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Love to my family, always.
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Author Note:

[image: ]




This story takes place between the events of Night Blade and Broken Blade.

If you read those, then you should understand the events of this story just fine.
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Before Time
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The man did not look old to the cubs playing before him.

It was only when you looked into his eyes that you had an idea that his young face hid the weight of eternity.

He abruptly shifted into a monstrously large feline, his shaggy hide a shade of dun dotted with spots and slashes of gray that let it blend in with the rock around them. The adults watching all grinned.

They knew what was coming.

So did the cubs, their small furry bodies curled up into quivering balls of fluff, all big eyes and expectant faces.

The bigger cat roared.

He muffled the sound, for this was play—play, yes, but also preparing them for what would come later. Yet it had to be fun for them, these small creatures who were the blood of his blood.

The smaller cats growled back and lunged, darting for the scraggly grasses that would hide their bodies, if not his.

The big cat slammed one massive paw down. Pebbles scattered under the strength of the blow.

“I think your father is in the mood to play,” a handsome young man murmured, wrapping an arm around his mate.

Her dark hair was covered by a scarf that helped protect her from the brutal heat of the midday sun and her face was wreathed in smiles as she replied, “So it would seem.”.

They had come in from working the small piece of land they had cultivated, taking refuge while the heat of the day was at its worst.

The other families in the valley did the same, resting in the cool shade offered by the massive wall of rock rising in the east. By the time the sun fully crested and started its trek around the rim of the stone that surrounded the fertile green fields and streams where they had made their home, the worst of the heat would be over. At that point, as the heat eased, they would resume their work.

Then the sun would set and of those who could hunt the night...well, their work would begin at that time.

Their valley was a peaceful place, one that had been protected against the changing world outside by those who remained on guard outside the perimeter.

Each season, a squadron of fighters, both male and female, would leave, returning only when their rotation was over.

It is the way, the old man would say to the younglings as he taught them of their history and of the responsibility they would take up as they grew to adults.

For now, there were no lessons, though.

It was time to play.

The bigger of the two cubs, his coat a deep black in contrast to the tawnier shades of his relatives sprang from the grasses and bolted for the cliff wall.

Behind him, he heard his grandfather’s playful roar of rage but he did not slow.

His sister’s high-pitched yowl indicated she’d been caught but he didn’t look back as he raced onward, bounding onto a rock and using it to launch himself toward the cliff face nearby.

His claws sank in.

Behind him, Zipporah burst into giggles and shouted, “Go, Zimri! Go! Grandfather cannot catch you!”

He scrabbled higher and higher, leaping from one small outcropping to the next while below, Grandfather chased him, his much larger leonine form having to find an alternate route. He made mock growls as he scaled the cliff, pretending to slide down and fall even as he leaped to paw at Zimri, claws sheathed.

Zimri, exhilarated by the game, made a lunge that was far too great a distance for his small body. Far below, his mother cried out and the small cub heard her panic even as he realized he might not make it. He strained, stretching his limbs, his claws—there!

Just as he started to scrabble up onto the lip, he felt his grandfather’s presence below him and he hauled himself over and peered down.

Panting, and a little afraid, he shifted back to his human skin. Pushing back hair the color of onyx, he grinned at his grandfather just as the cat’s body gave way to a man.

Grandfather did not much look like Zimri, his body tall and broad, hair a lighter brown and filled with soft waves, while his eyes were a piercing green.

But their scents were similar and Zimri saw much of his grandfather in his mother. Zimri’s cat looked more akin to his father’s than that of his mother and grandfather. But he was longer in form like his father, not petite like Zipporah.

“I made it,” he said to Grandfather.

“You did. And you scared your mother to death. Come, let us return so you can hug her and let her know you are in one piece.” He held his arms out to Zimri and Zimri let his grandfather scoop him up.

With a squeal of glee, he clung to Grandfather when the man leaped off the narrow ledge where they’d perched, plunging the distance to the ground, fast and hard so the wind beat Zimri’s face. 

“Was it like this when you could fly on wings, Grandfather?” Zimri asked.

And Grandfather smiled. “A bit, my boy. A bit.”

If there was sadness in the old man’s eyes, Zimri could not see it.

They hit the ground with a solid thud, Grandfather’s sandal-clad feet striking the earth as his knees flexed.

Zimri went to leap down but his mother was there, scooping him into her arms. “You little wild thing!” she scolded.

“I am unharmed,” he said, looking at her with the dark brown eyes she’d given him.

“You will make my heart leap from my chest,” she chided him as Zipporah came running. With one last cuddle, she put him down and his sister lunged for him.

He caught her up in his arms. “Did you see how high I was?” He nuzzled soft, downy hair and turned to look up.

As he did, he caught sight of a distant shadow at the very top of the cliff. “Grandfather...Mother.”

He pointed upward, just as the horn of the watchers sounded.

The sound of it made his blood run cold.

𓆩 𓆪

“I want to come with you,” Zimri said, flinging himself into his grandfather’s arms.

There was a contingent of warriors gathered at the mouth of the valley where the road would lead them out and away.

One of the scouts, the father of one of Zimri’s friends, had rushed in only moments after that horn had sounded with news.

The warriors were needed.

So, those trained to fight, both men and women, prepared.

“It is not yet time for you to take up the mantle of warrior, my cub,” Grandfather said, kneeling in front of him. He leaned in and hugged him. “Remiel remains behind. He shall watch over the valley and keep an eye on you, your sister and mother while your father and I are gone. Be good to your sister and try not to get into too much trouble with Ismael.”

The other boy, leaning against his great-grandfather’s leg came to stand with Zimri. “We shall watch for your return, Uncle Sauriel.”

There was no blood between them, but the title was one of respect and Sauriel smiled at the boy before rising.

Once he was on his feet, he met the eyes of his counterpart, Remiel.

Then, after a final hug to his daughter and his grandchildren, he moved to join the warriors.

“Come, let us see what nasty spawn the deathless have wrought this night.”

𓆩 𓆪

“I do not understand,” Zipporah whispered, standing next to Zimri, her small hand clutched in his. “Grandfather’s one of the Seraph. They cannot die.”

“Grandfather gave up that aspect when he fell, Zipporah,” Zimri reminded her, struggling to hold back the tears. 

This was not the first time that one of their number had died in battle with the deathless. It would not be the last. Zimri knew this—he was not a babe like his sister. He would soon be a man. Grandfather told him as much.

He never will tell me that again, a quiet, mournful voice whispered. He will never teach us another thing. Never race with me or Zipporah. Never play with us. Never teach me how to swing a sword or spar with me in the grasses or hunt...

His heart felt as if it would shatter.

But somewhere, from deep inside, he heard Grandfather.

We will all die, my boy. When I do, I shall see your grandmother. I miss her. Mourn for me, for that is the way of life. But do not let the pain define you. Hold fast to the promise that you will see me again.

Grandfather had told him that a long, long time ago when another warrior had fallen. Zimri had been smaller then, Zipporah not even able to walk. Not understanding death, Zimri had asked why the warrior could not wake.

He sleeps a deeper slumber, my boy. One he cannot wake from him.

That day, Zimri had learned of death and he had begged his grandfather not to die.

“But why...” His sister, still not much more than a babe, whimpered. He pulled her to him as they stood on the rise, hidden by the shade of a tree as they watched the ceremony taking place.

“Death is something that happens, Zipporah,” he told her, thinking of what Grandfather had told him. “When the warriors go out and face the monsters, it is a risk they take. They are very brave for taking that risk. But we will see him again. He promised me and Grandfather does not make promises he will not keep. Hush now. We do not want to be chased away.”

She nodded and buried her face against his chest and he rubbed her arm, watching the ceremony off in the distance.

They were not supposed to be here.

Sauriel was being returned to ash so his soul could be sent onward.

It was not a thing for children.

I am not a child, Zimri thought furiously.

And even if Zipporah was, did she not have the right to say goodbye?

“What are you younglings doing here?” a gentle voice asked from behind.

The acrid scent of the fires being built for the burning had left them both nose-blind. Neither had heard anybody approaching, so both were startled when they turned to see someone approaching from behind. Remiel, their grandfather’s companion, and great-grandfather to Zimri’s friend Ismael, came and crouched next to them.

“We want to say goodbye,” Zimri said stubbornly. “He was our grandfather. We should be able to say goodbye.”

A sad smile curved Remiel’s lips. “Perhaps you are right.” So, he rose and stood with them, a hand on each of their shoulders.

And when the fires burned high enough to lick at Grandfather’s linen-wrapped body, as both children flinched, Remiel knelt behind them and wrapped a comforting arm around them.

“He feels no pain now,” he said gently.

“Did he hurt before?” Zimri whispered.

“Yes, boy. He hurt deeply.”

Those words would haunt Zimri through the ages, even as he grew and changed and became someone else entirely.
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A Covenant
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Zimri stood in the shadows. Almost five centuries to the day had passed since Sauriel had led his warriors in battle against the dishonored.

His sacrifice had allowed them to win that battle.

It was, Zimri thought, a bittersweet victory, just like the one they celebrated tonight.

He stood attendant as the small clan he led prepared to say goodbye to Havah, his mother.

Havah, Sauriel’s only child, had been as fierce as her father—Zimri knew this because he had been told by more people than he could count over the years. His grandfather was legendary, even among beings of legend.

Sauriel was one of the few fallen who had turned their backs on those who’d waged war on Heaven, taking up arms instead as guardian, sworn to protect the people of Earth from the monsters that might arise from the unions created by Nephilim mating with humans.

After all, who better to guard against monsters but other monsters?

Havah, like so many others, had taken up her father’s mantle when she had been young, swearing the same oaths as he, promising to follow the path of the guardians.

And like he, she had fallen in battle.

Many had come to tell both him and Zipporah she had died an honorable death, that her sacrifice had saved an entire encampment—she had gone down a hero.

Neither he nor Zipporah needed such condolences.

He knew his mother’s honor as well as he knew her scent.

He did not need the words.

Let some of his other half-siblings take comfort in them if they wished. Those half-siblings were numerous. His father, closer to mortal than his mother had been had passed on mere decades after his grandfather. His mother had taken other lovers to her bed after a time. They had been lovers, only—she had never taken another mate. She had once told Zimri that part of her had died with his father.

Zimri had been a man grown by then. He’d understood what loneliness could do to the soul. He had not thought ill of her for taking solace with other men and he was close to a number of his siblings.

The sibling he was closest to was Zipporah.

She stood with Ismael, the bond between the two men as strong as it had been when they were boys. Zipporah’s dearest friend was with her. Her name was Naomi and she was Ismael’s wife, one of the mortals who lived among them. Naomi stood a far bit taller than the diminutive Zipporah and now, as she cradled Zipporah close, although she was far younger, it was Naomi who took the role of comforter and protector.
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