered his sword with nervous anticipation.

“No.” Kelandar set his sword back into his scabbard. “You, I, and Validus here will go to meet them.” He pointed to a small contingent of Fallen who had advanced halfway between the two forces.

Validus stood dumbfounded. He had never heard of nor witnessed a meeting between commanders of the Fallen and Elohim’s angels before. What could there be to discuss other than words of contempt on how to send each other to dissolution?

“Come,” Kelandar commanded and strode out toward the waiting Fallen.

They passed Eber and his people and came to a stop twenty feet from the commander of the Fallen’s forces. There was a long moment of silence.

The leader was as fierce looking as any demon Validus had ever seen. Long white hair, pale skin, and black pupil-less eyes caused Validus to avoid his stare. Validus vaguely recognized one of the demons, and it was possible that he had seen the other two before the fall as well, but centuries of evil had conformed their countenance into such a visage of darkness that he could only guess at who they once were.

“I am Kushad, Prince of Shinar. Why are you here?”

Kelandar remained motionless, taking longer than was respectful to reply. “We travel with the man Eber, one of Elohim’s,” he finally said.

“This city is mine, and should you enter, we will destroy every last one of you,” Kushad said.

Kelandar moved forward until he was less than two feet from Kushad, his eyes burning with anger. Kushad’s demons recoiled, gripping their swords but not yet drawing them from their scabbards.

Validus and Captain Yasrah stepped forward, remaining a couple of feet behind their commander.

“Enter we will, and when we do, I will personally see to your dissolution!”

Kushad growled.

Just then another demon broke from the legion behind them and came to stand beside his commander. Although his visage too had contorted into the face of evil, Validus had no trouble identifying him. Niturni whispered into his commander’s ear, and the commander snarled back, revealing sharpened white teeth. Then Niturni’s blackened eyes glared at Validus.

Eber and his people began to pass by.

Kushad looked at the man and spit. “One of Elohim’s?” he sneered. “We shall see about that! I will turn his heart to Apollyon and destroy his puny band by the end of this day. Through Nimrod I own all who enter here.”

Kushad smiled and Validus was disgusted.

Commander Kelandar didn’t flinch. “If you are so sure, then let Nimrod have his way with him. Let this battle remain between men. We will escort him and his people through this city and not raise our swords against you … and you will not raise your swords against us.”

Kushad contorted his face as he considered Kelandar’s proposal.

“Are you afraid that your influence over Nimrod and all his might is no match for one man from the plains of Shinar?” Kelandar huffed.

Kushad looked over Kelandar’s shoulder to his waiting men. “You will be allowed one century of warriors … no more.”

Kelandar shook his head. “Eber travels with over one hundred men and servants. I will bring two centuries into the city.”

Kushad frowned, then nodded. Both parties cautiously backed away, and then Kelandar, Validus, and Yasrah turned back to their men.

“That was too easy,” Yasrah said.

“Do you trust him?” Validus asked.

Kelandar laughed. “Of course not. We’re walking into a trap, gentlemen, but there’s too much at stake to let Eber enter the city unprotected. Captain, send a hundred warriors back to the legion and tell the men to be ready at all times. I will not lose a single warrior to inattention.”

“Yes sir,” Yasrah snapped, then glanced at his commander. “Eber is no match for Nimrod, sir.”

Kelandar didn’t reply. He looked less confident now than when he was facing the Fallen. He turned to Validus. “How strong is the girl?”

The image of Tamaral voicing her protest against Nimrod in the courtyard filled his mind. She had the fire of Elohim in her eyes.

“Ruach Elohim is with her,” Validus said.

Kelandar nodded. “Make it happen.”

Once the Fallen dispersed from the city’s entrance, Validus returned to Persimus and Ral.

“You look like you’ve seen a droxan,” Persimus said, searching Validus’s eyes.

“Perhaps one in the making. We’re set. The timing is going to be critical.”

“And what is it exactly that we are trying to do here?” Persimus asked.

Validus looked toward Tamaral’s home. “Arrange a meeting.”

By the time Kelandar’s men were finished orchestrating a route diversion into the city, the main thoroughfare looked almost comical with spilled cargo, broken carts, and lame horses everywhere.

As Eber and his men diverted one street over to continue their journey into the city court, people gathered along the street to see the parade of horses and supply carts. Two hundred angel warriors accompanied them with swords drawn. The absence of the Fallen was strange but a relief. Validus wondered if Niturni was nearby, waiting to finish what he had attempted a week ago regardless of the agreement between Kelandar and Kushad.

Tamaral and her younger siblings lined the street to see the mighty men and their horses pass by. Three of the children still had guardians. Validus coordinated with the one name Bradel, guardian of the youngest boy.

As Eber approached the place where Tamaral and her siblings stood, she caught his eye and his gaze lingered, briefly soaking up the beauty of the maiden.

Validus nodded to the guardian, and a moment later the child bolted from Tamaral’s reach. He raced into the street just in front of Eber’s horse. Tamaral screamed, but the boy ignored her. The guardian shielded the child while simultaneously flashing his sword across the eyes of the steed. The animal whinnied and reared in protest. The action threw Eber from its back, and he hit the ground with a forceful thump. Tamaral ran and scooped up the child in her arms.

The commotion set the men about Eber into action. Swords were drawn, men dismounted, and people began yelling. Validus went to Eber and touched his hip with his sword to set it out of joint. When Eber tried to rise up, he gasped in pain.

Tamaral shooed the children back to their home, putting the next oldest in charge, then went to Eber. “I’m so sorry, my lord. I don’t know why—”

“Back away, woman,” the man kneeling next to Eber shouted.

Eber lay on the ground wincing in pain.

“How can I help?” Tamaral asked.

“You can keep your children away from here!” the man shouted.

Eber tried to move his leg, and Validus touched his hip to put the joint back in place. The pain was evident, but so was the relief that followed.

Tamaral ran and fetched a ladle of water. She brought it to Eber.

“I said keep away!”

“It’s all right, Eliazar; she’s just trying to help,” Eber said. He slowly sat up, testing the joint.

Tamaral knelt down and gave him the ladle.

“Thank you,” Eber said with a forced smile. He sipped the water, nodded his approval, then finished its contents. “Is your child all right?” he asked. His eyes seemed to linger on her beauty once again.

“My little brother is fine, at least until I reckon with him.” She glowered toward her home. In spite of the brief sour look, Validus noticed that her words pleased Eber. “I’m so sorry, my lord. I don’t know what came over him. He’s never done such a thing before.”

Eber brought his good leg up but kept the other straight. He motioned for Eliazar to help him stand. When he struggled, Tamaral reached for his other arm, and he allowed her to help. Once he was standing, he carefully tested the leg. When his full weight was placed on it, he nearly collapsed again. Eliazar and Tamaral held onto him.

“I think I need to sit for a minute,” Eber said with a grimace.

“I’ll fetch a stool,” Tamaral said and returned to her home.

When Tamaral returned, she carried a clean cloth as well. With help, Eber sat down on the stool and massaged his hip.

“I noticed that your arm is bleeding. May I clean it for you?” Tamaral asked.

Eber turned his arm and saw blood oozing from a wound near the elbow. “Very well. Eliazar, put some order to that mess, will you?” He motioned to the men in commotion near the front of his entourage.

Tamaral knelt next to Eber and set to cleaning the wound. Validus noticed that Eber watched her face as she worked.

“What is your name?” Eber asked.

“Tamaral. And you are Eber of eastern Mesopotamia.” Tamaral’s tone became serious.

“You know of me?”

“I know of all who come to help King Nimrod build his tower.” Terse words and motions less gentle than a moment ago caused Eber to hesitate. Validus couldn’t help but admire the fire in the heart of the girl.

“And you disapprove?” Eber prodded.

Tamaral stopped and looked straight into his eyes. Eber seemed mesmerized. “I disapprove of all who help him build that tower. It is in defiance of God. Nimrod speaks blasphemy, and the people are afraid to stand up to him.” She searched Eber’s face, hopeful, but his expressionless stare discouraged her. She cast her gaze back down to her labor.

“But what should you care about my approval or disapproval? I am but a poor maiden trapped in the city of a tyrant.” She finished cleaning the wound and wrapped a cloth about his arm. “That should do,” she said and looked back up at Eber. He sat silent, staring at her. After a long moment, Tamaral lowered her head. “I’m sorry if I have offended you, my lord. It’s your misfortune to have been welcomed to Babel at my hand.”

“Are you able to ride, my lord?” Eliazar asked as he approached. “The men are anxious to be on our way if you’re ready.”

Eber rose up from the stool and tested his leg once more, then nodded to Eliazar. He turned away from Tamaral without saying a word and walked back to his horse, where one of his men held the reins. He glanced back at Tamaral, and Validus thought he looked more annoyed and frustrated than taken with her. With eyes downcast, Tamaral recovered the stool and made her way back to the entrance of her home.

Eber made a brief exchange with one of his men and then enlisted help from him and Eliazar to mount his horse. Eber motioned for his men to follow, and they proceeded onward into the court of Babel, but Eber’s man lingered behind.

He went to Tamaral and offered a silver coin. “Lord Eber wants to compensate you for your trouble.”

Tamaral shook her head. “I can’t take compensation for the labor of fixing that which I caused.”

“As you wish,” the man said and turned away.

Validus couldn’t deny that he was disappointed. He wasn’t sure what impact, if any, Tamaral had had on Eber. He also wondered if the Fallen had yet concluded that Tamaral was a focal point for some of the warriors. The incident with Eber may have shown their hand, but the risk was something they would have to take if Validus was going to get her out of the city.

“Doesn’t look like much came out of that,” Ral said.

“Perhaps not.” Validus watched Eber’s caravan disappear around the next street corner. He looked at his two friends. “You two stay with Tamaral. I’m going to see if Commander Kelandar needs us to prepare for anything.”

When Validus rejoined Kelandar, the commander was tasked with setting up strategic defenses inside a city full of Fallen.

“That encounter with the maiden may have done some good,” Kelandar told Validus. “It appears to me that Ruach Elohim is working on his spirit. Stay with him until I get back. I’m going to investigate Nimrod for myself and see what we can learn to use against him.”

Eber’s people spent the greater portion of the day trading and selling their wares with the merchants of Babel, but Eber retreated to the opulent quarters that Nimrod had prepared for him. Validus followed him there and watched as he paced from one end of the room to the other.

After some time, his man Eliazar arrived, and Kelandar was with him. “What’s wrong, my lord? You haven’t spoken since we arrived in the city.”

Eber stopped and stared at Eliazar. “She’s distressed me.”

Eliazar wrinkled his brow. “Who, my lord?”

“The maiden. The maiden in the street.”

Eliazar scowled. “She’s of no concern. She’s just a commoner who doesn’t know how to hold her tongue. Come, let’s enjoy the city before you feast with Nimrod.”

Eber shook his head and waved him off, then resumed pacing. “She’s more than that, and she’s afflicted me with her words. I can’t get her voice out of my head.” He stopped pacing again and looked at Eliazar. “Tell me, what ought I to do with Nimrod? Do I accept his offer and become part of his coalition to build the Tower so that our trade will prosper, or do I reject it and try to honor God and perhaps die in the process?”

Eliazar walked to Eber. “It is just a building, my lord, and you have thousands counting on your provision in these challenging days. I’m sure that you will do what is best for your family and all who serve you.”

Eber smiled. “You are as loyal a first man as I have seen, Eliazar, but you tell me what I want to hear. She’s told me what I need to hear.”

Eliazar flinched and turned away as Eber resumed his pacing.

“We need to bring that girl to Eber to convince him to stand against Nimrod,” Kelandar said to Validus.

Validus found himself in a predicament. Eber might be Tamaral’s ticket out of the city, but she might also be the catalyst to an all-out war in both realms if she influenced Eber into making a stand against Nimrod. The tenuous agreement between Kushad and Kelandar would crumble in an instant, and who knew what Nimrod would do if Eber stood against him.

“But, sir, General Danick wants her protected. If we bring her into the heart of the city, it will be impossible for us to keep her safe,” Validus protested.

“This girl of yours has changed everything. I believe that making a stand against Nimrod may be more important than the protection of one girl.”

“With all due respect, sir, I think General Danick may see it differently.” Kelandar glared at him. Validus could see his tactical mind calculating and weighing the risks and outcomes until he came to a conclusion. He nodded. “General Danick and Commander Brandt need to be briefed before we make a move. Captain Yasrah, you are in charge until we return.” Kelandar turned to Validus and began morphing his wings. “Come.”

Validus raised an eyebrow. “Are wings safe, sir, considering we are surrounded by Fallen?”

“They’ve promised not to attack, and time is of the essence.”

By now his wings had morphed to full spread. There was something gratifying and powerful about seeing a warrior angel with broad wings unfurled. Validus began morphing his wings and felt them push through the slits in the back of his armor. Once he was ready he nodded, and the two angels leaped into the air with powerful strokes.

Within three minutes they were descending into the camp of the warriors, and they landed in the presence of General Danick and Commander Brandt. Commander Kelandar gave them a quick briefing.

“This changes everything, General,” Brandt said flatly. “Commander Kelandar is right; there’s a lot more happening here than just protecting the girl or establishing a stronghold in the city. We must rally Eber to stand against Nimrod, and if this girl is the only way to do that, we must do it!” Brandt stood with his arms crossed.

Danick stroked his chin in his usual way as he considered the situation, clearly unconvinced. He looked at Validus. “What are your thoughts?”

Validus glanced toward Brandt, not willing to endure his hard stare but also wanting to show the commander due respect. “If we can convince Eber to bring the girl to him, and if we can convince the girl to go, and if we can convince Eber to make a stand against Nimrod, then the Fallen will immediately breach their agreement and attack us. We are surrounded and outnumbered. The situation is uncontrollable, and she will most certainly be killed.” Validus paused, and they waited for him to finish, but he had no finish. “If our goal has shifted from the girl to the city or to Eber, then so must our tactics. What I do know is that there is great risk to both Eber and the girl if Eber stands against Nimrod.”

Brandt leaned forward and put both fists on the table before him, looking straight into Danick’s eyes. “What is at risk is another total rebellion against God unless we act now. Besides, what good will it do to protect the girl if Eber and all of his people come under the rule and control of Nimrod?”

Danick thought a moment longer. “Commander Brandt is right. Do what you can to have the girl influence Eber.” Danick’s gaze fell directly on Validus. “But do everything in your power to protect the girl. She is still the key. Commander Brandt, brief Commander Porthan and his warriors. Validus, report to Commander Guilden and bring him up to date. Commander Kelandar, make sure your warriors are ready both inside and outside the city. I want all warriors prepped for a full assault if necessary. And I want that maiden alive. Is that clear?”

All nodded. Validus could feel the urgency of the day mounting.


18
 [image: ]

PROTECTING THE LINEAGE

2242 BC

In a flash, Kelandar and Validus were in flight, heading back to Babel.

When they entered Eber’s chamber, Eliazar was still there, and Validus expected him to be a formidable barrier in implementing their plan to bring Tamaral to Eber. To his surprise, Eliazar’s countenance had softened. Without the angels having to whisper a single word to him, he approached Eber once more.

“If what you say about the girl is true, then let me fetch her, that you might give ear to her words and settle this thing in your heart that has distressed you. Whether coalition or war, there will be no peace in your thoughts until it is resolved.”

Eber put a hand on Eliazar’s shoulder. “You are better than I deserve, my friend. Make it so, and see if she will come to me.”

Validus flew ahead of the servant to prepare Persimus and Ral. “Do whatever it takes to get her to go with the servant, and don’t let her out of your sight.” Persimus looked sober. “This has the potential of escalating fast. I thought we were supposed to keep her safe, not throw her into a lion’s den.”

Validus nodded. “I don’t like it either. We’d better be ready for anything. I’m going to brief Commander Guilden and his men. I have a feeling we’re going to need every warrior in the region.”

Persimus and Ral nodded, then entered Tamaral’s home. Validus looked up the street and could see Eber’s servant coming. He wanted to stay, but Persimus and Ral could handle the situation probably better than he could.

He sprinted west to find Commander Guilden and his forces. After briefing Guilden, the commander’s words were simple.

“Tell Commander Kelandar we are ready.”

Validus nodded, then returned to Kelandar, who was waiting with Eber.

“Sir, Commander Guilden and his forces are ready.”

Kelandar nodded. “If this works and Eber makes a stand against Nimrod, this day will end in blood.”

“Yes sir, but we have two legions waiting on the borders of the city,” Validus replied.

“And Kushad has twice that already in the city.”

Validus took a deep breath. It was a sobering reality. If it did come to a fight as Kelandar envisioned, he wondered if he would face the sword of Niturni again. Perhaps bringing Persimus into the city again was not such a good idea, but it was too late to turn back now.

The minutes dragged on, and he hoped that Persimus and Ral would be successful. Kelandar went to confer with his men below Eber’s quarters, and Validus remained beside Eber, waiting and feeling the angst of the man. Eber stood on the balcony looking out over the city of Babel. His silent contemplation was interrupted by Eliazar.

“Here is the maiden, my lord.”

Eber nodded but didn’t turn around. Eliazar left, closing the door behind Tamaral.

Persimus and Ral materialized through the wall of the chamber.

“Well done!” Validus greeted them. “Ral, find Commander Kelandar and tell him Tamaral is here.”

Ral disappeared, and Validus and Persimus became spectators of the interplay between wealthy nobleman and common street maiden. Validus wondered if Tamaral would be strong here in the abode of Nimrod.

Eber continued to stare out onto Nimrod’s great city. Tamaral carefully approached and waited in silence. She looked about the opulent chamber filled with the finest the Mesopotamian Valley could offer—ornate tapestries, fine linen, marble, and trinkets of gold and silver.

“You have afflicted me,” Eber said. “This was to be an excursion of trade, negotiation, and peaceful escape.” He turned about and looked her straight in the eye. “But since my encounter with you, I have had none of that.”

“My lord, I find it difficult to believe that a simple maiden such as I could speak such powerful words to afflict you. Perhaps it is not I who afflicts you but rather God Himself.”

Eber’s eyes narrowed. He walked toward her and stopped an arm’s length away. “You dare to speak bravely since you have nothing to lose.”

“I also have nothing to gain. I am not driven by gain or loss but by my desire to please God. Tell me, who will God hold more accountable? Me, who has nothing to lose, or you, who has everything to lose because God has given it to you?”

Validus marveled at the courage and the wisdom of Tamaral. Danick was right—there was something unique about her, something Noahidic.

Eber opened his mouth to rebut, but all he could do was grunt his annoyance and turn away. He paced ten steps, then came back to her. Anger flushed his cheeks as he pointed a finger at her. “Be careful, woman. My own men don’t speak to me in such a manner!”

Tamaral raised her chin slightly, unnerved by his threat. “Perhaps they should to keep you from growing apathetic in the comfort you have inherited from your father. Those who have faith in God do not proclaim it from the ease of their royal chairs.”

The brave words flowed from her stoic beauty. Validus liked her!

Eber’s eyes narrowed, his lips pursed, clearly trying to hold his temper but failing miserably. He spoke through clenched teeth. “I don’t know why I called you here to insult me further. Eliazar!” He took two steps toward the door. “Eliazar!”

Validus became uneasy. This was not what he was hoping would happen.

Tamaral quickly stepped in front of Eber. He tried to look over her toward the door, but she lifted herself up on her tiptoes and put her eyes right in line with his.

“This is your moment, a defining moment of faith. Or have you inherited your faith from your father as well?”

Eber stopped and looked into her fiery eyes. He grabbed Tamaral’s arm and pulled her to the balcony, then pointed out to the city. “Look … look at the might of Nimrod. My people want me to negotiate an agreement with him so that peace is maintained in Shinar. If I refuse Nimrod, how many people will die? We don’t want war. We want to live in peace.”

Tamaral looked out at the city, then turned to face Eber. And then it happened. The fire in her eyes softened to a tender glow. She looked up into his eyes and stole his heart with one disarming, gentle smile. Validus had witnessed it before and was always bewildered at the power of a woman over a man. In spite of his fury and frustration with her, Eber was as smitten with Tamaral as if he had been conquered by an army of ten thousand.

Eber realized that he was still holding onto her arm. He let go and took in her gaze.

With words that dripped like honey, she spoke. “Peace that costs you your conscience is a prelude to imprisonment. Have faith, my lord. God will not abandon you.”

The scowl on Eber’s face began to melt away. The moment lingered. His voice softened. “Greater men than I have resisted Nimrod and fallen.”

With the peace of heaven in her eyes, Tamaral’s gaze seemed to penetrate his soul. She lowered her head, then slowly lifted her eyes to meet his again. “Our God is not so weak that a mere man can destroy one of His servants. God knows how to protect His own.”

Eber stared at Tamaral again, mesmerized, offended, and amazed. He slowly shook his head. “Who are you and where do you come from?”

Tamaral flashed a shy smile. “I’m just a maiden that caused my lord to fall from his horse.”

“What is it, my lord?” Eliazar said as he entered the room.

Eber broke from his trance and walked toward Eliazar. Validus looked at Tamaral in wonder. What a marvelous warrior she would make, he thought.

“This woman that you have brought to me has brought no peace to my thoughts as you claimed it would,” Eber said.

Eliazar shot a fierce look toward Tamaral. She lowered her head. “I am sorry, my lord. I will return her at once so that you may be rid of her.”

Eliazar stepped aside and lifted his hand to show Tamaral the doorway. Tamaral walked past Eber, glancing once more at him from the corner of her eyes. Eliazar followed her to the door, and as she reached the threshold, Validus watched Eber struggling.

“Wait.”

Eliazar stopped and turned. Tamaral looked back at Eber through the doorway.

“I wonder if your tongue would speak so boldly with the King of Babel and his army staring you in the face.” Eber tilted his head slightly as he looked at her.

Tamaral seemed to catch the warning look from Eliazar. “Seeing as I am just a poor maiden living in the streets, I guess you will never know, my lord.”

She turned to go again.

“Sit at my table,” Eber said, “and let me see if your faith is as sure as you think mine should be.”

Both Tamaral and Eliazar looked at Eber in disbelief. Persimus and Validus did the same.

“Is this what you were hoping for?” Persimus asked.

Validus just shook his head.

“But, my lord—” Eliazar began.

Eber silenced him with a hand signal, waiting for the maiden to answer.

For the first time since Validus had started watching her, Tamaral was without words. It clearly pleased Eber to no end.

Tamaral shook her head. “I am not … well suited to such things.” She glanced down at her common and well-worn clothes.

Eber smiled. “That’s quite a feeble excuse for one so brave. Eliazar, take her to the servants and make her appropriate for the meal tonight.”

Eliazar looked at Tamaral with a slight sneer on his face. “As you wish, my lord.”

Eliazar and Tamaral left just as Commander Kelandar arrived.

“What has happened?” he asked, watching the two exit the room.

“I’m afraid it has worked too well,” Validus replied. “Eber wants her with him at the feast tonight.”

Kelandar raised a brow. “The threat to her will be great, but at least our focus won’t be divided.”

At sundown, the gong for the feast sounded and the hall filled with men and angels. Servants scurried to finish their final preparations for the hall and tables. Nimrod’s entourage included both men of war and men of administration. Eber and thirty of his ranking men entered the hall and conversed with the court of Nimrod while they waited for the king and his two wives to enter.

While Eber was making social conversation with two of Nimrod’s district leaders, he noticed that one of the men was looking past Eber and gesturing to his associate. Eber turned to see Eliazar escorting Tamaral his direction. She came to him, and Validus watched Eber stumble in his heart, for she was as beautiful as the Princess of Shinar. Persimus and Ral were with her.

“My lord, the maiden you requested,” Eliazar said.

Validus watched Eber fall a little further as the poised Tamaral, though distinctly missing the finer manners of a lady of the court, approached in her usual confidence. The elegant dress and adorned hair softened and magnified the beauty of the maiden, and Eber was once more struggling with words.

“You look … lovely,” Eber said.

Tamaral bowed her head and smiled nervously. “I feel rather silly and not quite myself, my lord.”

Eber gave her a wry smile. “Well, perhaps I’ll escape the sharp edges of your tongue then … at least for a while.”

She smirked, but it did nothing to detract from her disarming charm.

“It seems as though your ploy has worked,” Persimus said as the three angels watched Eber become taken with Tamaral. Kelandar joined them just in time to hear the comment.

“I don’t think this kind of human love can be manipulated,” Kelandar said. “It has the power to strengthen or weaken a man. We shall see which will happen tonight.”

The hall was arranged such that Nimrod’s people would sit on the northern half with tables facing Eber and his people to the south. The angels and the Fallen naturally aligned with their human counterparts. Validus did not see Niturni, for which he was grateful, but the feeling was short lived.

Moments later the hall was called to order as Nimrod and his wives entered. Kushad and Niturni were with them. A fiery glare flashed between Niturni and Validus from across the large hall.

Validus turned to Persimus. “That is not our friend, Persimus. He will pierce you through as quickly as Apollyon would himself.”

Persimus frowned. “I know.”

Nimrod and his wives were seated at the head table, opposite Eber, Eliazar, Tamaral, and his other men. Validus stayed close to Tamaral, ever watchful of the Fallen. Protecting her was his exclusive duty now. Her presence here was both necessary and worrisome.

The feast progressed with conversation about lands, livestock, crops, and availability of resources. Eventually, Nimrod turned the conversation to his city and to his tower.

“With our combined resources, this tower will unite humanity in a way the world has never seen. It will stand as a beacon of light for all to see. No matter how far we travel, this will be the symbol of our common purpose as a great people.”

“And what is this common purpose, Nimrod? What is it besides a tower of brick and mortar that unites us?” Eber asked.

Nimrod eyed Eber. “Surely, cousin, you can see that we are the masters of this world, and as masters, there is nothing that can stop us. Join me and we shall reign as kings in the earth!”

Eber leaned back, apparently preparing a careful reply. He glanced toward Tamaral as she picked up a chalice of wine and offered it to him. She said nothing and made no gesture except to offer a smile with the wine. Eber took the wine and looked back at Nimrod.

“And what of God, Nimrod? What do you say of Him?”

“What of God?” Nimrod’s eyes narrowed. “I have chosen to dispense with the burdens of service to a deity that is not real. I am free of the folly of a god, as you should be too.”

“Free?” Eber asked.

“Yes, free!”

Eber looked once more to Tamaral. There was a quiet, confident strength in her gaze. He lifted his hand to her. She hesitantly put her hand in his.

“This young maiden is a commoner from your very own city, trapped in poverty and service to your rule. Who will free her from the god you have become to her and to all of the people of Shinar?” Eber asked.

Nimrod glowered at Eber. He rose up and set his hands on the table before him. Eber set the chalice down and rose up to face Nimrod, now unafraid.

The hall fell to silence, guards fingered their swords, and the servants scattered to the walls and hallways, all but Tamaral, who stood silently and confidently beside Eber. Validus could see the blue flame of Ruach Elohim begin to dance about her head and shoulders. The flame licked out at Eber, and his face became firm with confidence.

It was Eber who spoke first. “Let it be known to you and to all who serve you, Nimrod, that I, Eber, son of Salah, will not help you build this tower, for I serve the God of Noah, the God who blesses the righteous and brings judgment to the wicked.”

Hatred and rage spewed from Nimrod’s eyes. Fury boiled up in his soul until he could not contain it. He yelled as he drew his sword. “How dare you offend me in my city … in my own house!”

Every armed man in the hall, both of Nimrod and of Eber, drew his sword in anticipation of the battle to come. Simultaneously so did every demon and every angel. The battle would be fought in both realms, and unfortunately Eber’s men were seriously outnumbered, as were the angels.

Kelandar turned to Validus, Persimus, and Ral. “These two must survive at all cost,” he ordered, pointing to Eber and Tamaral.

Each of them knew what that meant. No matter how wrong the battle might go, there would be no retreat, even unto dissolution.

Eber was the last to draw his sword, and as he did, he looked resolutely at Nimrod. “This place is a place of blasphemy, and you will be judged for your rebellion against God. Though I and my servants die today, God is my witness in our stand against you and your rebellion.”

Nimrod yelled and came at Eber. It was the spark that initiated the battle within the walls of Nimrod’s hall, both of men and of angels.

Eber pushed Tamaral back and away from the flashing blades of Nimrod and his men. Clashing steel reverberated off the marble walls and columns of the great hall. Though outnumbered two to one, both Eber’s men and the angel warriors fought valiantly.

At one point six of the Fallen pressed in hard on Validus and his men in their protection of Eber and Tamaral. Validus drew his short sword and mimicked a battle move he had witnessed Danick use countless times in his pre-Deluge battles. He feigned an off-balance stance to the left, appearing to be vulnerable. When one of the Fallen thrust, he quickly sidestepped right and forward, thrusting his short sword through the demon’s chest, followed quickly by a wide cut to the Fallen next to him.

Niturni came at Validus, but Kelandar engaged him first. Chaos reigned as the battle raged on. It wasn’t long before men and angels began to falter. Eber kept an ever-watchful eye on Tamaral, as did Validus.

“We must make a way to the exit doors before all is lost,” Validus yelled to the other warriors, but each time they tried to advance, the Fallen doubled their efforts to close off their approach. Kushad called for more reinforcements to block any avenue of escape.

When all seemed lost, at their moment of collapse, one hundred messenger angels descended through the ceiling of the great hall, hovering and waiting. In the midst of them was Gabriel, eyes burning like fire as he gazed down on the desperate battle of his fellow angels.

Kushad screamed curses toward Gabriel and his century of angels. “This is treachery! You cannot interfere or you will be dissolved. This is our city! Our land! Be gone from here!”

“Behold the judgment of God!” Gabriel’s countenance grew fierce as he swept down toward Kushad like a rush of lightning, his brilliant sword drawn back to strike. Kushad retreated behind a large marbled column, cowering in fear.

At the last moment, Gabriel diverted toward the unsuspecting King of Babel, Nimrod. His sword sliced through the man’s neck as he gave orders to his officers.

“Send my soldiers to kill all of Eber’s people!” Nimrod yelled, but his people heard “Insanlari öldürmek için benim asker göndermek!”

His officers stood dumbfounded, gawking at their king. Nimrod’s face grew red with rage, and he yelled again. Every ear in the hall heard his command this time, but none understood him. The fighting ebbed.

Gabriel gave the signal to his waiting messengers, and like a wave crashing down on the shore, the messengers flew swiftly, touching the throats of every person in the hall—all but Eber and his people. Validus hesitated, as he too wondered at the mission of Gabriel and his angels.

“My king, we don’t understand you,” one of Nimrod’s men called back in a different tongue.

Nimrod cursed and came to the man. He grabbed him about the shoulders and shook him. But then he heard the other officers, each one trying to talk to another and failing.

Confusion quickly turned to chaos, and the swords in the soldiers’ hands began to droop. The entire hall filled with the shouts of hundreds of different languages.

As soon as Gabriel and his angels had finished confusing the tongues of the people in the hall, they exited and flew through the streets of Babel, giving the people hundreds of different languages so that they too could not understand one another.

The clashing of swords dwindled away until there was nothing but the voices of a hundred languages all trying to express themselves. The confusion so discombobulated the forces of Nimrod that the fight to destroy Eber and his men was nearly forgotten.

“What’s happening, Eber?” Eliazar called out.

Eber shook his head, almost afraid to speak. His remaining twenty-two men slowly gathered around him. Eber called for Tamaral and the other servants to join them.

She reached for his hand. “It is the hand of God, my lord.”

Eber looked down at Tamaral, his eyes filled with amazement. “Quickly … to the doors! And do not cease in your prayers to our Deliverer!”

With swords at the ready, Eber and his men made their way to the doors of Nimrod’s great hall. Nimrod’s guards had no fight left in them. They began to flee, searching for someone they could understand.

For Validus and Elohim’s angel warriors, the lapse in fighting was temporary. Once Kushad realized what had happened, he became mad with rage.

“Kill them! Kill them all!”

Niturni was the first to resume the attack. Validus was ready, and words of power and strength landed gently on his ears as Eber began to pray out loud.

“Great are You, oh God. Mighty are Your works among men. Let the beauty of Your glory be upon us, and establish the work of our hands for us, for we shall trust in You!”

Tamaral joined her prayers to his, and soon all of Eber’s people were praying and praising God as they moved toward the doors of Nimrod’s hall.

Just as Kushad and Niturni rallied the rest of the Fallen to attack, the power of Ruach Elohim shot down from heaven on Eber and his people and filled the place with His glory. The demons screamed and retreated.

Kelandar, Validus, and the rest of the angel forces escorted Eber and his people from the hall and into the city. Outside, the mayhem was even worse. People were running everywhere as panic ensued.

“Gather the rest of our people. We leave immediately!” Eber commanded Eliazar. He looked down at Tamaral, whose eyes were filled with both wonder and fear. She clung to his arm. “Come with me and join yourself to my people,” he said to her.

“My family, my lord,” Tamaral pleaded.

Eber grabbed Eliazar’s arm.

Eliazar looked at Tamaral with compassion in his eyes. “I will personally see to it, my lord.”

Kushad and his forces seemed to rally, but Guilden and the rest of Kelandar’s legion were already moving. Their assault from two different directions added more confusion to the battle, and the Prince of Shinar screamed his defiance and curses toward heaven.

The battle raged on until Eber and his people finally left the city. The legions of Guilden and Kelandar disengaged to provide cover for the retreating caravan.

By nightfall, the Battle of Babel was over. It was a day of division and of unification. A day in which Eber’s faith in God became resolute because of the heart of one young maiden.

Two months after Eber defied Nimrod and escaped with his people back to their home, he took Tamaral to be his wife. When their first child was born, they named him Peleg, for in those days was the earth divided. The people of the Shinar Valley spread across the face of the earth, leaving Nimrod’s great city and tower of defiance unfinished and desolate.
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TRACKING CARTER

Present Day

It was nightfall. Validus found Tren standing near the edge of the trees at the back of Drew Carter’s home. His arms were crossed and his gaze was ever on the house.

“Are we clear?” Validus asked.

Tren didn’t respond.

Validus was immediately frustrated with him. This was going to be a long mission. One thing he had learned about command was that you don’t let things fester. Perhaps Tren was so used to working alone that this was just his mode of operation, but Validus felt like there was something more. He turned to face Tren.

“Look, I don’t like this assignment any more than you do. In fact, I petitioned General Brandt against it, but here I am … and here you are. If we are going to work together as guardian and warrior, we need the air clear between us.”

Tren turned slowly and looked at Validus, eyes seething with an ancient grudge. “Do you know how many children we have watched be destroyed by Apollyon?”

Validus waited. How could this be personal?

“For thousands of years before Messiah came, the warriors abandoned the guardians to an impossible duty. Countless children and thousands of guardians died because the warriors would not go with us to the outer lands. I just want to know why.”

The memories of an angel are vivid, and Validus saw Tren’s eyes sadden as he remembered back to the days before Messiah. Validus remembered those days well too—decisions made, actions taken, and actions not taken. He had been part of it.

Validus dropped his gaze. “I’m not going to pretend to understand the pain a guardian endures when a child is lost to the whims of evil men. But what I can tell you is that General Danick made some tough decisions for the sake of the Plan. And because of it, millions of children today are hearing the truth and coming to salvation. War is always messy, Tren, and there’s no war worse than the one we are fighting right now.”

Validus saw Tren’s countenance ease a bit.

“For some reason,” Validus continued, “Elohim has put us together, and we have a job to do. And I’ll make this promise to you: this warrior will never abandon you.”

Tren took a deep breath and turned to look at the Carter home. “Yes, we’re clear. I haven’t seen any Fallen since you left, but it’s a good thing you’re back.” Tren spoke almost as if the previous conversation had never happened, but the edge in his voice was gone.

“Why’s that?”

Tren didn’t take his eyes off the home. “By the way Carter’s acting, I’d say he’s about ready to take a trip and not come back.”

“How do you know? Have you heard him say so?”

“No, I’ve stayed out of sight, and we need to continue to do so until we can verify that the Fallen aren’t watching him, but I’ve observed enough human behavior to know when a man or woman is about to do something out of the ordinary.” Tren pointed at the house. “And he’s primed.”

Validus frowned. “I don’t like guessing at his intentions, but I think we’d better play it safe. The fact that we are both standing here is enough to know that something unusual must be happening or is about to happen.”

The following day, Tren’s suspicions were confirmed. Shortly after Carter’s mother left for work, they watched as the young man loaded his car with supplies, fueled up, and made a stop at a bank. A few moments later he was on the highway heading east.

Validus and Tren followed at a distance, often riding in various vehicles until they arrived at Drayle University. When Carter left his car and began walking toward the student union, Validus pushed through the trunk of his Mustang and took a quick inventory of his pack.

“He’s not planning on returning any time soon … if ever,” he said to Tren as they watched the young man walk away.

Tren made a quick scan of the campus. “We need to be extremely careful here. The Fallen have a lot of influence on campuses like these.”

“Is this where the accident happened?” Validus asked.

“Yes, in the physics lab. Why don’t you take a look there and see what you can find. I’ll follow him.”

Validus nodded and bolted north to put some distance and a building between himself and Carter. The reconstruction crew seemed to be on lunch break, so Validus was free to examine the lab without distractions. There wasn’t much to evaluate. All the equipment had been removed and the offices cleared out to allow the reconstruction crew access to the whole lab.

Rather than rejoin Tren right away, Validus decided to see if he could learn anything by checking the records of the university. He read the report that the dean of the Physics department had filed and learned that Benjamin Berg was accused as the perpetrator and had been expelled from the university. Carter was cited as an accomplice and dismissed for the remainder of the year for injuries sustained during the accident.

Validus then checked out Carter’s previous dorm room and his former roommate to see if he could learn anything new. Nothing. He made one more visit back to the lab after realizing that Berg may have left something behind in a desk that could help, but he came up empty. He walked over to the window that looked down on the campus. It seemed too peaceful. Where were the Fallen?

A twinge of self-pity rose up from the pit of his stomach. He had fought in a thousand battles across the sands of time, and now he was searching through files and desk drawers for scraps of evidence. And for what? He wondered if the blade of his sword would ever see the light of day again.

Validus watched as Carter and a girl who must be Sydney Carlyle walked out of the student union. In a small way, they reminded him of Eber and Tamaral from the days of old—Tamaral and Sydney Carlyle passionate about their faith in Elohim, Eber and Drew Carter thrust into circumstances beyond their control, desperately needing the faith that was right before them. Good men just misdirected.

Even from three blocks away it was obvious to Validus that there was a connection between Carter and Carlyle that could only be explained by human emotions. The couple entered one of the campus buildings.

Somehow Validus and Tren needed to get closer to Carter without giving away their purpose if any Fallen appeared. He had to know more.

Just then something flashed between two buildings. Validus was pretty sure it was one of the Fallen, but why was it acting so secretive?

Across the street from the building Carter had entered, a Fallen materialized through another building and scanned up and down the street. He was clearly a lookout.

Something was going down.
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THE STRATAGEM OF LINEAGE WARFARE

2236 BC

“We must protect the wayfarers!” Brandt glared at General Danick from across the table, but Danick didn’t notice. He was studying the elaborate lineage chart that spilled over all four edges of the table.

Eight of their primus commanders along with General Danick’s new executive officer, Validus, stood in the command room watching the exchange between the remaining two veteran warriors.

“The guardians won’t stand a chance without our help in the outlying lands.”

Danick seemed unfazed. Validus was anxious for him though. Commander Brandt was not someone to be ignored. Of the original two hundred commanders, only Danick, Brandt, and Captain Rafinni had made it through the first-generation war and still survived.

Validus watched the anger build in Brandt until he could take it no more. He slammed a fist down on the table in front of Danick.

“We must act, Danick, or we will lose this war faster than we lost the first one. You should be studying tactics, maps, and enemy fortifications, not this silly chart of names! Don’t you care about saving humanity?”

Validus wished he were someplace else. It unnerved him to see his two commanding angels at odds, and with such intensity.

Danick slowly lifted his head and glared back at Brandt. He stood straight and crossed his arms. “Tell me, Commander Brandt, how would the tactic of chasing every tribe to the four corners of the earth change anything from how we fought the first war? Run the numbers. We have enough warriors to cover humanity right now, but remember how quickly the population grew to five billion people. We were spread so thin that Tarsis was able to pick us off one legion at a time until we couldn’t even defend the last city. And now that Elohim has divided their languages, they will spread across the face of the earth even faster.”

Brandt huffed and turned away. He pointed to the north. “Five thousand people are journeying north right now, and we have over two hundred thousand warriors sitting idle. How is that fulfilling our duty to Elohim?”

“First of all, they should not be sitting idle. They should be training. Practicing translation, materializing, swords, and hand to hand.” Danick looked sternly at his commanders. “Second, we can’t save humanity, Commander Brandt. Only Elohim can. And we are going to fulfill our duty to Him by preserving the lineage of the Plan that makes that possible.”

Brandt walked back to the table and put both fists down on the chart, leaning toward Danick. “And how are you going to know which lineage is the lineage of the Plan?”

Danick looked at his commanders. “Leave us. Wait for your orders outside.”

All the commanders saluted. Validus followed them toward the door.

“Validus, you stay.”

Validus turned back, an uncomfortable participant in this intense exchange between angel warriors of renown.

Danick met Brandt’s gaze, and his eyes softened as he looked back down at the chart of thousands of names all linked by a spider web of perfectly drawn lines.

“I don’t know, Brandt.” Danick spread both of his massive hands wide, holding them just above the chart. “But the answer is here and in the actions of Elohim. He will guide and reveal it to us if we don’t become distracted with the impossible task of trying to keep all of humanity from falling into evil. Their hearts are inclined to it. You know that. You’ve seen it.”

Danick glanced at Validus, then down at a new name on the map. “I’m certain that this young maiden, Tamaral, is one of the missing pieces I’ve been looking for … the piece to restore the lineage.”

Brandt eased, lowering his head. “And what of the guardians? They are charged to protect the little ones no matter how far they’re taken to the outer lands. Do we abandon them?”

General Danick looked up, his eyes filled with sadness. “Tell the guardians to resist to their utmost, but not unto dissolution. No matter what they face, they must live to fight for their charges another day. If they are overcome by the Fallen, they must retreat for a time. We will help when we are able, but not at the expense of our mission to preserve the Plan.”

Brandt didn’t look convinced, but Michael had given Danick command of the earthbound warriors, and Brandt knew the importance of the chain of command. He lifted himself up. “As you wish.”

He turned to leave.

“Commander Brandt.”

Brandt turned back.

“There’s a reason the guardians stand before Elohim each morning.” Danick gazed back down at his chart. “It is so they are strengthened enough to bear the burden of their mission. Theirs is by far the heavier.”

Commander Brandt gazed back in silence, then exited.

Validus breathed a sigh of relief. He had never seen such an exchange between holy angels before. And if he were honest with himself, he was struggling to embrace General Danick’s strategy too. It felt like they were giving up before the war had even started.

“Validus, come look.”

Validus stepped up to the map as Danick traced his finger along a line that led from Noah through his son Shem, then Arphaxad, then Cainan, Salah, and now to Eber because of Tamaral.

“This is the lineage. This is where we must focus. I was convinced that Shem’s lineage was part of the Plan, but something was missing. The power of Ruach Elohim was not as prevalent. But you saw it and felt it in Tamaral, didn’t you?”

Validus remembered thinking many times that there was something different about Tamaral. Was it Elohim speaking to him about her?

He slowly nodded. “Yes, I felt it.”

Danick closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Michael chose you to execute judgment on the last of the Fallen warriors from the first generation. That was no accident. He saw something in you that I needed in order to protect and fulfill my strategy. You must help me see the lineage for the Plan.”

Validus felt unworthy and incapable. “General, I am a simple warrior with much to learn, but if I can help in any way, I am here to serve you.”

“Good. You will focus on this lineage.”

“Yes sir.” Validus looked down at the map. “What of the other commanders? Do you still want them and their men protecting the other lineages that you’ve identified?”

“Yes, until we are absolutely certain. When you leave, send them in.”

Validus saluted and exited the abandoned farmhouse in the Mesopotamian Valley, the headquarters of the mighty angels of Elohim. Outside, he addressed the other commanders, and they reentered the farmhouse.

Validus walked away, wondering at the responsibility General Danick had just bestowed on him. There was so much to learn.

Persimus joined him from his left. “What’s going on, Validus?”

Validus shook his head. “Apparently I will be helping General Danick track the lineage of the Plan.”

Persimus smiled. “You’ve done well, Validus.”

“I’m not ready for this, Persimus. What do I know about … about anything?”

“Someone once told me that it is through the least that God often works the most.”

Validus thought how profoundly true that was. “Who told you that?”

Persimus’s smile faded. “Niturni.”
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SAVING CARTER

Present Day

The lookout for the Fallen was disconcerting. Something was happening, and it made Validus anxious. It could be a drug deal or a bomb or anything in between.

Normally Validus wouldn’t be concerned with one demon on a lookout, but it seemed a little too coincidental that it was happening within the same general area as Carter. He wondered where Tren was, quite certain that he was out of sight but within range of Carter.

Validus materialized through the floor of the lab, landing in a physics classroom on the first floor. He moved through two walls inside the building, away from the street the Fallen was watching so that when he materialized through the outer wall of the physics building, he was out of sight.

He darted across Centennial Drive and entered the student union. Based on the last location of the lookout, Validus eased through the wall, figuring he would materialize just behind the demon. He had calculated perfectly but was not prepared for what happened next.

The lookout had joined with another Fallen who was escorting a student into the same building that Carter and Carlyle had entered a few moments earlier. Their swords were drawn, and the student was taken by a vexer-possessor. As soon as the glass doors of the building closed behind them, the air filled with the concussion of MP5 rounds being shot.

Validus launched into action, but was he too late to save Carter? He became angry with himself for being complacent.

Validus drew his sword as he flew across the street toward the attacking demons. One of the Fallen saw him and stepped back outside to engage.

Come on, Tren. Where are you? he wondered, knowing that any delay caused by this demon could cost Carter his life.

Validus came at the demon aggressively, intending to put him down and enter the building, but the demon was not just some minion without skill. He caught Validus’s first cut and countered so quickly that Validus narrowly escaped the tip of his blade as it swooshed by his face. He recovered and reengaged, but with a more vigilant awareness. This demon had authority. Validus didn’t recognize him, but he recognized his moves. This was the work of Durgank, the regional commander for this sector.

More gunfire echoed through the halls and spilled into the street. The gunman was moving up the stairs. Students were running and screaming all around him. Validus could not quell the feeling that with every second lost in this fight, not only would more students die, but Carter’s life would be over, and so would his mission.

Validus pressed harder, but the demon held. Then Validus saw an opening. The demon hesitated in his recovery of a thrust, so Validus moved to take advantage and sliced across his overextended sword arm.

But at the last moment he realized that the demon’s hesitation was the result of a distraction from behind Validus. He cut short his attack, sidestepped, and swung 180 degrees clockwise to engage a third Fallen. Fortunately he had spun the right direction and caught the edge of the demon’s sword at the last second.

Now Validus was bracketed by two of the Fallen while the gunman continued to wreak death and pain just a hundred feet away inside the campus building. The man was now on the second floor, sweeping the classrooms where students would be hiding. Validus could only hope that Carter had enough wits about him to avoid the gunman, but then he realized that Carter would probably do whatever was necessary to protect Sydney Carlyle. This would test the mettle of his charge.

Validus continued his sidestep so as to be able to see and engage both demons. Without intervention, Carter and Carlyle would not survive. He had to break free now.

Dread filled his heart, but then help came from above as Tren jumped from the second floor of the student union and engaged the weaker of the two demons. Validus made three quick successive moves and hit his mark, piercing his blade clear through the chest of the defending demon.

He didn’t hesitate. He heard a burst of shots, calculated which classroom the man was in, and leaped through one of the windows on the second story. Inside, he had fractions of a second to evaluate and respond.

Carter was in the room, apparently trying to help the professor bar the door to the room and protect the students.

Validus rushed the demon who was manipulating the door, but not before the brute drew a Glock handgun and squeezed off two rounds with different trajectories at Validus. Validus set his blade to deflect the first bullet, but there was not enough time to deflect the second, so he simultaneously twisted his body as he lunged toward the demon. The bullet passed across his chest, just missing him.

The two warriors collided and scrambled for position, too close to bring their swords to bear. Validus used an aikido move to dislodge the gun from the Fallen’s hand, but the demon was quick to respond and landed a powerful blow to Validus’s chest. The momentary separation allowed space to maneuver and recover the use of their swords.

Within seconds the situation got worse. During their duel, the gunman had gained access to the room and was now aiming his MP5 toward Carter.

Validus glanced at Carter and tried to maneuver over to him, but he could not reach him in time. Validus saw Carter’s gaze momentarily linger in his direction, strangely, almost as if he were looking for help. Validus risked momentary exposure and was able to pass his blade through the gunman’s weapon, jamming the firing pin.

The gun clicked harmlessly, and Carter was still alive, but the demon took advantage of Validus’s lapse in defense and nearly landed a slice across his chest. It put him on the defensive and into retreat, drawing him away from Carter. Every second that passed seemed as though he would lose Carter, and if he lost Carter, then he’d lose every student in the classroom, including Sydney. Deep down he wondered if perhaps this was all about her and not Carter.

Validus gave himself wholly to the fight at hand, hoping Carter would respond enough to stay alive. Validus’s sword flew in a blur of cuts and slices in an effort to bring an end to the fight in short order, but the demon was a worthy opponent. Validus parried, countered, parried, and thrust, his blade at last piercing through the demon.

After the Fallen’s dissolution, Validus swung around to Carter and was surprised to discover that he had not only disarmed the gunman but also knocked him out cold. The vile curses of the possessor filled the air.

Carter recovered the gun and brought it to bear on the unconscious man.

“Shoot, you putrid man. Shoot and free me!” the possessor screamed from inside the gunman. “I had prepared him for suicide, and you’ve ruined everything. Shoot!”

Validus knelt down and looked at the horrid state of both man and demon. “You are done, Fallen. For the next sixty years you will be locked inside this man in a prison or be cast out by the power of Elohim in a saint and be sent to the Abyss for eternity.”

“I will torment many more until my master destroys you and your pathetic king. We will rule—”

Validus punched the demon into unconsciousness—he had heard enough of his contemptible blasphemies.

Validus turned to look up at Carter, searching his eyes and face. He saw fear and wonder. There was something strange about him that caused a stirring in Validus’s bosom. The moment lingered; then Validus remembered Tren.

He materialized through the floor and quickly made his way to the front of the building, hoping the guardian had survived his duel with the Fallen outside. He was relieved to see that Tren was alive and tending only one small cut across his arm.

Validus joined him. “Are you okay?”

“Well enough,” Tren said. He looked over at Validus and then nodded toward the building. “How’s Drew and Sydney?”

Validus shook his head. “Alive, but it was close.”

“Do you think this was an act of random evil, or was there a target?” Tren asked.

Validus watched the SWAT team preparing to storm the hall. “I’m not sure, but it seems too coincidental that an attack of this scale would involve our charge.”

“True,” Tren replied. “But it looked premeditated, and how would the Fallen know that Carter would be here at this time?”

Validus took one last look around and felt content that the attack was indeed over. He sheathed his sword and nodded.

Tren had a point. Durgank could be using a diviner, but they were usually not this specific, especially in regard to one ordinary man. He looked at Tren and knew that the guardian was thinking the same thing.

“One of us must stay with the girl, at least for a while,” Validus said. “Based on what we’ve seen so far, Carter is going to try to leave this place, and quickly. Once we see who the Fallen track, we may find out a little more of what they know.”

“Agreed.” Tren hesitated. “I’ll stay with Sydney Carlyle. You go with Carter. Once I can verify any Fallen tactics regarding her, I’ll join you.”

Validus could hear the SWAT team yelling commands inside the building. He looked that direction and saw a carrier descending into the building at the same time that two draegers came racing across the campus with ghoulish grins in anticipation of the horror they would be inflicting on their unbelieving victims. Validus wanted to stop them and tear them apart, but he couldn’t. The souls of their victims were judged. The carrier lifted a young man upward, then veered toward the Puebloan Stairway. Moments later the screams of a different young man mixed with a young woman’s as the draegers tore into them with their talons while mercilessly dragging them across the campus to the south, toward the Gulf Hades Tunnel.

Validus turned away. Every time he saw it, a part of his soul tore.

“After millions of times, it only gets worse to see,” he mumbled.

“I’m sorry,” Tren said. “At least the guardians have the honor of carrying a charge that has died to heaven. There’s healing in that for us. You have no such healing, do you?”

Validus stuffed his emotions away. That was what warriors did, and he realized how much he didn’t like sympathy.

“The girl is going to be more predictable,” he said to recover their former conversation. “It would be easier for me to rendezvous with you since we don’t know where Carter is going.”

Tren pursed his lips together. “Right. Let’s meet here in three weeks, and we’ll determine a plan then.”

They walked toward the police line, where two ambulances and medical personnel were gathering. Soon there would be chaos as the humans treated the victims and tried to make sense of the tragedy, but there was no sense to evil.

Validus needed to get close to Drew Carter and considered translating to human form to mask himself from any of the Fallen who might investigate their semifoiled attempt at a full massacre. He turned to Tren. “I’m too visible if the Fallen come. I’m going in.”

Tren nodded. “I’ve got your back.”

Validus studied a policeman as he walked by, memorizing every detail. He would have to “rearrange” his clothing when he translated.

Validus prepared himself, then looked at Tren. “Have you noticed anything unusual about Carter the last few weeks?”

Tren looked hesitant to answer. “Have you?”

Validus shook his head. “I’m not sure. What I just saw in that classroom seemed … unusual.”

“In what way?”

Validus thought about Carter’s actions and compared them with other people who had faced life and death situations. The behavior of people under stress was as varied as the people themselves. He shook it off.

“Never mind. I’ll see you in three weeks.”

Tren nodded as Validus stepped behind an ambulance and reappeared as a policeman.

Translating was risky. A translated angel was a fully translated being, unable to see into the realm of angels and demons. But a skilled angel could fool even other angels and demons. Although Validus had not mastered the art to the level Persimus had, he could maintain the ruse for short periods of time with near perfection. In spite of his mastery, he made it a policy never to translate without a watcher from the Upper Realm. Tren was not a warrior, but he would do.

Validus didn’t learn much from the translation, only that Carter was not going to wait around to be questioned. He disappeared within minutes of exiting the school, and Validus found himself trailing his charge from a distance. He found it extremely cumbersome trying to protect Carter without the Fallen seeing him do it.

As he considered the young man, he was continually reminded of the peculiar reactions of Carter during the shooting at the university. Validus had the strangest notion that Carter knew he was there. At one point during his duel with the Fallen warrior, he thought he saw Carter actually watching their battle, almost as if he could see them.

Validus shook off the notion as sheer coincidence. Elohim had allowed a few men to see into the spiritual realm while they yet lived, but they were all believers. It would be unprecedented to allow a nonbeliever even a glimpse into their world.

And yet …


22
 [image: ]

PERSIAN PRINCE OF WAR

537 BC

“General Danick, we have protected and preserved the lineage for over two thousand years, and yet I am still unsure.” Validus had just returned from gathering reports from the primus commanders.

“Unsure? I would think that by now I might have earned your trust, Validus,” Danick replied.

Validus watched as the man beside them knelt down in prayer. He was a just man and a devout man of God. Every day he would kneel and pray at the time of sacrifice, but there was no sacrifice, for in captivity the rituals of the temple were discontinued.

Jerusalem lay in ruins—its gates broken, its walls destroyed, and the people bound in captivity. It was a dark time for the chosen people of Elohim. This land was familiar to Validus: Babylon, now under the rule of the great King Nebuchadnezzar. Those who were left in Jerusalem were repressed and existed day to day, trying to avoid the marauders who spoiled the country and its people.

Danick watched the praying man closely.

“I do trust you, sir. It’s my own lack of understanding that frustrates me. What is the Plan? How can we protect it if we don’t fully understand how God is going to restore the earth? It seems so …”

“So impossible?” Danick finished for him.

Validus hung his head, ashamed for his apparent lack of faith.

“Don’t be discouraged, Validus. It will be revealed in the Lord’s timing. Until then, be confident in this.” Danick pointed to the man. “Look. Look how Ruach Elohim flows through him.”

Validus and Danick basked in the glow of the Almighty as the man named Daniel lifted his hands to Elohim. Here was a place the Fallen hated to be, and so Validus came here often.

“So strong in His Spirit, yet not of the lineage,” Danick whispered in quiet reverence as Daniel communed with Elohim. “I’ve only seen Ruach Elohim this present in two other men, and only one of them was of the lineage.”

“Noah and Job,” Validus whispered back.

Danick nodded. As they watched Daniel, the words of his prayer filled the room.

“O Lord, great and awesome God, who keeps His covenant and mercy with those who love Him, and with those who keep His commandments, we have sinned and committed iniquity, we have done wickedly and rebelled, even by departing from Your precepts and Your judgments. Neither have we heeded Your servants the prophets, who spoke in Your name to our kings and our princes, to our fathers and all the people of the land. O Lord, righteousness belongs to You, but to us shame of face, as it is this day—to the men of Judah, to the inhabitants of Jerusalem and all Israel, those near and those far off in all the countries to which You have driven them, because of the unfaithfulness which they have committed against You.”

Just then, in the middle of Daniel’s prayer, Persimus materialized through the ceiling and landed beside Validus. One look told Validus that something was wrong.

“General, you must come quickly!” he said and flew back up through the ceiling.

When Validus and Danick reached the roof, it looked as though the world was at war, at least the world of angels. Forces of angels and Fallen were locked in battle everywhere, including the sky above them.

“Why wasn’t I told earlier?” Danick said fiercely.

“It’s all just erupted in the last few minutes,” Persimus said.

“Where are my commanders? What started it all?”

Danick seemed uncharacteristically confused. It was too much to take in. It looked as though every demon in the region had been called into battle. How could they have missed this? And why now?

“Commander Kelandar reported that one of his men saw the silver streak of a messenger come from the Mediterranean Stairway. The messenger was on his way to Babylon when tens of thousands of Fallen instantly rose up to battle.”

Whatever the message was, it had to be profound.

Danick froze, then turned his eyes downward.

“What is it, sir?” Validus asked.

Danick slowly lifted his eyes and stared at him. “He comes for Daniel.”

Chills flowed up and down Validus’s spine as Danick looked upward and began to morph his wings.

“Come.”

Danick, Persimus, and Validus took flight. Validus hated flight warfare. It was too unpredictable, too uncontrollable. A deathblow could come from six directions instead of just four, and there was nothing to push off of, nothing solid to use to plan maneuvers.

Persimus looked at the chaos of battle all around them. “Whoever the messenger is, his message must be important. Many will die today.”

Danick glanced at Persimus. “Go tell the commanders to call in every warrior in the region.” Danick pointed to the epicenter of the battle where a frenzy of Fallen were attacking. “That is Gabriel, and he comes for the prophet. It is the Plan!”

Persimus saluted and dived downward, flying swiftly toward headquarters to relay the message.

Validus and General Danick drew their swords and made a wide arc to flank the fighting Fallen from the west. The closer they came, the more dire the situation appeared. Validus gazed in wonder at the spectacle of the archangel Gabriel dressed in battle gear and locked in deadly combat with the malevolent Maltrinidab, Prince of Persia of the Fallen. Hundreds of angels from Gabriel’s Messenger Order had joined in the fight, trying to protect their commander. They fought well, but they were not warriors.

Danick and Validus flew into the fray with swords and short blades slicing and cutting. They were quickly joined by a century of warriors from Commander Kelandar’s legions, and more were on the way. They had to advance quickly, for the messengers were beginning to falter.

“We need to open an avenue to get them down to the ground and to our forces,” Danick called out to his men.

By now the Fallen had positioned themselves as a formidable wall between Babylon and Gabriel. The air around them filled with the green and blue vapors of hundreds of angels and Fallen dissolving away from the skies of earth. The battle ebbed and flowed as reinforcements from both sides joined minute by minute.

Validus fought his way closer to the archangel, fully understanding that the message he carried was of eternal significance for both realms. He caught glimpses of the thunderous duel between one of Apollyon’s worst and one of Elohim’s best. Their swords collided time after time in a blur of white and black steel. The mere ferocity of their battle caused others to back away.

As the battle raged on, it seemed it would not end until every angel and every demon was dissolved in the fury of the fight. Validus vanquished dozens of Fallen in just a few minutes.

Then from the heart of Babylon came both a blessing and a curse. A legion of demons rose up to join the battle at the same time that a fiery column of bluish flame shot down from heaven onto Daniel. The humble and repentant prayers of the prophet had moved the hand of God.

Thunder and lightning exploded across the sky as another silver streak arced from the Mediterranean Stairway. Another messenger?

General Danick had maneuvered to the right side of Gabriel, and Validus was on his left. Other messengers and warriors were above and below to protect not Gabriel but the message that he carried.

“Who comes?” Validus yelled out above the thousands of clashing swords.

Danick finished a slice, sending his foe into the Abyss of darkness, then chanced a look to the west. “It is Michael!” he called.

Those three simple words struck fear into the darkened hearts of the Fallen before them. The powerful archangel, commander of the Warrior Order, exploded into the battle like a thunderous hammer, blasting his blade of righteousness through twenty demons in an instant. Curses from the Prince of Persia filled the air as Michael engaged him and assumed the fight for Gabriel.

“Go, Gabriel,” Michael said.

Gabriel retreated north.

“Come, Validus,” Danick called.

They broke off from the fight and retreated with Gabriel.

Behind the wall of battle, Gabriel looked as fierce as fire. “I must get to Daniel.”

Danick nodded. He led them back and away, then downward to earth. Validus scanned their surroundings constantly, knowing that the Fallen would be targeting Gabriel the moment he was unprotected.

“Sir, the Fourteenth Legion under Sorak’s command comes.” Validus pointed southwest toward the Red Sea.

Danick diverted their path to intercept the legion of fresh warriors. Without pause in their course, Danick called out to the captain of the legion, “Follow us!”

Danick swiftly led them to the undulating lands southwest of Babylon, and Validus praised Elohim for the solid ground beneath his feet once again. From there Danick led an assault with the Fourteenth Legion directly into the city of Babylon.

The fighting in the streets of Babylon was no less intense once the Fallen comprehended the new attack, but Validus fought like the warrior he was created to be. The minutes passed like hours as the battle for the telling of the prophecy culminated in a final push at the chambers of Daniel.

Danick and his mighty warriors breached the lines of the Fallen, and finally Gabriel entered the chambers of the prophet. Within, there was no need for the protecting blades of the warriors, for the room was filled with the Spirit of God and no demon could endure the burning flame of the Holy One.

Validus had hoped that once the Fallen realized that Gabriel had made it to the prophet, they would retreat from the fight in defeat, but it was not to be. The fury of their loss fueled their unquenchable thirst for revenge, and they fought on. At the end of the telling of the prophecy, Gabriel joined his sword once again to the battle, not willing to leave the warriors in the bloody circumstances of his mission.

At day’s end, over nine thousand warrior angels had given their lives to the mission of the prophecy. As the wounded were gathered and the vapors of dissolution receded from the earth, Gabriel and Michael stood before the solemn assembly of tens of thousands of holy angels.

“Archangel, was the prophecy of the Plan?” Validus dared ask.

Gabriel’s eyes were softer now, etched with sorrow for the sacrifice of many, yet full of the joy of the words of Elohim. “It was.” His voiced rumbled.

“Please, Archangel,” Validus continued. “Tell us the prophecy that our hearts might be encouraged in our duty to our King.”

Gabriel glanced toward Michael, then across the faces of noble warriors. A hushed silence swept across the congregation of battle-weary angels.

“O Daniel, I have now come forth to give you skill to understand. At the beginning of your supplications the command went out, and I have come to tell you, for you are greatly beloved; therefore consider the matter, and understand the vision: Seventy weeks are determined for your people and for your holy city, to finish the transgression, to make an end of sins, to make reconciliation for iniquity, to bring in everlasting righteousness, to seal up vision and prophecy, and to anoint the Most Holy. Know therefore and understand, that from the going forth of the command to restore and build Jerusalem until Messiah the Prince, there shall be seven weeks and sixty-two weeks; the street shall be built again, and the wall, even in troublesome times. And after the sixty-two weeks Messiah shall be cut off, but not for Himself; and the people of the prince who is to come shall destroy the city and the sanctuary. The end of it shall be with a flood, and till the end of the war desolations are determined. Then he shall confirm a covenant with many for one week; but in the middle of the week He shall bring an end to sacrifice and offering. And on the wing of abominations shall be one who makes desolate, even until the consummation, which is determined, is poured out on the desolate.”

Validus memorized every word as Gabriel spoke, but one word echoed over and over in his mind: Messiah, the Anointed One. Since the beginning, Elohim had alluded to such a man, but never in such a way as was foretold to Daniel.

Jerusalem, the city of the chosen, lay in devastation, its wall in ruins. The command would one day go forth and, with the command, the beginning of the clock—a countdown to the arrival of Messiah.

Validus pondered the words a thousand times, waiting for the culmination of the Plan and perhaps the fulfillment of their own mission.
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THE CHALLENGE

Present Day

Validus trailed Carter to a bus station, where another incident with a demon was salvaged by a guardian.

Carter then traveled to the forests of northern Minnesota. Evidently the school shooting had really affected him. Validus was perplexed to say the least. The young man was a hero by human standards, yet he was retreating and hiding.

In addition to that, Carter had picked up a vexer-possessor at the bus station. By Carter’s lack of reaction to the vexer-possessor, Validus dispelled the notion that he could see into their realm.

He followed Carter to a lake in the Superior National Forest, where he chose to camp and hide. Validus wondered how long he would stay in hiding and why the vexer-possessor seemed so interested in him. Perhaps the demon was assigned to torment Carter because he had thwarted the attack at the university.

Validus watched the vexer-possessor demon from across the lake. He had seen worse vexers, but even still, Carter was in for a miserable time. It would be a test of the man’s inner strength, especially since he was unprotected by Ruach Elohim, the power of the Spirit of God. Validus had seen no evidence in Carter that he had opened himself up to the vexer-possessor actually entering and taking possession of him, so he was not concerned in that regard.

For three weeks, Validus watched and was fairly impressed with Carter’s resiliency, although from what Validus could see, the vexer had not fully unleashed on him. It was a curious situation.

Validus made a quick trip back to Drayle University to join up with Tren and exchange information. It turned out that Sydney Carlyle was being watched too. Validus was surprised when Tren told him Carlyle had been arrested and interrogated by the FBI. Evidently she had tried to recover Carter’s vehicle, and the gun in his trunk ignited a fire of activity by the authorities. Now with Carter’s disappearance, both he and Carlyle were high on their suspicion list.

Validus and Tren decided to continue as they were and meet again in another three weeks. Validus returned to the lake in the Boundary Waters just in time to see Carter escape a vexation episode by the vexer.

At the peak of the vexer’s ranting into his spirit, Carter jumped into the water. Validus could not help the smile that crossed his lips as Carter almost taunted the demon by delaying his return to shore. The man had spiritual instinct that usually only the strongest believers had, and Validus was amazed.

After that incident, however, the vexer turned active, tormenting Carter at every opportunity. Spilled food, a fallen shelter, insect bites, and a black bear treeing him were just a few of the demon’s tactics. Validus kept his distance simply because of Carter’s strength of mental and emotional stability. He seemed, for the most part, unfazed by the actions of the vexer.

The days that followed became intriguing. Carter built a makeshift raft and began taking extended trips onto the lake. Each time he did, the vexer left, evidently to report to Durgank. Validus saw a pattern forming. Carter was smart.

One day, Validus watched as Carter took his usual trip onto the lake and the vexer left. But this time, Carter continued across the lake and landed his craft near Validus’s lookout. Validus kept cover behind the trees as he watched Carter do something spectacularly unusual. He dismantled the raft, hid the evidence of its construction, and bolted into the forest at a dead sprint …

As if he were trying to escape from someone.

Validus stayed still, staring at the remains of the raft as the reality of Carter’s actions made its full impact.

“How can this be?” he whispered.

Chills flowed up and down his spine as he considered the magnitude of what Carter’s actions meant. All his suspicions came flooding back. There was only one conclusion—Carter knew when he was both in and out of the presence of the vexer! And with extreme clarity!

Validus had seen both believers and nonbelievers experience a sense of the presence of angels and demons, but this man—this Drew Carter—premeditated and planned an escape from a vexer.

Would Carter be able to sense Validus’s presence? Was his hunch about Carter’s awareness at Drayle University more than a hunch? Just how far did his ability to sense their presence go?

In that moment of understanding, Validus caught a glimpse of his call to protect Drew Carter.

Then he shook himself from his analysis and took after Carter, keeping a safe distance. As he followed, he continued to be astonished. Carter was actually trying to outrun a vexer.

Validus watched Carter collapse under a tree to catch his breath. In spite of his noble attempt, Validus knew it was a pointless endeavor. No man had ever … ever … escaped from a vexer on his own. Vexers could smell the tracks of their victim in a crowd of a million people. Tracking Carter in the forest would be as easy as following a trail painted in fluorescent colors.

Validus drew his sword. As crafty as Carter appeared, he did not understand the risk he was taking. If the demon was intelligent enough to understand what he was attempting to do, he would become a primary target of not just the vexer but of all the Fallen. An unprotected man becoming a target of the Fallen had little chance.

Validus began tracing his way back to Carter’s camp. He had to intercept the vexer before he became aware of Carter’s plan. He made it to the lake where Carter had dismantled his raft and looked across it to the camp, but movement to his left caught his eye.

The vexer was already coming, and he was not alone. Two warriors were with him.

It was an assassination squad, and the vexer was leading them straight to Carter. Something had changed even without the vexer understanding Carter’s escape attempt. Durgank had made the call on Carter’s life.

Validus plotted an intercept between the three demons and Carter’s last location. He leaped to a tree limb twenty feet in the air and drew his FN Five-Seven.

Through the evolution of weaponry, Validus had translated and mastered many, but there was none that yet compared to the sword of Elohim. A short sword was his next choice, followed by a lightweight handgun.

Only in recent history had propulsion weapons been an option for the warriors. The speed of projectile weapons was simply too slow to be effective in their world. Once guns began reaching bullet velocities near their reaction time, they became a marginal option. Rifles were rarely used because of their size and difficulty to keep translated. The first real options were handguns with the bullet velocity of a rifle.

Considering size, weight, magazine capacity, and availability, Validus’s preference was the Fabrique Nationale Five-Seven, or simply FN Five-Seven. The small caliber was its greatest limiting factor, but with accuracy, it could be very effective. Though he rarely used it, there were times when nothing else would do.

His hands tightened around the knurled grips of both weapons, one of ancient power and the other of modern speed. He had one chance to save Carter’s life and his future. None of the three Fallen could leave this place alive.

They were coming fast. The vexer sprinted forward thirty yards, then stopped and smelled the air, deciphering the evergreen, moss, and maple from that of Carter’s sweat and blood. He altered his course slightly. His next sprint would bring them within ten yards of the tree in which Validus was waiting.

The vexer hesitated, turning his head from side to side. He seemed confused.

Validus put the front sight of his FN on one of the warriors, but the distance was too far—not for accuracy, but for the sound. The demon would have too much time to react to the sound of the concussion and be able to move out of the path of the 5.7 mm-caliber rounds in spite of the weapon’s speed. He needed to be within fifty yards, and they were at least seventy yards away.

“What is it, vexer?” one of the warriors asked, scowling.

The vexer appeared to ignore him.

The warrior growled. “We’ve better things to do than waste our time on your hunches about a boy. Take us to him or we’re returning to command now.”

The vexer turned to look at them. “He’s trying to escape from us. He knows we are here.”

“That’s absurd.” The other warrior stepped toward the vexer.

“I’ve been with him,” the vexer retorted. “There’s something unusual about him.”

“There won’t be in a few minutes. Where is he?”

The vexer pointed. “Two hundred yards that direction.”

Validus didn’t dare wait for a better vantage point now. Once they started moving again, his FN would be useless. Though the vexer was closest, he had to concentrate on the warriors first.

He calculated the most likely direction the closest warrior would jump, offset his sights, and slowly squeezed the trigger. The first concussion exploded through Validus’s ears, followed immediately by a rapid fire of nine more rounds. Before determining the extent of the damage, if any, he leaped from the tree toward the second warrior.

All three demons jerked backward, away from their intended target. One of the warriors was cursing as he limped backward. As Validus landed with sword at the ready, the vexer looked confused, not sure whether to attack or run. But the second warrior had drawn his sword and was already turning his retreat into an attack.

Validus shot twice more with his FN to distract the Fallen warrior, but both rounds were easily deflected. He cast the FN aside, and it dissolved away before it hit the ground.

The two angelic beings engaged in a flurry of steel. The demon was more skilled than Validus had anticipated, and being distracted with trying to keep the other two demons located didn’t help.

“Kill the man, vexer!” the Fallen warrior shouted between clashes.

Validus halted at the words. There was little a vexer could do to actually kill a man other than possess him and drive him to suicide. Vexers simply didn’t have the ability to translate weapons like warriors did, especially weapons that could affect both realms.

He saw the vexer sprint away from the fray and away from Carter.

The momentary distraction nearly cost Validus his life. He brought his sword up at the last fraction of a second to stop a slice arcing toward his throat. The demon sneered, recovered, and countered again. This time Validus saw his opportunity. He parried a thrust, deflecting the grisly blade of the demon just to his left, fully intending to counter with a quick upward slice, but out of the corner of his eye, he caught a glimpse of the second wounded warrior attacking from his left rear quarter.

Validus lifted his long sword above his head to stop the vertical cut coming from the wounded demon while simultaneously drawing his short sword to deflect another cut from the demon before him. Validus then twisted his torso and threw his short sword like a dagger into the chest of the demon to his rear. He recovered in time to deflect a high crosscut from the first demon warrior, then countered with a deep thrust that found its mark, piercing the double-edged sword clear through the demon. Seconds later both of the Fallen dissolved to a greenish vapor and fell into the earth.

Validus hesitated, looking first at Carter and then in the direction the vexer had fled.

He sprinted toward Carter, getting just close enough to verify that he was on the move again. He mentally plotted the man’s course, then made a line toward the vexer’s last position. Had he abandoned Carter and gone to report to Durgank?

Validus couldn’t let that happen. He morphed his wings as quickly as he could and took flight. It was a dangerous move, especially if there were other Fallen nearby, because his reaction time would be ten times that of using the solidness of the earth and its substance.

He quickly scanned the surrounding area, anxious to pinpoint the vexer’s location. The only movement he saw was a large, foraging black bear. He looked to the southern horizon, wondering if the vexer had taken flight to report to Durgank. Nothing.

Validus flew swiftly in a wide arc around Carter, searching for any sign of the vexer. With each moment he was in flight, he became more concerned about being able to protect his charge as well as his own susceptibility to attack.

Just as he was about to drop to the ground and regain the protection of the solid earth, he glanced once more at the only substantial movement within a two-mile radius of Carter. The bear was no longer foraging.

It was running … straight toward Carter. Illumination hit Validus in a dreadful way.

He streaked toward a knoll that would intercept the large black bear nearly a mile out from Carter. Ten feet before he touched down, Validus began morphing his wings back into his body, and he hit the ground running with sword drawn. The bear clambered over a fallen tree trunk, and his first glimpse into its eyes confirmed Validus’s fears.

The vexer had possessed the beast. The vexer was now a possessor and was locked inside the bear until the animal’s death.

It charged onward, and Validus met it with a full-body stroke of his mighty blade. The creature roared in pain but kept moving toward Carter.

There was an inter-realm power that resulted when a vexer-possessor took control of a living-flesh being. Its power transcended that of normal earth, and its vulnerability to the spiritual weapons of the warrior was greatly reduced. Neither beast nor demon could be easily killed from either realm. In some ways, a demon-possessed animal of this nature was worse than a droxan because it was powered by the intellect of a fully functioning demon.

There was only one way for Validus to stop it.

He sprinted ahead of the charging beast, turned, then forced his being and all that he was out of the Upper Realm and translated into the world of men as a flesh-and-blood warrior. Bluish flames licked at his face and arms as the translation completed.

The demon-possessed bear hesitated, eyes glowing red with hatred and evil. It was a duel of bizarre combatants and even more bizarre consequences. The five-hundred-pound animal stood on its hind legs and roared in defiance. Validus charged as the bear fell to its front legs and mimicked the charge.

At ten feet apart, Validus began a powerful arcing slice with his gleaming sword, but the bear halted just as the tip of the blade passed by, then lunged at Validus’s throat. Validus had faced numerous droxans in centuries past but never a demon-possessed predator, and he had already underestimated the creature. It was no longer an animal of simple response and reactive instincts. It was anticipatory, calculating, and fierce, with a mind.

In a desperate attempt to dodge instant death, Validus thrust his left forearm at the mouth that would soon close around his throat. Pain, blood, and demon-generated growls permeated the air. Validus dropped his sword as beast and warrior crashed to the earth in an entanglement of fur and flesh.

He reached for his short sword, but a massive paw with two-inch claws sliced across his hand and lower torso. Validus ignored the pain, angry for having allowed this vexer-possessor to gain such an immediate advantage.

Enough! he shouted in his mind.

Validus raised his left forearm, forcing the head of the animal upward. With all his might he exploded a steel fist into the animal’s throat. The bear released his arm, howling in pain. But the reprieve was brief.

Validus rolled away from the demon-frenzied creature. His hand found the hilt of his short blade just as the beast lunged at him again. This time he executed his thrust perfectly, driving the blade clear through the abdomen. The bear growled through frothing teeth, refusing to accept death easily. Validus withdrew the blade and plunged it into the animal once more, and it fell still and quiet.

He pushed the carcass away from himself as searing pain from his open wounds screamed through his body. The vexer would immediately flee … Validus had to act quickly.

He cringed as he forced himself to begin translating back into his realm. There would be even more pain waiting there. The Middle Realm was opaque in everything, including pain.

In the midst of his translation, a shrill scream pierced his ears as the vexer-possessor extracted himself from the dead bear and immediately took flight.

Validus screamed against the tide of translation effort and Upper Realm pain as blue flames enveloped him and brought him fully back to the world of angels and demons.

Now to morph his wings. More energy, more pain.

He lifted his eyes upward, grateful for the isolation of the wilderness of the forest but also knowing that his window of opportunity to catch the vexer was short. He forced himself to stand and then to fly into the air with the willed strokes of his wings. Above the treetops he spotted the vexer skimming the rolling green vegetation.

Validus denied himself the luxury of self-sympathy and knew he had to finish this fight. This was the beginning of something significant; he felt it in his spirit.

“Almighty Elohim … give me the strength!”

He forced his wings to pound the air harder and faster until he began to gain on the vexer. He climbed higher, above the demon and out of his view.

When he had enough speed and altitude, Validus tucked his wings and dived downward onto the vexer. The intercept hit him hard, and the impact sent both angel and demon plummeting unfettered by wing or air toward the earth.

From behind, Validus wrapped his bloodied arm around the vexer’s neck and squeezed with all his remaining strength. The trees offered little resistance, but the solid substance of the earth pounded against their bodies like a hammer as they hit. Validus refused to release his hold until he felt the vexer dissolve to nothingness and disappear from the earth.

Validus lay still on the pine-needle floor of the forest. Painful hours passed while he waited for the Curing to heal him, but Validus did not move. If Carter was in further jeopardy, the peril would have already happened.

He watched the streaming sunshine weave in between the bows of evergreen above him. He filled his lungs with the fragrant smells of Elohim’s grand creation, and he wondered at his life and his purpose. The universe, and all the souls within it, was so vast, so complicated and yet so simple. Validus marveled at the mind of God. How could one mind keep track of everything so perfectly?

And in all of his pondering, Validus contemplated his role and that of Drew Carter. Was it all a distraction from something greater? Wherever his duty to Carter would take him, Validus realized today that it would not be easy. It would not be predictable.

Something was at stake—something big.
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THE WISDOM OF THE AGED

2 BC

“Validus, come!”

Validus left his watchful guard of the Christ-child and moved next to Danick. He was watching an old man pray, which didn’t appear to be unusual, considering they were at the temple. Validus listened and was taken with the man’s heart and sincerity.

“Yes sir?” he responded.

Danick held up his hand as he studied the man. He shook his head in confusion, then looked at Validus. “Do you see it?”

“I’m not sure—” he began, but then he saw wisps of the blue flames of Ruach Elohim dance about the man’s head and shoulders.

“His name is Simeon,” Danick whispered.

Joseph and Mary walked past them, carrying the Christ-child on their way to the temple. The old man immediately broke from his prayer, opened his eyes, and went to them. His eyes glowed with the light of Elohim as he gently took the babe from Mary’s arms. A dozen warriors drew their swords, ready to strike Simeon down, but Danick held up his hand to stay them.

A shaft of brilliant blue flames shot down from heaven onto Simeon and the Christ-child. Every warrior in the temple shielded their eyes from the brilliance of the glory of Elohim as Simeon began to speak.

“Lord, now You are letting Your servant depart in peace, according to Your word; for my eyes have seen Your salvation which You have prepared before the face of all peoples, a light to bring revelation to the Gentiles, and the glory of Your people Israel.”

The angels stood in awe of the man and his prophecy. From their perspective, Simeon’s face glowed with the brilliance of God. He turned and gave the child back to Mary.

“Behold, this Child is destined for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign which will be spoken against. Yes, a sword will pierce through your own soul also, that the thoughts of many hearts may be revealed.”

Immediately after that, an older woman came and began proclaiming the child the redemption of all who believed.

Joseph and Mary were amazed at the things these two prophets said. Humbly they proceeded on to the temple to present the newborn child to the Lord and to offer their sacrifice in accordance with the law.

Danick, Validus, and the warriors followed the Messiah into the temple, but for one moment, Danick turned back and looked at Simeon, his hands lifted high in praise to Elohim.

The encounter with the man was only a prelude of what was to come in the presence of Messiah, but something else seemed to linger in the general’s eyes.
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CHARGE OF THE DROXAN

Present Day

It took Validus a couple of hours to find Carter again. He figured more Fallen would be sent to investigate the missing warriors, but none came, or at least if they did, they didn’t find Carter.

Validus spent the next few days watching and guarding him out of sight. Carter’s spiritual sensitivity was uncanny, and Validus needed to know just how far his abilities went without being detected himself. It would be difficult to make a determination until Carter reinserted himself back into the populace where there were other warriors and Fallen to interact with.

He wondered if perhaps Carter was running scared and would stay secluded in the wilderness. He obviously had the skills and training to survive, and if he chose to do so, Validus’s job would become much easier than anticipated. But it soon became clear that was not his charge’s intention, as he tracked Carter to a hotel in Chicago.

On the appointed day, Validus journeyed back to Drayle University and met up with Tren.

“The Fallen have abandoned her,” Tren said as they watched Sydney Carlyle from the interior balcony of the dorm floor. She was meeting with seven other students for a dorm-floor Bible study. “But the FBI haven’t.”

“I’m sure they’re tracking her to find Carter,” Validus said. “Now he’s got two armies after him, the Fallen and the FBI. This mission just keeps getting more interesting every day.”

Tren nodded. “I’m pretty sure that whatever Elohim has in store for Carter, it isn’t supposed to be done from behind bars, unjustly accused of murders he didn’t commit.”

Validus agreed. “We’ve got to keep him out of the hands of the Fallen, the FBI, and the police.”

Validus warmed as the Spirit of Elohim swelled within the hearts of the praying students below them. They prayed for their school and for the courage of believers to share the hope of Jesus with other students. They also prayed for the families still dealing with tragic loss as a result of the shooting weeks earlier.

“She’s strong,” Tren said. He glanced over at Validus. “Ruach Elohim flows through her often.”

Validus watched the young woman immersed in the glow of Ruach Elohim. It was the mystery of Elohim hidden from the beginning of time and now the unstoppable power to change lives for any who would partake of it. The indwelling caused the Fallen to tremble and the work of God to be accomplished in spite of the darkness of humanity. And Validus had seen the absolute best and worst of humanity.

Seeing Sydney strangely reminded him of General Danick, only Danick had been better than he was at judging the spirit of a man or a woman. Together they had spent four thousand years making determinations and tracing lineages of the chosen. There was a purity that Elohim always sought in His chosen, a purity that not many had, not even the believers. Validus saw that same purity in Sydney. He contemplated the intersection of the lives of Sydney Carlyle and Drew Carter.

“The Fallen may have abandoned her for now, but they are not done with her.” Validus returned Tren’s gaze. “And neither are we, but for now we must go to Chicago.”

Tren nodded, and they left Drayle University together. It was not long before they had caught up with Carter.

“Why is he here?” Tren asked. They watched as Carter walked the streets of Chicago in search of an apartment.

“I was hoping you could tell me. If he’s trying to hide from the authorities, this is not the place to do it. It looks like he’s trying to stay off the grid … sort of.”

Tren thought but came up with nothing. Validus considered Carter’s attempt to evade the vexer. It was time to share his suspicions with Tren.

“There’s something you need to know that I discovered about Carter while watching over him in the forest.”

Tren waited.

“He knows when the Fallen are nearby.”

Tren seemed unimpressed. “I’ve seen that ability hundreds of times. Not as often from a nonbeliever, but still not unprecedented.”

Validus shook his head. “This is different. He carefully and systematically set the vexer up and then tried to escape. He knew without a doubt that the demon was after him. And he knew exactly when the demon was and was not nearby.”

Tren squinted. “That is unusual. What about us? Can he sense us?”

Validus rubbed the back of his neck, trying to settle on an answer to that question. “I’m not sure. He knew something was going on in that classroom, but besides me there was also a Fallen warrior and a vexer-possessor. I think he does sense us and he’s smart enough not to show it.”

Tren shook his head.

“What is it?” Validus asked.

“Well, doesn’t that change just about everything?”

Validus huffed. Yes … yes, it would.

“How specific is this ability?”

“Only time will tell,” Validus said.

“Do you think this is why Elohim chose him … for whatever he’s been chosen for?”

Validus shook his head. “No. I think it’s been given to him because he was chosen.”

“I guess that is all the more reason why we need to keep our distance,” Tren said.

“From what I’ve seen in the last few weeks, I don’t think Carter is going to make that easy. Not if we’re going to keep him alive. He seems to have a nose for trouble.”

Tren nodded.

“Since he seems to draw the attention of the Fallen, and since”—Tren paused and glanced down at his injured arm—“you are obviously more skilled with the sword, you keep him safe, and I’ll try to discover why he’s here.”

It didn’t take Tren long to figure out that Drew was looking for someone, but they still didn’t know whom.

Over the next few weeks, Validus found himself extremely tasked with keeping Carter alive, but he could not help growing to like the young man. Carter had a warrior’s heart that was as noble as any Validus had seen. In some ways, he reminded him of his old friend Cadriel.

However, he remembered Danick’s warning about becoming too attached to any one human and took it to heart. It tended to cloud an angel’s judgment. He wondered how the guardians managed it.

The challenge Validus faced was knowing when and when not to intercede, especially watching from afar. It was critical that he keep his identity hidden from the Fallen as long as possible. Once they figured out that the previous commander of the North American continent was watching over one man, the gates of hell would be unleashed on Carter, especially with Niturni in command.

Because of this, there were times when Validus nearly lost Carter. At other times when a Fallen did see Validus, he pursued the demon until he was sent to the Abyss through battle.

The frustrating and yet admirable thing about Carter was his increasing involvement in defending the weak and bringing justice to the predators of society. Validus had seen the skill of hundreds of thousands of the best soldiers humanity had ever produced, but what he saw in Drew Carter was beyond normal—nearly, dare he say, angelic.

This was never more evident than one evening late in the hot days of August. Validus watched Carter finish his training with a martial arts master, Mr. Lee, a few blocks from the Korean restaurant he delivered takeout for.

As Carter made his way home across the darkened concrete jungle of Chicago, Validus followed at a distance, navigating from rooftop to rooftop, materializing through walls, doors, and any structures that both impeded and protected him. Ever watchful over his charge and for any Fallen, Validus hoped that Carter would head straight for his apartment, but it was not to be. Carter diverted west and south along the fringes of known gang territory.

“Fool,” Validus muttered, shaking his head.

This gang appropriately called themselves the Dragons, but this darkened area of Chicago housed more than a gang of thugs. In the spiritual world it was one of Durgank’s regional outposts, home to dozens of Fallen wreaking havoc on the unsuspecting masses of humanity.

Carter stepped into a narrow passageway between two tall buildings where there was virtually no light at all. Although Validus’s perfect eyes could see numerous obstacles littering the way, he knew that for a human, the passageway would be as black as Apollyon’s sword. Perched on the roof of a two-story building, Validus crouched and peered down into the alley. He studied Carter as he deftly maneuvered over a tumbled trash can, ducked beneath a broken fire escape, and set his foot just beyond a broken pallet.

Impossible, Validus thought. It’s as if he can see like an angel! What manner of man is this?

Validus saw a Fallen scuttle across the opening Carter was heading toward. Chills flowed up and down Validus’s spine—not because of the demon but because of Carter’s reaction. Carter froze, as if he knew the demon was there—or as if he had seen it in that brief moment. Validus couldn’t be sure.

He followed Carter to the corner of the building, where the young man stopped and cautiously looked around the edge to the street where it joined the alley.

“Yous better be careful. Only way is to be part of the brotherhood. We protect our own. These rough streets, ya hear?”

Validus peered over the eaves of the roof. Two teens just beyond the age of reason and therefore without guardians were being accosted by two Dragon gang members. The teens looked nervous.

Validus scowled. Standing behind the gang members was one of Durgank’s Fallen. He recognized the form of Hadron, the angel who had raised his hand to Validus when he had confronted Niturni in the garden of heaven thousands of years ago. He flashed back to that fateful time, and the emotions of betrayal swelled in his bosom. Niturni had turned because of angels like Hadron.

Hadron was one of the One Hundred. Shadowing gang members was an odd and lowly duty for one who was so highly esteemed in the beginning.

“We … we jus’ need to get home.” The boys looked up and down the street for help or a way to run.

“Sure ya do. Sure ya do.” The shorter of the two gang members reached out and put a tattooed arm around the neck of one of the teens while the bigger one took up watch. “We ain’t gonna hurt you,” he said, pulling the teen into the alley and away from the street.

Validus gripped his sword as he watched Hadron’s gaze follow them. The demon whispered something vile into the ear of the gang member. The teen struggled to free himself, but the gang member’s grip only tightened. The other teen stepped back, ready to dart away but clearly torn by his loyalty to his friend. The larger gang member motioned for him to follow, and the boy reluctantly moved into the alley.

Validus shook himself from the trench of his memories and remembered Carter. He looked down and could see action boiling up within his charge.

“We gots some candy you two needs to try.” The Dragon reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a small plastic bag of white meth crystals. He smiled and tilted his head toward the frightened teen. “This here’s candy for men.”

He stuffed the bag into the pocket of the teen, but the teen dug it out and tried to give it back.

“I don’t want it. Please let me go.”

Hadron scowled and whispered again. The Dragon’s face contorted to a clenched grin of malice. His arm tightened further around the teen’s neck.

Validus’s sense of justice was unquellable. In spite of his mission to keep Carter safe, something inside him ached for the young man to engage, and he was not disappointed.

“Leave them alone!”

Carter stepped out of the shadows, briskly walking the twenty feet toward the encounter. Validus marveled. If Carter could truly sense the presence of the Fallen, Hadron would be a formidable presence of fear to overcome. Validus’s hand quietly pulled the silver-white blade from its scabbard on his back.

Hadron, the Dragons, and the two teens jolted, all turning toward Carter.

The Dragon leader’s eyes narrowed. “You best be gone, dog, ’less you wanna be hurt.”

“I’ll leave as soon as you let them go,” Carter said as he continued walking toward them.

The larger Dragon leaned down and whispered something to his leader. Hadron drew his sword, and the sneer on his face matched that of his Dragon minion. Validus materialized down through the roof and onto the second floor in an abandoned office building. He positioned himself near one of the broken windows just above Hadron.

“Get rid of him,” the lead Dragon ordered.

The larger thug drew a switchblade and released its four-inch blade. He came at Carter with Hadron close behind, ready to amplify the fight of the brutish Dragon.

Validus gripped his sword and jumped, landing just behind Hadron. Hadron turned and glared. Shock followed by utter hatred spewed from his eyes as he recognized Validus.

“Fall out of favor with Apollyon, Hadron?” Validus teased. “What an esteemed duty for one of the One Hundred, peddling drugs to teens in an alley.”

Hadron growled. The distraction was enough to keep him away from Carter.

Behind Hadron, Validus saw the large Dragon swipe at Carter. It was his one and only attempt. With the speed of a panther, Carter deflected the cut, snatched the man’s wrist, sidestepped, and brought a bone-crunching forearm to the back side of the Dragon’s outstretched arm, breaking his elbow. The Dragon’s scream echoed off the alley buildings.

Hadron ignored the cries of his crippled minion. “You should speak. Brandt finally put you where you belong—petty guard duty. You are still as insignificant as the day I met you.” Hadron followed his derision with a curse and his blade.

Validus expected a fierce fight, and he wasn’t surprised. There would be only one outcome here—death. He could not let Hadron survive and reveal Validus’s identity as a protector of Carter.

Their blades flew in a blinding battle of ancient skill. One of the One Hundred versus the last. Validus could only hope that six thousand years of experience would carry him. To his surprise, within just a few cuts, Validus’s superior skills ruled the fight. His caution quickly turned into an aggressive offense.

“Back off, dog!” Validus heard the Dragon yell. He risked a glance at Carter and the teens. One of the teens was sprinting up the alley, but the other was still locked in the Dragon’s grip.

Validus pushed hard on Hadron, and Hadron retreated, pulling them away from Carter. Validus was torn—finish Hadron or defend Carter? Both had consequences. As they moved farther down the darkened alley, he realized he had to commit to finishing Hadron off. He advanced and three moves later cut through Hadron’s blade and into his torso.

Before the green vapor had fallen, Validus turned and bolted toward Carter, but he was too late.

The Dragon had thrown the teen to the ground and drawn a Sig Sauer 9 mm handgun. Carter anticipated, moved, and attacked, but one shot rang out. Validus reached with his blade, but the round passed just beyond its tip. A fraction of a second later, the full-metal-jacketed round hit its mark.

Carter dislodged the gun and put an aikido move on the thug with such speed that the impact of his head on the asphalt put him out cold.

Behind Carter, the teen screamed in pain. The bullet had passed clean through the muscle tissue of his shoulder. Validus watched as Carter knelt next to the writhing teen on the ground.

“Hold still, I’m going to help you. What’s your name?”

“D-Danny.” Sand-colored hair hung just above his blue eyes.

Carter whipped off his shirt and started to make a compression bandage. “Okay, Danny. You’re going to be all right. Take a few deep breaths while I put this bandage on.”

The teen nodded. Carter finished the dressing, whipped out his phone, and dialed 911. He reported the incident while scanning the alley. The Dragon with the broken elbow was hobbling off, and the other was still out cold. Carter kicked the gun away from the thug and tied his hands with his belt.

Carter came back to the teen and helped him sit up against a brick wall, then sat down beside him. Validus scanned the area, hoping the incident hadn’t brought the attention of other Fallen. He stayed close enough to protect but far enough to disappear if need be.

“You doin’ okay?” Carter asked as he checked the bandage.

“Yeah … I guess so.” The teen forced a grin. “I heard the big guy call you the Guardian. Are you?”

Carter looked uncomfortable. Validus stared at him. Was Carter becoming an urban legend?

Sirens rang close.

“I’m nothing of the sort. You’re safe now. Just tell the police what happened, ’cause I can’t stick around. Okay?” Carter stood up to leave. “I’m sorry you got shot. I didn’t want that to happen.”

“I’m glad somebody will fight them. Thanks for saving me.”

Carter smiled and darted into the seam between two buildings just as the police lights lit up the alley.

Validus followed Carter from a distance. After every incident, he was compelled to wonder about his charge. He couldn’t deny that he liked him, and he marveled at the gifts the man had been given that could have come only from Elohim—his sight, his speed, his ability to sense the spiritual realm. He was amazing, unlike any other human Validus had encountered or heard of.

If only Carter could see the truth and understand his need for salvation through Jesus Christ. Validus shook his head. Until then, there was a continual measure of angst in Validus that grew every time he had an encounter with Carter.

In an effort to discover more about their charge, Tren had spent significant time back in Rivercrest and at Drayle University investigating Drew’s family and friends. Upon returning from his last trip, he shared a revelation that brought important insight to their mission.

“I know,” Tren said with an uncharacteristically wide smile.

“Know what?” Validus asked sharply. He wasn’t so sure he could make himself enjoy rummaging through files and desks.

“I know who he’s looking for. He’s searching for his friend from college, Benjamin Berg.”

Validus was curious. “Why?”

“Of that, I’m not sure, but Berg is hiding too. In Rivercrest I discovered that Berg went missing not long after that lab accident at Drayle University.” Tren paused. “Whatever happened in that lab changed everything for them.”

“You mean besides it exploding and them getting expelled?”

“Yes. As significant as that is, it doesn’t explain why they are both running, hiding, and looking for each other.”

Validus had to agree. He thought about what he had seen Carter do in the last few weeks—take on gang members to help people, stop crimes, volunteer at a local church to help feed the hungry.

Tren picked up on Validus’s contemplation. “What is it?”

“I think his ability to sense the presence of angels and demons is more than just a sense.” Validus hesitated with the next few words. “I think he can see us.”

The smile on Tren’s face faded.

“And the way the Fallen are beginning to focus on him, unless I get closer and soon, we will lose him. But even that’s not enough.”

Tren was sober.

“We need help,” Validus said. “The local gang is an operational base for the Fallen, and they’ve noticed Carter. I won’t be able to protect him alone much longer. If what I suspect is true about him, Apollyon’s regional commander, Durgank, will find out and take action. And Niturni won’t be far behind.”

“What do you suggest?” Tren asked.

Validus took a deep breath. “I’ve already talked to Linari, the captain of the city, and he is spread thin as it is. He can send help in an emergency but can’t dedicate a warrior to help us continually. I need to talk to Primus Commander Malak and see what support he can spare.” He was frustrated once again that he could not get Persimus reassigned for just such a purpose. He was a perfect choice.

“Go. I’ll watch over Carter,” Tren said.

Validus hesitated. The guardian’s skill was in his intellect and discernment. Although he was skilled with the sword too, the trouble Carter got into required the best. Validus decided his trip to headquarters would be a fast one.

“Better keep your sword and a pistol ready at all times, especially at night. It’s become a routine of his.”

Tren’s eyebrow raised.

“I’m serious.” He turned to leave. Actually tonight was the night when Carter usually went to Emmanuel Church to help the Bransons with the soup kitchen, so Tren would probably be fine. After all, what could happen in a church soup kitchen? If all went well, Validus might even be back before nightfall.

“Is Reverend Ray having any influence on him?” Tren asked, hopeful.

“The reverend is definitely a positive force in his life, but it doesn’t appear as though it’s enough to turn him to Elohim. I’ve spoken with Teriel, the angel of Emmanuel Church, and asked him to keep his eyes open. If Carter has more association with the Bransons, Teriel might be a warrior we can count on. But what we really need is Sydney Carlyle back in his life.”

But that wasn’t going to happen, not with Carter hiding off the grid in a distant city.

Tren turned up a corner of his mouth.

“Be careful. I’ll be back soon,” Validus said.

It didn’t take Validus long to reach headquarters, and he returned with a promise from Malak to assign one or two of his warriors permanently to Validus for the Carter mission. He had hoped for more, but it would have to do.

By the time he made it back to Chicago, Tren was positioned across the street from Emmanuel Church, where a steady stream of homeless people were entering the doors for a free meal.

“Any activity?” Validus asked.

Tren shook his head. “Martial arts instruction with Mr. Lee—did you know that Carter is practicing dodging bullets?” Tren interrupted himself.

Validus nodded. “Yes. Just what we need, a charge who thinks he can dodge bullets and tries to save people.”

Tren continued where he left off. “And now to the soup kitchen.”

Validus noticed the blue van and the two angels standing guard outside the church. Tren didn’t wait for his question.

“A college ministry team is here to help with the soup kitchen. The warriors are here to protect them. Sydney Carlyle is with them,” Tren added almost as an afterthought.

“What? How’s that possible?”

“I started working on it during my trips to Rivercrest. I think that Ruach Elohim is drawing her here, so everything fell into place with relative ease.”

Validus was pleased. “That’s great work, Tren. Where’s Carter?”

“He’s just gone in.”

“I know those warriors; they served under me. I’ll see if they know of any threats.”

Validus briefly met with the two warriors standing guard and didn’t like what he heard. He made his way back to Tren.

“A messenger was sent to tell their captain to double their normal escort. They expect trouble.” Validus turned to Tren. “If something goes down, the Fallen won’t hold back. I’ll join the warriors, and you get to Captain Linari for reinforce—”

Validus caught himself. He was giving orders. It was a hard habit to break.

Tren held up a hand. “Look, let’s not pretend, shall we? We are both here for a reason, and I am under no misconceptions that your tactical experience as a warrior far exceeds mine. Let’s just both do our jobs when it’s time to do our jobs. We’ll co-command this mission.”

Validus looked Tren in the eye and nodded. This was a high-caliber guardian.

Carter walked out of the church and down the street just minutes after he’d entered. Validus and Tren shared a look of confusion. Validus glanced back at the warriors standing guard at the front of the church.

“I’ll go with him,” Tren said. “You’d better stay with Carlyle until she’s safe. Looks like she may be more of the target tonight.”

But just as Tren readied to leave, Carter did an about-face and came back toward the church. As a matter of precaution, Validus and Tren materialized back into an apartment building across the street and continued their observations through the barred windows of one of the apartments. Carter walked directly to the same apartment building, climbed five steps, and sat down next to the iron rail, watching.

“If we only knew what he was thinking, it would make this mission a lot easier,” Tren whispered.

Validus gave the guardian a sideways glance.

“If you’re right and he truly can see us, then what’s to say he can’t hear us?”

They turned their attention back to Carter and to the church across the street. The two warriors escorting the mission team drew their swords as multiple Fallen began appearing. Validus drew his sword.

“I’ll see who Captain Lenari can spare for reinforcements,” Tren said then disappeared without another word.

Validus watched as the two warriors across the street prepared themselves for battle, standing back to back with swords ready. His heart quickened. He hoped Carter wouldn’t do anything foolish or Validus would have to engage in the battle with his fellow warriors.

Stay out of trouble just this once, he thought.

The group of visiting students filed out of the church and made their way to the van, and Validus saw Sydney Carlyle among them. Reverend Ray held the door open and took a moment to speak with the college ministry leader. Distant thunder echoed off the walls of the shops and apartments that lined the street.

That was when the Fallen attacked. The two warriors met them head on, each one slicing and countering the onslaught from the vicious dark warriors. Their movements were quick and powerful.

One of the Fallen jumped on top of the van and came down at a warrior from fifteen feet above, brandishing both a grisly sword and a handgun. The warrior made one quick slice that found its mark deep in his opponent’s chest, then turned, dodged two rounds, and used the brick wall of the church to launch himself at the Fallen attacking from above. His sword deflected another round before the two combatants collided midair and crashed to the ground in a fury of steel and blows. The other warrior caught a slice off his left shoulder, his red blood staining the blade of his ruthless opponent. Now wounded and facing two fierce attackers, his fate looked desperate.

Carter started to move toward the church, but Validus couldn’t tell if he was moving closer to see Sydney or if the fight between angels and Fallen was drawing him.

Until now, Validus had successfully kept his identity from the Fallen, but this was quickly developing into a situation that would be impossible to control. Validus waited until the last possible second to reveal himself, but now he could wait no more.

He burst through the wall from behind Carter and engaged the Fallen who was about to put one of the warriors down. He arrived just in time, and once the Fallen saw not only that they were outnumbered but that they faced Validus, they hesitated.

“Release Kalgonica!” one of the Fallen shouted.

Validus turned, searching, and his blood ran cold. He knew what the call meant, and it was the last thing he had expected.

He drew his short sword as one of the worst droxans he had ever seen came charging up the street, its mouth snarling, its blood-red eyes flashing. The other warriors were engaged with the Fallen, so he would have no help.

Facing a droxan alone was suicide, but there was no choice. His first strike would be the most important.
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TWELVE LEGIONS

1 BC

The last beams of golden light receded behind the hills of Israel to close the day, initiating the gathering of the warriors. Ominous figures robed in warrior garb materialized through thick stone walls. The inner court of the temple filled with the great leaders of the mighty army of Elohim.

In their midst stood Michael, leader of the Warrior Order. Twice before Validus had seen Michael in the Middle Realm, once at the Battle of the Purge and again in the battle against the Prince of Persia to accomplish the foretelling of the coming Messiah. He knew that General Danick and Michael communicated often, but never had Michael directly addressed the Warrior Order on earth.

General Danick saw Validus enter and motioned for him to come. Dread was on the face of every commander in the court.

“What is happening, General?” Validus asked.

“Apollyon himself is vexing Herod. We haven’t yet discovered his scheme, but if Michael is here …”

He didn’t need to finish. Herod was as evil a king as Validus had ever seen, a willing, gleeful vessel of destruction. He needed little goading to accomplish the most heinous of evil crimes. Apollyon had sent the vilest of his demons to vex and influence the king, but now his own leathered hand was twisting the heart of an already twisted man.

Michael stood on the steps leading to the inner court, the Holy of Holies. He looked across the solemn assembly of primus and regional commanders. Every voice immediately fell silent.

“Whatever evil Apollyon is injecting into the heart of Herod, we must not be taken by surprise. There are no risks to weigh, no caution to consider.” Michael paused, searching the faces of his men. His gaze fell on Validus, and Validus felt the fire in the archangel’s eyes burn into his soul. It was the remnant flame of being ever present with Elohim. “Apollyon will stop at nothing to destroy the child. We will protect Him no matter the cost. Is that clear?”

“Yes sir!” came the immediate and unanimous response from his warriors.

“The Magi were warned and have abandoned Herod, and even now, this very hour, Gabriel is speaking to the man Joseph. Before dawn, we expect the family to be away from the city. But there is no time to waste.” Michael looked to Danick as his wings morphed, spreading across the entire sweep of steps. “General Danick will prepare you for the war to come.”

For one moment, Michael stood silent and still, a symbol of the power of God. There was no hesitation in his way or in his thoughts. Validus locked the image in his mind of God’s first standing before the Holy of Holies, leading an army of righteous warriors against an army of vile evil. There was no greater battle than this.

Michael lifted his eyes to heaven, then exploded upward in a streak of silver.

Danick stepped up so all could see him. “How many legions of the Fallen have been called to the region?”

“Last count was four, sir,” Commander Kelandar replied.

“You can expect more. Commander Brandt will oversee the redeployment of our legions. All outlying primus commanders will report directly to him.”

Brandt stepped forward. “We have six legions in place now, three more being called from the eastern front, and three more on alert. I’ve got eyes on every Fallen legion in Europe, Asia, and Africa. If they move, we’ll know.”

Danick nodded. “Commanders, the eyes of all three realms are on the Christ-child, and there is no battle that has ever been fought that is as important as this one.” He scanned the faces of his ten primus commanders, who led the remaining thirty-eight legions of angel warriors in the Middle Realm. “The very eternal fate of humanity hangs in the balance. Make sure every single warrior understands what is at stake. This is why we are here. This is why we exist. This is why we fight!”

“For the glory of Elohim!” Brandt shouted, lifting his sword to heaven.

“For the glory of Elohim!” rang the chorus of mighty angels in reply as dozens of swords pierced the night sky.

But their rallying cry of courage was cut short.

A warrior fell from the sky. He hit fast and hard, crashing into the lower steps of the temple and up against the feet of Validus. Validus knelt down to help him, but there was no help to give. The warrior was bleeding from a dozen severe wounds. Validus knew that the gray of the night was hiding the worst of his condition. He marveled that the angel was still with them.

The commanders gathered around as Danick knelt beside Validus and gently turned the warrior onto his back. The warrior grabbed Danick’s arm, fighting off the dissolution for one message.

“Six legions coming … hidden … mountains to the east.”

“Hang on, warrior,” Danick said, placing his hand over the bloodied arm that reached for him.

The angel shook his head. “Save the child …”

He exhaled, and with his last breath he dissolved into a blue vapor that dissipated into the night air, swirling upward around the bent forms of Validus and Danick.

The general rose up. “Commander Brandt, call your legions. The war has begun. I want continual updates from every legion.”

In an instant the commanders of the Warrior Order dispersed to lead their men into combat. Before Danick began coordinating the hundreds of battles that were imminent, he turned and reached for Validus.

“Go with Commander Guilden. He is leading the Seventh Legion in defense of the family as they flee. Herod knows that the child is in Bethlehem, but that is all. They may have enough time to escape his search if there is no delay.”

“Yes sir,” Validus said, turning to go, but Danick would not let go of his arm.

“This is the lineage we have been fighting for and protecting for thousands of years, Validus. This is the very night for which we were called.”

Validus took in his general’s gaze. “I understand, sir. I will give my all.”

Danick’s eyes reddened. “I know you will, and if I could be there in your stead, I would be.”

Validus knew that to be as true as the rising of the sun.

By the time Validus and Commander Guilden reached the home of Joseph and Mary, the warriors were already under attack. The night filled with sounds of a desperate battle. All around the city, thousands of the Fallen began to descend and, along with them, Herod’s soldiers. To the west and to the east, Validus could see Brandt’s legions engaging Apollyon’s army.

Guilden’s exec, Captain Jarot, came to report.

“How close are Herod’s soldiers in their search for the child?” Guilden asked.

“It’s not a search, sir,” Captain Jarot said, his eyes pained with some horrid reality. “It’s a massacre. Herod is killing all of the young children here and in all surrounding regions. Unless we can get them out of the city now, the child won’t survive.”

Cries of great sorrow rose up from the streets to the north.

Guilden turned to Validus. “Brandt’s legions are providing flanking cover and attempting to cut off the support for the Fallen to the north. Most of my legion is giving direct protection to the family. Validus, take five hundred men to delay the Fallen that are protecting Herod’s soldiers while we cover the child’s escape.”

Jarot quickly dispatched the men with Validus to the north. Validus had never field commanded more than a century of angels, but he didn’t have time to protest.

When Validus and his warriors reached the line of the massacre, they faced thousands of demons advancing just ahead of the soldiers, giving cover to their pawns of evil. It was an ominous sight that would cause the mightiest of warriors to hesitate.

Through the dark line of Fallen, Validus saw one soldier strip a baby from the clutches of her mother and without a moment’s hesitation pierce his sword through the wailing child. The father attacked with a sickle, but an accompanying soldier struck him down too. The guardian of the child refused to abandon his charge, fighting like Validus had never seen any angel fight before. Surrounded by fifty relentless Fallen, his sword flew in a blur of unending cuts and slices, vanquishing dozens of demons to the Abyss.

The abject horror and despair of the massacre crushed Validus like a mountain of stone—but it also enraged him. The night filled with the despairing wails of mothers, the battle cries of angels and demons, and the clash of thousands of blades. As the lives of children were taken, their guardians disengaged from the fight to shelter the spirits of the children and take them to Paradise. And for the guardians who had fallen in battle and were sent to Mount Simcha, carriers took their children to Abraham’s bosom, the place of comfort.

“To battle!” Validus screamed above the noise of the fray.

Five hundred warriors rushed into the wall of razored, black-steel blades. There was no risk to weigh, no caution to consider.

The fight raged for hours, and though the guardians and the warriors fought in the valiancy of their call, they could not prevail against the Fallen. The soldiers of death kept coming, and so did the demons who protected them. Twice the angel forces were reinforced by warriors from flanking legions, but the Fallen were relentless, abandoning all reason in their pursuit of the Christ-child. Validus’s forces were pushed inch by inch by the Fallen to the southern borders of the city, all the while witnessing and hearing the murder of innocents—unable to save a single child.

Validus stood shoulder to shoulder with a thin line of a few dozen warriors at the road leading south out of the city. They had lost too many to hold the line, and the demons were on the verge of breaking through.

Validus looked behind him. In the distance he saw the young couple with the young Ben Elohim fleeing Bethlehem in the gray of the night. The demons surged and his men rallied, but he wondered how long they could last. Their line now too thin to hold the waves of Fallen coming at them, Validus reached down into the bosom of his soul and found the strength for one last stand.

The warrior to his left fell and dissolved. The warrior to his right cried out in pain at the slice of a Fallen’s grisly blade across his chest. Validus tried to cover him, but four demons attacked at once, seeing his vulnerability. He deflected one blade, countered, and cut one demon down with his sword and another with his short blade. Two more filled their places. One powerful Fallen blasted his sword into Validus’s, causing him to stumble backward. He knew that if he lost his feet it would be over in an instant.

He glanced up and down the line and saw it collapsing.

“No!” he cried out. “God, save Your Son!”

The child was still within reach of the bloodthirsty soldiers and their demonic fury.

“Validas!”

The air filled with the warrior cry of a friend. From the southwest, the voices of 350 warriors filled the air. Persimus broke from the surrounding battles and joined with Validus and his men to hold the line.

“Here we will stand or die. We will not yield!” Validus cried out to rally the men.

Validus and his warriors made their final stand. The burden of command was heavy as he watched his men fight and fall. Many times at serious peril to himself he interceded and saved one of his warriors, but the Fallen kept coming.

Herod’s soldiers reached the road, swords and uniforms bloodstained, raptured by the evil of the night, but they could not move forward. The demons screamed at them to continue their slaughter to the south, but the line of angel warriors stood strong, and neither demon nor soldier went farther than Validus’s line.

By the break of dawn, it was over. Twelve legions of angel warriors had engaged Apollyon’s forces in the lands surrounding Bethlehem, and thousands had dissolved, both warriors and guardians alike. Validus and 48 warriors were all that remained in the city of Bethlehem after protecting the escape of Joseph, Mary, and the Christ-child.

Herod’s soldiers had finished their evil. The infants under the age of two were all dead. Validus’s sword was fastened to his hand, and he could not let go of it. The cries of the weeping parents replaced the morning bird song with a hymn of utter sorrow. Validus fell to his knees and wept.

He felt the hand of Persimus rest gently on his shoulder. Validus looked up at his friend with streaks of tears pouring out of his soul. There were no words to say, no victory cries to shout. Of all angels, Validus knew that Persimus felt it as powerfully as he did. Seeing the fruit of evil from afar was nothing like tasting its wretchedness up close, and there was nothing more wretched than the slaughter of innocent babes. Together these friends of ancient days mourned the loss of precious life.

“Commander,” Validus heard one of his fellow warriors call out. Validus turned his eyes to see which commander was approaching, but the warrior was looking at him. “Commander, the Fallen are gone and the Christ-child is safe.”

Safe. In the sorrow of the city’s grief, they had been victorious. He reminded himself that this child who escaped would one day save the world. Apollyon would keep trying, but the army of Elohim would never stop.

Validus looked numbly at the warrior. He had never felt so heavy in all his life. “I’m not a commander.”

Four others joined the first. “You commanded us, and we would follow you into battle wherever we go.” One of them reached out an arm.

Validus grasped it and accepted the help to his feet. He looked at the war-torn faces of the men who had stood beside him to the end. They were great warriors.

Persimus nodded. “You fought well. We shall never forget the sacrifice of those warriors and guardians who gave their all for the child … the King of all.”
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TRANSLATION

Present Day

Validus charged the droxan, diving and twisting his body so that he flew just beneath the attacking monster. The beast struck viciously at him from above with powerful four-inch claws, but Validus’s long blade found its mark first, slicing deep into the creature’s underbelly as he passed below.

The beast screamed as lightning and thunder filled the sky, accentuating the life-and-death battle with the darkness of the Fallen. The tail of the droxan swung downward, pounding into Validus from the side. The impact loosed his grip on his sword, and it skidded out of reach along the pavement. He hit the ground and rolled to a crouching position, his short blade at the ready, while drawing his FN Five-Seven handgun from a side holster. The beast was injured but certainly not down.

Validus charged again, emptying the twenty-round magazine into its head and chest, but its effect seemed minimal. Just as he reached the creature, it lashed out with its grisly talons and struck him across the chest, tearing open his coat and skin with four deep gashes. Validus flew like a rag doll up against the brick wall of the church, then fell to the concrete in a heap.

The pain was unbearable. He fought against the tightening grip of unconsciousness. The FN fell and dissolved away. He took a double-handed grip on his short blade and struggled to rise.

There was no time for recovery—the beast lunged once more, its jaws of razor-sharp teeth wide and eager to devour Validus. With every bit of remaining strength in him, Validus leaped upward, spinning in midair to land on the back of the droxan. He sank his sword deep into its thick black hide. It cried out once more, then fell and dissolved to green nothingness.

Validus tumbled to the ground through the dissolving vapor and landed on one knee. Once the other two Fallen saw the death of their beast, they retreated, but not before one of them sliced his sword through one of the tires of the van as it drove off. More Fallen joined the two retreating demon warriors to continue their assault on the students.

Validus looked at the uninjured warrior, who was helping his fallen comrade sit against the church wall. “Follow the van, but keep your distance. I have help on the way.”

The warrior saluted and bolted after the van.

Validus’s injury was severe, but he couldn’t stop just yet. He remembered Carter and looked for him.

Carter stood in the middle of the street, staring right at Validus.

Validus stared back, stunned despite his suspicions. This man could actually see into the world of the Upper Realm.

Carter looked at the departing van, then back at Validus. He knew what Carter was thinking, but there would be no way Validus could protect him if he went. He shook his head, but Carter would not have it. Sydney Carlyle was in danger, and he couldn’t stand by and do nothing.

Carter ran after the van, and Validus lowered his head. Where were Tren and the help that Captain Linari had promised?

He tried to rise but couldn’t find the strength. He looked down the street and saw the van turning into the heart of the Dragon gang’s territory.

The sky flashed lightning, threatening rain at any moment. If the Curing began, it would incapacitate Validus, but it would also hinder the work of the Fallen. Unfortunately it would do nothing to stop the gang.

Validus fought to stand and made his way to the other warrior, who was in just as bad of shape as he was. He sank down beside him. “Hang on, warrior. Help is on the way.” He closed his eyes and leaned his head up against the building.

Give us strength, my King. Your servants need help.

He concentrated on controlling the pain and staying conscious. Moments later, Validus felt a sturdy hand on his shoulder.

“Are we too late?” Tren asked.

Validus opened his eyes to see Tren and two of Linari’s warriors standing ready with swords drawn. Although they were veterans of urban warfare, they would not be enough.

“They’re in a blue van and headed for Dragon territory.” Validus winced in pain. “One warrior in chase … five Fallen attacking.”

Four able warriors against five Fallen, and in the heart of Dragon territory there would be more.

One of the warriors shook his head. “Impossible odds, sir. We know that section of city and we won’t stand a chance.”

Validus reached up for Tren to help him stand. His body screamed in rebellion against the movement. Validus grimaced and stood upright. “Warrior, we don’t have a choice. Let’s move!”

Tren steadied him as he tried to advance. “You can’t fight,” Tren admonished. “You can hardly walk. You’re going to have to sit this out.”

Validus forced himself to stand to his full stature. He walked on his own to his sword, knelt down, and gripped the handle of the magnificent weapon, feeling the power of Elohim pulsing through it. When he stood back up, he looked at the two warriors and the guardian. His face was set like flint.

“Follow me!”

By the time they reached the students, the situation was bad. The van was against the curb with a flat tire, surrounded by two gang low riders. One was just pulling away, but the other remained with three gang members still terrorizing the students. Most of the students were being forced back into the van, but Sydney and another girl were being accosted by the gang leader.

Carter was approaching the scene, and it looked like he would stop at nothing to save the girls. The warrior who had followed the van earlier joined with Validus and his assault team just as Carter made his move. It didn’t matter how gifted he was, the odds were severely against him.

Validus attacked, hoping the five Fallen they faced didn’t have reinforcements coming soon. The street erupted in a clash of steel on steel. Within seconds Validus was able to injure one of the Fallen to put them at a slight advantage. The demon stumbled back and away, clutching his shoulder. He looked at Validus from behind the fight, eyes growing wide with darkened realization. Validus had been recognized … There was no hiding now.

Validus faltered, struggling with the intense pain in his chest, as each of the other warriors engaged with one of the Fallen in the street. On the opposite side of the van, out of view, Carter was dealing with protecting the girls from the gang. Validus needed to get to Carter, but just then one of the warriors took a cut across his shoulder and Validus filled in. The demon now coming against him was particularly vicious and skilled, and it took everything Validus had to not let his wounds incapacitate him.

He countered a slice by the demon, then thrust, but the demon reacted and slammed a downward cut on his blade, pushing the tip into the asphalt of the street. Now Validus was low and out of position. One quick slice by the demon and he would be done.

The sound of a gunshot exploded from the opposite side of the van. It was the shock that Validus needed.

His opponent thrust, but Validus moved to the side, narrowly escaping the demon’s death plunge. The blade ripped through his coat but pierced no skin. Validus sliced across the demon’s extended arm with his short blade; then with all his might he blasted his blade up through the demon’s body, simultaneously jumping to land on the roof of the van.

In a microsecond he analyzed and reacted to what he saw. The gang leader had fired his gun, Carter had dodged, but now a second bullet was coming his way at the same time that Carter shot at the gang member.

Validus jumped and twisted over the top of Carter just as the gang leader’s second bullet was midflight to his heart. He sliced his blade into the trajectory of the bullet. The timing of the intersection would have to be perfect. He concentrated and translated the tip of his blade for a fraction of a moment to deflect the bullet. He felt the impact and hoped it would be enough.

He finished his flip over the top of Carter and landed on the sidewalk near a building. The maneuver worked, and Carter escaped with only a nick in his shoulder. Carter’s shot found its mark, as evidenced by the scream of the gang leader. The Dragon’s gun fell to the sidewalk, and he backed away toward his car, clutching his shoulder while shouting an endless string of obscenities.

Carter grabbed Sydney and pulled her back toward the van as the Dragon stumbled into his car and screeched down the street.

Validus could hear sirens in the distance. The other warriors continued their fight, but Validus was done. His presence now would only jeopardize their positions, as the other warriors would try to cover and rescue him at their own peril. Instead, Validus stumbled between two buildings toward an alley. He made it to the far side of the alley but could go no farther. He wondered when the Fallen would come and finish him.

He leaned heavily against the brick wall, afraid to fall, too weak to stand. He didn’t have to wait long.

Just down the alley, two Fallen approached. He didn’t even have the strength to lift his sword. Thunder cracked the sky, and he felt the first minuscule drops of rain.

And then Carter appeared. Validus watched his eyes, seeing now how the young man could discern everything. Where he was, the wounds in his chest, the sword at his side, and even the lurking Fallen down the alley. Carter’s eyes could see across the veil that separated the two realms.

Validus slowly sank to his knees. With the demons nearby, Carter was not out of danger, not to mention that the police were nearly on him.

Carter reached for Validus’s shoulder, but his hand passed through his body.

“You must go before they find you,” Validus told him.

“I can’t hear you,” Carter said.

Validus didn’t know if he had the strength, but it seemed the only way to communicate with Carter was to translate. He clenched his teeth and made the unbearable pain submit to his will one last time. Flames of blue licked at his face, torso, arms, and legs. The power of Ruach Elohim flowed through his body as he translated from Upper Realm angel to Middle Realm man. The air was heavier and the darkness darker, but the drops of rain were the same.

“You must go before they find you.” Validus glared at Carter, then down the alley where he knew the Fallen were. They had to be getting close … ready to strike. Validus didn’t know if he wanted the rain or not. It would only take the Fallen a second to sweep in and finish him off once the Curing began.

“You saved my life. I’ll help you fight them,” Carter said.

Validus shook his head. “You are not protected. They will destroy you.” He winced again. “Weapon,” he whispered.

Carter looked confused.

“Yours.”

Carter grabbed the .45 and held it out to him. Validus translated the Sig Sauer as a last measure of protection, then grabbed Carter by his shirt and pulled him close.

“Now, go!” He grimaced and pushed him away.

Large drops of rain splashed on the pavement around them, and Validus knew it was over. He forced the translation back to his world, then grasped his short sword in one hand and the .45 in the other. Drops of rain ran down his neck and into the deep wounds in his chest. He couldn’t stop it now. He tried to rise and fight but instead collapsed to the ground.

Carter hesitated, apparently reluctant to abandon Validus, but the two Fallen had disappeared, driven off by the rain, and now the voices of the police were nearly upon them. He ran down the alley and into the wet darkness.

Validus rolled onto his back to allow the full healing power of the holy water to sear his wounds. He had experienced the Curing many times before, but never to this degree. All he could think about was his hand pouring water into Persimus’s wounds thousands of years earlier at Babel.

He screamed against it, and when he thought he could take it no more, Tren materialized through a wall beside him. He knelt down and grabbed Validus’s hand.

“Hang on, Validus. Life is on the other side. Hang on!”

The hours passed and Tren stayed by his side, enduring the pounding of the rain with his fallen comrade, being a guardian to a warrior.

By morning, Tren was able to help Validus gain his feet and make it back to Reverend Branson’s church to finish healing.

That evening, Tren stepped into the sanctuary with another angel.

“I see you’re taking it easy and letting everyone else do your work like always,” an enthusiastic voice teased.

Validus sat up on one elbow, ignoring the lingering pain. “Ral!”

His old friend hurried to his side to keep him from trying to get up. He clasped hands with him. “Word was out that you were in need of some help, so I figured I could put up with you just as well as any other warrior.”

Validus smiled. It was so good to see a friend who remembered him as he was—a lowly last-century warrior. “I thought you were stationed in Russia. How did you end up here?”

“Well, after five hundred years of being with people who never smile, I thought it was time for a change. I put in for a transfer.” He slapped Tren on the back. “You would do well there,” he teased, but Tren didn’t smile.

“As soon as I arrived, Commander Malak put me immediately in your hands.”

Validus winced as a flash of pain ripped through his chest. The Curing for this wound was lasting longer than he’d ever experienced before. The days ahead would be just as intense as the last few months, if not more so.

This mission with Drew Carter seemed to be ramping up. No longer did Validus question his calling to the task. The protection of this man was quickly becoming the most dangerous and challenging mission of his life.

“Ral, this is no walk in the park. I was slow to realize it, and I want you to know up-front that you will be facing serious opposition from the Fallen, especially now.”

Validus glanced at Tren and saw his subtle nod. The guardian had done well and was as faithful a friend as Validus had ever had.

“That’s fairly obvious,” Tren said dryly.

“After last night, Niturni’s going to know that we are trying to protect Carter. And what we try to protect, they try to destroy.” Validus was coming to a realization. “Something tells me that they may know more about Carter than we do. If that’s true and they know we are guarding him, they won’t hold back.”

Ral smiled with eyes that gleamed with determination. “You can’t scare me off, Validus. I’m ready to serve.”

Any warrior who had survived for four thousand years was no fool. In spite of Ral’s apparent carefree demeanor, Validus knew he was anything but.

He nodded. “It’s good to have you on board. Is Malak going to send anyone else?”

“He made no mention of it.”

Validus tried to control his frustration. He looked at Tren and saw the same. “I don’t think he fully understands what we’re dealing with here. Once we establish operations again, I’ll pay him another visit.”

Ral was a great addition to the team. Once he discovered Drew Carter’s unique abilities and mysterious calling, his enthusiasm for the mission was unrestrained. In fact, Validus’s only concern was that the more Ral observed Carter, the more drawn to the young man he became.

One evening when Tren was away checking on Sydney Carlyle, Carter rescued a couple of teenage girls from the Dragon gang. At one point Ral faced three of the Fallen in an attempt to give Carter cover for his escape. Validus arrived to help just before Ral went down.

“You can’t take risks like that,” Validus rebuked Ral as he helped him back to the abandoned church. His leg was bleeding badly. Validus helped him to a pew.

Ral looked up at Validus. “Wouldn’t you have?”

Validus didn’t reply. He knew he would have, but it was different when it was one of his own men. He set to bandaging the wound to stop the blood until the Curing was complete. Ral grimaced as Validus tightened the dressing.

“Have you figured it out yet? Why him and why you?” Ral asked.

Validus finished, took a deep breath, then sat down heavily on the pew next to Ral. He had not fully recovered from the attack of the droxan, and the exertion to save Ral had taken its toll. “No.”

“It’s hard to imagine that he doesn’t see the truth. If he can see us, why not just translate and tell him?”

Validus nodded. “It would be simple, wouldn’t it? However, for him to believe the truth, he would have to accept Ben Elohim as his Savior. You and I both know that the message of the gospel has been given to men to share, not to angels.” Validus was momentarily taken with the silent serenity of the abandoned church. “No. The Lord has not given me permission to say such things.” Validus returned from his contemplations about the boundaries of an angel. He pointed a finger at Ral. “Just be more careful.”

Ral smiled. “Sure thing, boss.”
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THE SILENCE OF THE CROSS

AD 33

Validus had come to understand that Apollyon’s greatest evil was accomplished through the minds of reprobate men and women. His influence through humans rendered heinous atrocities that should never have existed in creation. It was hard for the holy perfect warriors of Elohim to see and attempt to defend the victims of such evil hearts. They never became numb to evil, for there seemed no limit to the dastardly, creative ways in which a thing of evil could be done—new ways to torture, new ways to kill, new ways to pervert.

But Validus had also seen the judgments of Elohim, knowing and having witnessed that every act of treachery was judged and punished, both in the Middle Realm and in the Lower Realm. Death was no escape from the righteous judgments of God. In fact, quite the contrary, and the evil King Herod discovered the truth of it the day he closed his eyes in death and twelve draegers delivered him to Hades, where there is gnashing of teeth and the worm does not die.

Throughout the ministry of Ben Elohim on earth, Validus marveled at His power, at His wisdom, and at His courage. But far beyond that, Validus was overwhelmed at the love Ben Elohim demonstrated toward humanity.

Validus had expected that the greatest challenge of the Warrior Order would come during the Messiah’s years of ministry, but it was not to be so.

From a distance Validus stood with General Danick and watched as five thousand people gathered to hear their King teach truth.

“Do they understand, sir?” Validus asked, gazing on the form of God wrapped in flesh. “Do they know what this means? Who He is, how much He loves them?”

Danick turned to look at Validus. “Do we?”

Validus closed his eyes. How could he? The ways of Elohim were unsearchable and unknowable in their entirety. He smiled and looked back at his general. “No sir. We don’t.”

They watched. They listened. They learned. The power of Ruach Elohim flowed down from heaven in a continual shaft of blue flame, filling Jesus with the power to change lives. There were no Fallen today. They could not remain in the presence of such burning holy power.

“What do we do now, sir? Surely there’s great work to be done now that He’s here.”

Danick shook his head. “No, my friend. There is nothing for us to do. Don’t you see? When He is here, we do not need to be. He is sufficient for everything!”

Validus couldn’t help but turn away as his eyes filled. Only now did he grasp the profound impact the intersecting power of Elohim would have in the lives of men, women, and children. He was all sufficient.

For three years the Messiah taught, healed, discipled, and loved the people of the Middle Realm. And through this thin slice of time, He changed the world. The angels of Elohim watched, learned, and healed, for a time of great peril would come. These years were the years of restoration.

At the end, they watched Apollyon’s forces rise up against Him, but He did not falter. Then they came for Him. Apollyon came for Him. Validus could hardly restrain himself as he watched the betrayal begin.

Danick called Commander Brandt, Validus, and four primus commanders to the temple.

“What will happen?” Commander Guilden asked. “Are we to engage the Fallen as they attack Him?”

General Danick looked as conflicted as every warrior felt. “No. Michael has ordered us to stand by. Should Messiah give the word, we will be ready.”

Brandt turned and walked away. When he turned back around, his eyes were fierce and yet sad. “General Danick, I should check on our legions to the north. It’s been some time since I’ve evaluated our position there.”

Danick didn’t hesitate. “Yes, Commander Brandt. I believe that when this is over, our situation in the outlying regions will change quickly. We need to be ready for that. You should leave as soon as possible.”

Brandt turned to leave, and Validus saw into the great commander’s heart through his request. Brandt could not bear what was going to happen. Perhaps he did not trust himself. Validus’s measure of respect for the mighty stoic warrior rose greatly.

“How many legions do you want standing by?” Guilden asked.

“Twelve,” Danick said. “With swords in hand.”

Nothing else was spoken. Validus accompanied Commander Guilden to Gethsemane, his three legions waiting in the hills to the east. Nine more waited to the west and south and north of Jerusalem under the command of the other three primus commanders. The Messiah of the world had come here to pray, and the forces of heaven watched and waited.

When the temple guards came for Jesus, Danick drew his sword and looked as if he was going to attack. The temple guards were surrounded by two dozen demons, but they had grown accustomed to the angel warriors remaining placid. After all, they were at their wits’ end trying to maintain the darkness in the hearts of their subjects in the presence of the brilliant light of Ben Elohim.

Guilden and Validus drew their swords.

“What is it, sir?” Validus whispered.

“Apollyon,” Danick said grimly.

The name sent chills up and down Validus’s spine.

“Where?” Guilden asked, searching urgently in the faces of the Fallen and the surrounding trees.

“There.” Danick pointed his sword at Judas. “In the betrayer. He is there.”

Validus swallowed hard. Never before had he heard of Apollyon possessing a man. He could only imagine the darkness of soul that man was experiencing right now. He shuddered.

“Do we attack?” Validus asked.

Before Danick could respond, the disciple Peter did what every angel wanted to do. He drew his sword and attacked the servant of the high priest, cutting off his right ear. The foolish act would surely bring death to the disciple, but Validus understood it. He knew the man’s heart, for it was his own.

Danick, Guilden, and Validus stood ready, tense, anticipating the call. The legions would be called also, but these three would be the first to bring judgment on the evil men and their demons.

“Put down your sword,” Jesus said. “He who lives by the sword shall die by the sword.” Then Ben Elohim reached for the servant and touched his ear, healing him. “Don’t you know that I could ask of My Father and He would give Me twelve legions of angels?”

Validus’s sword slowly dropped, as did Danick’s and Guilden’s. He was humbled by the power of Messiah, even over his own will. Jesus knew twelve legions were waiting, hands on swords. These puny men had no idea with whom they were dealing. At this very moment the particles of creation by which they existed were being held together by His loving hand, and they were about to deliver Him to Apollyon, the destroyer.

Then Jesus spoke again.

“Have you come out, as against a robber, with swords and clubs? When I was with you daily in the temple, you did not try to seize Me. But this is your hour, and the power of darkness.”

As the guards led Jesus away, Danick, Guilden, and Validus stood still and silent in the cool of the garden. Validus thought of this same Peter trying to tempt Jesus not to allow Himself to be delivered to the high priest to be killed and Jesus attributing it to Satan. Validus was ashamed, for he didn’t want to see his King killed either. He had readied himself to strike with his sword to stop it just as Peter had done.

They returned to headquarters in silence, each one in his own thoughts. Though the twelve legions of the army of God would remain on alert, Validus knew they would not be called. He had seen the obedient heart of Ben Elohim.

In the hours that followed, Validus witnessed the unthinkable. There was no sin in the previous four thousand years that compared to what he saw happening to the God of the universe wrapped in the flesh of a man. Somewhere during the beating of Jesus, when no mortal man could have stayed his tongue from crying out for help, Validus turned away and could not watch any longer. Now he understood Commander Brandt, and he wished he had traveled with him, far from this place of blasphemy and unholy torture of their King, Yeshua Ben Elohim.

The hour of the Lamb came, and the legions of God stood ready to the very end, but Jesus did not call them. He bore the cross in silence … alone.

Michael came to the temple and stood before Danick and his assembly of commanders. Though fierce in his countenance, he was filled with peace.

“Don’t be troubled, my fellow warriors. All your battles, all your labor … it is for this. This is the Plan for which we have fought. Apollyon tried to stop it, for he knows what this will mean for the people of the Middle Realm, but he does not know it all.” Michael’s face began to glow with the flame of God. “There is a great mystery coming that he does not yet comprehend.”

Suddenly the earth began to shake and the skies of heaven darkened. There was great lightning and thunder as the Lamb of the God swallowed the sins of the world in His death. The priests of the temple and the Pharisees began to run in fear.

Michael drew his magnificent sword and entered the Holy of Holies. And when Jesus gave up His Spirit, Michael cut through the veil of the temple from the top to the bottom.

“What does it mean, Archangel?” Validus asked as the prince of angels came out.

“Now the power of God is given to all who believe!”
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THE RESCUE OF BENJAMIN BERG

Present Day

Two months later the fall’s cool air turned chilly as winter came to Chicago, and so did a surprise for Carter. Sydney Carlyle transferred to the University of Illinois and began volunteering at Emmanuel Church on a regular basis.

Carter obviously had mixed feelings about Sydney showing up in Chicago to help him, and so did Validus. If there was anyone who could reach Carter with the truth, it would be her. But it also meant that she was now directly exposed to the same dangers as Carter and that Validus and his minimal team of protection would have to protect two potential targets. However, Validus was grateful that both of them seemed to sense the magnitude of the danger they faced as they searched for Benjamin Berg, Carter’s friend from high school and college.

Weeks of searching finally paid off, and their sense of Berg’s peril certainly seemed justified, for Carter had just witnessed an execution attempt by the Fallen on Berg just hours earlier.

Now Validus, Tren, and Ral stood on the third floor of the parking garage across from the Reliance building, one floor above Carter.

“Does Carter know he’s being watched?” Ral asked.

Validus turned and looked at the man in the dark suit standing beside them.

“By us, yes. By the FBI, maybe. By this man … no.” He refocused on the situation below them. “For now, we need to be concerned with helping Carter get Berg away from the Fallen. Stay sharp. We may have to take on some of the Fallen to give Carter time to help Berg escape.” Validus shook his head. This was risky. “When this goes down, Ral, I’m going to need you translated, and make it convincing. If the Fallen see us, they’ll see him.”

“Got it.”

“Tren, there’s only one Fallen watching Berg right now. If he goes for help, I think he’ll go straight to the city’s command headquarters downtown, but there is also a regional command post south of here. I’ll cover east, if you can cover south. We can’t let him get by us.”

Tren nodded just as Berg exited the Reliance building across the street.

“Here we go,” Validus said, and the three angels split three different directions to cover their assignments.

By the time Berg got to the corner, the watch demon was on him, persuading him to return to his office. It nearly worked, but something in Berg forced him to press on.

Then it all broke loose. The watch demon ran south, and Validus immediately regretted taking the eastern line to the city headquarters. He only hoped that Tren could indeed stop him.

Validus bolted after the demon, but he was moving fast. He saw Tren attack from the corner of one of the buildings, but the demon leaped above him and dived headfirst into a building without even drawing his sword. Predicting his exit would be difficult, if not impossible. Validus motioned for Tren to watch one side of the building while he took the other. After a minute, Validus came to the conclusion that the demon had evaded them.

“Let’s advance to the south and try to slow their reinforcements.”

By the look Tren gave him, Validus could tell he didn’t like the plan. Validus didn’t like it either. They may face two or twenty Fallen.

“All we need to do is slow them down, not stop them. We live to fight another day, okay?” Validus gave Tren an encouraging nod as he pulled the .45 he had translated from Carter. He hadn’t been able to reacquire an FN Five-Seven since his dual with the droxan. This was a slow gun, but it might help in a surprise attack. “You’ve turned me into a guardian, so it’s only fair I make a warrior out of you.”

Tren’s eyes narrowed, and his jaw set firm. They moved six blocks south, and Validus pulled Tren to the corner of a small pizzeria. One block up was a red-brick four-story apartment building.

“That’s the regional command post.”

“How do you know?” Tren asked without taking his eyes off the building, his hand tightening around the grip of his sword.

“I know where all 673 regional command posts for the Fallen are, unless they’ve moved in the last ten months. I’ll take up a position across the street. If we’re fortunate, we can bracket—”

Before Validus could move, five Fallen materialized through the building. One of them was the same demon they had chased here. He looked cautious, but the others didn’t. They bolted north.

“You take the nearest two. I’ve got the far three!” Validus said as he launched himself into the street on an intercept course for the lead demon.

He emptied the magazine of his .45 on the second and third demons so they would have to hesitate or divert. Five feet before he reached the leading demon, he jumped, simultaneously slicing his sword across the demon’s neck and head. The Fallen dissolved in an instant. Now ten feet off the ground, Validus twisted his body midair and planted both feet against the brick wall of the building on the opposite side of the street from the pizzeria. He shot off the wall directly at the other two demons. One jumped to meet him while the other bolted north toward Carter, Berg, and Ral.

Out of the corner of his eye, Validus saw one of the demons Tren was occupied with break free and follow the other demon north. They had to finish these two quick or there would be more coming from the command post. Validus worked his sword in five quick crosscuts and thrusts until the last found its mark.

He went to help Tren, but the demon backed off and ran back to their command post.

“Two got away!” Tren said.

They turned north with all speed, hoping they wouldn’t be too late. They hit the corner across the street from the Reliance building just in time to see the Fallen frantically searching for Berg. Validus searched too and saw a taxicab door close just as one of the Fallen materialized through a bus in his search.

Tren readied to attack, but Validus motioned for them to materialize through the parking garage wall and into the shadows. He pointed to the taxicab, which passed the bus on the opposite side from the Fallen. The timing of the operation was perfect.

“That’s Ral. If they make him, we’ll attack. If not, we disappear.”

A third demon joined the first two in their search for Berg, but the taxi was now nearly two blocks away. Validus and Tren retreated west, away from the searching Fallen. Once they were safely away, they rejoined Ral.

He was smiling ear to ear.

“You cut that close,” Validus said with a slight grin.

“I love fooling those wretched Fallen.”

“This isn’t a game.” Tren glared at Ral. “I’m going to track them to see what I can learn.”

Ral watched Tren disappear to the north. “What did I do to him?”

“He’s seen a lot of destruction caused by the Fallen,” Validus said.

“So have we,” Ral said flatly.

“Yes, but—”

“But the children,” Ral finished for him, seeming to remember that Tren was a guardian and not a warrior.
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THE INDWELLING

AD 33

“General Danick, your vision to protect the lineage of the coming Messiah was prophetic. Although most of the world has been lost to Desgard, I now see the genius behind your tactics. Until the miracle of the indwelling of Ruach Elohim, I could not imagine how the world could be preserved, let alone regained.”

Validus was in the room with General Danick and Commander Brandt when the Comforter came. Shortly after the resurrection of Jesus, the flame of Ruach Elohim came to rest on the head of each of the disciples, and they were all filled with His Spirit.

It was the beginning of a new era of great power and mighty works. The Fallen had tried to stop it, but the outpouring would not and could not be stopped. And from that room would spread truth and hope not only to the nation of Israel but to all nations throughout the world.

Danick stood before Brandt and put a hand on his shoulder. “We have been through a lot, old friend. And without your trust and leadership, we would not be here today.”

Brandt allowed a quick smile, but Validus knew this meeting wasn’t just to offer praise for Danick’s strategy. He watched the wise commander prepare himself to make a petition.

“General, in spite of what we have seen as a result of your leadership, I must implore you to rethink your current strategy. Humanity is under a new covenant, and the church is beginning to spread beyond the borders of Israel and the Middle East.”

Danick turned away, a hint of sadness on his face, but Brandt was not dissuaded. He moved closer to Danick.

“The Spirit of Elohim resides within these sojourners of men and women. The Messiah has been given to the Gentiles even more so than to Israel—Gentiles that are called the sons and daughters of God! Surely you can see that we must protect them!”

“But Elohim is not through with His people.”

“The Messiah has come, Danick. What more of the lineage must we protect? It is time to retake the world through the power of Elohim’s Spirit. Ben Elohim is leading us to the four corners of the world through the saints! The guardians must have our help if they are to preserve the message of Messiah within the families that are traveling to the outer regions.”

Danick looked over his elaborate map of the lineage of the people of Israel. He had led well and with singular purpose—to see this day come. Now he looked a little lost.

He gazed first at Validus, then back to Brandt. “You are right, Commander Brandt. Now is the time to divide our forces and go forth. We will do so for every man, woman, and child who belongs to Elohim … no matter our cost. It is a new era.”

Brandt closed his eyes and took a deep, slow breath. “What are your orders, sir?” he asked resolutely.

“Our headquarters will remain here, in Jerusalem, but I want you to establish a command outpost headquarters to the north. Put one captain in charge of every church that is established, and give each a detachment of warriors based on your perceived threat level. As the churches are the backbone of God’s plan to spread the gospel of Jesus Christ, so will they be the backbone of our strategy as warriors. Between our two headquarters we will respond to each attack that Desgard makes.”

Brandt nodded. Both men were looking at a map of the Middle Realm. “What of the western hemisphere? Do we send men there?”

“No. We will spread ourselves only as far as Ruach Elohim goes. If we are to retake the world, then we can only do so under the power of Elohim. Without Him, we have seen how Apollyon can influence humanity. I will not risk any of my warriors until the time is right.” Danick wore the seasoned look of a battle commander, the look that brought Validus great hope and courage. “I don’t think Apollyon even saw this coming, my friends. As the Spirit of Elohim goes forth in the saints, the day will come when they will go west … and we will go with them!”

Brandt smiled a rare smile. “Which commanders may I have?”

“Take the east sector commanders, and we will redeploy to cover for them.”

Brandt looked at Danick, his smile still lingering. “Five commanders and twenty-five thousand warriors is not enough, but it’s a start.”

The corner of Danick’s mouth turned up. “I’ll send more as needed. Let me know when you are operational.”

“Very well.”

Brandt left Danick’s office with more enthusiasm than Validus had ever seen.

Danick turned to Validus. “What do you think, Validus? What’s your opinion?”

“My opinion is irrelevant, sir. I will follow your orders whatever they are.”

Danick frowned. “The day I quit valuing the opinions of my commanders is the day I will step down from this position. Good leaders listen to their men.”

Validus felt the sting of his rebuke. “Yes sir.”

“Now, what’s your opinion?”

“I agree with your decision. We must protect the saints no matter where they go.”

“And what of the lineage of Israel?” Danick asked.

“I don’t know, sir. I guess I can’t see why it’s needed anymore, especially in regard to us as warriors. Your protection of the lineage from Noah to Yeshua was remarkable, but now the Messiah has come, and the Gentiles have been grafted into the royal line. Whom would we watch and for what reason? Where is the need?”

“You’re right, of course. With Ruach Elohim dwelling within everyone who believes, anyone could become a powerful vessel through which God will work.” Danick smiled. “I think Apollyon is terrified. Imagine a world of saints, all being transformed into the likeness of Christ. Apollyon thought he killed the one Christ the world had, and now the world is filling with Christlike saints.”

Validus had never thought of it that way. He became excited thinking about the possibilities. It would change everything—their strategies, tactics, and their ability to take the battle right into the heart of Apollyon’s greatest strongholds. It was time to retake the Middle Realm!

“Our new priority is the saints,” Danick continued, “but we will not abandon the lineage of the Israelites that Elohim watches. Throughout the ages Elohim has set apart a man or a woman through which to fulfill prophecy and do great works in His name. We will watch whom He watches, and you will be my eyes. You must help me hear the whispers of Elohim.”

“But where do we start, sir?”

Danick seemed lost in thought. He turned and walked out of the temple. Standing at the top of the steps, he looked out into the courtyard. “When is the last time you saw it?”

Validus remembered how powerful “it” was when he looked at the ten-year-old girl playing in the streets of Nazareth. There were times in their lineage search when Validus had wondered if they were protecting the right people, but not so with Mary. It was deeply gratifying and affirming when he had heard that Gabriel had appeared to the virgin. And then when Joseph took her to be his wife, Validus marveled how their tracing of two of the lineages had intersected by their marriage. The ways of Elohim were profound!

In contrast to the brightness of the birth of the Messiah, all else seemed as a shadow. But there was one moment in the recent past when Validus’s heart stirred with something deeper.

He looked at Danick. “Simeon.”

Danick slowly nodded. “Yes … Simeon.”
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TOO GREAT A SACRIFICE

Present Day

“He’s trying to recover Berg’s computer and notes,” Tren said as Validus and Ral joined up with him.

They were looking through the front window of an auto repair shop across the street from Benjamin Berg’s former apartment building. They watched as Drew Carter and Sydney Carlyle circled the building in her car for the third time.

“Bad idea,” Validus said. “His apartment has been crawling with Fallen since Carter extracted Berg from their watch, and Captain Linari made a special trip to see me yesterday.” Validus looked at Tren and Ral. “When Carter pulled Berg out, it seems to have drawn the attention of Durgank. He’s here in Chicago.”

“I’ve been out of the country. Who’s Durgank?” Ral asked.

“He’s Apollyon’s regional commander for the Midwest,” Tren replied. “Are you sure he’s here for Carter?”

“Hard to say, but Linari seems to think so. If he’s right, we’ll be up against one of the worst there is.”

Anger boiled up inside Validus as he remembered the havoc this enemy had brought to the people of the Midwest while he was in command. Abortion, drugs, suicide, sexual perversion of every kind, violence, apathy. Validus felt Niturni zeroing in on him—Durgank was evidence of it.

“Whatever happens here, we can’t let the Fallen see Carter or track him back to Berg.”

The car pulled into a parking lot a few hundred yards away.

“What did you find out about the FBI?” Tren asked Ral. “How close are they?”

“They’ve figured out Chicago, and they’re back to watching Carlyle. I was able to divert them a couple of times when she was going to meet with Carter, but it won’t be long.” Ral looked back down the street to the waiting car. “What’s so important about Berg’s computer and notes?”

“We’re not sure, but it may be the missing piece to this puzzle,” Validus said.

Tren pursed his lips. “Actually it is the missing piece to this puzzle, and I think I know why he’s here to get it.”

Validus and Ral turned to look at Tren.

“And it’s why the Fallen were trying to take Berg out a few days ago. Before you arrived, the Fallen disappeared for a few minutes, and I was able to gain access to Berg’s room to see what he was working on.”

Ral looked up at the ceiling in frustration. “You’re killing us, Tren. Tell us what you found.”

Tren waited a couple more seconds. Validus smirked.

“Berg was helping his professor at Drayle University work on a light-acceleration device. His theory is impressive and quite sound. Do you know what it means if it actually works?”

“No, what?” Ral prompted.

“Yes,” Validus cut in. He looked back outside to see Carter making his way to the apartment building.

“It means they will be able to see us … and the Fallen.”

The three angels stood in silence, shocked by the implications.

Ral finally broke the silence. “Whoa. Is that how Carter can see us? Do you suppose that lab accident permanently pushed his eyes into our world?”

Validus was lost in thought as he watched Carter.

“It seems the only logical conclusion,” Tren said.

Ral shook his head, still stunned by what such a discovery would mean. “I can’t believe Elohim would allow such a thing.”

“Well, considering Carter, He’s allowed it at least once,” Tren said.

“True enough,” Ral replied. “Why hasn’t Michael assigned the entire continental force to this mission?”

Tren looked at Validus and then at Ral. “He’s here.” He motioned with his head toward Validus.

Ral smiled, but Validus heard none of it—he was drawing his sword.

“It’s fight time, men. Ready yourselves.” Validus motioned to the apartment building.

Carter had entered through the southern door, and a moment later three of the Fallen came in from the north. One was Durgank.

“I want Durgank,” Validus said. “I’ll draw him away from the apartment, and you two make sure Carter gets out safely.”

Validus sprinted to the opposite side of the building from where the Fallen had entered and materialized through the wall of the first floor into an apartment. An older couple was watching television. The volume was so loud it was distracting.

Berg’s apartment was on the third floor at the opposite end of the building. He planned to come down on top of Durgank from above. That way he would have high ground and surprise working for him.

Validus jumped up through each floor until he was on the fifth floor. When he stepped through into the hallway, however, all mayhem broke loose. Four Fallen warriors were waiting, and two more dropped in from above behind the first three. The odds weren’t good, and in cramped hallways, a Fallen could materialize right behind him without him knowing. He needed space, and quick.

Validus launched himself upward to the sixth floor and then to the flat roof above. Five of the Fallen followed. As soon as they appeared on the roof, he took the fight to them, very aware that more could come from anywhere at any time.

He berated himself for being too eager to take the fight to Durgank. He should have realized the Fallen commander would have more than two warriors with him. He worried for Tren and Ral, wondering if they were facing similar odds.

Validus’s sword flew like lightning as he maneuvered to the edge of the building, hoping to minimize the angles of the attack from the enemy. He put down two Fallen quickly, but the others were more cautious and more strategic. The advantage was theirs, and he would not be able to hold them off forever. All he could do was hope that Tren and Ral had avoided Durgank’s warriors in their effort to protect Carter. He needed to buy them time and keep as many warriors distracted and away from Berg’s apartment as possible so they could get Carter out of there. But where was Durgank?

Two more Fallen materialized up through the roof.

“Tell Durgank we have Validus,” one of the Fallen yelled over his shoulder to the two approaching warriors. One of the newcomers disappeared back through the floor.

Validus could imagine more Fallen below him, waiting for him to materialize through to the floor below. The four on the roof closed in inch by inch, pushing Validus closer to the south edge of the roof.

Options: morph wings—too slow, too vulnerable. Jump—too far.

When he was at his end, hope appeared as Tren materialized through the roof at the far end of the building. He gave Validus the signal—Carter was out. He looked as if he would join the fight, but Validus shook his head. It was time to run. He didn’t want to lose Tren or Ral in a fight that wasn’t winnable.

Validus made a wide arcing slice to set the four approaching Fallen back on their heels, then jumped into a backflip over the edge of the building. As he careened down the side of the building, he thrust his sword into the brick and translated fragments of the wall to slow his fall. At twenty feet he withdrew his sword and free fell to the ground.

He dashed around to the back of the building, taking a moment to glance upward to see if any Fallen had followed. They had not.

A second later, Tren appeared through the back wall. Validus caught just a glimpse of Carter moving down the alley back toward Sydney’s car.

“Where’s Ral?” Validus asked.

“He should be out. We’re supposed to meet at the auto shop.”

Validus shook his head in frustration. This had gone bad fast. They flew down the alley opposite the way Carter had gone, then flashed across the street and back into the auto shop—but no Ral.

“He’s supposed to be here!” Tren clenched his teeth.

Validus readied himself and ran to the storefront window, but Tren grabbed his arm.

“You can’t. There are Fallen on every floor. Maybe he went out a diff—”

“No!” Validus screamed.

Ral fell backward out from the wall of Ben’s apartment. Durgank burst through the wall after him, a two-handed grip on the handle of his sword, which was raised above his head, its razor-edged tip plummeting down toward Ral. The next few microseconds froze in Validus’s mind as he watched Ral smash into the pavement below. Just fractions of a second later, Durgank’s blade, with all of his weight and the force of a three-story fall, pierced him through, clear to the hilt.

Durgank landed on one foot and one knee beside Ral’s body. He seemed to relish the few seconds of agonizing pain Ral felt before his body dissolved into a vapor and floated upward.

Ten Fallen warriors jumped down from the second and third stories of the apartment building to land next to Durgank, eager for more death.

Tren tried to hold Validus back as he screamed through clenched teeth at the foul demon who had just killed his friend.

“Remember why we’re here!” Tren shouted as he pulled Validus back into the shadows of the shop, away from the line of sight of the Fallen. “Do this now and our mission is over … and Ral’s death will count for nothing!”

Validus fought to get control of his emotions.

“Commanders are not afforded the luxury of mourning … at least not in battle.” General Danick’s words echoed from his past. There were times when Validus consoled himself with the fact that he would one day rejoice with his fellow warriors who had fallen in battle, but this was worse than even the humans endured. Their separation was a mere eighty years or so; his was thousands. It hurt, and his anger stirred deep in his soul.

He quit fighting against Tren. The guardian slowly relaxed his grip.

“I’m sorry, Validus. I should have stayed with him. We had a plan … I …”

Validus clenched his teeth and his fists. In that moment, he swore an oath to destroy Durgank before his mission with Carter was over. He tried to let loose his rage so he could think.

“It’s not your fault. Ral chose to stay and fight. He was trying to buy Carter time. Let’s get out of here before they discover us.”
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THE LINEAGE LEGION

AD 300

All twelve primus commanders and their executives were present for the command meeting at headquarters in Ephesus. Since the destruction of the temple and the siege at Jerusalem, command meetings now happened more often in Ephesus. One of its wealthy citizens had converted to Christianity, and his home was an ideal location for the northern command post for Brandt.

After the status reports were given, Danick asked if any of his commanders had any questions. Eleven of the commanders looked at Brandt.

“General Danick, I need more legions.” Brandt was at one end of the long table and Danick at the other. “The churches are expanding, and the saints are spreading faster than we can provide protection.”

Danick looked weary. Validus saw his shoulders sink just a little as he prepared his response. “I understand that, Commander Brandt, but so are the people of Israel. They are being dispersed as quickly as the saints. We must still track and protect them as well.” Danick shook his head. “You have over half of the legions already, and I can’t spare any more.”

Brandt glared across the table as tension filled the room. Validus could see the great commander trying hard to quell his mounting anger. His neck and jaw were taut with restraint. “I must protest! Now is the time to retake the world. As the power of Elohim goes forth with the saints, we must go with them. The people of Israel are rejecting Ben Elohim as the Son of God—this is the age of the Gentiles. Apollyon has had his way with humanity far too long, and if the world is going to be retaken, it will be through the testimony and the work of the saints, not the Jewish people!”

Validus swallowed hard and dared not even look at the general. Brandt’s words were too strong, too true, and yet felt disloyal. Silence hung like a cloud. No one moved. Validus could feel the angst in General Danick standing beside him.

“You are all dismissed.” Danick’s voice was thick with frustration. He turned immediately about and walked toward the doorway. “Reconvene tomorrow at the same time.” Then he disappeared.

Validus was torn. He looked at the sober faces of the commanders. They were torn too—torn between their allegiance to honor General Danick and their own opinions about what was best.

Validus turned and left the room to find Danick. As was always the case before, he would want to talk with Validus, his confidant, but Validus could not find him.

After searching for thirty minutes, Validus found himself looking for his own confidant. He found Persimus near the Library of Celsus, sitting on the stones beneath its beautiful columned architecture. Validus sat opposite his friend and leaned against one of the columns.

“Reminds me of home,” Persimus said with a gentle smile.

Validus nodded as he looked up at the towering structure above them. “How are you doing, my old friend?”

Persimus looked at Validus with eyes that yearned for another place. “Do you remember that feeling you had when you looked down through the portals and watched the warriors fight for humanity on earth?”

Validus remembered. He also knew that Persimus had felt the ache for heaven the first day they passed through the Fringe and came to the Middle Realm.

“You’ve done well, Persimus. Our day to return is coming, and what a day that will be.”

Persimus flashed a quick smile, acknowledging Validus’s attempt to cheer him. “I hear there is tension among the commanders. How are you doing?”

Validus translated a small stone that was lying next to him. He picked up the stone and threw it. It flew a few feet, then dissolved away and reappeared in the earthly stone next to him, tethered once more to the original.

“I’m not sure what to think. General Danick’s strategy protected the lineage of the Messiah for over twenty-six hundred years. When no one else believed him, it was his strategy that guided us, and in the end he was right.”

Persimus listened carefully. “But …”

Validus hung his head. “But now that there is a new covenant and the outspreading of the saints … I just don’t know. We are still tracking and protecting lineages, but I’m just not sure how important it is.”

Persimus nodded. “There is much to say about the Jewish people in the prophecies yet unfulfilled.”

“Yes, but with Ruach Elohim now working in the hearts of anyone who accepts Him, even the meekest of humans could become the next Daniel, Isaiah, or David.”

Persimus smiled at Validus. “Or Validus?”

Validus furrowed his brow and shook his head.

Persimus reached over and grabbed Validus’s arm. “You are one of the finest warriors the Middle Realm has ever seen. General Danick saw that right away. He needs you just to continue to be that for him.”

Validus stared back at Persimus, a friend filled with wisdom. “You are a great friend, Persimus. Thank you for helping me see clearly once again.”

Encouraged, Validus left Persimus and searched for Danick, but his efforts were fruitless.

The next day, Validus entered the command room at the appointed time. All the primus commanders were there, including Brandt, who looked as determined as he did the day before, perhaps more so. They all hushed to silence, fully expecting General Danick, since Validus always accompanied him at every meeting.

“Where is the general?” Brandt asked.

“I don’t know, sir. I haven’t seen him since we adjourned yesterday.”

Brandt frowned. “Validus, you have influence with him. Surely you can see the need for a different strategy.”

Validus looked at the faces of the twelve commanders—mighty men of renown, and yet they were looking to him for support. It was an awkward position. “My support has been and always will be for any decision General Danick makes.”

Some of the other commanders looked frustrated, even angry.

Brandt’s eyes narrowed, then softened. “I should expect nothing less from you.”

“Nor would I,” Danick said as he materialized through the doorway of the chamber. “Rallying the troops for a defection, Commander Brandt?” He glared at his ancient fellow warrior. The tension from the day before immediately returned as if there had been no recess from proceedings.

“Of course not, General.” Brandt’s cheeks flushed slightly.

“Good, for I would expect nothing less from you as well.”

Brandt opened his mouth to reply, but Danick held up his hand to stop him. He took a moment to look into the eyes of every one of his commanders. Then he lowered his head. “I have carefully considered the petition of Commander Brandt, and I know that most of you are in agreement with him. Let me make one thing perfectly clear to each of you: What I am about to do has nothing to do with a majority vote. That is not how command works. And should any of you be tempted to circumnavigate any of my orders whether you agree with them or not, you would be immediately relieved of your command. Is that clear?”

Danick didn’t continue until he received an affirmation from every commander, including Brandt. At that, Danick took a deep breath.

“Very well. I have come to the conclusion that Commander Brandt is correct. We must shift strategies and dedicate our full support to the expansion of the churches and the saints.”

There was an audible release of tension from the men around the table. Danick continued. “Furthermore, I have come to the conclusion that I am not the one most suited to execute this new strategy.”

At that, the men tensed again, and Brandt slowly shook his head. Validus looked at Danick. What was he doing?

“Effective immediately, General Brandt will assume command of thirty-two of the remaining thirty-three legions. I will assume command of the last legion comprised of volunteers as a legion dedicated to continuing to track and protect the lineages of the Jewish people that I see Elohim working through.”

“General Danick,” Brandt protested, “this is not necessary. I am—”

“This is not open for discussion or debate,” Danick interrupted. “The decision has been made and approved by Michael.”

Validus was stunned, and it was clear that everyone else was too. This was unprecedented.

Danick walked around the table and approached Brandt. “Commander Danick at your service.”

He saluted, and Brandt slowly saluted back. The brief exchange was a testimony of ultimate respect between the two warriors; it was deep and personal.

Danick gestured toward the head of the table with his hand, offering the command of all warrior forces to Brandt.

Brandt walked to the head of the table and looked at each of the commanders, shock still lingering on their faces. “As commander of the angel forces of the Middle Realm, my first act will be to reinstate Commander Danick to the rank of general, and all will address him as such.”

“Hear, hear,” Commander Porthan shouted. All remaining commanders and their executive officers immediately echoed him.

Brandt turned to Danick. “General Danick, for your legion you will have access to any personnel you deem necessary to accomplish your mission.”

“Thank you, General Brandt. Captain Validus, you are free to serve in whatever capacity General Brandt allows. You have no obligation to serve in my legion.”

Validus realized that he had not moved and was now standing next to General Brandt.

Brandt turned to him. “The choice is yours, Captain.”

Validus considered his options, but regardless of any logical analysis he might have made, his heart chose for him. He walked to Danick.

“I would be honored to continue serving as your executive officer, General, if you would so desire.”

Danick nodded, and Validus took his place beside him.

Brandt took a deep breath. He looked at the map on the table and swiped his hand across the paper until it displayed the locations and strengths of both their legions and the Fallen’s.

“Commanders Guilden and Porthan, you will redeploy to Carthage and the surrounding region. Commander Rafinni, your three divisions will need to cover Caesarea and Cordova. Commander Kelandar …”

The first meeting under General Brandt went long into the day as they discussed redeployments, threats, and new strategies.

Validus wondered if Danick felt the pain. In fact, he was sure he did. This great warrior could not free himself from the people of Israel. It was where his heart was and always would be. Validus felt it too. He would immerse himself into the mission with the general to whatever corner of the world it would lead.

After the meeting, Validus walked beside Danick toward the great Theater of Ephesus. Evening was nearly on them.

“Validus, your first task will be to gather five thousand warriors from all the other legions. I want volunteers only, so if we have a legion of only five hundred men, so be it. Explain to them that our mission will be difficult and long.”

“And what if we have ten thousand or twenty thousand volunteers?” Validus asked, fully expecting such a response.

“Although I highly doubt that to be the case, then you will handpick the men to keep our number at five thousand. I will not diminish the strength of Brandt’s forces for the sake of our legion.”

“Yes sir. I will see to it beginning tomorrow.”

They approached the theater and took a moment to appreciate the creative work of its designers and builders.

“Sir, forgive me, but how do you want me to explain the mission of our legion to the warriors?”

“It’s a fair question, Validus. Tell me, what was the mission of the prophets before the Messiah came?”

“To guide the people, to remind them of the will of God, to deliver the words of future hope, ultimately to speak truth to the people who were living in a world of deception.”

“Exactly—to speak truth to the people who were living in a world of deception.” Danick looked deep into Validus’s eyes. “God is still calling prophets to proclaim truth. ‘And it shall come to pass in the last days, says God, that I will pour out of My Spirit on all flesh; your sons and your daughters shall prophesy.’ God has been pouring out His Spirit since Pentecost, and I am convinced there will be an even greater outpouring before the End of Days. That’s the lineage we are looking for. Not a lineage of Messiah, but a lineage of those who proclaim Messiah from within the nation of Israel. Someone with the blood of Elohim’s chosen people. Someone to preach to the Gentiles and to turn the hearts of Israel to Ben Elohim.”

“In the lineages we’ve been tracking,” Validus began, “many aren’t even believers. It will be difficult to know.”

Danick nodded. “With only one legion, we must be careful and we must be sure. Which lineage is the most promising?”

Validus didn’t hesitate. “The lineage of Simeon.”

Danick nodded. “Yes, I agree.” He smiled. “I chose you, Validus, because you see much like I see. If something should happen to me, you must carry on the work.”

Validus didn’t even want to think about that.

Danick looked at the stars above. “Michael told me you would stay with me.” He turned and looked at Validus. “And I’m glad you did.”

Michael? All along Validus thought that Michael might not approve of what Danick was doing.

“So the archangel is okay with this Lineage Legion we are creating?” Validus felt as though his surprise was a little too evident in his voice.

Danick smiled. “It was his idea.”
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WARRIORS OF VALOR

Present Day

“I need forty warriors, Malak, and I need them in Chicago at a moment’s notice.”

Validus was as forceful as he dared be without causing offense. Malak had completed his transition to commander of the North American continent over the past months and done well. Validus saw the creases of responsibility across his brow.

“Validus, you of all people ought to know how difficult it will be to make that happen. You were commander … you remember.”

“Yes, I was, and all the more reason you should make it happen. You know I wouldn’t ask this unless it was absolutely necessary, and I’m telling you—it’s absolutely necessary.”

“Why don’t you see what Captain Linari can give you?”

“I have. He’s got twenty-two warriors for the entire city of Chicago. You know how thin he’s spread. He said he’ll help when he can, but that was all.”

Malak walked away, running his hand through his hair.

“Commander, this is escalating quickly. I’ve already lost Ral to Durgank’s sword. Durgank has taken over the operation for the Fallen. That should tell you how serious this is.”

Malak returned to look over the map. He slid Durgank’s name from Wichita, Kansas, up to Chicago.

“I have no mandate from Brandt to pull warriors off current operations. Things are falling apart from coast to coast.” He glared at Validus. “When things get desperate, let me know, and I’ll see what I can do. That’s all I can tell you for—”

“Sir,” Hulan called to Malak. “Commander Validus has a visitor.”

Malak nodded, and a moment later Tren came toward Validus with a hurried gait.

“The Dragons have kidnapped Sydney Carlyle and the Bransons’ two children, Durgank has brought in reinforcements, and the FBI are at the church along with the police. It’s a trap for Carter three different ways.”

Validus glared at Malak. “Desperate enough for you?”

Malak ran a hand from his forehead to his chin. His eyes narrowed and his lips curled downward. “I have no one to spare, Validus. You’re going to have to handle it yourself.”

Validus glared at Malak, standing toe to toe with him. Anger seethed within him. He tried to control his voice, but his frustration boiled out through the tone of his words. “Just a few months ago you told me that if I ever needed anything, you would be there. Well, I need warriors and I need them now!”

Malak’s countenance remained stoic and unchanged. After a few seconds of inaction, Validus could take it no more. He huffed, turned, and stormed off with Tren in tow.

They morphed their wings as they walked, not waiting to be dismissed by Malak. As soon as the four pearl wings reached full spread, the angels launched into the air, flying up through the roof of Living Waters Fellowship Church. They kept low to the terrain so as not to become an easy target. It took a few seconds to build their speed, but soon the hills and trees were flying by in a blur.

“Durgank came to the church in force; there was nothing Teriel, Micah’s guardian, and I could do,” Tren said as the city of Omaha whizzed by to their left.

“Does Captain Linari know?” Validus asked.

“I don’t know. As soon as the attack was over, I came straight for you. I knew it wouldn’t be long before Carter would be involved and we would need Malak’s reinforcements immediately.”

Validus snorted. “Looks like we may be on our own. Where’s Carter now?”

“I’m sure he’s on his way to the church. Seems the whole world is after him.”

Validus glanced at Tren. “Actually, two worlds are after him.” He shook his head.

“What is it?” Tren asked.

“I’m not sure whether to help him or stop him. If our mission is to keep him alive, then the FBI is the best place for him, but he’s by far our best chance at getting Carlyle and the children back safely.”

Tren thought for a moment. “I doubt Elohim allowed Carter to have these abilities so he could sit in the safety of an FBI holding cell.”

Tren was right, but it didn’t make the decision any easier. Validus would be sending Carter straight into Durgank’s trap. Without the support he had requested from Malak, Carter wouldn’t stand a chance and neither would Carlyle or the children.

They arrived in Chicago and landed a few blocks away from the church. They demorphed, covering the last few hundred yards on foot.

The scene at Emmanuel Church was a mess. Reverend Ray Branson had been shot and was lying on the sidewalk with medical personnel tending him. Validus scanned his body. The injury was severe.

Validus found Teriel standing in the doorway of the church, sword drawn and vengeance on his face. He was bleeding from his left shoulder, but there was still a lot of fight left in him.

“Your charge has brought violence to my church and injured my pastor!” Teriel’s eyes flashed with anger.

Validus turned and saw Carter walking toward the church. Frustration and anger gnawed at him. This was a disaster in the making. He turned back to Tren and Teriel. “And I’m sorry to say that it’s not over. I’m going to need you against Durgank, Teriel.”

Teriel gripped his sword as he looked at Reverend Branson lying in a pool of blood on the sidewalk. “Lead me to him!”

“Where’s Micah’s guardian?” Validus asked.

Teriel scowled. “He went with the boy. He doesn’t stand a chance alone.”

Validus nodded. “Tren, you need to get eyes on Carlyle and the children, if possible, and get us an idea of what we’ll be facing. Teriel, I need you to get to Captain Linari and tell him what’s happened. Tell him I need as many men as possible.” He flashed another glance at Carter. “Tell him we’re minutes away from taking on Durgank and his forces. Once Carter finds out what’s going on, there’ll be no stopping him. Bring any warriors you can, and meet us two blocks west of the gang’s warehouse.”

Both angels nodded and bolted in separate directions.

Validus scanned the area. Two federal agents waited near the ambulance. He translated their handguns, then did a quick perimeter sweep to make sure he wasn’t missing anything. Farther up the street was another occupied car, sitting in the shadows. Validus was sure it was the same man they’d seen during Benjamin Berg’s rescue.

By the time he got back, the agents had Carter in handcuffs and were hauling him toward their car. Validus followed beside them on the sidewalk, calculating the risks and potential outcomes. He hated not having a plan. As a commander he knew that the odds of success and victory were directly related to preparation and planning the execution of a well-thought-out, calculated plan. His frustration peaked.

“You guys know that gangs don’t abduct people; they kill. If I don’t help them, they’re going to die. SWAT team or no SWAT team,” Carter pleaded with the agents.

“Shut up, Carter.”

“The Dragons are armed to the teeth, and they own that area. They want me, and if I don’t show, there isn’t going to be anything the police can do.”

“Well, they’ll have to get in line because we wanted you first.”

Validus watched Carter jerk away from the car, but he couldn’t break loose from their grip. The agents slammed him onto the trunk.

“You can make this hard, Carter, or you can make this easy.”

Validus convinced himself that this was best. His mission was to keep Carter alive. In war there were always casualties and sacrifices made for the mission. Carter would be safe, and Validus would give whatever support he could to the SWAT team.

Validus glared at Carter, a war raging in his heart.

“Please, help me. I have to save them!” Carter pleaded, meeting Validus’s gaze.

Carter didn’t even know the risk he was asking to take. He was one stray bullet from an eternity of damnation. All logic and reason told Validus to walk away.

He looked at the federal agents, then back at Carter. He knew the only way to save Sydney Carlyle and the Branson children was to get Carter there.

“Carter, you’re only going one place, so shut up!” The agent lifted him back to his feet and shoved him onto the sidewalk.

Validus slowly drew his sword, regretting his action even before he took it.

Drew looked at the two Feds. “Nothing personal, guys, but I just can’t go with you right now.”

One of the agents put his hand on the back of Carter’s head. Validus committed. He swiped his sword through the handcuffs and stepped back.

Before they hit the ground, Carter spun and grabbed the agent’s outstretched upper arm. He used that leverage to slam the agent’s head into the car, just aft of the door opening. The concussion knocked the agent out cold.

The other agent was standing just forward of the open door. He reached inside his jacket for his gun, but Carter side-kicked the door, which slammed into the agent. He sprawled backward, onto the sidewalk. Carter reached down and pulled the gun out of the unconscious agent’s holster. He brought it to bear on the fallen agent, who froze, holding his hands clear of his jacket. Carter covered the ground between them.

Validus turned away, once again amazed at Carter’s near-supernatural skill. He’d never seen such abilities in a man before. Watching him was reminiscent of watching David’s mighty men of valor, but Carter was beyond even them.

Validus materialized through the wall of the nearest building and made his way to Tren, knowing Carter could find his way to the gang’s warehouse on his own. His mind turned to his own upcoming battle. Without support from Malak and Linari, there was every possibility that Validus could lose everyone … Carter, Carlyle, the two children.

Validus found Tren on top of a building two blocks west of the abandoned warehouse the Dragons called their “dome,” far enough away to be relatively safe but not too close to be seen. The dome was a staging point for the Fallen in this area of Chicago, and the gang was a physical manifestation of the outpouring of such evil hearts as Durgank’s. Tonight it felt especially dark. Validus could feel the darkness of Durgank everywhere. It made his skin crawl.

Tren crouched, which gave him just enough height to see over the two-foot stub wall on the roof of the building. Validus approached low and silent until he was beside Tren. He knelt down and peered over the wall.

“What have you got?”

“I haven’t been able to get very close. This place is crawling with Fallen, and I’m sure the droxan aren’t far away. With all the activity near that warehouse in both realms, Carlyle and the children have got to be inside.” Tren looked over at Validus. “I’ve counted twenty-five warriors for the Fallen so far and at least that many gang members. No sign of Micah’s guardian. If he went in, I’m afraid he’s gone.”

Validus pursed his lips and nodded. He looked back at Tren. “It’s not in my nature to back away from a fight, no matter what the odds. Tonight, no matter the cost, I don’t plan on walking away from here without those people safe … all of them. I don’t expect the same from you.”

Tren allowed a subtle grin. “You warriors always try to be the heroes. Don’t think for a minute you get to do this alone.”

Validus smiled. “You’re all right … for a guardian,” he teased.

Tren snorted. “What’s the plan?”

Validus reached inside his overcoat and offered a gun to Tren. “Here. I translated a couple of FNs from the FBI just in case we might need them. The plan is for me to take out fifteen of them and you take the rest.”

“Simple … direct … foolish. I can do that.”

Validus spun around in time to see three warriors materialize up through the roof of the building just a few steps away. Teriel approached with two of Linari’s warriors. Validus looked for more, but there were none.

“This is Kassen; that’s Walsop,” Teriel said.

Validus looked at Teriel for some hope of more to come, but Teriel just shook his head. Validus let the severity of the moment grip his soul. These men might die tonight. There was no place for levity now.

“Gentlemen, you haven’t come to a picnic. I wish we had more support, but since this is it, we’ll have to make do. Here’s the situation: A young woman and two children are being held hostage in that warehouse. As you know, this is Dragon territory and that’s their dome. Durgank has taken control of the Fallen’s operation and has over twenty-five warriors in support. Their goal is to eliminate Drew Carter. He’s an unsaved man with the ability to see into our realm.”

The two warriors’ eyebrows raised.

“Bottom line—Carter must live, but he’s our only hope of getting those hostages out safely.”

“Why’s that?” Kassen asked. “Can he dodge bullets or something?”

“Actually … yes, he can.”

Kassen and Walsop looked sideways at each other.

Validus spotted the FBI car a block farther west of their location. Carter was coming in from the southwest.

“That’s our man.” Validus pointed. “We’re going to give two-stage protection to get him into the warehouse; then we’ll rendezvous on the roof and come down on the Fallen from above. Is everyone armed?”

All four warriors nodded.

“Tren, you and Teriel cover Carter as far as you can. Our goal is to eliminate so the Fallen we encounter don’t get word back to Durgank. For Carter’s sake, we need to keep the element of surprise as long as possible. Any questions?”

Validus drew his sword, and the other four followed suit. “For the glory of Elohim!”

“For the glory of Elohim!” they echoed.

Validus looked each warrior in the eye, feeding strength into their souls with his gaze. “Let’s move!”

The two teams split. Tren and Teriel met Carter and stayed with him by jumping from rooftop to rooftop and building to building, sometimes materializing through walls to keep cover. Validus positioned Kassen and Walsop at the back and on the second floor of a nearby apartment building next to the warehouse, then made his way to the front. He was able to briefly get eyes on the street and the front of the warehouse.

He counted thirty-four Fallen, and more were coming. Durgank was there, and he was preparing for an army. Validus’s heart sank. He was leading his men and Carter into a death trap.

“Almighty Elohim, if ever I needed Your strength, Your power, Your wisdom, Your help … it is now. I am here to do Your will, my Lord. Please hear the voice of Your servant.”

Validus rejoined Kassen and Walsop in time to see two of the Fallen racing between the buildings toward Carter.

Kassen and Walsop waited for the word from Validus. When the timing was right, he gave it.

“Go!”

The two warriors fell from above to intercept the attacking Fallen.

Validus scanned the area and saw another Fallen jumping from the roof of the warehouse right on top of Carter. Validus jumped across the gap, simultaneously dropping his sword and drawing his short sword. He collided with the Fallen in midair. The impact sent them smashing into the side of the warehouse, then crashing into a heap on the ground. The Fallen’s body sublimated into a greenish vapor and sunk into the earth, revealing Validus’s perfectly placed blade.

He recovered his long sword in an instant and joined the nearest fight. Two quick slices put Walsop’s enemy down. Kassen’s opponent retreated, and Kassen went after him.

Validus looked at the door Carter had gone through and then back at the skirmish that Tren and Teriel were fighting. More Fallen had joined that fight, and it was looking desperate.

“I’ll cover him,” Walsop said, then materialized through the warehouse wall.

Validus sprinted back to help Tren and Teriel. His advance from behind them was unexpected, and he was able to eliminate two of the four Fallen in short order. In the distraction Validus’s arrival caused, Tren and Teriel each landed a deadly cut that ended the fight.

“We’ve got to get back to Carter,” Validus said. “Walsop is in there alone.”

Gunshots rang out from the warehouse just two hundred feet away. Validus recognized the distinct sound of Carter’s FN firing in rapid succession. They sprinted to the warehouse, but by the time they arrived, the air fell silent again. The last shots Validus heard were two rounds of the FNs. Whatever had happened, it was too late now.

Kassen rejoined them.

“Any sign of Walsop?” Validus asked.

Kassen shook his head. Validus regretted letting him go in alone.

“To the roof,” Validus ordered.

The four warriors jumped first to the apartment building next door, then to the roof of the warehouse. They crawled along the roof toward the front of the building. Validus held up his hand, then materialized his face through the corrugated tin just far enough to see inside the warehouse. The situation was grave. He pulled back and looked at his three comrades.

He quickly drew an imaginary representation of the inside of the warehouse.

“Hostages here, surrounded by three gang members. Carter here with Durgank on him.” He hesitated with the next information. “Twenty-four warriors. Most along this wall here and here.”

Going in was nothing short of suicide. He took in the gazes of his warriors … and his guardian.

“I’m not going to ask you to do this. Those who go in with me … well, I don’t expect to come out.”

“Where do you want us to fall through?” Tren asked, undaunted by the threat.

The other two nodded.

“You are truly warriors of valor,” Validus said. “If we can pull the Fallen’s attention off the gang and on to us, I’m counting on Carter to handle himself.

We’ll fall back next to Carlyle and the children. If one of us falls, we fill in to keep our backs protected. Understand?”

All agreed. They drew their handguns and positioned themselves, waiting for Validus’s signal to materialize through the roof and into a gauntlet of inescapable death.
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WHEN HEROES FALL

AD 1943

“Yortan!” Validus yelled, but it was to no avail.

The death camp was filled with two thousand Fallen, emboldened by the power of the evil hearts of the men Apollyon had darkened. But Yortan the guardian would not abandon his charge. Validus saw the fury in his eyes, the same fury that fueled all of them. This battle rivaled those Validus had witnessed between the Fallen and the angels in the days before the Great Purge.

Validus turned to General Danick. “Yortan is going in. Your orders, sir?”

“We must help him. This is the lineage. All the others are gone. His charge is the last one, Validus!”

Danick had committed the remaining lineage warriors to Yortan’s charge, little Anna Wiesenthal. Her journey had led them to this place of utter hopelessness: Sobibór death camp in eastern Poland, a place dominated by the Fallen through the Nazis.

Once again, Apollyon and his minions led by General Desgard had used the circumstances of man’s fallen and depraved state to wield horrid power in both realms. One by one, each of the lines of promise that General Danick had been following were eliminated. It wasn’t haphazard or accidental—it was a methodical, tactical strike, and Validus knew exactly why.

After nearly seventeen hundred years of faithful lineage tracking and protection, many warriors in the Lineage Legion began to lose heart, questioning if their devotion to and sacrifice for the cause were misplaced. After all, even General Brandt seemed to think so. The Diaspora of the Jewish people continued throughout the world, making their quest to track lineages almost impossible, especially with each warrior who fell.

Then, fifteen years ago when it seemed as though even General Danick himself was ready to abandon the cause, the Fallen struck. A man filled with over one hundred vexer-possessors had gained access to the Lineage Legion headquarters in Poland, the highest concentration of Jews in Europe. Like a Trojan horse, the man committed suicide within the church and unleashed a century of demons into the heart of their headquarters.

Validus had fought shoulder to shoulder with his fellow warriors, defending General Danick, but it wasn’t Danick they were after—it was his chart of lineages. In the throes of battle, two of the Fallen had gained access to the chart.

It was brief, and at the time Danick and Validus weren’t sure how much the Fallen had learned, but one short decade later it became evident that the breach of information would be devastating in a myriad of ways.

The Fallen orchestrated the most bizarre and accelerated rise to power of an Antichrist that the angels had ever seen. Adolf Hitler was ruthless in accomplishing the will of Apollyon. The entire world of warriors was plunged into another epic battle for the conquest of humanity. General Brandt had no men to spare, and the fierce defense of the lineages by Danick’s legion had cost many warriors their lives. The genius of the devious scheme was a testimony to the brilliant, darkened mind of Apollyon.

Now, in 1943 at the culmination of his heinous scheme, all of Danick’s protected lineages had been targeted and eliminated … All but one.

The guardian Yortan was the protector of the last. He was a massive angel of great power and skill, but even he had his limitations. General Danick, Validus, and the remaining six hundred lineage warriors had all vowed with their lives to protect the child, but against two thousand Fallen it was little more than a suicide mission.

Validus searched for Captain Brish. “Get your men to the left flank. We need to protect that guardian!”

Brish and sixty of his warriors rushed the gates of the Sobibór camp, but they were grossly outnumbered.

Validus looked at Yortan. His massive frame powered a double-edged long sword, cutting through two and three demons with every slice. A constant greenish mist surrounded him as his arm of justice sent Fallen after Fallen to the Abyss.

“Haro, get your men to the right flank. We must breach their line,” Validus ordered his last captain, then turned back to his commander. “General—”

But Danick was not there.

Validus didn’t need to see. He knew what was happening. The gates of Sobibór were being charged, and Danick was leading it. He was heading straight into the fray to help Guardian Yortan protect his charge.

The warriors rallied when they saw their general leading, an angel warrior of six thousand years, the commander who had survived thousands of battles and led them to victory in preparing the way of the Messiah.

Danick and his six hundred valiant angel warriors stormed one of Desgard’s darkest strongholds, the death camp of Sobibór, to save the life of one child.

Both realms erupted in chaos—a battle of swords, guns, and axes. Validus threw himself into the fight, methodically working his way toward Danick.

Fifty yards beyond Yortan, Eva Wiesenthal was walking naked along the long barbed-wire corridor that led to the gas chamber and clinging to Anna, her infant child. Time was running out.

From the north and west of the death camp, forces of the Fallen abandoned their guard and rushed to reinforce the main gate near the railway. In a moment of triumph, Danick, Validus, and Yortan broke through, and two hundred warriors spilled into the camp.

Inside, Validus could see guards and prisoners running every direction. The humans felt the spiritual battle over this dreadful place too, and a revolt was taking place. But Eva and Anna had already disappeared into the gas chamber in the remote sector of the camp.

Once they breached the Fallen’s lines, Yortan and Danick didn’t hesitate to rush upon the inner defenses of sector three. This was where Desgard’s greatest evil was accomplished, and this was where his vilest of demons and beasts were. Thoughtless vessels of pure evil reveling in the hatred, torture, mutilation, and death of innocent people. Some of the Nazi guards hosted dozens of possessors. Two droxan beasts were roaming sector three’s compound, feasting on the fear of the victims and on the hatred of the predators.

Yortan struck first with Danick and the sixty-seven remaining warriors close behind. Validus took three men and went for the first droxan. He had learned from Danick that there was no defense against droxan, only offense. They must be attacked, or they would destroy you. The hard part was finding enough courage to charge headlong into four-inch talons and fangs.

“Four quarters!” Validus shouted above the clashes of battle.

His three warriors immediately split and came at the droxan from each of their respective quarters with Validus charging straight on.

The droxan whipped its tail and caught one warrior across the chest, tearing its serrated spines through his torso. The angel immediately dissolved away. The beast lunged for Validus, and one of the flanking warriors sliced through its side. It screeched and tore wildly at the warrior, giving Validus a split-second opportunity to explode upward with his sword, slicing clear through the droxan’s neck. Body and head dissolved away in a green vapor as they fell to the earth.

Validus sent both of his angels to the aid of three others who were facing the second droxan. He looked for Danick and Yortan but was intercepted by two more Fallen. One made a powerful slice with his sword while the other fired four rounds of a Walther P38 at Validus’s chest.

Validus could not escape both threats at once so he dealt with the faster of the two—the sword. He met the slice with the flat of his blade at the precise position just above the oncoming trajectory of the bullets. With all his strength, he deflected the blade of his enemy downward to intersect three of the four bullets, but the fourth could not be diverted.

The lead tore into his left shoulder, but Validus ignored it. In one swift upward counter, his blade cut through the neck of his immediate opponent. The demon with the gun let his earthly weapon fall from his hand. It evaporated into vapor as he grabbed hold of his sword with both hands, but the delay cost him his life. Validus finished him in a fraction of a second.

Validus redoubled his efforts to reach Danick and Yortan at the gas chamber. The searing pain in his left shoulder was becoming impossible to ignore. He ran toward the death chamber in time to see Yortan facing five Fallen all at once. The diesel engine rumbled to life, its sole purpose to bring death.

Danick recklessly made an attempt to materialize through one of the chamber walls, but before he could pass through, a sword cut through his abdomen, and he fell backward.

Validus rushed to him and pulled him backward away from the immediate fight. “General!”

Danick struggled to stay upright as Validus pulled him away. “Leave me. You must help Yortan. Not much time left!”

Validus looked toward Yortan as the screams and cries of hundreds of women and children filled his ears. Yortan was near to being overcome against the relentless attacks of the Fallen.

“No!” Yortan shouted as a dark steel blade cut across his shoulder, but his scream was not for himself—it was for Eva Wiesenthal and her young child slowly dying just feet away.

Validus rose up, but fifty more Fallen materialized through sector three’s fence. Another blade pierced Yortan, but he sent two more demons to the Abyss with his last cry of defiance.

“By the blood of the Lamb you are defeated!”

In a monumental final surge of power, Yortan jumped over the heads of the Fallen to the roof of the gas chamber, intending to materialize down to his charge, but three demons met him and pierced him through.

As Yortan slowly dissolved away into the elegance of a bluish vapor, the remaining lineage warriors hesitated, for the sounds of weeping and crying were gone. Carriers and draegers claimed their souls from the gas chamber, and Validus could not watch.

Eva and her child were the last of the lineage of Simeon. Had they chosen the wrong lineage? Was it all for naught?

Validus called for retreat as the machine guns from the towers of the camp rattled their rain of death upon prisoners fleeing toward the forest. Land mines exploded; guards yelled; prisoners ran. Once the Fallen could see the warriors retreating, they diverted to the mayhem on the other side of camp.

Validus went to General Danick and lifted him by his arm, placing it around his shoulder. Beyond the fence of the death camp, Validus laid Danick against a knoll.

“Hang on, sir. I’m going to make sure you get through this.”

General Danick shook his head. “I’ve … failed, Validus.”

“No, General. Fight it. We need you. Stay with us!”

Danick shook his head again. He grabbed Validus’s arm. “You must find …” He wheezed, grimacing in pain. “The one I missed.”

“Together we will find him.”

Danick reached up and grabbed the back of Validus’s neck. “You … are … my … friend …”

Validus felt Danick’s grip soften, then melt away like sand falling through fingers. An instant later, the mighty General Danick slowly dissolved away into a wistful vapor and floated upward.

Validus lowered his head. Their great leader of six millennia was gone. In the far distant skies of heaven, he knew that one more trumpet sounded at the towers of Mount Simcha, declaring the sorrow of a great loss.

He lifted his eyes toward the pale sky and felt completely alone. He had lost more than a mentor. He had lost a friend and a kindred spirit. Grief overwhelmed him.

Eva Wiesenthal cradled little Anna to her bosom. The horror of the Sobibór extermination camp was beyond imagination, and yet she was living it. She had been separated from Sigmund at the railway, their love cut short by the evil of the Nazi regime. He had screamed and fought against the guards for taking his wife and infant daughter from him. The last image Eva saw of him was of a Nazi soldier smashing his face with the butt of his gun.

There were no words, no emotions to explain her shattered soul. Why was this happening? How could men be so heinous, so monstrously evil? Death lurked everywhere. She had heard the truth of the camps and didn’t believe the German soldiers who told them Sobibór was a transit stop, that soon they would continue on to work camps. No prisoner ever left the camp—ever.

“Undress here. Leave your clothes. You will be taking showers before you are transported. Hurry!”

Eva began to weep. Anna cried too. “Hush, little one. Soon it will be okay. Hush, little angel. Momma will be with you.”

“They’re going to kill us. We have to do something,” a pleading voice said from the corner of the concrete room.

“Quiet!” shouted a German guard. “Hurry up. Your train leaves soon.”

Eva could feel her heart racing. Sorrow, dark and heavy, hung around the two hundred women and children. Many were weeping or praying, but some were numb and emotionless, almost seeming to welcome death and its escape from this unholy nightmare.

“Where are You, God?” Eva whispered through her tears. “Where are Your mighty angels to protect my little Anna?”

“This way. Quickly!” The soldiers led them down a long, narrow path lined with barbed wire and pine branches. “Quickly, into the showers!”

Anna cried louder, which seemed to annoy the German guard barking orders at them. Another guard stood at the door of the shower room, but he did not look at the women or the children.

Eva reached for him. “Please, sir, take my baby. Take my Anna. Please!”

The guard looked at Eva, and the guilt of ten thousand souls filled his eyes. He opened his mouth, but no words came out. He looked like an ashen statue, frozen by the tides of an evil regime that locked him in place.

“Quickly!” shouted the other guard from behind her.

Eva was pushed forward, away from the door guard. She clutched at his sleeve, but he pulled back and turned away.

Eva stepped into the chamber, and the stench of urine and death filled her nostrils. The heavy metal doors shut, momentarily filling the chamber with a hollow echo. Eva felt the rumble of the diesel engines in the cold concrete floor beneath her bare feet. She kissed Anna a dozen times.

“I’m so sorry, my little Anna. I’m so sorry. Momma loves you.”

Anna looked up at Eva and seemed comforted by her soft words. For one moment, in the midst of abject horror, there was a warmth of love between mother and child that not even the vilest of evil men could steal away. Eva caught the moment and held on for every final second that it lasted.

Outside of her fortress of motherly love, she could hear the screams and weeping of hundreds of women and children as the noxious carbon monoxide began to fill the room. Eva knelt down near the far corner of the gas chamber and clung to her final moments with Anna.

She held her breath while gently laying Anna on the floor beneath her. On her elbows and knees, she formed a little pocket to protect Anna from the falling bodies around them. Eva felt them collapse around and on top of her. The weight was nearly unbearable, but her frail body had nowhere to collapse to.

She exhaled the air within her lungs toward Anna’s face, then lifted her head up through the tangle of arms and legs and breathed the poisoned air. She felt the gentle kick of little Anna beneath her, then slowly drifted away from the horror of the chamber.
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INTO THE DRAGON

Present Day

Validus looked at the dauntless faces of his three warriors. They were seconds away from facing the full fury of Durgank and one of his worst strongholds.

It was time.

He held up one finger … two fingers …

Tren reached out and stopped his hand, then pointed up with his FN. In the gray of the night sky, Validus caught the flash of silver wings … many silver wings. Chills flowed down his spine.

Two seconds later twenty-two warrior angels landed with swords drawn and battle on their faces.

Commander Malak landed next to Validus.

“Your timing is impeccable. I didn’t think you were coming,” Validus said.

Malak drew his short sword. “I gave you my word, and I’m here to make it good.”

Validus nodded. “Twenty-four warriors below and another dozen out front. I’m going for Durgank. Eliminate as many as fast as you can and be ready for reinforcements. Once the hostages are safe, we focus on Carter. If we can get him out, we exit and we exit fast. Tren, you, Teriel, and Kassen cover the hostages.”

Malak nodded and motioned to his men. “Say the word.”

“One … two … three … materialize!”

They left the cool, clear night air and descended into Durgank’s lair of evil. The scene erupted in an explosion of guns and swords. The twenty-three Fallen dodged bullets and came at the warriors from every direction. Unbreakable, brilliant silver blades met the blackened steel of Apollyon’s worst.

Validus landed near what must have been the leader of the Dragon gang, for the vexer-possessor inside him was screaming for his gang members to kill Carter. He was surrounded by three brutes with knives and brass knuckles. Validus immediately struck down two nearby Fallen with the fury of a raging storm.

He glanced at Carlyle and the children and beheld a marvelous sight as Tren and Teriel sprinted to cover them. The empowering flames of Ruach Elohim were flowing through and around Sydney Carlyle. The Fallen warriors nearby shrank back from the power of His holy presence, and the blue fire reached out for Tren and Teriel as two Fallen attempted to engage them. Their swords flew with frightening speed and power to put the dark warriors down.

Validus needed to get to Carter and protect him. The thought of Carter losing his life here was unthinkable. Validus would find it difficult to carry on knowing the eternal state of the man he had bled for, the man he had come to admire.

He spotted Carter in the center of the dome. The three brutes who had attacked him were defeated and bleeding, but the worst of the danger was yet to come. Carter dived and rolled toward the FN Five-Sevens lying just five feet away from him. The concrete nearby shattered in spraying pieces of cement and white dust. Bullets ricocheted upward, zinging off in multiple directions. As Carter rolled, both hands found and curled around the grips of the waiting FNs. He came up on one knee, armed and ready.

Validus sensed the apprehension in the members of the gang, but it did little to hinder the realm of angels and demons.

Just as Carter began acquiring and eliminating his targets, Validus turned to see Durgank coming at him. He braced himself, then launched into the fight with this demon of power.

He shot four rounds from his FN, then jumped and flipped over the top of Durgank’s first attack, bringing his sword down on the demon from above. Durgank deflected and dodged the bullets, simultaneously reacting to meet Validus’s blade with his own. Durgank pushed off a table, instantly reversing his momentum, and launched himself back at Validus. Validus landed, deflected, and countered. He let his FN dissolve away, preferring to focus exclusively on the single most effective weapon an angel could bear.

Validus and Durgank flew across the warehouse and off the walls, each trying to gain the positional advantage needed for a microsecond breach in the other’s defense. Durgank was as fierce a warrior as Validus had ever faced. He was, after all, of the first One Hundred.

Their swords flew in a blur of black and silver steel, clashing time and time again. No matter how hard or how quickly Validus moved his blade, Durgank was always there to meet and counter. He tapped into the sword techniques of every culture he had studied, masters of the past, but Durgank adapted and retaliated. Other duels rage around them, but Validus could not give one moment to any of them, for any breach in concentration would mean his end.

Then he heard the deep growl of a droxan just as Carter’s voice reached his ears.

“Behind you!”

Validus diverted a thrust from Durgank just in time to see the droxan lunging at him from behind. He was out of position to effect any damaging cut to the beast, let alone recover in time to keep Durgank’s blade at bay.

There was nothing Validus could do. He had not anticipated the droxan. The end was inevitable.

The air filled with the rapid fire of two FN Five-Sevens, and Validus found one small glimmer of hope. Carter had seen the droxan and in a move of desperation for the sake of Validus had fired his earthly bullets at the beast.

Validus parried Durgank’s blade outward and upward, then passed the steel of his own sword into the path of Carter’s stream of bullets, instantly translating each one into the solid reality of the Upper Realm. Thirty-five highvelocity bullets burrowed into the thick hide of the pouncing beast. Death enveloped the monster in a green vapor that spilled forward around Durgank and Validus’s ferocious duel.

Durgank turned his head away to protect his eyes, and Validus used that split-second distraction to his advantage, arcing his sword around with all the speed and power within him. His blade found its mark, cutting through Durgank’s chest and abdomen. The demon of ancient days turned back, eyes bulging in anger and disbelief

“That’s for Ral!” Validus said as Durgank dissolved into green nothingness that fell into the earth.

Validus scanned the room, preparing for his next duel, but it was not necessary. Carter had eliminated the threat of the gang, and the sirens outside sent the remaining gang members scurrying. Durgank’s defeat sent the rest of the Fallen warriors into retreat. The battle was over.

Tren came to Validus.

“Are they safe?”

Tren nodded. “Teriel is outside with them. The FBI and the police are coming.” He nodded toward Carter, who stood twenty feet away, watching them. “What of him?”

“There’s not much we can do now. He’ll be taken into custody by the FBI, but I’m going to talk to him before that happens.”

Tren frowned. “That’s not wise. You know the rules.”

“The fact that he can see us already breaks the rules. I want to find out what he knows.”

Tren clearly disagreed, but Validus didn’t care. This was too important to let slide, and after all, Carter had just saved his life and deserved at least this.

“I’ll meet you in the alley,” Validus said.

Tren turned and left.

Validus could hear the movements of the FBI getting ready to storm the warehouse. He wouldn’t have long. He stepped toward Carter and translated into the world of humans. He sheathed his sword and set his hands on his hips.

“I am Validus.”

Carter gawked back at him. “Where do you come from?”

That single question told Validus a lot. Not only was Carter not saved, but he was also ignorant of the reality of the Upper Realm, of angels and demons, and of Elohim Himself. Validus’s heart sank. Carter was further from the truth than Validus had realized.

“You had better figure that out quickly, for you are in grave danger. They know who you are, and they are coming for you. They are all coming for you.”

“Why … why me?”

Validus hesitated. “There are things of which I cannot speak, but the answers you seek are near. Beware, Drew Carter.”

That was enough. The FBI was here. Validus turned and took two steps, translating back just as the front warehouse door blasted open.

“Drop your weapons!”

Validus walked to the back wall and hesitated. He watched as the FBI handcuffed and whisked Carter out of the warehouse. Medical personnel would be in to care for the wounded, but for a moment the place was silent and still. The warehouse gave an illusion of serenity, but Validus could still feel and smell the stench of evil from one of the Fallen’s primary operational posts for the city.

He shook his head as he thought of the foolishness of Drew Carter. He was completely ignorant of his peril and yet as courageous as one of Validus’s warriors. If Carter only knew what was at stake …

The ebb of humanity was moving toward its final destination, accelerating toward that end with each passing day. Being near Carter had awakened old feelings in Validus, and he didn’t know why.

He stood in the abandoned warehouse, allowing the rush of his battle with Durgank to dissipate from his body. Flashing red and blue lights from police and ambulance vehicles danced across the ghoulish interior of the gang’s lair.

Validus stood alone, lost in thoughts that spanned six millennia. Through the ages he had witnessed the destruction of entire cities, the propagation of evil, and a thousand wars between the races of men, but what he had experienced with Carter in the last twelve months was a complete anomaly in both realms. It was beyond peculiar.

Why Drew Carter and why himself? Was there some connection between this young unbelieving man in the twenty-first century and Validus’s own journey through time? He thought of Carter. So much life compressed into so few years. The lives of men and women were truly but a vapor and yet so full.

Validus considered the situation and came to a few conclusions. Tren would need to continue his watch over Carter. Even an FBI holding cell was not safe when the Fallen were on the hunt.

This event in Chicago would not go unnoticed by Niturni, the Prince of North America. Durgank was a regional commander for the Fallen in the US, and Chicago was a primary staging platform for their advances into the Midwest. Niturni would take note and respond, especially when his wounded subordinates reported that Validus was behind the attack.

Validus walked through the back wall of the warehouse, feeling the slight resistance of its matter against his body.

Tren was waiting for him. The guardian had done well once again. Tren glared at Validus as he approached, and Validus had to guard his response. After all, his official orders were to assist Tren, not the other way around. However, the momentum of the mission and the command experience of Validus necessitated the shift of command to his shoulders, and Tren seemed okay with that for the most part. They were an odd duo, warrior and guardian. Both were challenged with fulfilling a mission that was unprecedented in angelic history.

“Never before has an angel spoken as you have to an unbeliever,” Tren said.

Validus looked at Tren and considered the warning. “You’re right, but never before have the forces of the Fallen rallied so fiercely to destroy one unbelieving man.”

Tren gave a slow nod. “What’s happening, Validus? Why this man? I’ve watched him since childhood. I don’t understand.”

Validus looked up and into the distant stars of the heavens. “I commanded a continent, and now I guard one man.” He looked back at Tren. “I don’t understand either, but Drew Carter’s life must be a pivotal force in both realms, and if we don’t figure it out soon, the Fallen may turn the war once again.”

Validus filled his lungs with a cleansing, deep breath, the pain in his chest reminding him of just how close he had come to dissolution. The battle to keep Carter alive had been intense. He nearly smiled as he remembered how the man had taken action to save him from the droxan.

Validus directed his gaze back to Tren. “You know what to do.”

Tren nodded.

“Very well … then make it so.”

“To Elohim’s glory,” Tren proclaimed.

“To His glory,” Validus returned.

Tren flew through the warehouse, and Validus turned south, down the alleyway.

There was perhaps one who could make sense of the actions of the Fallen, but there were risks … risks that might cause even the former commander of the North American continent to hesitate.

He had to be careful. Every angel who fell in battle meant the forces of the Fallen would continue to rise, and the peril of humanity could come spiraling to a resetting demise as had happened too many times before.

Somehow, someway, Drew Carter was in the epicenter of that spiraling vortex.

And Validus needed to know why.
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ISRAEL REBORN

AD 1948

“General Brandt, the people of Israel are where my heart is.”

“That may be, Validus, but America is where I need you. The Lineage Legion is no more.”

Validus stiffened. Since the Great Purge, he had followed and believed in the tactics of General Danick. He had witnessed the respectful contention between these two great warriors.

Now with General Danick gone and most of his legion dissolved, Validus was forced to face the possibility that Brandt was right—all the lineages they had been tracking and protecting were gone. In fact, Validus could see that Brandt’s global warrior strategy had brought defeat to the Axis of evil led by Adolf Hitler.

“What of the Jews, sir? The prophecies regarding them are not yet fulfilled, and I am the most qualified—”

“Validus,” Brandt interrupted, “I know the skills and abilities of my warriors, and I know the prophecies of Israel.”

Brandt had a way of dismantling an argument or a petition before it was out of the mouth of the one making the plea.

His eyes gleamed. “Apollyon meant to destroy the remnant of Israel and decimate the Jews, but Elohim will turn his own devices back upon him. The prophecies talk about the restoration of the nation of Israel.”

Validus froze. He considered what Brandt was implying and was stunned. He shook his head. “How is that possible? Hitler killed millions of Jews, the rest are dispersed throughout the world, and their land is occupied by their fierce enemies. It would take another two thousand years just to put it all back together.”

Brandt stared at Validus. “Because of the conflict between the Jews and Palestinian Arabs there, the British government is ready to withdraw their influence from the region. What better time than now to give Israel the wings of a great eagle?”

Brandt’s words hit Validus like a brick, for they were words of prophecy straight from the writings of John the Revelator. General Brandt was not only a brilliant warrior but an angel of faith and vision.

Validus was both excited and ashamed. He knew it was time to fully embrace Brandt’s philosophies and strategies. Perhaps he would be given one of the thousands of churches or even a city to protect.

“I understand, sir. Who will I be serving under?”

Brandt looked at Validus with narrowed eyes. He stepped closer. “No one. We lost Primus Commander Rallon. You will be the new commander of the northern forces in the western hemisphere.”

Validus swallowed hard. North America—all of it!

“But, General, I—”

“You are well suited for the job, and it’s time we utilized you for more than tracing names on paper. Your regional commanders have already been briefed and are awaiting your arrival.”

Validus lowered his gaze. He was not worthy, not ready. How could he command an entire continent? There were other warriors much more qualified than he.

As a dozen excuses swept across his mind, he thought of Elohim’s words from four thousand years ago. “You will serve, Validus, and you will lead.”

Validus filled his lungs and steeled his heart. “Yes sir. What are your directives?”

General Brandt nodded, then turned and walked away. “The world is in chaos after the war of the Antichrist, and humanity is changing and developing rapidly, just as the Holy Scriptures have foretold. This is the beginning of the end, Validus. It’s time to prepare for the End of Days.”

Brandt circled to the opposite side of his desk and leaned over a map of the world. It was an elaborate layout that depicted current warrior forces of both Elohim and Apollyon. He swiped his hand across the map, and the symbology transformed into a layout depicting human governments annotated with symbols indicating physical and spiritual strengths, leaders, policies, and potential future influences.

He swiped his hand once more, and bright red symbols appeared, representing churches with strength numbers, mission notes, leaders, and regions of influence. It was overwhelming, but Brandt seemed to grasp it all. Validus quickly came to appreciate the genius of the angel.

“In spite of Desgard’s attempt to eradicate the Jewish people through his Final Solution, the prophecy of Israel reborn is close. I can feel it. Elohim will turn the Fallen’s evil plot against them.” General Brandt looked up at Validus with a fire in his eyes. “America will play a key role in bringing this prophecy to fulfillment.” His eyes narrowed. “Washington, DC, is where this battle will play out. President Truman could be the key to the fulfillment of this prophecy. Protect the men and women who are advancing the cause of the rebirth of Israel. Many are saints listening to Ruach Elohim, so you must guard them and ensure the success of their calling. Do whatever is necessary to make it happen. Our window of opportunity is short. Do you understand?”

“Yes, General.”

“Good. Hulan will be your executive officer and will bring you up to speed when you arrive.”

“I’d like to request Persimus to serve on my staff, sir.”

Brandt shook his head. “That’s not possible. I have other duties for him. There are other warriors you can count on already on staff.”

Validus was disappointed, but it didn’t sound like Brandt was giving any room for negotiation. He snapped a salute and turned to leave.

“Validus,” General Brandt called.

Validus turned.

“I’m sorry about General Danick. The loss is heavy for us all.”

Validus nodded, then exited the room.
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TWICE FALLEN

Present Day

Validus left Chicago. Once beyond the suburbs, he morphed his wings and took flight. He flew across the southern states of America toward the southern continent.

His quest was to find Tinsalik Barob, one of the few who might have information about why the Fallen were so focused on destroying Drew Carter. If Validus knew why they wanted him dead, it would give him an advantage in knowing how to protect his charge.

Validus faced numerous challenges, however. No one knew where on earth Barob hid himself, and Barob himself was one of the Fallen. In fact, he was twice fallen, for he had also lost favor with Apollyon.

The strange thing about Barob was that he knew things about both sides. He was like Switzerland in World War II. His currency was information, and he perfectly navigated the seam in which both the Fallen and Elohim’s angels operated.

Though isolated from the forces of Apollyon, there was still nothing good in him or about him. In spite of his occasional usefulness to Apollyon, it was a mystery why the Prince of Darkness allowed his defection. Others had tried to flee Apollyon’s grisly rule and were sent to the Abyss by the sword of their master.

Validus flew across Panama and then southeast toward Sao Paulo, Brazil, the largest city on the South American continent. He couldn’t help feeling the oppression of poverty in this land. Glimmering lights of hope surrounded by oceans of darkness.

He had known Primus Commander Sorak for centuries. They had fought together at Babylon in the great battle against the Prince of Persia. Sorak had been the commander of the southern continent for over a millennia now. Validus didn’t envy his job of trying to keep evil in check as the drug supply and demand exploded in the past century. It had become a major economic supply for many poverty-stricken regions. Supplying the US and Europe with drugs was such a lucrative business that often the authorities themselves fell prey to its temptation.

Validus set down on the promenade of the Sao Paulo Cathedral. There were dozens of other angels approaching and entering the cathedral from various directions, but his approach caught the attention of three warriors standing guard at the front entrance. Once they recognized him, they snapped to attention.

“Ah …”—the captain searched for the right title—“Commander Validus, we were not expecting you. Is there—”

“It’s all right, Captain. My visit was not scheduled, but I need to see Commander Sorak.”

“Yes sir. Please wait here.”

The captain disappeared, and within just a few moments, Sorak appeared with the captain in tow.

“Commander Validus, come. It’s good to see you again.”

Technically Validus was no longer a commander, but Sorak honored him by the title just the same. Since his mission was kept secret, Validus could imagine the speculation throughout the ranks as to why he had been relieved of his command.

Sorak ushered Validus through the massive neogothic nave that reminded Validus a little of the Hall of Vision in Zion. Deep in his gut something turned. His thoughts of home hurt, and he wondered if Persimus felt this way all the time. He missed his friend of old. He hadn’t seen him since he had taken command of North America.

They walked down to the crypt, where a full angelic headquarters was bustling with activity. There was a constant flow of angel warriors in and out of the surrounding walls. The vaulted ceilings, marbled floors, and columns seemed a perfect place for a headquarters, except for the constant flow of people.

Sorak seemed to notice Validus’s distraction by the tourists. “You get used to it. You learn to tune them out,” he said with a smile. “Besides, it reminds me a little of home … a little.”

At the top of the last set of stairs, Sorak stopped. He turned, and Validus could see the sober fight of a thousand years etched in his face.

“How goes the battle to the north?” Sorak asked.

“It’s tough.” Validus shook his head. “Commander Malak is doing a fine job, but the line is being drawn, and the distinction between the masses is no longer blurred. Do you feel it here?”

Sorak’s eyes turned toward his command center. He nodded. “So many people … so little time.”

“Yes. How are you holding out against the Fallen?”

“Well enough. Apollyon has changed his commander here so often it’s hard to keep track of who we’re fighting.” Sorak let a slight grin light his face. “In spite of the darkness, the Spirit of Elohim is working in the hearts of the saints. There is passion to fuel our fight, and we are strengthened by Elohim because of their prayers. I believe there will be a revival here before the end.”

Validus smiled. “Won’t it be glorious?”

Sorak cocked his head to the side. “I’m quite curious as to why the former commander of the North American continent has made an unscheduled, unescorted visit to my headquarters. You ought to be careful. It can get pretty nasty here, especially if you get close to the favelas.”

Each of the major cities of Brazil had hundreds of favelas, or slums. Millions of desperate people and thousands of gangs. The favelas were also the central operating hubs of the Fallen’s worst demons. Guns, drugs, sex trafficking—any and every sin man could think of and thousands of darkened spiritual influences to advance it all.

“I’m hoping you might be able to help me.”

“Brandt wouldn’t tell me much about you or your mission.” Sorak waited, but Validus stayed silent. “And I guess you won’t either, but if there’s any way I can help, my command is at your disposal.”

Validus searched Sorak’s eyes, then nodded his gratitude. “Actually, Commander, since you offered, I’m hoping you can help me find someone. Tinsalik Barob.”

Sorak stared straight at Validus, his expression inscrutable. Finally he shook his head. “Validus, you don’t want to mess with that. Surely whatever you are doing, whatever you are looking for, there must be another way.”

Validus had thought the same thing a hundred times, but Elohim had chosen not to reveal the mystery of Drew Carter. There seemed no other way to discover why the Fallen were set on destroying him. They probably knew by now that Carter had a special ability to see into their realm, but there had to be something else driving them, and Validus had to find out what it was.

“I’ve considered every possibility, and I keep coming back to Barob.” Validus took a deep breath. “I have to do this. Time is short, and anything you can do to help would be appreciated.”

Sorak’s eyes narrowed. “Captain Bern,” he called out across the crypt.

A second later a dark-haired angel with a slight build appeared beside them. “Yes sir.”

“Tell Commander Validus what you told me last week about Tinsalik Barob.”

Bern looked at Validus and hesitated, then swallowed. “We lost a warrior last week in Rio de Janeiro, in one of the favelas. Rocinha.”

“I’m sorry,” Validus replied.

“I was with him when he dissolved. Got to him just before. It was a brutal fight.” Bern shook his head. “Just as he was going, he whispered what I thought was ‘Barob.’ That’s all I heard, but I thought it was unusual enough to report.”

“Show me,” Validus ordered.

Bern looked at Sorak, and the commander nodded.

They walked down the stairs to the strategic map. Sorak swiped through a couple of pages, then zoomed in to Rio de Janeiro. Bern reached for the map and zoomed in even farther to a favela southwest of the main city. He pointed to a small alleyway on the north side of the favela.

“Here. Taj and I were giving support to a guardian. Near one of the shacks, five Fallen came at us.” Bern shook his head. “We got separated, and they were relentless … pursued us in our retreat. When I joined Taj again, I was too late.”

Bern’s face emptied as his mind filled with the last few minutes with his comrade.

“That’s all, Captain,” Sorak said.

Captain Bern recovered, saluted, and returned to his post in the crypt.

“I can give you a few warriors, but I’m stretched pretty thin already,” Sorak offered as he looked over the map, checking positions and strengths of his warriors in the field.

Validus nodded. “I would be grateful, Commander. I may have to translate to get close to Barob, especially if he’s possessed a man, and I don’t want to go in without eyes on the Fallen.”

A warrior dropping through the ceiling caught Validus’s eye. He seemed in a hurry to report to the captain of the watch. Before he had finished his report, two more warriors dropped through with the same urgency. Validus glanced at Sorak, but he was still absorbed in the map.

“Commander!” the captain called out.

Sorak turned his head toward the voice as the captain walked toward them.

“We have a problem, sir. The Fallen … they are …” He seemed to struggle for the words.

“Spit it out, Captain,” Sorak snapped.

“They’re coming, sir. They’re all coming here.”

“What? What do you mean all?”

“Reports from four of the eight regions indicate at least two legions from each are coming straight to Sao Paulo. It looks like an all-out attack on headquarters.”

Sorak’s face grew as cold as stone. “Initiate Omega Four procedures immediately.”

“Yes sir,” Bern replied and disappeared.

Sorak turned back to the strategic map. “Why?” he asked out loud. “It will certainly disrupt operations for who knows how long, but we have the forces to put the attack down. Why now?”

Validus stared at the map with the commander. Illumination hit him. “It’s me, Commander.”

Sorak looked at him.

“Niturni is behind it, and he’s after me.” Validus struck the table. Anger flashed across his mind. “I should have been more careful.” He began pacing as he pieced together the motivation of his enemy. “I’m sorry, Commander, but I may have just put your entire operation in jeopardy.”

Sorak didn’t look pleased, and Validus knew he had to give him a reason to justify the coming fight. He came and stood before Sorak.

“A year ago, Gabriel delivered orders to General Brandt that reassigned me from command of the North American continent to the protection of one man—Drew Carter. It’s been challenging, considering the fact that he is a nonbeliever and considering certain, shall I say, circumstances that have affected him. Nevertheless we’ve been able to preserve him largely because the Fallen did not know what he could do or that I was assigned to protect him. A few days ago that all changed. It became clear to me that they became strategic and methodical in their plot to kill him. Yesterday, we nearly lost him. Somehow I think the Fallen have figured out why he is so important. After our battle in Chicago, the guardian assigned with me to protect him stayed with Carter as the FBI took him away. I came here, and I think Niturni must have had one of his warriors watching me to see what my next move would be.”

Validus shook his head for underestimating Niturni’s brilliant mind. “It’s been rumored for decades that Tinsalik Barob was somewhere in South America. If they saw me come here, Niturni has figured out that I am looking for answers too. The Fallen are coming to stop me from getting those answers, either by killing me, or Barob, or both.”

Sorak shook his head. “I can’t begin to imagine what information Barob would have that would cause eight legions to mobilize.” He looked at Validus. “Whatever you plan to do, you’d better do it quickly. It will probably take a day for the Fallen to organize and attack. How many men do you need?”

Validus shook his head. “Now that the Fallen are coming, it changes everything. You can bet Barob knows they’re coming too, and he’ll be on alert. He would see us coming miles away and vanish, if he’s not already gone.” He studied the map in detail. “Fewer is better. Give me one man to get me into the favela; then I’ll go it alone.”

“I’ll send Captain Bern with you. He knows the area as well as any.” Sorak looked at Validus. “Just because Barob’s fallen out of favor with Apollyon doesn’t mean he’s any less wretched. In fact, from what I’ve heard over the centuries, I’m surprised he’s not devolved into a droxan already. If you find him and you’re still alive to speak, what do you have to offer him? There are only a handful of angels that have ever actually talked with him, and half of those dissolved trying. You’d better have something good.”

Validus leaned a little closer to the map, taking in the last few details. “I’m not sure. I’ll think of something.”

Sorak huffed. “I hope you know what you’re doing, and I hope it’s worth it. Once you enter the favela, there’s not much I can do to help you.”

Validus straightened. “You’ve helped me already. Thank you.”

Sorak nodded and sent for Captain Bern.

Validus and Bern left the cathedral and flew to within a few miles of the Rocinha favela. They landed, demorphed their wings, and went the rest of the way on foot. Rocinha was positioned on a steep hillside overlooking the city of Rio de Janeiro. They reconned the area to discover just how intense the Fallen’s activities were.

They watched in silence from the cover of the thick trees to the north of the favela for hours. From their vantage point they saw dozens of demons working the gangs of the favela. Validus figured there were probably just as many Fallen who possessed the souls of people. This was definitely Fallen territory. He reconsidered what he was planning to do, but time was running out.

If Barob was in this favela, he had probably possessed a man. It would be his best chance at hiding and surviving. The only way Validus could find him without being detected was to translate to physical form, but it also meant that he wouldn’t be able to see the threats of the demons around him. The sun was setting, and the shadows of the favela grew longer with each passing minute.

I could sure use your help right now, Persimus, Validus thought as he considered the translation skills of his friend.

Validus carefully considered all his options and chose the body of a twelve-year-old boy. In that form, he would be less likely a victim and not much of a threat to gangs. Such boys were often runners and lookouts, so he would be less conspicuous as well. He studied one such lad and made some adjustments.

He removed his sword and handed it to Bern.

Bern took the sword, but lines of dread etched his face. “It’s rough in there,” he said quietly. “Are you sure you want to do this?”

Validus kept his eyes on the favela, already plotting a route through the shacks once he translated. “I don’t have a choice.” He looked at Bern. “If I make it out, just have my sword waiting for me.”

Bern nodded. “I’ll stay here as long as I can.”

Validus took a deep breath, then translated through the blue flame and into the world of humans.

It took Validus some time to adjust to his body and stature. He was fully a thin, brown-skinned boy; all that was different was his mind and his spirit. He entered the alleys of the favela wearing black shorts and a dirty white T-shirt that hung loosely from his neck. He was just a few hundred yards from where Captain Bern had said the warrior went down, but navigating through the maze of buildings and narrow alleyways was a challenge all in itself.

The smell was overpowering for Validus, but the sounds seemed dull and distant. He walked down the side of an alleyway that was littered with trash and smelled of urine. When he was nearly to the building Captain Bern had identified, a group of four boys approached.

“Hey! What are you doing here?” They quickly surrounded him.

Validus did his best to look scared and timid. He stayed silent and tried to pass by them.

The tallest of the boys pushed him back. “You don’t leave. We don’t know you. This is our turf. What are you doing here?”

“I … I am not from this part of the favela. I am looking for my uncle.” He dropped his head.

“Why? Who’s your uncle?” another asked.

“I don’t know,” Validus said.

The boys laughed. “He doesn’t know, but he is looking for him,” they mocked.

“I don’t have parents now,” Validus said, adding a quaver to his voice.

The laughter subsided. The tallest boy looked at his friends. “What’s your name?”

“Diego.” He looked up at the boy and saw him soften. “Can you help me find him? I will pay somehow … I promise. I’m a hard worker.”

The boy put on a crooked grin. “I’m José, this is Paulo, he’s Luiz, and that’s Matheus. He doesn’t have parents either.”

Matheus grinned with sympathetic eyes.

Validus flashed a subtle smile toward the boy.

“Do you know where your uncle lives? We know everyone here,” Matheus said.

Validus shook his head. “I just know that many say he is kind of crazy … and kind of scary.” He swallowed hard.

José let out a short laugh. “That’s just about every man here. That’s not much to go on.”

“But his eyes are wild … like a dog.”

“Ah,” José said. He turned to the other boys. “He is looking for Miguel.”

The other boys’ eyes grew wide. Luiz shook his head. “Even the gangs are afraid of him. He tells them things, and they leave him alone.”

Paulo leaned toward Validus and cupped his hand around his mouth. “They say he is possessed by a demon!”

Validus could hardly contain himself. This was too easy. He swallowed hard and opened his eyes wide. “I … I think he must be the one. Where does he live?”

“You don’t want to live with him, Diego. He’s a bad man,” José said.

“That’s right,” Paulo added. “He will cut your heart out and eat it.”

José shot Paulo a hard look, then put his hand on Validus’s shoulder. “You can live with Matheus in the tin shack we found near the trees. You can work with us, and we’ll share what we have. We are brothers.”

Validus stared at the boys, amazed at their spirit of courage and of mercy. There were heroes even here in the slums of Rio de Janeiro. “I will be your brother.” He smiled, then let the smile fade. “But I still must see Miguel. I am supposed to give him a message. Can you show me?” He stood straight and squared his shoulders. “I am not afraid of him. Show me, and I will go alone.”

José looked at the faces of the other three, then put an arm around Validus. “Come, we will show you.”

The boys led Validus through a few more winding turns, and they ended up in the bowels of the favela, where few dared tread. He saw two men with guns on tops of buildings nearby. He could tell the boys were scared. They all hunkered down near the corner of a building, peering around it. The buildings were so close together here that one had to go through the front compartments to get to the ones behind.

José spoke in a hushed voice as if the walls had ears. “He’s through that shack, then to the left, through two more, then one more to the right.” José looked right into Validus’s eyes and hesitated. “You shouldn’t go in there, Diego, especially now that it’s getting dark.”

Validus swallowed hard and took a deep breath. “You are good brothers.”

He looked up and down the street and at the two gunmen he had spotted earlier, then stood up and walked to the door of the first shack. He looked in, then entered; it was empty. At the back was a doorway to the next. There he found one man slumped in the corner in a euphoric state.

“What you doin’ here?” the man mumbled.

Validus ignored him and pressed on until he stood at the last doorway leading to Tinsalik Barob. A blue tarp hung as the only barrier to the room. Validus pushed aside half the tarp and peered into the dark and murky room, but no one was there.

Validus stepped through the entrance. Shivers skittered up and down his spine, something he was not accustomed to. This shell of flesh had sensations that always surprised him, and he was glad he didn’t have to translate often—for multiple reasons.

To his right was a crusty bed near one corner and a couple of pots in the other. A small table with a lamp and a ripped and tattered lounge chair were to his left. The seat and back cushions were indented in the form of a man. Validus touched the cushions—cold. He searched for clues, but there was virtually nothing in the room from which to draw any reasonable conclusions.

After satisfying himself that he had learned all he could, he returned to the street. His four new friends were still waiting by the corner a couple of buildings down the road. Validus ran to them with fear dripping from his eyes.

“I can’t believe you’re still alive, Diego. What did your crazy uncle say to you?”

Validus shook his head. He tried to appear both afraid and relieved. Strangely, it was not hard to do. “I … I didn’t see him. Where does he go? When will he be back?” he asked, searching the faces of the four boys.

“Nobody knows,” Paulo said with eyes open wide. “Some say that at night he prowls the shadows of the streets looking for new souls to eat.”

José stepped forward. “That’s nonsense, Paulo. Matheus has slept in the street and has never seen him, have you, Matheus?”

Matheus shook his head. “You can stay with me, Diego. If you want to see your uncle, your best chance is in the morning.”

Validus considered the delay and didn’t like it, but he didn’t have much of a choice. These boys were his best lead. How ironic that the potential fate of the world might lie in the hands of four unsuspecting boys living in the slums of Brazil.

“Maybe you’re right. How far away is your shack?”

José turned. “Matheus and I will take you; then we will all meet you in the morning to help you find your uncle.” He looked at the other three boys. Matheus and Luiz nodded right away, and then Paulo added his approval.

“I am grateful,” Validus said, smiling wide. “I’ve never had brothers like you before.”

Validus followed José and Matheus through the winding alleys of the favela until they reached the edge of the surrounding tree line. After some careful and nearly parkour-type maneuvering, the three boys arrived at a dilapidated tin shack that threatened to fall at any moment.

Matheus beamed as he invited Validus to join him in the single ten-by-ten-foot shelter. Validus’s heart broke, trying hard to return the smile.

José looked sad too. “My father refuses to work for the drug lords, so we don’t have anything to spare, but I will try to bring some extra food tomorrow morning.”

“Thank you, José,” Validus said.

The boy nodded and left.

Matheus offered Validus one of two tattered blankets as they prepared for the long, dark night.

“José is a good brother,” Matheus said.

“Yes. And so are you, Matheus,” Validus replied.

He turned to look at the boy lying next to him. He could just see the profile of his face in the murky night. No longer a child, not yet a man. Validus imagined the frustration of his guardian until the age of reason was reached.

“Why don’t you go to one of the orphanages?” Validus asked. “At least there you would be fed and have a place to sleep.”

Matheus turned to look at Validus. “The orphanages are full, and there are others who need more help than me.” Matheus sat up and crossed his legs. He draped the blanket across his shoulders. “Besides, I have brothers here who need my help.”

Validus marveled at the heart of the boy.

Matheus looked up, and Validus followed his gaze through a wide split in the tin roof above them. The sky began to sparkle with stars.

“Have you ever thought about heaven, Diego?” Matheus asked.

“Yes,” Validus replied. “Have you?”

He could see Matheus smile. “All the time.”

A glimmer of hope surfaced in Validus’s heart. Could it be … even in this darkened, poverty-stricken slum?

“What do you think about?” Validus couldn’t resist asking, even though since the declaration of Gabriel of the coming Messiah two thousand years ago, angels had not been permitted to proclaim the truth of Ben Elohim to man. God had given the mission of evangelism exclusively to humans.

Matheus turned his gaze back to Validus. “I think about what a wonderful place it is and how excited I am to live there … again.”

Goose bumps raised on every square inch of Validus. He sat up to see Matheus more clearly, covering himself with his blanket. He wondered if Matheus had swallowed some mystic reincarnation lie of Apollyon.

“Again?”

“Sure. To walk the gardens.” Matheus smiled. “Guardians translate well, but warriors don’t. You must be a warrior.”

Validus hesitated. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Matheus. Are you feeling okay?”

“Why are you here?” the boy asked.

Validus still wasn’t sure what to think. Was this a trick? Perhaps a possessed boy trying to discover his identity? Even if Matheus was telling the truth, what if there were Fallen nearby listening to them? There was too much at risk. There was only one safe play to make.

Validus moved to get up and leave, but Matheus grabbed him with the strength of a man. Validus tensed for a fight.

“I’m here because José is a boy who can make a difference in this land. His heart is good, and Ruach Elohim is drawing him. My mission is to protect him until he is won.”

Validus relaxed, and Matheus let go of his arm. The Fallen could fake many things, but they couldn’t fake passion for Elohim. Yet there was still the risk of Fallen listening.

“I’m here to find answers,” Validus said.

Matheus looked at him and squinted. “From a demon-possessed man?”

Validus realized just how absurd that sounded, especially coming from the voice of young boy.

“This one is … unusual. He knows things no one else does,” Validus said, still trying to convince himself about Matheus and trying to be careful should any Fallen be nearby.

“Barob,” Matheus whispered. “All this time, and I had no idea it was Barob.”

Clearly the boy was not human. Matheus crawled to the cardboard door and looked out, then returned.

“There are no Fallen nearby,” he said.

Validus’s suspicions peaked once more. “You can’t know that.”

The boy leaned close to Validus. “I’ve learned to temporarily translate my eyes. Trust me, there’s no one here but us.”

Validus didn’t even know what to do with that. Was it even possible? In six thousand years he had never heard of such a thing. He couldn’t take it anymore. He might as well lay out his whole hand.

“Who are you? What’s your real name?”

The boy broke from his contemplation about Barob.

“My name is Persimus.”
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Validus froze. Could it really be, or was this still some demonic trick of the Fallen? Much hung on the truth or deception of the next few words.

“Who was your closest friend?” Validus asked.

The boy looked skyward again. “A warrior of great courage who has given his all for the cause of the King.”

Validus waited. Only Persimus would know of Cadriel.

“His name is Validus,” came the soft reply of the boy.

Validus’s eyes filled. He had not expected that.

“Persimus … it is I, Validus.”

Persimus’s eyes grew wide. “Validus?”

The mighty warriors of Elohim, wrapped in the flesh of two young boys, stared at each other. Validus nodded and offered a hand. Persimus smiled as wide as his tan face could handle. He grabbed Validus’s hand and pulled him in to hug him. Validus was humbled by Persimus’s response.

“How long have you been here?” Validus asked.

“Over a year now,” Persimus replied.

Validus became angry. Was this what Brandt had in store for his closest friend of six millennia?

“How can you … This is outrageous. I will talk with Brandt immediately! No warrior should be required to stay translated that long and endure the dangers and hardships of such a duty!”

“It’s okay, Validus. I volunteered for this assignment. I want to be here.”

Validus was stunned. “Why?”

Persimus smiled. “Because I’m good at it. It took me thousands of years to figure it out, but I do this well, and these boys need me. I’ve helped many young boys and girls in the past six decades in ways that warriors and guardians can’t.” Joy was evident in his tone. “It’s hard, but it is so rewarding to see a life changed that might have been cast aside, often right under the noses of the Fallen.”

“It’s dangerous, Persimus. You have no backup … no one watching out for you.”

“And what you are doing isn’t dangerous? These boys have no one watching out for them either … or at least they didn’t. Besides, I’ve learned a few tricks that no one else knows.”

Validus looked at the brave and compassionate angel he called friend and smiled. He shook his head. “You are the bravest warrior I know, Persimus, and I’m proud to be your friend!”

Persimus hugged Validus again. “It’s good to see you, Validus. I’ve missed you.”

“This seems too much of a coincidence,” Validus said.

“Perhaps for us, but not for Elohim.” Persimus’s countenance turned serious. “What are you doing messing with Barob? That’s not just dangerous; that’s plain foolish.”

Validus hesitated. “You’d better scan again. If they figure out I’m here, the gates of hell will be unleashed.”

Persimus made another scan, this time taking a few minutes to be sure the entire area was clear. When he returned, Validus told him all that had happened.

By morning they had a plan.

The next morning, José, Paulo, and Luiz met Validus and Persimus at the shack. José offered the end of a loaf of bread. Validus was amazed at how hungry he was, and though the bread looked old and stale, it was tempting to down the morsels to stop the howling in his stomach.

“That’s your breakfast, isn’t it, José?” Persimus asked.

“It’s okay. I’ll get to eat later. Here,” he said, shoving the bread into Validus’s hand. “Eat.”

Validus took the bread and tore it into three pieces, offering one each to Persimus and José. José gave a sheepish smile, then took the bread and devoured it.

The boys made their way back to the street where Miguel lived. By now it was midmorning, and the favela was bustling with activity. Validus appeared to be trying to gather the courage to enter the shack.

José put a hand on Validus’s shoulder. “I’ll go in with you if you want me to.”

Validus glanced at Persimus. “No, I want to show him I’m not afraid. He won’t hurt me once he knows I’m family.”

José nodded. “We’ll be out here if you need us.”

The other three boys all nodded, Paulo and Luiz gathering courage from José.

Validus retraced his steps to the shack of Barob and leaned cautiously inside. In the chair sat the room’s lone occupant. The lampshade cast a shadow across the face of the man so that Validus couldn’t see him clearly.

“What do you want?” The voice was raspy and deep.

“I am looking for Miguel,” Validus said.

“Come closer, boy, so I can see you better,” the voice called from the shadow.

Validus slowly stepped toward him. The place reeked of both evil and feces.

The man leaned forward out of the shadows, glaring at Validus with hollow eyes. “I’m sure you are.” He smiled, revealing yellow teeth through a vile smile. “I told them you would come.”

“I don’t understand … Who would come?” Validus asked innocently as he studied the man’s dark eyes. They were eyes not his own. It had to be Tinsalik Barob.

The man’s eyes grew fierce. “Don’t play games with me!” He snapped out his arm and grabbed Validus by the throat.

Validus pulled at the hand with his boy fingers, but it was locked around his neck in a steel grip. Translation was his only option.

“Go ahead, translate,” Barob said with a distant stare behind Validus. They are waiting to cut you down in a moment. Do it!” He began to laugh. “Yes, you angels are so stupid. Over and over I trick you and kill you, and you keep coming back. What fools God has made!”

Validus fought for air. He would not last much longer. He fought the urge to translate, for he knew there were swords and death waiting for him if he did.

“Leave him alone!” José screamed from the doorway.

Validus could just see his four friends in the doorway with rocks and sticks, ready to save him.

Barob turned to look at the brave boys. “Leave!” he snarled in the voice of a demon.

“Go find help,” José ordered.

“You know more people. You go, and I’ll stay with Diego,” Persimus said. “Hurry!”

Barob growled and rose up out of the chair, lifting Validus by his neck. As soon as the other three boys disappeared, Persimus attacked at the same time that Validus wrapped his arm around Barob’s arm, using his shoulder to break the grip on his neck. Persimus drove a shoulder into Barob’s side. As Barob’s grip loosened, Validus knuckle punched his throat.

Barob recoiled and struck back. He grabbed Persimus around the waist and threw him up against the wall. For a boy his size, the impact would have knocked him out or even killed him, but Persimus was ready. Though they were limited by the physiques of boys, they had four thousand years of warrior experience on which to rely. Persimus spun midair and was able to get an arm and a leg into position to cushion the impact. He fell to the ground and was back up a second later.

Validus attempted to drive an elbow punch into Barob’s abdomen, but the demon caught it and used Validus’s arm to sling him to the other wall. The impact hurt, but he too was able to calculate and absorb the shock with minimal damage to his body.

The strange duel between demon-possessed man and angel-empowered boys continued on. The advantage for Barob was his immunity to much of the pain and also the power-endowed body of the man he possessed. Before long all three combatants were bruised and bleeding.

Barob came for Persimus.

“Stop!” Validus shouted. “We don’t want to hurt you.”

“But I want to hurt you!” Barob snarled in a guttural voice.

“The Fallen are coming, Barob,” Validus said.

Barob turned and glared at Validus with blood-red eyes.

“Don’t you think I know that?” he said between gravelly breaths. “Apollyon is coming for me, and it’s because of you, angel,” he screamed, pointing his crooked finger at Validus. “I have nothing left with which to barter for my life. I am just a threat now, and he’s coming to eliminate me … to destroy me.”

Validus held up his hands. “He’s coming to destroy us both.”

Validus knew he couldn’t appeal to Barob’s conscience. He had none, for it had been seared by the hot iron of evil for over six thousand years. There was only one argument to appeal to a demon who was twice fallen.

“Take one last action of independence—defy him. You owe him nothing! If he is coming to destroy you, why honor him by your silence? Tell me what you know to spite him.”

Barob’s face twisted in a contortion of hate, spite, and rage, then vengeful delight. He lifted his eyes to the ceiling and tilted his head as if he could hear his dark master coming. He glared at Validus, and for one brief moment, his countenance filled with fear and desperation as the man’s soul fought to gain control.

“They’re coming!” the man cried out, his eyes darting from side to side.

“Shut up!” Barob screamed as he subdued the man and his stark fear.

Validus looked at Persimus and nodded. Persimus left to keep the other boys from returning.

“Yes … to spite Apollyon one last time.” The corners of Barob’s mouth turned upward as he subconsciously scratched a wound on his arm until it bled. “Apollyon sent three of his warriors to Zion to the Hall of Ages to discover the trigger point of the End of Days so he could change it.”

“Impossible,” Validus interjected. “They would have been dissolved before—”

Barob roared his disgust. “Quiet, angel! Your ignorance offends me. Quiet, or I will tell you nothing!”

Validus glared at Barob, still and quiet, but waiting. He would decide later how much of Barob’s words were fabricated.

“Two of the warriors entered the city through the crystal waters beneath the wall.”

Validus knew he was lying now. Demons did not survive long-term exposure to water, especially immersion. Validus had seen it. The pain was worse than the Curing, and the end of it was always a slow, painful dissolution to the Abyss.

Barob sneered when he saw the disbelief in Validus’s expression. “They knew they would not survive, but Apollyon promised them a position of power when the gates of the Abyss are opened.” Barob scoffed. “They had a choice—the Abyss without a promise or the Abyss with one. The Abyss is not just a prison. It’s the yoke by which Apollyon rules.” Barob fell silent for a moment, and Validus waited.

“They didn’t know if they would survive long enough to discover what Apollyon wanted. In searing agony they made their way to the Hall of Ages. One of the warriors entered while the other waited at the door to carry the message back to the third warrior waiting beyond the wall.”

Barob stopped and began to lick the open wound on his arm. The demon moaned with delight at the taste of the blood. Validus turned away in disgust. He could hardly take it.

Out in the streets he could hear men shouting. The drug lord and his gunmen were coming.

“Did it work?” Validus nearly shouted.

The man Barob had possessed cried out. “I must run. They will kill me … they will kill me!” His eyes darted about the room, but his body seemed frozen, unable to move.

His face contorted from fear and terror back to a calm, ghoulish peace. “No,” Barob said. “We will not run. You will die, and the draegers will come for you.”

From the eyes of a human, the exchange was schizophrenic, but Validus knew exactly what was happening. Barob was through with this host. Whether it was to escape to roam again or to go to the prison of the Abyss, he was tired of the man. His only escape was the man’s death.

Barob recovered control and glared at Validus. “Why do you think they are coming for me? They know something about the future that you don’t, a secret that Elohim is hiding.” His face twisted into a malicious smile. “And they know the only way you can find out is through me. That’s why Apollyon is coming to kill us both.”

Something Barob said sent chills through Validus. Was this a secret of Elohim that he was not supposed to know? Validus hadn’t considered that finding the answer he sought might anger the Lord. Perhaps his discovering what Apollyon knew might be an act of disobedience.

The realization sobered Validus to his core, and it frightened him. How had he rationalized, searched, and come this far without understanding this?

Trembling, he stood up, repenting that he had come, fully understanding that this act may not have helped in his mission to protect Carter but instead actually jeopardized it. He turned to leave, wondering if it was already too late to escape.

“Drew Carter is the last,” Barob said, smiling almost gleefully.

Validus froze.

“That was the message the demon shouted out before dissolution—Drew Carter is the last. Apollyon knows the Book of Life is nearly full. He’s going to kill Carter before he is saved and Sydney Carlyle, just as a measure of precaution. He’s changed the course of humanity before, and he’ll do it again.”

Barob began to laugh sadistically. He had played Validus all along, knowing what it would mean for him to learn this secret. He had entangled Validus with his words and brought potential judgment against him because of it.

“Now you know, angel!” Barob mocked. “How does it taste?” His laughter filled the dingy room.

The drug lord and his men were at the door.

Validus ran to the back doorway and bolted through it, but the laughter of the demon lingered and danced in his mind. He scrambled across the littered floor and shimmied through the window of the adjoining shack. One more shack and he reached the alley behind this cluster of houses.

Outside he cried out to Elohim, pleading to hear His voice but afraid of the silence that might be waiting for him forever. Validus had never known fear, not even facing the worst of droxans, but he knew it now. He fell to his knees in the muck of the alley behind the dilapidated shack and lifted his face and hands toward heaven.

“My God, my God, forgive my foolishness. In my ignorance I have offended You. Please do not forsake Your servant!”

Validus’s heart broke as he contemplated what it might mean to fall out of fellowship with the Holy One. He wept bitterly in the silence of his waiting. Long seconds passed until there, in the refuge of humanity, the angel warrior wrapped in the flesh of an impoverished little boy heard the whisper of God.

Be still, My servant, and be at peace. I am here, and My love for you is unchanged. Rise up and fight!

Validus’s tears of sorrow turned to tears of great joy. It would be the closest he would ever come to feeling the joy of salvation filling the heart of a human for the first time.

The blue fire of Ruach Elohim began to fall on him, filling his heart with the courage of the King. The Fallen were coming, and even though he could not see them, he knew they were near. He bathed in the power of Elohim’s Spirit, knowing that just across the thin veil of the realms, a raging war waited for him.

He shouted out his praise to God and began to translate back into the world of angels and demons. The translation hurt, and midway through it, the world exploded around him, filling his eyes and ears with excruciatingly vivid sensations once again. All around him thousands of angels were fighting desperately, all to protect him. It felt as if the world were collapsing in on him.

“Validus!” Captain Bern shouted from atop a nearby shack as he threw Validus’s sword to him.

Validus caught the weapon just in time to slice across the chest of an attacking demon. He looked to his left and saw Persimus battling with two fierce demons. He ran to his side and engaged one of the Fallen not a moment too soon.

Gunshots rang out in the shack beside them, and a moment later there was a flurry of activity by the Fallen just behind the line of battle. Barob, now freed from his host, was on the move, fleeing through the walls of the thousands of shacks in the favela. Many of the Fallen gave chase, easing the raging fight surrounding Validus and the warriors of Sorak.

Validus searched for an exit route for the warriors. The forest was southwest—their best chance.

“Captain, have your men retreat to the forest!” he shouted to Bern. Sorak had obviously put him in charge of the assault.

Slowly they extracted themselves from the favela. Validus and Persimus were the last to leave, providing cover for the wounded warriors.

Just before they reached the tree line, the Fallen redoubled their efforts to get to Validus, but reinforcements from Sorak’s legions to the south arrived and put the attack down. They gave aid to their wounded and recovered back to headquarters at Sao Paulo Cathedral.

Once the wounded were attended to and the regional commanders had given their reports, Validus and Persimus were called to a private meeting with Commander Sorak. He deserved answers. Validus had brought the Fallen from two continents to his doorstep and disrupted his entire force, jeopardizing many of the scheduled missions in South America.

Sorak stood with his arms crossed, glaring … waiting.

“Commander Sorak, I know this has been costly to you and you don’t even know why.” Validus stopped, remembering that moment when he thought he had lost everything. “What I discovered I’m not sure I’m supposed to know, but now I know why the Fallen are trying to destroy Drew Carter and why I’ve been assigned to protect him.”

Sorak eyed Validus with a steely gaze. “You and I have seen too many battles and fought in too many wars to pretend like we don’t make mistakes. I don’t need answers from you as to why you did it. I just need to know that the men who lost their lives today did so for something worthy.”

Validus stared back, remembering the valiant fight of every warrior—knowing the pain of their dissolution and of their angst in Mount Simcha at being unable to continue the fight with their brothers. He also knew how much harder the remaining battles would be without them.

“Apollyon is trying to interrupt the time line for the End of Days. He knows his time is short, and he intends to change that. Your men fought for the very preservation of the will of Elohim on earth as the End of Days draws closer.”

Sorak thought for a moment, then nodded. It seemed to be enough.

“Commander,” Captain Bern interrupted, “a guardian is here for Commander Validus.”

Bern stepped aside, and the guardian stepped forward.

“Tren!” Validus exclaimed, delighted to see his fellow protector. But his delight was short lived, for he knew that Tren’s presence could only mean one thing … trouble.

“Validus, you’d better come back with me, and soon. Carter could be in serious trouble.”

“How can he be in serious trouble? The FBI have him. That’s as safe as a nonbeliever can get.”

Tren shook his head. “You won’t say that when you find out what they’re planning on doing to him.”

“Who?” Persimus asked. “The Fallen?”

Tren shook his head. “The United States Government.”

Validus scrutinized Tren. He couldn’t imagine what could possibly be worse than defending an unbeliever from the gangs of Chicago and the FBI all at the same time.

He morphed his wings, and Persimus and Tren followed suit.

Validus looked at Persimus. “The boys?”

“He’s briefed us,” Commander Sorak interjected. “We’ll take care of them. Restoration Ministries in Sao Paulo is a great asset for us.”

“Thank you, Commander.” Validus nodded.

Sorak nodded back. “Godspeed, Commander Validus.”

The trio launched upward through the ceiling of the cathedral and into the heavy, humid air of Brazil.

“Drew Carter … the last salvation,” Validus said almost to himself as they gained speed.

At least now I know why the Fallen are after him. They’ll stop at nothing to delay the End of Days and their impending judgment, Validus thought.

Tren flew to his left. The guardian was discerning, and Validus knew he needed to rely more on his abilities than he previously had. He was as good a guardian as Validus had seen. Choosing him for the mission to protect Carter until salvation now made perfect sense.

Validus looked over at Persimus to his right, admiring the angel’s quiet brilliance, serving Elohim as only he—and none other—could. Validus was proud of him. Persimus would be invaluable in the days to come as they prepared for the onslaught of the Fallen.

Together they would face the devious genius of their ancient friend turned enemy, Niturni. Validus knew he would have to face him again, but this time the stakes would be higher … much higher. It would be a battle to determine the very fate of mankind, and Validus would give his all to preserve Elohim’s plan for humanity.


READERS GUIDE

CHAPTER 1

The Reality of Angels

Are angels real, or are they just the creation of man’s imagination and belong in the fantasy category with elves, goblins, hobbits, and fairies? According to Scripture, angels are very real, with specific purposes and responsibilities. The Bible references angels nearly three hundred times. In ancient texts they are called “watchers,” and in 1 Corinthians 4:9 the apostles are called a “spectacle” to the world, to men, and to the angels. But angels do more than just watch us. God’s angels are ministers, messengers, warriors, worshipers, and instruments of judgment. Their very existence ought to cause us to be careful of our behavior.


Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some have unwittingly entertained angels. (Hebrews 13:2)

I charge you before God and the Lord Jesus Christ and the elect angels that you observe these things without prejudice, doing nothing with partiality. (1 Timothy 5:21)



Fearfully and Wonderfully Made

The chapter opens with Validus and his men embroiled in a fierce battle. The affairs of men and of angels are inextricably entwined, and this battle scene attempts to depict this principle as the war for the unborn child rages on. The Bible tells us that life is precious because God created it. Men and women are made in the image of God and thus should be cherished and respected.


So God created man in His own image; in the image of God He created him; male and female He created them. (Genesis 1:27)

Whoever sheds man’s blood, by man his blood shall be shed; for in the image of God He made man. (Genesis 9:6)

For You formed my inward parts; You covered me in my mother’s womb. I will praise You, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made; marvelous are Your works, and that my soul knows very well. (Psalm 139:13–14)



Abortion hurts everyone: the child, the mother, the father, the community, and God. The beautiful thing about God is that He is always ready to forgive and to heal. His love overcomes all tragedy if we are willing to receive it.


To the Lord our God belong mercy and forgiveness, though we have rebelled against Him. (Daniel 9:9)

God anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power, who went about doing good and healing all who were oppressed by the devil, for God was with Him. (Acts 10:38)



CHAPTER 2

The River of Heaven

There is great speculation about heaven. Man does not have the skill or capacity to portray even a fraction of the glory of such a place. Isaiah and John tried, but even their descriptions of the divine abode seem inadequate, and even lesser still are the speculative depictions in this book. The text in bold helps discriminate biblical truth from the speculative descriptions of fiction. In this chapter, the river of heaven is described by John in the book of Revelation.


And he showed me a pure river of water of life, clear as crystal, proceeding from the throne of God and of the Lamb. In the middle of its street, and on either side of the river, was the tree of life, which bore twelve fruits, each tree yielding its fruit every month. The leaves of the tree were for the healing of the nations. (Revelation 22:1–2)



The Persons of God

How does one describe God? As a new angel experiencing life for the first time, Validus tries to describe his Creator, but once again words are inadequate. The Trinity of God may never be fully understood this side of death, if ever. We do know that God has chosen to describe Himself as three in one: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.


For there are three that bear witness in heaven: the Father, the Word, and the Holy Spirit; and these three are one. (1 John 5:7)



And we learn in John that “the Word” is Jesus Christ.


In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. (John 1:1)

And the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and we beheld His glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father, full of grace and truth. (John 1:14)



The Hebrew word for God is El or Eloah. The suffix -im indicates a plurality of the same God, and thus Elohim contains an inference to the Trinity of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit. The Hebrew words for those references are Elohim HaAv, Ben Elohim, and Ruach Elohim respectively. As another point of reference, Yeshua Ben Elohim is Jesus, Son of God.

The Bond of Brotherhood

There is a bond that happens among a group of men or women that is unbreakable when tragedy or life-threatening encounters are endured together with attitudes of selfless sacrifice. The “no man left behind” creed is an extremely powerful motivator for the men and women of the United States military. It cements the bonds of brotherhood that transcend potential barriers to friendship such as race, language, and social status. Validus and Niturni experience this type of bonding when facing the peril of the blackness at the stairway. David and Jonathan had a bond like this when they faced their enemies in battle. The Bible talks about this in Proverbs.


A man who has friends must himself be friendly, but there is a friend who sticks closer than a brother. (Proverbs 18:24)



Most people desire such a bond, but it is only attainable by those who are willing to be completely selfless and put others before themselves, even unto death. Sounds like Jesus, doesn’t it? He wants that bond with us.


For God did not appoint us to wrath, but to obtain salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, who died for us, that whether we wake or sleep, we should live together with Him. (1 Thessalonians 5:9–10)



CHAPTER 3

Jesus the Creator

This chapter gives us a very speculative view of the Creation account as depicted in Genesis. One amazing reveal in the New Testament is by whose hand the Creation was performed. In John 1 and in Colossians 1 there is nothing left to interpretation as to the Author of creation.


He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn over all creation. For by Him all things were created that are in heaven and that are on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or powers. All things were created through Him and for Him. And He is before all things, and in Him all things consist. (Colossians 1:15–17)



Imagine the piercing cries of blasphemy from the religious elite of the day! But what a beautiful irony to behold: the Giver of life gives His life to save that which He loves most. By His own hand He created that which would one day turn on Him. It was His love for us that kept Him on the cross. Even as He hung there under the curses and the abuse of the wicked, His hand still held the very molecules of the universe together. What love!

Again, please note the bold passages in the story, as they are direct references to biblical truths. You can find them here:


In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was without form, and void; and darkness was on the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters. Then God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light. (Genesis 1:1–3)

Then God said, “Let there be lights in the firmament of the heavens to divide the day from the night; and let them be for signs and seasons, and for days and years; and let them be for lights in the firmament of the heavens to give light on the earth”; and it was so. Then God made two great lights: the greater light to rule the day, and the lesser light to rule the night. He made the stars also. God set them in the firmament of the heavens to give light on the earth, and to rule over the day and over the night and to divide the light from the darkness. And God saw that it was good. (Genesis 1:14–18)

The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament shows His handiwork. (Psalm 19:1)

And the LORD God caused a deep sleep to fall on Adam, and he slept; and He took one of his ribs, and closed up the flesh in its place. Then the rib which the LORD God had taken from man He made into a woman, and He brought her to the man. And Adam said: “This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh; she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man.” (Genesis 2:21–23)

Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth? Tell Me, if you have understanding. Who determined its measurements? Surely you know! Or who stretched the line upon it? To what were its foundations fastened? Or who laid its cornerstone, when the morning stars sang together, and all the sons of God shouted for joy? (Job 38:4–7)



The Lair of Lies and the Lure of Pride

In this chapter, Niturni is swayed by the deceptions of Lucifer and the lure of pride. How quickly we can get into trouble when we depart from truth and start to believe a lie. Often it is pride that causes us to want to believe a lie.


For all that is in the world—the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life—is not of the Father but is of the world. (1 John 2:16)



When Lucifer and his angels fell in sin, their eternal fate was sealed. Unlike man, there does not seem to be any indication at all in Scripture that forgiveness will be offered to them. This is probably because they beheld the glory and holiness of God and still chose to rebel. That is not the case for humanity. We are given a chance to be redeemed through the shed blood of Jesus Christ because we have not beheld the full glory of God.


For if God did not spare the angels who sinned, but cast them down to hell and delivered them into chains of darkness, to be reserved for judgment … then the Lord knows how to deliver the godly out of temptations and to reserve the unjust under punishment for the day of judgment. (2 Peter 2:4, 9)



CHAPTER 4

When God’s Ways Don’t Make Sense

Validus is derailed when he is reassigned and loses his command of the North American continent. Frustration, anger, and confusion are inevitable emotions we can experience when we don’t understand what God is doing in our lives. It is important to remember during these times that God’s love transcends our circumstances, that He is faithful, and that He knows what’s ahead—His plans to prosper us. The closer our relationship is with Him, the stronger our faith will be to help us walk through trying times. We can also know that He understands we are frail, emotional humans.


For we do not have a High Priest who cannot sympathize with our weaknesses, but was in all points tempted as we are, yet without sin. Let us therefore come boldly to the throne of grace, that we may obtain mercy and find grace to help in time of need. (Hebrews 4:15–16)



CHAPTER 5

The Five “I Wills” of Satan

God hates pride because it destroys all that is good. In Proverbs 6:16–19 we find a list of seven things that God hates, and pride is at the top of the list. Pride was the very first sin. In this chapter, Validus reflects back to the great fall of Lucifer and one-third of the angels because of pride. This fall corrupted God’s perfect creation. This is vividly described in Isaiah and Romans.


How you are fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning! How you are cut down to the ground, you who weakened the nations! For you have said in your heart: “I will ascend into heaven, I will exalt my throne above the stars of God; I will also sit on the mount of the congregation on the farthest sides of the north; I will ascend above the heights of the clouds, I will be like the Most High.” (Isaiah 14:12–14)

Because the creation itself also will be delivered from the bondage of corruption into the glorious liberty of the children of God. For we know that the whole creation groans and labors with birth pangs together until now. (Romans 8:21–22)



The Genesis Accord

There is nothing in the Bible that suggests the existence of an agreement like the Genesis Accord. However, it is interesting to note that there seems to be some sort of “rules of engagement” established in the realm of spiritual warfare. For example, in Job 1, Satan is able to come with the “sons of God,” probably angels, who are presenting themselves to the Lord. It raises many questions, like, how was Satan able to gain access to heaven and even the very presence of God without an all-out war? Why did God allow it? In Luke 8:31 when Jesus is about to cast out the demons, they seem to know where they are going and plead for an exemption to the Abyss. Do all demons cast out go to the Abyss? Why did the demons cause the swine to run over a cliff and kill themselves? Were they then allowed to roam the earth again? It seems as though there are some rules of spiritual engagement that angels and demons must both abide by. The Genesis Accord is just an inferred speculative perspective of what those rules of engagement might look like.


Now there was a day when the sons of God came to present themselves before the LORD, and Satan also came among them. (Job 1:6)

And they [demons] begged Him that He would not command them to go out into the abyss. (Luke 8:31)



CHAPTER 6

Angelic Orders and Paradise

Bible scholars have surmised for centuries that there are orders to the angelic hosts of heaven. Michael appears to be a warrior, Gabriel a messenger, others ministers, and still others perform additional heavenly duties. Whether there is an entire order of angels assigned is speculative, but one of the duties of some of the angels seems to be to carry the dead to Paradise. Although there is not sufficient space to present a theological case for Paradise being co-located with hell in the heart of the earth before the death of Jesus Christ, the portrayal of Abraham’s bosom, or Paradise as Jesus called it on the cross, is a vivid depiction of angelic duty and of the destination of the righteous dead pre-Christ.


So it was that the beggar died, and was carried by the angels to Abraham’s bosom. The rich man also died and was buried. And being in torments in Hades, he lifted up his eyes and saw Abraham afar off, and Lazarus in his bosom. (Luke 16:22–23)

And besides all this, between us and you there is a great gulf fixed, so that those who want to pass from here to you cannot, nor can those from there pass to us. (Luke 16:26)



The Bible says that when Jesus died, He descended into hell and carried a multitude of captives to heaven. The post-Christ location of Paradise is now heaven. Please take some time to study this important theological theme. Besides Luke 16:19–31, other verses to reference are Matthew 12:40, Luke 23:43, Ephesians 4:8–10, 1 Peter 3:18-19, and Acts 2:29–31.

The Apparent Triumph of Evil

Validus is distraught about the apparent triumph of evil after watching the battle for Kish. We should expect no less from such a holy being and, quite honestly, from ourselves, in whom the Holy Spirit dwells. David mourned such a state as well, but God always promises hope, peace, and justice in the end.


Rest in the LORD, and wait patiently for Him; do not fret because of him who prospers in his way, because of the man who brings wicked schemes to pass. Cease from anger, and forsake wrath; do not fret—it only causes harm. For evildoers shall be cut off; but those who wait on the LORD, they shall inherit the earth. (Psalm 37:7–9)



When God Speaks

Any time in history that the voice of God hit the ears of a human, something significant was about to happen. There are numerous examples in Scripture: Adam, Noah, Moses, Isaiah, Jeremiah, John the Baptist, Paul, and John to name a few. One can imagine the anticipation of the angels and the apprehension of the demons whenever such an event happened. When Jesus returned to heaven and sent the Comforter, the order of the universe changed, and now we have the privilege of “hearing” the voice of God through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit … if we are listening.


And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance. (Acts 2:4)



Think about the great things God is waiting to do in your life. All you have to do is hear Him through His Spirit; then say yes!

CHAPTERS 7–8

Taking Up the Cross

Now Validus embraces his mission and submits to the call of God. As Christians we oftentimes may feel God calling us to some duty or place that we are hesitant to accept. God does not call lightly, nor does He take our response lightly, whether it is good or bad. There is great adventure and opportunity when we submit to God and perhaps loss if we don’t. This is quite evident when a rich young ruler encounters Jesus.


Then Jesus, looking at him, loved him, and said to him, “One thing you lack: Go your way, sell whatever you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, take up the cross, and follow Me.” But he was sad at this word, and went away sorrowful, for he had great possessions. (Mark 10:21–22)



The First Judgment

The Bible talks about two great judgments made by God on the wicked of the earth (see 2 Peter 3:5–7). The first was by water, and in Genesis we get a glimpse into the heart of God as He considered both the evil of the world and the heart of one just man.


So the LORD said, “I will destroy man whom I have created from the face of the earth, both man and beast, creeping thing and birds of the air, for I am sorry that I have made them.” (Genesis 6:7)

But Noah found grace in the eyes of the LORD. This is the genealogy of Noah. Noah was a just man, perfect in his generations. Noah walked with God. (Genesis 6:8–9)



The second judgment will be by fire, but it is important to remember that God’s wrath is not appointed for those who love Him, but for the wicked and evildoers of the world. We must share the love of God with all who are willing so that they may be spared the second judgment.

Angelic Worship

We cannot begin to fathom the impact a face-to-face encounter with God will have on us. Our best insight into such an event is by reading about the reactions of others who have experienced it. Consider words like, “Fear came upon me, and trembling” (Job 4:14), “Woe is me, for I am undone!” (Isaiah 6:5), and “I fell at His feet as dead” (Revelation 1:17). The reason for such responses is a sense of extreme holiness and power. The words in this chapter are lifted straight out of the book of Revelation when John gets a glorious glimpse of the worship of God in heaven.


The four living creatures, each having six wings, were full of eyes around and within. And they do not rest day or night, saying: “Holy, holy, holy, Lord God Almighty, who was and is and is to come!” (Revelation 4:8)



CHAPTER 9

Devolution

It is perfectly ironic that man has devised a theory that eliminates God and evolves man when actually the exact opposite occurs. The further a person gets from God, the more wisdom and knowledge slip away and sin begins to rule. Submitting to evil ultimately will make us “less human.” Essentially we devolve without God; we don’t evolve. The Bible explains this in Romans 1 and in Titus 1.


To the pure all things are pure, but to those who are defiled and unbelieving nothing is pure; but even their mind and conscience are defiled. They profess to know God, but in works they deny Him, being abominable, disobedient, and disqualified for every good work. (Titus 1:15–16)



The droxans, devolved demons, described in this chapter are purely speculative. But if submitting to abject evil creates rapists, pedophiles, serial killers, and terrorists, we can only imagine what it might do to a demon. Contrary to living without God, living with God brings wisdom and understanding as proclaimed in Proverbs.


The fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom, and the knowledge of the Holy One is understanding. (Proverbs 9:10)



CHAPTER 10

Guardian Angels

The concept of guardian angels is old and appealing. Although we know very little about the reality of such an order of angels, Jesus certainly inspired such contemplation when He talked about the children who wanted to be near Him.


Take heed that you do not despise one of these little ones, for I say to you that in heaven their angels always see the face of My Father who is in heaven. (Matthew 18:10)



CHAPTERS 11–12

The Ignorance and Apathy of Humanity

In the days of Noah, the people had distanced themselves so far from God that they were apathetic toward Him and completely ignorant of the impending doom. Jesus gives the world a very dramatic parallel warning when the disciples ask Him about the end times. Jesus’ warning in Matthew 24 seems more pertinent today than at any other time in the past two thousand years.


For as in the days before the flood, they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the day that Noah entered the ark, and did not know until the flood came and took them all away, so also will the coming of the Son of Man be. (Matthew 24:38–39)



Unlike the rest of the world, those who know Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior have been given the game plan and will not be surprised when it happens. We will be prepared just as Noah was.

Preacher of Righteousness

In the world today, words like righteousness, salvation, and judgment are not popular words. In fact, in many circles these words have a negative connotation. It was probably very much the same, if not worse, in the days of Noah. Second Peter 2:5 calls Noah “a preacher of righteousness.” Noah didn’t just live a life that honored God; he preached and tried to persuade the world of the truth of God. God has commissioned us to do the same.


And He said to them, “Go into all the world and preach the gospel to every creature. He who believes and is baptized will be saved; but he who does not believe will be condemned.” (Mark 16:15–16)



Water and the Fallen

It is important to note that the special treatment of water in regard to the Fallen is purely speculative and has no basis in a literal interpretation of Scripture. Liberty was taken in regard to water and its effects on the demons because of the inferences throughout Scripture of those who hunger and thirst but are not satisfied because they do not know God. Jesus is the only one who can satisfy spiritual hunger and thirst, something the demons will never know.


It shall even be as when a hungry man dreams, and look—he eats; but he awakes, and his soul is still empty; or as when a thirsty man dreams, and look—he drinks; but he awakes, and indeed he is faint, and his soul still craves: so the multitude of all the nations shall be, who fight against Mount Zion. (Isaiah 29:8)

And Jesus said to them, “I am the bread of life. He who comes to Me shall never hunger, and he who believes in Me shall never thirst.” (John 6:35)



The reference to Hades containing no water is inferred from the rich man’s statement about asking Abraham to have Lazarus dip his finger in water to cool his tongue.


Then he cried and said, “Father Abraham, have mercy on me, and send Lazarus that he may dip the tip of his finger in water and cool my tongue; for I am tormented in this flame.” (Luke 16:24)



CHAPTER 13

Four Bad Dudes

In this chapter, we learn that Validus played a part in binding four angels to the bottom of the Euphrates River. We don’t know the actual story behind the four angels who are being reserved to execute judgment on the earth, but they must be very powerful and very evil. In Revelation, we learn that these four angels will be responsible for killing one-third of mankind. If that happened today, nearly 2.4 billion people would die at their hands.


Then the sixth angel sounded: And I heard a voice from the four horns of the golden altar which is before God, saying to the sixth angel who had the trumpet, “Release the four angels who are bound at the great river Euphrates.” So the four angels, who had been prepared for the hour and day and month and year, were released to kill a third of mankind. (Revelation 9:13–15)



The Noahidic Accord

As with the Genesis Accord, there is no literal interpretation of Scripture that would allow one to believe an agreement like the Noahidic Accord existed. This speculative and fictional aspect is derived from subtle inferences in the Bible and observation. The Noahidic Accord is simply to give the book a construct for the remainder of the story.

CHAPTER 14

Translation

Hebrews 13:2 says that some people have “entertained angels” without knowing it. When the spiritual world intersects the physical world, it is a strange event. Something unseen and untouchable suddenly appears and becomes very real … very physical. Speculation about the science of such a translation is fascinating. How it happens is quite a mystery, but angels apparently have the ability to do it at will and with such skill that humans would never suspect them.


Do not forget to entertain strangers, for by so doing some have unwittingly entertained angels. (Hebrews 13:2)



One day all who believe in Jesus will be translated to the spiritual realm just as Enoch was when he walked with God.


By faith Enoch was translated that he should not see death; and was not found, because God had translated him: for before his translation he had this testimony, that he pleased God. (Hebrews 11:5, KJV)



Betrayal

Nothing strikes at the heart like betrayal. When Validus faces Niturni in battle for the first time, it is evidence of the completion of Niturni’s betrayal. You can imagine the sadness of Jesus when He discovered in Judas’s heart a willingness and desire to betray Him. Betrayal is one of Satan’s sharpest weapons, for it cuts deep.


And supper being ended, the devil having already put it into the heart of Judas Iscariot, Simon’s son, to betray Him. (John 13:2)



We can be grateful that we serve a God who will never betray us. His faithfulness is incomparable. Even when we are not faithful to Him, He remains faithful to us.


Therefore know that the LORD your God, He is God, the faithful God who keeps covenant and mercy for a thousand generations with those who love Him and keep His commandments. (Deuteronomy 7:9)



CHAPTER 15

One Heart

Throughout the Bible there is a truth that rings true from Genesis to Revelation. It is a truth that brings great inspiration to all, from the lowliest to the highest. God doesn’t look on the outward appearance of a man or a woman but on their heart, and with one heart perfectly aligned with God, miracles are accomplished. It is the stuff of valiant legends, for out of the meekest of men and women, heroes arise because God will use them for His great purposes.


But the LORD said to Samuel, “Do not look at his appearance or at his physical stature, because I have refused him. For the LORD does not see as man sees; for man looks at the outward appearance, but the LORD looks at the heart.” (1 Samuel 16:7)

For the eyes of the LORD run to and fro throughout the whole earth, to shew himself strong in the behalf of them whose heart is perfect toward him. (2 Chronicles 16:9, KJV)



CHAPTERS 17–18

The Tower of Babel

These two chapters take liberty with history to create a confrontation between Eber, the great-grandson of Shem, and Nimrod, the grandson of Ham. There are legends that portray such a meeting between Nimrod and Abraham, but in both cases, there is no biblical basis for such an event occurring. We do know that Nimrod was a man who had great power and influence. He built many cities, and one of them was Babel, the city that stood in defiance to God.


Cush begot Nimrod; he began to be a mighty one on the earth. He was a mighty hunter before the LORD; therefore it is said, “Like Nimrod the mighty hunter before the LORD.” And the beginning of his kingdom was Babel, Erech, Accad, and Calneh, in the land of Shinar. (Genesis 10:8–10)



At Babel, humanity was divided because God confused the languages of men. There are different theological views as to why Eber named his son Peleg, which means “to be divided,” but the more accepted view is that the earth was divided because of language. Since this is a fictional account, this is not necessarily an endorsement of this view.


To Eber were born two sons: the name of one was Peleg, for in his days the earth was divided. (Genesis 10:25)



CHAPTER 19

Dealing with Conflict

Validus and Tren deal with an issue that could be a hindrance to their working together on the mission. There are typically three ways we deal with conflict. The first is to be passive and avoid the conflict, but that only causes the problem to fester and become worse over time. The second is to be angry and aggressive, but that only creates greater conflict and often destroys relationships. The third is the biblical way. Scripture gives us clear guidelines on how to deal with conflict.


Moreover if your brother sins against you, go and tell him his fault between you and him alone. If he hears you, you have gained your brother. But if he will not hear, take with you one or two more, that “by the mouth of two or three witnesses every word may be established.” (Matthew 18:15–16)



Ironically, if we deal with conflict in a humble and biblical way, stronger relationships can be the result, just as is the case with Validus and Tren.

CHAPTER 20

The Least

Persimus reminds Validus of Niturni’s wise words of insight as to God’s ways. He tells Validus, “It is through the least that God often works the most.” This is evident through the story of Gideon.


So he said to Him, “O my Lord, how can I save Israel? Indeed my clan is the weakest in Manasseh, and I am the least in my father’s house.” And the LORD said to him, “Surely I will be with you, and you shall defeat the Midianites as one man.” (Judges 6:15–16)



God is a champion of the lowly, for they are the ones who often have a heart of humility through which God can work. Then when great things happen, it is God who receives the glory and not man.


For you see your calling, brethren, that not many wise according to the flesh, not many mighty, not many noble, are called. But God has chosen the foolish things of the world to put to shame the wise, and God has chosen the weak things of the world to put to shame the things which are mighty; and the base things of the world and the things which are despised God has chosen, and the things which are not, to bring to nothing the things that are, that no flesh should glory in His presence. (1 Corinthians 1:26–29)



CHAPTER 21

The Judgment of Souls

This chapter is filled with many elements of spiritual warfare, but the most sobering is the judgment of the souls of men and women at the point of their death. As much as the world wants to believe that there are many ways to heaven, from “being good” to belief in a variety of “higher powers,” the Bible is explicitly clear that there is only one way to heaven. Jesus said He is “the way, the truth, and the life” and that “no one comes to the Father except through Me” (John 14:6). As we discovered in Luke 16, when people who believe in Jesus die, the angels carry them to heaven. When a person dies without Jesus, he or she is delivered to Hades, where the “worm does not die and the fire is not quenched” (Mark 9:44).


And as it is appointed for men to die once, but after this the judgment, so Christ was offered once to bear the sins of many. To those who eagerly wait for Him He will appear a second time, apart from sin, for salvation. (Hebrews 9:27–28)



The judgment of an unbelieving soul is a very sobering thing. Such a reality should rouse us to action to be passionately engaged in sharing the good news of Jesus Christ with everyone we meet.

CHAPTER 22

The Great Prophecy of Messiah

This chapter portrays an epic battle between the Prince of Persia and the archangels Michael and Gabriel. This scene is derived from two passages in the ninth and tenth chapters of the book of Daniel. The first passage is of the prophecy given to Daniel by Gabriel regarding the coming Messiah. It is the first explicit reference to the Messiah given in Scripture to the people of Israel, and it is one of the most profound and precise prophecies regarding the coming of the Son of God. With some biblical study, you will discover that from the decree to rebuild Jerusalem given to Nehemiah under King Artaxerxes to the announcement of Jesus as “the King” on the day of His triumphal entry, what we now call Palm Sunday, was exactly 483 years (69 weeks of years x 7 = 483 years). Historical records give evidence that this prophecy was fulfilled to the exact day! This prophecy is also why Jesus wept in Luke 19:41, because the people did not know of the time of His visitation even though they had been foretold by the prophet Daniel.


Know therefore and understand, that from the going forth of the command to restore and build Jerusalem until Messiah the Prince, there shall be seven weeks and sixty-two weeks; the street shall be built again, and the wall, even in troublesome times. (Daniel 9:25)

Now as He drew near, He saw the city and wept over it, saying, “If you had known, even you, especially in this your day, the things that make for your peace! But now they are hidden from your eyes.” (Luke 19:41–42)



CHAPTER 23

Vexer-Possessors

The Bible describes numerous instances of demons both vexing and possessing humans. We find evidence of both in the following verses:


And they that were vexed with unclean spirits: and they were healed. (Luke 6:18, KJV)

When He had come to the other side, to the country of the Gergesenes, there met Him two demon-possessed men, coming out of the tombs, exceedingly fierce, so that no one could pass that way. (Matthew 8:28)

And lest I should be exalted above measure by the abundance of the revelations, a thorn in the flesh was given to me, a messenger of Satan to buffet me, lest I be exalted above measure. (2 Corinthians 12:7)



Being “buffeted” by the Enemy is something all believers will face from time to time, but it is not something to fear. God promises to deliver us “from every evil work” (2 Timothy 4:18). Demon possession is also something believers never have to fear. Those who have accepted Jesus Christ as Lord and Savior have the Holy Spirit residing within them, and there is no place for an evil spirit there. Jesus alluded to this when He described the state of a man cleansed from evil spirits in Matthew 12.


When an unclean spirit goes out of a man, he goes through dry places, seeking rest, and finds none. Then he says, “I will return to my house from which I came.” And when he comes, he finds it empty, swept, and put in order. Then he goes and takes with him seven other spirits more wicked than himself, and they enter and dwell there; and the last state of that man is worse than the first. (Matthew 12:43–45)



An “empty” man lives in a dangerous state. The only way for men and women to be protected from such demonic activity is to accept Jesus as Lord and Savior so that the Holy Spirit dwells within them and “occupies” their souls, keeping them safe from evil.

CHAPTER 24

Inside Information

God reveals things to people who are devoted to Him. It might be an unexplainable need to pray for someone in trouble even though you don’t know it. It might be a sense that a brother or sister in Christ has an emotional, physical, spiritual, or financial need. It might be the revelation of truth in your own life revealed by reading the living Word. It is even possible that God may reveal to you mysteries of fulfilled prophecies and truth as He did to Paul in Ephesians about the Gentiles being fellow heirs of the gospel. God gave Simeon and Anna special revelation as to the identity of Jesus Christ and His mission even when He was just an infant (see Luke 2). That only comes to one who is walking daily with God in His Spirit.


Lord, now You are letting Your servant depart in peace, according to Your word; for my eyes have seen Your salvation which You have prepared before the face of all peoples, a light to bring revelation to the Gentiles, and the glory of Your people Israel. (Luke 2:29–32)

Then Simeon blessed them, and said to Mary His mother, “Behold, this Child is destined for the fall and rising of many in Israel, and for a sign which will be spoken against (yes, a sword will pierce through your own soul also), that the thoughts of many hearts may be revealed.” (Luke 2:34–35)



It is exhilarating to receive a special word from God, because only His Spirit can reveal inside information that the world will never understand. Walk close to God, and listen for His whispers to your heart.

CHAPTER 25

Drew, the Good Samaritan

Jesus used stories to dramatically make His points. His story of the good Samaritan is perhaps one of the most poignant examples there is of living the life of a follower of Jesus. Drew does this without understanding that he is fulfilling exactly what Jesus has called us to. It takes courage to love the needy and the hurting, and yet we don’t even have to defend people from dangerous gangs. God asks us simply to offer mercy and compassion when the need arises.


“So which of these three do you think was neighbor to him who fell among the thieves?” And he said, “He who showed mercy on him.” Then Jesus said to him, “Go and do likewise.” (Luke 10:36–37)



Let us pray that we will all have the courage to “go and do likewise”!

CHAPTER 26

Satan’s Attempt to Kill the Messiah

From the time of Mary’s conception by the Holy Spirit to Jesus’ death on the cross, Satan tried multiple times to subvert God’s plan for the Messiah to save mankind from sin. The first attempt was to use Herod to kill all the children in Bethlehem, but the Magi had been warned and so had Joseph. One could speculate that the spiritual battle for the Christ-child must have been as distressing as the physical tragedy that happened to countless innocent babes.


Then, being divinely warned in a dream that they should not return to Herod, they departed for their own country another way. Now when they had departed, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream, saying, “Arise, take the young Child and His mother, flee to Egypt, and stay there until I bring you word; for Herod will seek the young Child to destroy Him.” (Matthew 2:12–13)

Then Herod, when he saw that he was deceived by the wise men, was exceedingly angry; and he sent forth and put to death all the male children who were in Bethlehem and in all its districts, from two years old and under, according to the time which he had determined from the wise men. Then was fulfilled what was spoken by Jeremiah the prophet, saying: “A voice was heard in Ramah, lamentation, weeping, and great mourning, Rachel weeping for her children, refusing to be comforted, because they are no more.” (Matthew 2:16–18)



CHAPTER 27

The Foolishness of Preaching

In this chapter, Validus states, “The message of the gospel has been given to men to share, not to angels.” This is not to say that angels do not have a mission in presenting the gospel to the world, for one of the first declarations of the gospel was by the angels to the shepherds on the night of Jesus’ birth. However, the winning of souls does seem to be the exclusive duty of men and women and not the angels. First Corinthians gives us an interesting perspective on why God chose this way:


For since, in the wisdom of God, the world through wisdom did not know God, it pleased God through the foolishness of the message preached to save those who believe. (1 Corinthians 1:21)



When people become prideful about how wise they may be, it becomes a stumbling block to finding the real truth. God chose to use what appears to be foolishness so that the prideful and arrogant do not find it. Only when people humble themselves will they find true wisdom and truth in God.

CHAPTER 28

The Powerful, Meek, and Lowly Savior

One definition of meekness is “restrained power.” Jesus demonstrated this in the extreme. On the cross hung the Creator of the universe with all the power and ability to make the pain, suffering, and shame go away with one thought, and yet He bore the cross in silence. He restrained His mighty power so that we might be saved by His blood sacrifice once and for all. At one point Validus makes this point when he says, “These puny men had no idea with whom they were dealing. At this very moment the particles of creation by which they existed were being held together by His loving hand, and they were about to deliver Him to Apollyon, the destroyer.” Colossians gives us this depiction of the power of Jesus Christ.


For by Him all things were created that are in heaven and that are on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or principalities or powers. All things were created through Him and for Him. And He is before all things, and in Him all things consist [are held together]. (Colossians 1:16–17)

He was oppressed and He was afflicted, yet He opened not His mouth; He was led as a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before its shearers is silent, so He opened not His mouth. (Isaiah 53:7)

The rest of the bold text refers to the following Bible passages:

Hades: Matthew 8:11–12; Mark 9:43–48

Peter drawing his sword: Matthew 26:51; Luke 22:50; John 18:10

Jesus healing the guard’s ear: Matthew 26:52; Luke 22:51

The power of darkness: Luke 22:52–53

Peter tempting Jesus not to go to the cross: Mark 8:32–33



CHAPTER 29

God’s Heart Toward Children

At the end of this chapter, Validus and Ral are reminded that Tren is a guardian angel charged to watch over children. It is clear in Scripture that children hold a special place in God’s heart. We ought to take heed and value these little ones with just as much intensity.


Then they also brought infants to Him that He might touch them; but when the disciples saw it, they rebuked them. But Jesus called them to Him and said, “Let the little children come to Me, and do not forbid them; for of such is the kingdom of God. Assuredly, I say to you, whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will by no means enter it.” (Luke 18:15–17)



I can only imagine the response of a guardian angel whose charge has been harmed by the hands of an evil person. Jesus’ warning is to be taken literally.


Take heed that you do not despise one of these little ones, for I say to you that in heaven their angels always see the face of My Father who is in heaven. (Matthew 18:10)



CHAPTER 30

The Mystery of the Indwelling

In this chapter, Danick and Brandt talk about the indwelling of the Holy Spirit in the believers who are spreading out from Israel. The Bible tells us that this indwelling was a mystery that was hidden from the beginning of time. Not even Satan could have imagined such a thing. It is through the power of the indwelling Spirit of God that men and women have the courage to spread the gospel of Christ across the globe in spite of the efforts of the Enemy. What a marvelous work of God!


And suddenly there came a sound from heaven, as of a rushing mighty wind, and it filled the whole house where they were sitting. Then there appeared to them divided tongues, as of fire, and one sat upon each of them. And they were all filled with the Holy Spirit and began to speak with other tongues, as the Spirit gave them utterance. (Acts 2:2–4)

I became a minister according to the stewardship from God which was given to me for you, to fulfill the word of God, the mystery which has been hidden from ages and from generations, but now has been revealed to His saints. To them God willed to make known what are the riches of the glory of this mystery among the Gentiles: which is Christ in you, the hope of glory. (Colossians 1:25–27)



CHAPTER 31

Laying Down Your Life for Another

Ral gives his life to save Drew. Jesus said that this was the ultimate form of love.


This is My commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. Greater love has no one than this, than to lay down one’s life for his friends. (John 15:12–13)



And Jesus fulfilled this great love just a short time later when He laid down His life for each of us.

CHAPTER 32

The Lineage of Jesus Christ

Danick has spent his entire assignment protecting the lineage of Christ but finally acquiesces to Brandt in regard to changing strategies. It is now time to protect the saints who are spreading out to the corners of the earth. Lineages in the Jewish culture are extremely important. Matthew 1 tracks the lineage of Jesus through Mary back to Abraham. Luke 3 tracks the lineage of Jesus through Joseph back to Adam and Eve. These lineages are important because God’s curse on the serpent, Satan, in Genesis 3:15 was that the seed of Eve would “bruise your head.” The lineage of Jesus is a direct link to the fulfillment of God’s first hint at a Savior way back in Genesis.


And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your seed and her Seed; He shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise His heel. (Genesis 3:15)



CHAPTER 33

Angel of the Church

Teriel is angry because violence has come to the church he is charged to protect. In Revelation chapters 2 and 3, Jesus commands John to write seven letters to the seven churches. Each of these letters is addressed, “To the angel of the church in …” There is much speculation about what the word angel refers to in this passage. Theologians’ opinions range from the word referring to the church’s primary pastor, to the church itself, and also to literal angels. Rise of the Fallen simply entertains the notion and possibility that angel may refer to a literal watch-guard angel over each of God’s churches.


To the angel of the church of Ephesus write, “These things says He who holds the seven stars in His right hand, who walks in the midst of the seven golden lampstands.” (Revelation 2:1)



Angel Intervention

Drew Carter pleads with Validus to help him escape from the FBI so he can save Sydney and the Branson children. Validus intervenes by freeing Drew from the handcuffs around his wrists. Although this may seem far-fetched, there are no less dramatic examples in the Bible of angels intervening on behalf of people in peril.


Peter was therefore kept in prison, but constant prayer was offered to God for him by the church. And when Herod was about to bring him out, that night Peter was sleeping, bound with two chains between two soldiers; and the guards before the door were keeping the prison. Now behold, an angel of the Lord stood by him, and a light shone in the prison; and he struck Peter on the side and raised him up, saying, “Arise quickly!” And his chains fell off his hands. (Acts 12:5–7)



CHAPTER 34

Persecution of the Jewish People

This chapter deals with the horror of the Holocaust, but the Jewish people have been intensely persecuted throughout history, not just during the Holocaust. Great persecution of the nation of Israel began in AD 70 when Titus and his Roman army utterly destroyed Jerusalem. The dispersion of the Jewish people (the Diaspora) and their persecution have continued ever since. Today we are seeing a resurgence of anti-Semitism. According to the Bible, the Jewish people will continue to be persecuted until they accept Jesus Christ as the true Messiah near the End of Days. As Jesus went to the cross, He warned the people of the difficult days ahead.


And a great multitude of the people followed Him, and women who also mourned and lamented Him. But Jesus, turning to them, said, “Daughters of Jerusalem, do not weep for Me, but weep for yourselves and for your children. For indeed the days are coming in which they will say, ‘Blessed are the barren, wombs that never bore, and breasts which never nursed!’ Then they will begin ‘to say to the mountains, “Fall on us!” and to the hills, “Cover us!” ’ ” (Luke 23:27–30)



Throughout Scripture, prophets and apostles plead for the nation of Israel to come to salvation through Christ. We ought to add our prayers for the same.

Dealing with Grief

Validus is grieved to the heart when Danick is dissolved. Any time we lose a loved one, grief is an emotion we must deal with. It is part of living in a fallen world. God knows our pain and our afflictions, and He is able to comfort us in our time of deepest grief.


Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our tribulation, that we may be able to comfort those who are in any trouble, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God. (2 Corinthians 1:2–4)



CHAPTER 35

Valiant Leadership

Validus leads his men into Durgank’s stronghold, a place of great peril. Excellent leadership is paramount to being victorious in a battle. Great leaders must have many qualities in their lives to be effective: integrity, vision, selflessness, confidence, humility, and effective communication skills to name a few. However, the true test of great leaders is whether their people are willing to follow them into battle or, at the very least, through difficult times. There are seminars, training centers, books, and a whole plethora of resources to help develop leadership skills, but in reality, the perfect example for us all is that of Jesus Christ. Every single quality required to be an excellent leader is perfectly modeled in our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. And in the end, His followers went to the ends of the earth and laid down their lives in service to Him. Here are a few verses that demonstrate the fundamental qualities of leadership in Jesus.


The integrity of Jesus: Hebrews 4:15

The vision of Jesus: Luke 19:10

The selflessness of Jesus: John 10:15

The confidence of Jesus: Matthew 7:29

The humility of Jesus: Philippians 2:8

The communication skills of Jesus: Matthew 5



CHAPTER 36

The Nation of Israel Reborn

In spite of nearly two thousand years of persecution and global dispersion, on May 14, 1948, Israel became a nation once more. On the same day of their declaration as a sovereign state, they were attacked by multiple Arab countries and yet were victorious. This biblically prophetic event was prophesied in Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Hosea, and Zechariah and is a dramatic sign that the End of Days may be near.


It shall come to pass in that day that the Lord shall set His hand again the second time to recover the remnant of His people who are left, from Assyria and Egypt, from Pathros and Cush, from Elam and Shinar, from Hamath and the islands of the sea. He will set up a banner for the nations, and will assemble the outcasts of Israel, and gather together the dispersed of Judah from the four corners of the earth. (Isaiah 11:11–12)



It is hard to say what the role of the United States of America will have in the End of Days, but there is a symbolic reference in Revelation regarding the nation of Israel as the days become difficult for them. Perhaps the “wings of a great eagle” are the United States.


But the woman was given two wings of a great eagle, that she might fly into the wilderness to her place, where she is nourished for a time and times and half a time, from the presence of the serpent. (Revelation 12:14)



CHAPTER 37

Courage and Mercy Found in Unlikely Places

Validus marvels at the courage and the mercy demonstrated by the boys in the favela. God sees that potential in all of us, but potential and action are two completely different things. What turns potential into action is choice. We must choose to allow God to transform our potential into active, vibrant, faithful action. James tells us not to be hearers only but doers also. That happens with a decision … our decision.


But he who looks into the perfect law of liberty and continues in it, and is not a forgetful hearer but a doer of the work, this one will be blessed in what he does. (James 1:25)



CHAPTER 38

When Good Men and Women Fail

Validus fears that he has disobeyed God and failed Him. Although angels are sinless, this scene depicts the appropriate response of a person who has failed in his or her walk with the Lord—repentance. A genuine understanding of our frailty and sinfulness is the beginning of greatness. Even Daniel, whom Gabriel says is “greatly beloved,” prays a prayer of intense repentance and includes himself.


And I prayed to the LORD my God, and made confession, and said, “O Lord, great and awesome God, who keeps His covenant and mercy with those who love Him, and with those who keep His commandments, we have sinned and committed iniquity, we have done wickedly and rebelled, even by departing from Your precepts and Your judgments.” (Daniel 9:4–5)



From Genesis to Revelation the message to man is clear: repent! Then and only then can God work mighty deeds in the earth.


Humble yourselves in the sight of the Lord, and He will lift you up. (James 4:10)
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Faced with tragedy and loss, Drew Carter has no choice but to move on. But when he starts to see things that are hunting him down, he needs the help of his new friends and their strong faith to save himself and the world from the intruders.
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